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The New Policy Agenda for Public Education

The mid-1980s marked a major turning point in American educational
policy. The ideology underpinning this shift asserted that America’s edu-
cational system was undermining the nation’s international competitive
capacity. The new ideology’s manifesto, A Nation at Risk, predicted in
hyperbolic terms the demise of the United States as an international
industrial leader if it did not correct major flaws in its system of public
education. The urgency for massive school reform intensified with talk
about the “new” global economy, the increasing economic competitive-
ness of Asian countries, and the emergence of a new world order based
not on the “wealth of nations” but on the “work of nations” (Reich, 1991).
As the visionaries of the new world order saw it, newly developing glob-
al economies would reward those countries and individuals who are
highly educated and can add to the value of their nations’ goods and ser-
vices. Conversely, countries with poorly educated workers could expect
economic stagnation and poverty. The stakes for school reform were noth-
ing less than the United State’s status as the world’s richest and strongest
economy.
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Policymakers in the United States embraced this argument with both
arms. In 1999, a high-level group of business, government, and civic leaders
adopted national goals (National Commission for Governing America’s
Schools, 1999), which were expanded and legislatively endorsed through
Goals 2000. Implicit in the goals statements are national standards for a
wide range of academic subjects. Advocates of national standards argued
that students in all schools, regardless of state or region, need to acquire
similar knowledge and develop similar skills. Proponents also argued
that there is not one math for California and another for Kentucky and a
third for Michigan (Clinton, 1997; Diegmuller, 1995; Ravitch, 1995). Subse-
quently, President Bill Clinton proposed voluntary national standards in
reading and mathematics.

The realization of these ambitious education policy goals embraced “a
new model of state and local governance” called “the new educational
accountability” (Elmore, Abelmann, & Fuhrman, 1996, p. 65). The model’s
three major components are 

a primary emphasis on measured student performance as the basis for
school accountability, the creation of relatively complex systems of
standards by which data on student performance are compared by
school and by locality, and the creation of systems of reward and penal-
ties and intervention strategies to introduce incentives for perfor-
mance. (Elmore et al., 1996, p. 65)

This model of accountability eventually found its way into federal reau-
thorization of the Elementary and Secondary Education Act. Known as
the No Child Left Behind Act, the reauthorized law imposes teacher qual-
ity standards, testing requirements, and punitive sanctions for failing
schools. States failing to comply are threatened with the loss of federal
funds.

By the end of 2002, 43 states issued school report cards, 30 rated schools
on the basis of performance, 28 provided some form of technical assis-
tance to low-performing schools, 18 rewarded schools for increased per-
formance, and 20 imposed sanctions on schools that failed to improve
(“Quality counts,” 2003). Presumably, state implementation of the new
accountability systems will lead to creation of a system of schooling
“marked by strong and consistent standards, coherent guidance for
instruction, strong consensus about goals, and much greater equality in
educational achievement” (Cohen, 1996). Arguably, one of the most
important features of the new accountability is that it shifts governance
from a system of local political accountability to state administrative
accountability with the purpose of “reorienting public education toward
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results produced, rather than resources allocated, and somehow holding
schools accountable for students’ achievement (Cohen, 1996, p. 101). 

This article examines California’s Public School Accountability Act
(PSAA) within the overall policy and political context for elementary and
secondary education. I argue that the new accountability imposes a new
regulatory scheme on California schools, a scheme that simply adds to the
regulatory baggage schools already carry. Instead of a more efficient and
streamlined system that proponents of accountability envision, the new
system of accountability simply mires schools more deeply in the existing
regulatory swamp. Simply adding one more layer of regulation to the
existing scheme without reassessing the governance structure as a whole
invites the kind of policy fudging, deflection, and redirection that so often
accompanies school reform efforts (Cuban, 1984; Cuban & Tyack, 1995;
Timar & Kirp, 1988). 

Redefining School Governance in California

Over the past 30 years, traditional patterns of school governance in
California have changed significantly by a series of court rulings, legisla-
tive enactments, and voter initiatives. The presumption of local control
and a governance system based on electoral accountability—the reigning
system for over 150 years—has given way to a system of state control.
These changes raise questions about intergovernmental relations, the
respective roles and responsibilities of state and local actors in educational
decision making, and the impact of centralized control. If schools—and
the teachers and administrators in them—are to be held accountable,
what does that mean for the role of districts? If schools are held responsi-
ble, it seems logical and reasonable to assume that they would be provid-
ed with adequate financial, human, and material resource flows to pro-
vide high-quality education services. It assumes further that schools have
the flexibility to allocate resources, the ability to predict future resource
flows, and the stability to sustain improvement efforts. Are such assump-
tions valid? Are there systemic barriers to improvement that implementa-
tion of the “new accountability” ignores? The virtue of centralized public
administration and policymaking is arguably a system that is character-
ized by consistent standards, coherent guidance for instruction, strong
consensus about goals, and much greater equality in resource allocation
and student achievement (Benson, 1978; Cohen, 1996; Cohen & Spillane,
1992).

Immediately after his election in 1998, California’s Governor Gray
Davis called for a special legislative session in January 1999 expressly for
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the purpose of enacting a state accountability system for K–12 education.
In a matter of weeks, the legislature created an entirely new school
accountability scheme for implementation the following September. In
enacting the measure, the legislature noted that “it is in the interest of the
people and this state to assure that each child receives a high quality edu-
cation consistent with state-wide content and performance standards …
and with a meaningful assessment system and reporting program
requirements” (California State Legislature, 1999).

