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Introduction

In 1928, sociologist George Counts published a book called School and Society in Chicago.   There he portrays school reform as a terrain of contested arguments, with each argument more complicated than it appears, and inevitably short of a perfect fit with a still more complicated context.  The arguments that filled the Chicago air in 1928 derived from “encouraging” ideas about education and what it could accomplish for the economy, the nation, and the individual in the early twentieth century.  The arguments told reformers what to try in order to exploit the encouragement.   They were political, provocative, passionately promoted, and largely unburdened by experience.  They illustrate Lawrence Levine’s much later quip (1996) that arguments are “examples of how things do not happen” (p. 29).  They are creatures of the air, not the ground.   But they inhabit both spaces – whether in the speeches of advocates, or in the policy and practice constructions of people who take the speeches seriously.

All of this is, of course, easier to understand in hindsight – when the passion and political power of particular arguments have waned.  But the phenomenon Counts described in his own Chicago applies to our Chicago too, as well as to all other large cities – none more so than New York.  Indeed, in the early years of the twenty-first century, New York - an outsize contributor to U.S. education (with nearly 1500 schools and 1.2 million students) – has also become an outsize contributor to arguments about school reform.   These include two related arguments explored in this paper – one involving autonomy, and the other accountability.  These are different things, the paper suggests, on the ground than they are in the air, and the distinction is important.  They also have two different histories as explored below, though these histories intersect.  
Autonomy in New York


The longest running school reform argument in New York concerns autonomy.   In her 1974 history of New York City school reform, Diane Ravitch locates it at the heart of the struggle in the 1830s to define and create public schooling for New York City.  It involved a challenge, by Catholics among others, to the provision of public funding to the private system of schools operated by a charity called the Public School Society.  Why shouldn’t the Catholic system of schools be publicly funded too?  After considerable struggle, the New York State Legislature decided that the word “public” should refer not just to funding and access, but also to control.  For the next 150 years – until the passage of a law authorizing charter schools – this is how it would be in New York State.


During these same 150 years (and beyond), the autonomy argument in New York City changed its guise.  Granted state control, who would supervise locally?  This is often referred to as the centralization/decentralization question.  Shall New York City have small “ward” committees, a citywide Board of Education, local community boards, or even something more 21st century, like non-geographical networks?   Arguers of the matter are guided by one or more “encouraging ideas” – for example, the role of education in creating common culture, recognizing distinct culture, serving the economy, advancing individual opportunity, or fostering equality.   As their arguments are taken seriously, the arguments  mix with other arguments on the ground – all kinds of them over the years, but today, especially arguments concerning accountability, data access and analysis, school choice, school design, school size, knowledge management, communities of practice, networking, leadership development, and talent management.  As Levine’s (1996) remark cited above suggests, arguments that leave the air for the ground encounter contexts that transform them (Flybjerg, 2001; Olsen, 2003; Nuthall, 1999; McDonald, Klein & Riordan, 2009).  For example, the “decentralization” of New York City schooling in the early 1970s involved in the end a mix of centralizing and de-centralizing tendencies.  These resulted in 32 elected community school district boards overseeing K-8 education, a politically fractious but also powerful central Board of Education, and a Chancellor appointed by this board to oversee central operations as well as several citywide sub-districts (for high schools, alternative schools, and poorly performing schools) that each had more schools than nearly every other American school district.   Over the next 25 years, this system produced an astonishing variety of approaches to leadership, curriculum, school, and policy design – from which arose a large number of today’s most influential school reform arguments.  Thus it had the same effect on New York that Sebring, Allensworth, Bryk, Easton, and Luppescu (2006) claim the Local School Councils – launched in 1988 - had on Chicago.  In neither city, was the decentralization either total or incontrovertibly beneficial (particularly from stakeholders’ points of view).  However, in both cities it had the powerful effect of injecting difference into a system suffering from uniform mediocrity or worse.
Inside “Decentralized” New York

Several of New York City’s community school districts – or “sub-districts” as we’ll refer to them here - proved corrupt as they reached maturity across the last decades of the 20th century.  Others, though not corrupt, proved inefficient and ineffectual.   One might say that they were typically (for urban school districts) unable to tap into the civic resources their communities offered; typically unable to attract, raise, or sustain high levels of professional capacity; and for both these reasons, typically unable to beat the odds that poverty laid on the children they served.  A few community districts, however, proved untypical in these ways.  They later proved influential nationally.  Indeed, as we suggested above, they proved to be key shapers of major school reform arguments - all of them having to do with the benefits or drawbacks of autonomy.