The resulting PSAA contains three principal provisions. One is a
single-number score for each school, its Academic Performance Index
(API). The API was to be based on a number of factors, but in the rush to
implement the program and in the absence of other measures, it is deter-
mined by student scores on statewide assessments. The assessment
instrument was initially a standardized test (the Stanford Achievement
Test, or more commonly the SAT 9). Beginning in 2003, the API will be
based on scores of a new standardized test and a norm-reference test
based on state standards. PSAA’s second component is the Higher 
Performing/Improving Schools Program, which awards monetary
bonuses to schools and staff for meeting or exceeding API growth tar-
gets. Finally, the Immediate Intervention/Underperforming Schools
Program (II/USP) establishes an intervention program for schools fail-
ing meet growth targets. Schools in this so-called “underpeforming”
group receive money for planning and implementing initiatives for
improvement. If they fail to improve, they are subject to various forms
of intervention, including state takeover. 

The implicit theory supporting this policy package is that a combina-
tion of reporting requirements, incentives, sanctions, and technical sup-
port will stimulate sufficient interest and engender sufficient capacity for
schools, particularly low-performing schools, to do the right thing by pro-
ducing high-quality education. A more encompassing set of assumptions
underlying PSAA is that school districts and, particularly, schools (since
they are the direct targets of rewards and sanctions) have the resources,
autonomy, and flexibility to turn low-performing schools into high-
performing schools.

The Political Context for K–12 Education Governance

Historically, responsibility for provision of education services in
California, as in most states, was broadly delegated to local school districts.
Created as legal entities, school districts were authorized to levy taxes, enter
into contracts, and enforce state law as it applies to the operation of
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schools. Accountability for education was synonymous with political
accountability. School board members answered to local electorates. If a
community was unhappy with its schools, it could elect a new board,
which then might replace the existing school superintendent. The scope
and quality of educational services in a district was determined primarily
by local preferences for education and the capacity to pay for them
(Tiebout, 1956).

Although local districts were given broad authority to determine the
basket of education goods in their communities, the state controlled dis-
tricts through several means. The most basic of these were minimum stan-
dards below which different kinds of school operations could not fall.
Based on the rationale that “the general welfare requires a basic educa-
tional opportunity for all children” (California State Supreme Court,
1971), it justified requiring pupils to attend schools a minimum number of
minutes each day for a minimum number of days per year. The state also
specified what courses were to be taught and the kind of training teachers
needed to teach them. The state required districts to levy a certain level of
tax and to pay its teachers a minimum salary.

In addition to the formal authority of the state, there were also infor-
mal mechanisms for school oversight. School accreditation was one.
The Western Association of Schools and Colleges (WASC) created a
process for schools to engage in periodic self- and peer evaluation. The
University of California’s admissions requirements were another
means of informal accountability. High school courses satisfying the
university’s so-called “A–F”1 requirements had to be approved and cer-
tified by the university. The university routinely sent the grades of first-
year students to their former high schools, a practice that provided
schools with a rough proxy for how well their students were prepared
to undertake demanding academic work. Student scores on Advanced
Placement, SAT, and ACT tests were also informal means of oversight,
at least in allowing schools to compare themselves to other schools.
Similarly, tests like the Iowa Test for Academic Achievement and later
the California Assessment Program allowed school districts to compare
their students to those in other districts. These were not “high-stakes”
tests: Persistently low scores in persistently low-achieving schools 
had no particular consequences beyond publicity they may have gener-
ated. On the other hand, in communities that cared about test scores,
they often had consequences for local school officials. The intent and
effect of various accountability mechanisms was to provide communities
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with information about how well their schools were doing. Local com-
munity politics determined how that information was used.

Even in times of perceived national crisis, state and federal officials
were reluctant to interfere with local authority. The national response to
the threat of Russian scientific superiority, the National Defense Educa-
tion Act, was very careful not to intrude into local territory (Marsh &
Gortner, 1963; Sufrin, 1963; Timar 1997). Oversight activities tended to
take the form of capacity building—professional development and techni-
cal support. State intrusion into local matters, particularly as they related
to teaching and learning, was relatively unknown, especially in California.
The concept of local, political control based on the idea that school dis-
tricts reflected community preferences for education within the context of
state imposed minimum standards was the foundation on which state
oversight and accountability rested. 

The late 1960s, however, saw the beginning of a series of state and fed-
eral policy actions, voter initiatives, and court decisions that eroded the
long-standing tradition of local control and dispersed authority among
multiple agencies and levels of government. The cumulative effect of
these events was twofold. They either limited local discretion—through
legal empowerment of parents, students, or teachers, for example—or
superseded local decision making with state and federal decision making.
On the one hand, authority dispersed among various interests, while on
the other, it shifted to higher, more remote reaches of government. Cen-
tralization of authority, however, did not lead to concentration of authority.
Rather than integrating authority, policymakers dispersed authority
across large numbers of programs and agencies. In the 1950s, then-
Superintendent of Public Instruction Roy Simpson was a member of the
governor’s cabinet. He was also the executive officer of the State Board of
Education, which was responsible for directing the work of the State
Department of Education and was the governing board for the state col-
leges (previously normal schools) and the community colleges. Textbook
selection, teacher licensing and certification, and curriculum standards
development were integrated in one organization. There are few known
instances of the legislature taking policy action that was not initiated by
the superintendent of public instruction and the State Board of Education.

Currently, there are separate governing boards for the state university
and community colleges. Teacher licensing and certification is under its
own commission. Since Bill Honig’s tenure as superintendent of public
instruction, the State Board of Education has been at war with the super-
intendent. As governors have come to compete with the superintendent
for control over public education, the power of the state board has risen at
the expense of the superintendent’s. Delaine Eastin, superintendent from
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1994 to 2002, had little or no authority, was generally excluded from state-
level policy making, and was not regarded in the capitol as a major force
in state education politics or policy. The second effect of state policy
activism has been the attenuation of local authority and diminution of
local capacity to deliver educational services. Collective bargaining, the
increasing share of categorical funding relative to block-grant funding,
and increasing legislative directives to districts not only placed severe
limitations on local discretion, but also made local decision making vastly
more complicated and expensive. Authority was dispersed not only at 
the local level, but also among other actors such as the courts and the 
California Public Employees Relations Board. 

The major changes in school governance and their impact—individually
and cumulatively—on the organizational capacity of schools are now
discussed.

The Serrano Decision

Historically, schools were supported primarily by local property taxes.
Prior to 1979, state law set a base rate of property taxation to support pub-
lic education. Voters in local districts could increase the rate if they
wished to provide additional funding. However, large variations among
communities in property wealth (measured by assessed valuation) meant
that the amount of revenue raised for a given tax rate also varied consid-
erably. As a result, low-wealth districts had to tax themselves at higher
rates than wealthier districts in order to generate the same amount of rev-
enue. The Serrano case challenged the constitutionality of the existing
school finance system on equal protection grounds. The court agreed and
directed the legislature to equalize funding among districts. The legisla-
ture’s solution was AB 65 in 1977. By means of complex equalization for-
mulas, the measure intended to meet the Serrano mandate. However,
Proposition 13 superseded implementation of AB 65.

Proposition 13

This constitutional amendment passed by voters in 1978 rolled back
property taxes by 60%, limited the property tax rate to 1% of the assessed
value, and held annual property tax increases to 2%. Any new taxes had
to be approved by two thirds of the voters. (This last provision was modi-
fied in 2001 when the state’s voters approved an initiative that reduced
the required voting majority to 55% for local bond elections, but retained
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the two-thirds majority for general tax increases.) Its impact was to create
a state school finance system. Combined with the limitations imposed on
districts by Serrano, district capacity to generate funds for education is
now, for all practical purposes, nonexistent. According to the Legislative
Analyst, Proposition 13 eroded local authority and capacity in several
ways. It shifted leadership to the state. Both funding and policy decisions
about education became the responsibility of the state (Legislative Ana-
lyst, 1999). Local officials no longer turned to their local communities for
support (and no longer did local communities hold local officials account-
able for results) as most decisions shifted to Sacramento. 

The measure of this change is illustrated by local expenditures for lob-
bying. Between January 1999 and December 2000, education interests
spent $27.5 million on lobbying officials in Sacramento. One would expect
textbook publishers, test makers, and teachers’ unions (the California
Teachers’ Association, e.g., spent $5.7 million) to buy influence. However,
the larger share of lobbying money did not come from special interests,
but from school districts, community colleges, and county offices of edu-
cation. The Los Angeles Unified School District spent $883,822, the Los
Angeles County Office of Education spent $433,950, the Long Beach Uni-
fied School District spent over $319,000, the San Francisco Unified spent
over $248,000, and Oakland Unified spent just under $164,000 (California
Secretary of State, 2000).

Proposition 98

Passed by voters in 1988, Proposition 98 assigned to K–12 and commu-
nity colleges a constitutionally protected portion of the state budget by
guaranteeing a minimum level of funding. The measure’s intent was to
provide stability and predictability in K–12 and community college fund-
ing from year to year. Although it has provided a guaranteed base, it has
also become a ceiling for K–12 and community college funding. Perhaps its
greatest impact, which will be discussed more fully later, has been to use
the state budget as a policy tool. Policymakers do not know how much
money will be available for the following year’s budget until the so-called
“May revise,” which is used to estimate available revenues. Because 40%
of general revenues must go to K–12 and community colleges, there is a
last-minute scramble to spend available money. In good years, this can be
a sizable amount. Legislators and governors have shown increasing reluc-
tance at allocating new moneys to fund general revenue increases to
schools. Some fear that general fund dollars will be spent for teacher salary
increases rather than state reform priorities. Others want to target funds to
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high-visibility programs. The latter has become all the more common since
term limits, as legislators need to be associated with high-profile measures
to run for their next elective position. Consequently, rather than putting
the money into general revenues for schools, legislators increasingly tar-
geted funds for specific programs, further increasing the number of cate-
gorical programs and thereby further eroding local budgetary control.
Although such decisions may have significant impact on schools, there is
little public discussion about them. They are generally last-minute deals
made by the governor and legislative leaders. 