Community School District 13 in Brooklyn, for example, had a succession of African-American superintendents and associate superintendents who eventually moved on to other important jobs – people like Jerome Harris (who became superintendent in Atlanta), Argie Johnson (who became New York’s Deputy Chancellor, and Chicago’s Superintendent), and Beverly Hall (who also served as New York Deputy Chancellor, then as Superintendent in both Newark and Atlanta).   Collectively, these leaders joined others like Constance Clayton in Philadelphia and later Arlene Ackerman to shape an argument about big-city school reform that emphasizes tight centralized management, curriculum prescription, no-excuses accountability, and – in some cases -strong parent and community involvement (Lewis, 2006).   This is an argument that also informed the design of the Chancellor’s District – a citywide collection of some of New York’s poorest performing schools – formed by Chancellor Rudy Crew in 1995.   The Chancellor’s District was the model for Paul Vallas’ restructured schools in Philadelphia (Useem, Christman & Boyd, 2006).  A retrospective longitudinal comparison of student test score gains in the Chancellor’s District with those of other New York City schools listed by the State as poorly performing showed significant gains for the sub-district (Phenix, Siegel, Zaltsman & Fruchter, 2004).    


Three other sub-districts also became influential nationally – all of them associated with the leadership of Tony Alvarado.  Community School District 4 under Alvarado’s leadership was the site of an effort beginning in the 1980’s to transform what was then New York’s lowest performing district through the creation of innovative small schools sharing large buildings and otherwise also operating in ways at odds with citywide norms – for example with regard to curriculum and instructional practice.  Seymour Fliegel and James MacGuire (1993) tell the story of this effort in Miracle in East Harlem.  The “miracle” turned out especially to be the magnet quality of these schools – their power to lure more affluent families from other parts of the city.  But their influence within and beyond New York hinged on their demonstration that urban schools, like many urban households, can effectively share large buildings - even when they have notably different designs, cultures, and even grade levels; and it hinged also on their curricular and instructional novelty.

When Alvarado became Chancellor in 1983, he founded a citywide sub-district called the Alternative High School District.  It incorporated experimental and specialized schools founded in the 1970s - including some founded outside the system as “street academies” - with new “second-chance” schools serving youth with special needs.  It also encouraged the development of innovative “first chance” high schools like Deborah Meier’s Central Park East Secondary School – linked with three feeder schools in CSD 4, also founded by Meier.   According to Steve Phillips (2000), the first superintendent of the Alternative High School District, Alvarado’s intention in launching the district was to foster creative insubordination within an immense bureaucracy practiced at stifling creativity.  Many of the district’s small high schools became internationally known as the result of networking efforts by the Coalition of Essential Schools, the Cross-City Campaign, and other groups.  Through visits, writing, and the migration of teachers, the designs and curricula of these schools influenced high school reform in Chicago, Philadelphia, Oakland, Boston, and other cities.  And they had a continuing impact on high school reform in their own city too.  In 1994, some Alternative High School principals under the aegis of the Coalition of Essential Schools, and some former District 4 leaders under the aegis of the Center for Educational Innovation (CEI), collaborated with the New York affiliate of the community organizing group ACORN, and the public education fund called New Visions for Public Schools to launch the New York Networks for School Renewal (NYNSR).  It was one of two Annenberg Challenge projects in New York.


The unusual mixture within NYNSR of both professional capacity at school and network levels, plus grassroots and elite civic capacity never quite gelled (Pradl, Donis-Keeler, Martinez & Arroyo, 2001).  Still the initiative did create more small schools, often led by veteran teachers from the earlier generation of schools, and it also introduced an idea of network-supported schools that it called the “autonomy zone.”   Like the Alternative School District, from which many of the Annenberg-affiliated schools sprang, and which many of the new schools joined, the Autonomy Zone was imagined as a within-district charter-like network – an experimental haven for creative schooling, free of most bureaucratic interference – which it traded away in exchange for network-guided accountability.  It took the City a dozen years to establish the Autonomy Zone, but many of the NYNSR schools were able to negotiate autonomy at the state level much sooner.  They were awarded exemption from New York’s Regents Exam requirements (in exchange for the introduction and maintenance of a portfolio-based alternative).  Developing this system and keeping it alive in the face of a change in state leadership proved a tortuous process, but the exchange of autonomy for accountability – proved influential.  The NYNSR schools were also influential in piloting a New York version of English school inspection that lasted only briefly, but was resurrected later.  


Meanwhile, two of the NYNSR partners became key shapers of other autonomy-related arguments.  CEI nearly singlehandedly brought charter schooling to New York, and became one of the city’s principal intermediaries supporting both charter and other small schools.  And New Visions, with funding from the Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation, the Carnegie Corporation, and the Open Society Institute, went on to open 83 new small high schools beginning in 2002.  Later both CEI and New Visions became two of the city’s “PSOs” – external partners contracted to support networks of schools as virtual sub-districts.  Moreover, both organizations pioneered accountability systems built on school- and network-level communities of practice.  The system that New Visions built with Baruch College was the model for a city-wide model several years later.  More about these developments below.