Collective Bargaining

The legislature authorized collective bargaining for school employees
in 1976. Under provisions established by the Winton Act in 1965, districts
were simply required to “meet and confer” with employee organizations.
Collective bargaining greatly expanded teacher unions’ rights to negoti-
ate binding contracts with districts on a variety of matters. They include
wages, hours, and other terms and conditions of employment, such as
employee benefits, teacher transfer policies, maximum class sizes, and
evaluation procedures. According to the California Commission for Edu-
cational Quality, California already had statutes in place regulating vari-
ous employment-related matters, such as state requirements for teacher
tenure and dismissal, layoff notification, and maximum class size. These
mandates were not eliminated when collective bargaining was enacted.
Instead, existing statutes created a floor for the beginning of bargaining in
districts. Moreover, the Rodda Act’s original provisions related to terms of
employment and working conditions have expanded through appeals
processes and new laws so that its scope now covers many more topics.
Collective bargaining contracts now typically cover a wide range of
issues, most of which affect local capacity for service delivery. Issues relat-
ed to compensation include cost-of-living adjustments, salary schedules,
pay for specific duties, minimum teacher salaries, mentor teacher selec-
tion process, tuition reimbursement, and travel expenses. Other areas cov-
ered by collective bargaining include benefits; hours and days of work;
leaves; early retirement and retirement benefits; job assignment; evalua-
tion procedures and remediation; grievance procedures, appeal process,
mediation, and arbitration; discipline procedures and criteria; layoff and
reemployment procedures; organization security; and a variety of other
topics (EdSource, 2000).

In its review of West Contra Costa Unified School District in July 2001,
the state-appointed Fiscal Crisis and Management Assistance Team
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(FCMAT)2 concluded that collective bargaining practices (along with the
district’s organizational structure) were serious impediments to student
achievement. The study determined that

In its current state, the Contractual Agreement Between [sic] the West
Contra Costa Unified School District and the United Teachers of
Richmond appears to constrain the district’s ability to foster pupil
achievement. Professional development, personnel evaluations, staff
collaboration time, the length of the workday—each of these areas is
covered by collective bargaining agreement and shows evidence of
hampering the common district goal to increase students’ academic
performance. (FCMAT, 2001, p. vi) 

According to the University of California’s Policy Analysis for
California Education (PACE), “Local teacher bargaining contracts central-
ized decision authority within districts, but also dispersed authority to
legislatures, the courts, and public administrative agencies like the Cali-
fornia Public Employee Relations Board” (PACE, 2000, p. 81). For dis-
tricts, collective bargaining means that they share power with unions over
a wide range of decisions that affect district educational policies and the
distribution of district resources.

Categorical Funding

Traditionally, the principal form of state subvention to schools was
through unrestricted, block-grant funding. This meant that local boards
had considerable discretion over the use of state funds. Over the past 
15 years, and especially in the last 10, the legislature has shifted an
increasingly larger share of state monies into categorical grants. These are
restricted funds that may only be used for special purposes. In 1980,
approximately 13% of all state subventions to school districts were
restricted, and most of that was for three programs: special education,
Title I, and Economic Impact Aid. In that year also, there were 19 categor-
ically funded programs. In the 2001–02 budget, there are over 100 categor-
ically funded programs. Such funding is approaching 40% of general fund
subventions to districts. 
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Increased reliance on categorical funding affects school districts in very
specific ways. It has placed greater restrictions on districts regarding the
use of state funds. It also means that as the share of categorical funding
increases, education finance becomes increasingly supply driven: expen-
ditures are not necessarily based on local needs, but by the availability of
state funds.3 Categorical funding, moreover, usually comes with a list of
programmatic and reporting requirements. Detailed proscriptions about
parent advisory committees (many schools have four or five), reporting
requirements, and fund expenditures have resulted in legislative micro-
management of districts through funding. 

More generally and more insidiously, the rise of categorical programs
has Balkanized schools and school districts. The proliferation of categori-
cal funding has turned schools into collections of programs instead of
coherent organizations. As the Coordinated Compliance Reviews4 con-
ducted by the state education department show, schools and the state are
mostly concerned with fairly narrow compliance issues, whereas they
may overlook the health of the organization as a whole. They also tend to
encourage strict regulatory compliance over professional judgment and
replace school goals with narrow programmatic goals (Fuller & Izu, 1986;
Spillane, 1996). 

Federal Education Policy

Federal education policy amplifies the effects of state categorical
funding. Federal funds come with lots of strings attached regarding
their use and which students are eligible to participate in federally fund-
ed programs and under what conditions. Reauthorization of Title I in
the fall of 2001 contained provisions that further invade local decision
making. States and schools are required to develop academic standards
for all students and are required to test students. Low-performing
schools that fail to show improvement over time may be “reconstituted”—
teachers and principals may be replaced, or conceivably the schools
could be shut down. Additionally, federal regulation now intrudes on
local teacher hiring practices by defining what constitutes a “qualified”
teacher.
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Increasing Legislative Activism

For the past two decades, the legislature has routinely enacted during
each session literally hundreds of measures dealing with K–12 education.
Since imposition of term limits, the pace of legislative activity has intensi-
fied. PACE (2000) notes that not only were initiatives of the past 7 years
“unprecedented in terms of the consensus they represented among an
otherwise divisive body” (p. 83), but also indicated an unusual level of
intervention and top-down control by state-elected officials in the affairs
of curriculum policy.5

Some analysts have described the 1990s as “a tumultuous decade for
public education in California” (EdSource, 2001). Over the course of the
decade, teachers and local school officials have had to manage education
programs while attempting to respond to an outpouring of legislative ini-
tiatives. Analysts point out that over the past 5 years the state has intro-
duced numerous, major reform initiatives and programs, some of which
align with larger goals, whereas others undermine such goals6 (EdSource,
2001). The major thrust of these reforms has been under the heading of
“standards-based reform,” most of which, though not all, have been intro-
duced since 1995. The intent of standards-based reform is that the state
adopt curriculum standards, which, in turn, align with curriculum frame-
works; student assessments; school accountability; and teacher training,
professional development, compensation, and evaluation. The state is
now on its third state assessment instrument in just over 10 years. The
California Assessment Program (CAP), which had been in place since
1983, came to a halt in 1991 when Governor George Deukmejian cut pro-
gram funding just prior to leaving office. State policymakers responded
by developing the California Learning Assessment System (CLAS) to
replace it. Their goal was to create a state testing system that not only
assessed individual student progress, but also was based on the state’s
curriculum frameworks. CLAS proved to be short-lived. A combination of
conservative backlash to test content, negative research evaluations about
the test’s technical quality, and abysmally low scores on the first round of
assessment resulted in Governor Pete Wilson vetoing funding for CLAS.
In 1996–97, districts were free to select their own tests. Policymakers soon
realized, however, that it was difficult to compare student performance
across schools and districts when schools used different tests. In 1997–98,
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the state adopted the Standardized Testing and Reporting Program,
which used the Stanford 9 test. Over time, it has been augmented to mea-
sure state standards, which, although central to the state’s education
reform portfolio, are not currently assessed in the Stanford 9, a nationally
normed reference-based test. Stanford 9, in its ongoing mutated form to
incorporate assessment of state standards, is now an integral part of the
state accountability system. 

Over the past 5 years, schools have been flooded with new programs
and mandates. The state now bans social promotion and requires schools to
provide remedial instruction for students during the summer. Students
must pass a high school exit examination in order to receive a diploma. The
State Board of Education requires all students to take algebra in the eighth
grade. These requirements come on top of class size reductions, high-stakes
accountability, and increasing restrictions in funding. At the same time, the
demographic context of education is changing rapidly: The student popula-
tion is becoming more diverse, many students are not proficient in English,
and some districts face acute teacher and administrator shortages. 

Whereas some individuals are critical of the substance of legislative ini-
tiatives, others are critical of the legislative process. Increasingly, major
decisions about education are the products of last-minute deals made by a
handful of people during budget negotiations. For instance, the Class Size
Reduction Program enacted in 1996 to reduce class size in kindergarten to
third grade to not more than 20 pupils per teacher was introduced and
passed into law in 1 day.7 The statute appropriated $1.5 billion to school
districts that participated in the program in the 1997–98 school year. It
proved to be a politically popular measure. Schools liked it because it pro-
vided them $800 in per pupil funding for participating grades. The public
and teachers liked it because it reduced class size from an average of 30 to
20. Class size reduction also created a demand for large numbers of new
teachers. Since many districts were already having difficulties in staffing
classes with credentialed teachers, the measure exacerbated the problem
in those districts. Superintendent of Public Instruction Delaine Eastin,
although an enthusiastic supporter of class size reduction, tempered her
enthusiasm with two concerns. One concerned the effectiveness of the
$1.5 billion program if qualified teachers could not be found to staff those
smaller classes. She estimated that the state might need over 18,000 new
K–12 teachers at a time when there were already about 21,000 teachers
with emergency credentials. She went on to state that 
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Clearly, we would be alarmed if 21,000 doctors were working with
emergency licenses, and we should be equally concerned about the
training our teachers receive. Smaller classes are one important piece of
the equation for a successful program, but skilled teachers are essential
if we are to see real progress in student achievement based on chal-
lenging standards for all students. (D. Eastin, personal communication,
California State Legislature, internal memorandum, March 1998)

Another impediment to implementation focused on the capacity of
rural districts and districts with severe space shortages to participate in
the program. 

Legislative Term Limits

In 1990, California voters approved Proposition 140, a statewide initia-
tive mandating term limits for legislative members. The initiative’s intent
aimed to reverse the domination of the legislature by “professional”
politicians. The impact of term limits has been to decimate expertise with-
in the legislature and to create what legislative insiders call “a culture of
self-promotion.” Prior to term limits, it was common for legislators to spe-
cialize and develop expertise in specific areas. One legislator might be an
expert in state policies related to school facilities, another in special edu-
cation, and a third in professional development. Long-term legislators
and their staffs often developed considerable policy expertise in specific
areas and served as the institutional memory for the legislature. Their
ability to assume such a role was based on their longevity. Prior to term
limits, legislative staff, particularly standing committee staff, were regard-
ed as “protected” from changes in committee membership. The recent
trend, however, has been for committee members to bring in their own
staff, who most often have little or no policy expertise or experience. 

Institutional Structures in the Legislature

Most legislatures have developed various institutional mechanisms to
discipline and control the legislative process on one hand and to provide
expertise on the other. Committees, caucuses, procedural rules, and
omnibus bills are internal, organizational mechanisms to exert control over
the legislative process. Committee staff, the Office of the Legislative Analyst,
the Legislative Council, and the Senate and Assembly offices of research are
just some of the means of enhancing the expertise and quality of legislative
decision making (e.g., Weiss, 1992). In addition to imposing term limits,
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Proposition 140 in 1990 also mandated reductions in legislative expenditures
by roughly 40%. The legislature implemented the measure by significantly
downsizing its policy-making infrastructure. Many long-time consultants
were given “golden handshakes” and more recent hires were laid off. The
Legislative Analyst and research offices, which traditionally played impor-
tant roles in the legislative process, were significantly affected.

The loss of institutional infrastructure within the legislature has resulted
in a significant diminution of expertise. Prior to term limits, there was an
oversight process within the legislature. Long-term staff and members of
the legislature could exercise some control over the policy process and
thereby the quality of policy. They could, for instance, call attention to
measures that undermined or contradicted existing ones. The Assembly
Office of Research staff analyzed each measure (and any floor amend-
ments) before a final floor vote could be taken. The analysis generally
examined the bill’s proposed intent, implementation, and projected
effects. Analysis also focused on the measure’s relationship to the existing
legal and regulatory framework. The impartial Office of the Legislative
Analyst—modeled after the Congressional Budget Office—was highly
respected and its analyses had considerable impact on the legislative
process. Former and current legislative insiders generally agree that due
to budget cuts, layoffs, and denigration of policy for politics the policy
process has deteriorated considerably over the past 10 to 15 years. 

Configurations of Control and K–12 Governance

While policy expertise in the legislature has declined, the trajectory of
education governance has shifted decidedly toward state policymakers.
Increasingly, decisions traditionally left to local communities and school
officials are now made at the state level. However, with inexorably increas-
ing numbers of state players, it is difficult to know just who the “state” is
or who in the state is responsible for the overall health of the state’s educa-
tion system. A host of state and federal mandates has eroded the authority
of local officials by shifting authority to more distant reaches of govern-
ment. Thus, whereas state oversight has become increasingly dispersed as
the educational policy sphere has become more complex, local officials
have much less discretion about the delivery of instructional services. 

Unfortunately for schools, centralized decision making has not led to
greater consistency or coherence. In fact, compared to 50 years ago, the
effect has been just the opposite. At the state level, authority is widely dis-
persed and is often contentious. The ongoing battle between the superin-
tendent of public instruction and the State Board of Education exemplifies
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how turf battles supersede education issues. A recent study conducted by
the California State Auditor (CSA) concluded that 

ongoing conflicts between the board and the superintendent about
their respective roles and responsibilities have negatively affected all
aspects of the STAR program. Implementing the programs has been
especially difficult because, due to these conflicts, the superintendent
has never developed an annual implementation plan, as state law
requires. (CSA, April 2000, p. 3) 

Within the complex system of governance that has developed in the
state, there is provision for various forms of oversight. In fact, there is no
shortage of oversight responsibility scattered among various divisions of
the California Department of Education, other state agencies, county
offices, and local districts. Two features of the present structure of over-
sight stand out. The first is that schools have become enmeshed in a mas-
sive regulatory superstructure. In the absence of a coherent system of gov-
ernance, there is instead a loosely connected system of state and local
organizations and agencies that are tied together by myriad rules, regula-
tions, programs, and policies. At the center of this massive system is the
legislature, which unabatedly attempts to manage the education system
at both state and local levels. As previously noted, funding to both the
California Department of Education and schools is increasingly restricted
to specific programs or responsibilities, which are minutely defined in
legislation. The result is a state system of education that is a “system” only
in the most general sense. It is better described as a collection of rules,
activities, and disparate organizations. What it lacks as a system is a cen-
ter, a sense of coherence and consistency. 

Increasingly, the state legislature has unwittingly undermined local
capacity to deliver education services. It is ironic that schools are held
accountable for student performance, yet have increasingly less control
over their resources. They are like puppets on strings controlled by a
dozen puppet masters, none of whom communicates with the others.
Schools do not control the outcome of collective bargaining, but must live
with the results. They have little control over resources, which are allocat-
ed by formula from the districts, the state, or the federal government. 

Rethinking Governance 

In its 1999 report, Governing America’s Schools: Changing the Rules, the
National Commission for Governing America’s Schools noted that,
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“Governance arrangements establish the rules of the game. They deter-
mine through statutes, collective bargaining, legal agreements, regula-
tions, and court rulings who is responsible and accountable for what in
the system” (Education Commission of the States, 1999). The report
concluded by noting that, “without good governance, good schools are
the exception, not the rule.” But what is good governance? It has meant
different things at different times in the history of American education.
Throughout most of the 19th century, it meant a system of democratic
localism. During the first half of the 20th century, it meant elite control
by education experts. By the mid-1960s, good governance was synony-
mous with access, particularly access by previously disenfranchised
minorities to decision making. Its meaning is again subject to redefini-
tion as standards-based accountability, charter schools, privatized
school administration, and vouchers have gained currency in educa-
tional policy discourse (Timar & Tyack, 1999). 

The answer to the question “What is good governance?” is all the
more complicated by the fact that education governance is a vastly com-
plex enterprise, which is shaped by many forces—among them, the leg-
islature, the governor, the superintendent of public instruction, the State
Board of Education, multiple levels of bureaucracy, various levels of
government, the courts, public and private interest groups, textbook
publishers, test developers and testing services, foundations, think
tanks, colleges, and universities. With so many players exercising some
element of control over education, it is difficult enough to imagine what
a state governance “system” is, let alone what a “good” system of gov-
ernance might be.

Another factor complicating education governance in California is the
sheer size and diversity of the state’s education system. California’s edu-
cation system comprises 6 million students in about 8,500 schools and
1,000 districts. Among students, about 25% are classified “English Learner”
students (Tafoya, 2000) and over 47% qualify for free or reduced-price
meals. District size varies greatly: 32% of districts have fewer than 500 
students, whereas eight districts have more than 50,000. Among districts,
571 are elementary, 93 are high school, and 232 are unified. The state’s
smallest districts have just one school, whereas Los Angeles has 700. In
1999–2000, there were also 235 charter schools enrolling over 100,000 stu-
dents. County offices of education operate 58 schools enrolling almost
66,000 students (California Department of Education, 2002). These num-
bers do not include students enrolled in regional occupation programs,
adult education classes offered by school districts and community 
colleges, and the number of high school students enrolled in community
college courses.
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The legal structure of school governance in California developed in the
early part of the last century. Constitutional and statutory modifications
over the ensuing 80 years notwithstanding, the system’s basic features
remain much the same. The education landscape, on the other hand, has
changed dramatically. In 1920, elementary enrollment was 500,644, while
secondary enrollment was 162,832. In that year, too, there were 12,565 ele-
mentary and 5,794 secondary school teachers (Johnson, 1952). Currently,
California’s schools employ about 236,000 teachers. The size and scope of
the state’s educational system have changed dramatically over the past 80
years, as have public expectations of schooling. 

The state’s role has changed also. There has been a gradual shift from
local to state control. As noted earlier, centralization is not the problem.
The problem is the rationality, coherence, and efficacy of the evolved sys-
tem. Most changes were disparate, piecemeal, and ad hoc, responses to
various pressures and problems. As the Legislative Analyst (2000) pointed
out, the change from local to central control has occurred “without any
clear vision as to how the K–12 system can best foster high quality
schools. As a result, the Legislature and Governor must make major deci-
sions about the K–12 system without a long-term strategy.” The report
went on to cite a school district superintendent’s comment that “California
has an educational system with no conceptual framework” (p. 4). 

Implementation of California’s PSAA illustrates a fundamental prob-
lem of educational policy making—that of policy accretion. The tendency
for policymakers over the past 40 or so years has been to add new pro-
grams and policies in order to address various problems or respond to
various political pressures. As problems multiplied and political pressure
increased, so did programs. The impact on schools has been to load them
with a great deal of regulatory baggage that covers everything from volu-
minous reporting requirements—some of them impossible to complete—
to minutely prescriptive regulations about parent advisory committees
and how parents should be treated. Collective bargaining contracts com-
monly require schools to balance class loads to within five students. Then
there are requirements regarding the inclusion of learning children with
learning and other disabilities in classes and the teaching of non-English-
speaking students. Any one of these would present a serious challenge to
most schools and teachers. In the aggregate, they are overwhelming. The
density of policy space is illustrated by the number of delivery systems
for high school courses in addition to traditional high schools: regional
occupations centers and programs, community colleges, adult education,
charter schools, alternative schools, and home schooling. 

Within the current governance scheme, it is doubtful that the new
accountability system will be regarded as anything more than a burden
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(as opposed to an opportunity for improvement). Both theory and
research militate toward the conclusion that one-dimensional policy 
solutions are not likely to be effective in transforming low-performing
schools into high-performing schools. Thus, accountability needs to go
beyond simple redefinition of accountability toward a fundamental
reassessment and possible reconstruction of the institutional framework
in which schools operate. For accountability mechanisms to be successful,
they must connect logically to organizational capacity building and trans-
formation. What is needed is a new system of networked obligations
(Macpherson, Cibulka, Monk, & Wong, 1998).

Such a system could be built on a functional, conceptual framework
that recognizes the school as the organizational unit responsible for 
service delivery. In order to deliver high-quality services, schools require
resources—financial, human, and material—and the autonomy to convert
those resources into student outcomes. From that proposition, policymak-
ers need to build an institutional infrastructure to support schools. Build-
ing outward from the school then raises questions about the most effec-
tive administrative structure for schools. Should it be school districts,
cities, counties, or some new entity? The state role also needs to be clari-
fied. Logically, the state should be responsible for monitoring access and
educational quality, technical assistance, policy development and analy-
sis, and evaluation.

Imposition on schools of a high-stakes accountability system without
concomitant systemic redesign runs the risk of overwhelming and defeat-
ing what it tries to achieve. Changing from a system of political account-
ability to a system of administrative accountability without changing the
structural features on which each of those systems is constructed will sim-
ply compound the incoherence and irrationality of the present system. 

Conclusion

There is a great deal that is still uncertain about the future of the new
accountability in California. Will it be the palliative for persistently low-
performing schools that policymakers envision? Or will it join so many
other past policies in the dustbin of school reform? What ultimately
becomes of PSAA and how it gets located in the education system
depends on various factors. Clearly, there will be winners and losers as
the politics of the new accountability play out. New entrants join the
ranks of existing interests and old interests may be eclipsed and neutral-
ized. Whether the new accountability succeeds in reshaping the state’s
governance system depends on the outcomes of various, likely scenarios.
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Each scenario is anchored in a different, though not mutually exclusive,
theory of policy implementation. 

Policy Adaptation and Evolution

One possible future for accountability is that over time various players
and interests adapt and adjust to the policy. A theory of policy incremen-
talism and evolving change proposes that new policies, particularly those
whose implementation requires major change in existing patterns of indi-
vidual and organizational behavior, will be implemented slowly and
through a process of mutual adaptation (Berman & McLaughlin 1978;
March & Olsen 1989; Pressman & Wildavsky, 1984). As policymakers,
teachers, administrators, and others affected by the change learn the new
system, it is fine tuned through a process of adaptation. From the perspec-
tive of bounded rationality, one would expect those responsible for imple-
menting the program’s requirements to be cautious and tentative. Most
organizations and individuals resist change, as they prefer the known to
the unknown (Wildavsky, 1979). As with all new policies, the potential of
failure and the costs associated with it are obvious, whereas the benefits
are more obscure and downstream. Uncertainty related to implementation
looms large in education, where the technology of reform and change is an
uncertain enterprise. In PSAA, policymakers and the public assume a the-
ory of action that neatly connects policies with predictable outcomes. As
many have noted and experience has borne out, there is considerable 
slippage between intent and outcome. The lower performing the school,
the more uncertain the technology of change becomes, and the more
uncertainty the policy creates among those who must implement it.

The direction and pace of change in a process of policy adaptation
depends substantially on the kind of support schools receive to implement
the new accountability system. As noted earlier, schools that participate in
the immediate intervention program receive additional resources. As
noted also, the quality and adequacy of those resources is discouraging.
However, as the program progresses, it is possible that the quality of assis-
tance will improve. How the adaptation scenario plays out depends on the
policy feedback system that is in place. Mutual adaptation works if there is
an open system of information exchange between those who make and
those who implement policy (Berman, 1986; Mazmanian & Sabatier, 1983;
Pressman & Wildavsky, 1984). Over time then, one would expect new
structures to be created to support implementation of the new accountabil-
ity system. According to the adaptive, evolutionary theory of policy imple-
mentation, new structures are created in response to new needs.
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Symbolic Implementation

According to this scenario, accountability becomes part of the symbol-
ic and ritualized behavior of schools and policymakers (Meyer & Rowan,
1977). In order to maintain institutional legitimacy, school officials and
policy makers want and need to appear successful. Accountability carries
all the baggage of “good policy” and therefore has considerable public
appeal. It promises higher levels of student achievement and it promises
to weed out ineffective teachers and administrators, ultimately closing
down persistently poorly performing schools. Each year, test scores are
released, punishments and rewards meted out, and everyone is happier
knowing that the system of accountability is working. Web sites for the
benefit of real estate agents are designed to interpret API scores and to
rank schools in communities. Major changes in school governance are not
likely to occur, however. The state is ill-equipped to take over 100 schools,
let alone 1,000. Program adjustments will be made and the law will be
modified through a process of mutual accommodation. Over the long
term, its negative elements (those that threaten to disrupt existing behav-
ior) will dissipate. In the end, little is changed. Accountability is added to
the institutionalized ritual of schooling.

Interest Group Mobilization

According to this theory, accountability will mobilize new interests,
who will then become the program’s constituents and will form coalitions
with existing interests (Lowi, 1969). PSAA will create demands for new
products and services and exert pressure on policymakers to redirect rev-
enues to meet those needs. Summer school programs to remediate stu-
dents, new university programs to meet teachers’ and administrators’
needs for professional development, test publishers, school improvement
consultants (such as the existing cadre of evaluators), and other interests—
the California Business Roundtable, for example—for whom there are con-
centrated interests will join forces to create a politics of accountability. The
program would continue to be supported by policymakers as long as pow-
erful, organized groups continued to benefit from the program.

Policy Capture

Another possible scenario for PSAA is for powerful interests to capture
the policy and twist it into shapes congenial to their own interests (Chubb
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& Moe 1990; Moe 1989, 1990). During the 2002 legislative session, for
instance, the California Teachers’ Association backed legislation to subject
provisions of PSAA to collective bargaining. One proposal in the legislature
aimed to remove all rewards and sanctions from accountability. Another
proposed to include reporting requirements (paper work) within the terms
of conditions of employment in collective bargaining agreements. A third
measure sought to remove passing the High School Exit Examination as a
condition of graduation. Powerful interests who have close ties to the poli-
cy-making process can gradually amend PSAA so that it shifts substantial
control to unions. Given the uncertainty with which both teachers and
administrators regard the measure, one might expect teachers’ unions and
administrative organizations to join forces to capture its implementation. 

It is too early to determine the various implementation scenarios that
will play out. Cohen noted that “policy cannot work unless it is situated
in an enabling politics” (1996, p. 124). PSAA’s public benefits are diffuse
and therefore may be insufficient to mobilize interests that are able to
withstand the political clout of special interests. Much depends on what
that “enabling politics” is. Although the various scenarios outlined here
are not mutually exclusive, the one most likely to dominate is policy cap-
ture. Powerful political insiders like teachers’ unions have a vested inter-
est in protecting their members. Simultaneously, they must appear to the
public as having the interests of children at heart. Although vested inter-
ests may privately oppose policies such as accountability, publicly they
will genuflect toward them. What follows then is a process of political
negotiation and policy accommodation. Policymakers and vested inter-
ests are in a dependency relationship. That relationship works only as
long as each is willing to accommodate the other’s needs—within politi-
cally acceptable parameters, of course.

What is certain is that for the reasonable future PSAA is a fixed feature
of the education landscape in California. However, how it reshapes the
contours of that landscape remains to be seen. Ideally, the policy-making
and implementation process is like a pas de deux. The success of the dance
is mutually dependent. More importantly, it is a single dance in which the
moves of one dancer are an extension of the other. Although the two
dancers are distinct, their movements are one. 
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