With his chancellorship derailed by a scandal after only a year, Alvarado returned to a leadership position in New York in 1987 as Superintendent of Community School District 2.  Here, the champion of autonomy in two previous sub-districts became the champion of a particular kind of centralization and accountability that proved highly influential within and beyond New York.  It might best be described as a hegemonic focus on instructional coherence.   District Two encompassed most of Manhattan below Harlem.  In 1988, this sub-district’s average achievement level ranked it near the middle of New York City’s 32 community school districts, despite such substantial advantages for average achievement as a high concentration of middle-class families (albeit residing among 50% living below the poverty line), and plentiful access to highly qualified teachers.  By the time Alvarado left CSD 2 eleven years later, it had climbed to second best, behind a substantially middle-class community school district in Queens.  It is clear that the benefits of the reform which Alvarado and his colleagues launched and sustained in District 2 spread well beyond the district’s most advantaged children (Resnick, 2003).  Analyses by NYU’s Institute for Education and Social Policy found that even the schools with the most disadvantaged students made significant gains, and that students reading below the 50th percentile districtwide dropped from 47% to 35% in the elementary grades, and dropped even more dramatically in the middle grades (Fruchter, 2007).   Stein, D’Amico, and Resnick (2001) point out, moreover, that even students reading in the lowest quartile dropped significantly – indicating that the initiative did more than pick low hanging fruit.


Beginning with literacy, and later moving on to mathematics, CSD 2 engaged in international benchmarking.  It identified what it took to be best teaching practices worldwide, then hired people able to coach others in these practices.  In literacy, it adopted an approach called Balanced Literacy, and hired as consultants many New Zealanders and Australians who had helped develop it (New Zealand Ministry of Education, 1996; Clay, 1987).  Hubbard, Mehan, and Stein (2006) point out, however, that the district’s view of adoption in this case was different than the norm – that for the next dozen years, Balanced Literacy in District 2 was regarded as a dynamic and continually evolving project.  Hundreds of teachers, principals, and staff developers continually studied children, absorbed influences from diverse expertise in literacy, and – to use Tyack and Cuban’s (1995) phrase - tinkered with instructional design.  Indeed, Hubbard and her colleagues say that the success of Balanced Literacy in CSD 2 – particularly given the high demands it makes on teacher learning - was attributable to the fact that it “was negotiated over time, not proclaimed from above” (p. 47).


That said, the tinkering produced a district-wide instructional culture by accretion – one that proved highly distinctive and also highly controlling.  Few teachers or schools eluded its influence (Elmore & Burney, 1997b; Weiner, 2002).   It was a culture focused on teacher learning as well as accountable teaching, and its tools were common planning, inter-classroom visitation, access to external expertise, critique and reflection, and what Elmore and Burney (1997b) termed the “intentional blurring of the boundaries” between school management and professional development (p. 8).   Alvarado and his lean district staff worked to align all the district’s resources – human and financial – toward the creation of this culture.  They relentlessly pressed the theory that teacher learning is fundamental to student learning (Elmore and Burney, 1997a).


As the culture became established over the course of a decade, so did the people used to it: principals, teachers, and parents.  By 1997, Alvarado had appointed two-thirds of the district’s principals and about half its teachers – always with a sharp eye to how the newcomers would fit the culture (Elmore and Burney, 1997b).  Meanwhile, the culture generated practices and other artifacts that came to typify it.  These ranged from habits of analyzing student work and models of instructional coaching, to a kind of school inspection called a “walkthough,” to the look of classrooms (with word walls and reading carpets).  In the end, it constituted an enormous centralizing tendency in New York City, and later in San Diego where Alvarado brought it after leaving New York.  It also constituted a powerful and – for big city schooling – a novel form of accountability.
Inside “Re-Centralized” New York

Despite its success and influence – and ironically, also because of them – CSD 2 met an untimely end.  It came soon after Mayor Bloomberg managed to convince the state legislature that New York should follow Chicago, Boston, and some other cities, and implement mayoral control of schooling.  Control in hand, he appointed Joel Klein Chancellor in 2002 (he a former member of the Clinton Justice Department and CEO of Bertelsmann, Inc.).  Bloomberg also moved the newly named Department of Education from 110 Livingston St. in Brooklyn to the Tweed Courthouse just behind City Hall in Manhattan.
   In a deliberate contrast with the closed-door culture of 110, the building was outfitted with the corporate bullpen working arrangements favored by the Mayor, a former Wall Street executive.  Meanwhile the old Board of Education was disbanded, and replaced by a 13-member Panel for Educational Policy, of whom 8 are appointed by the Mayor.  The distinction between the politically powerful old board and its replacement became firmly established in the public imagination when, in March 2004, the Mayor fired two of his appointees to the Panel on the eve of their planned vote against his recommendation to institute a grade retention policy for third graders (Archer, 2004).


Under Bloomberg and Klein, old fractious school politics abruptly shifted to sleek on-message politics.  Blackberries quickly replaced faxes as the principal means of control, and a systematic effort was launched to rout old-boy and old-girl networks.   Tweed filled up with (mostly) young newcomers from such fields as investment banking, the law, corporate accounting, and management consulting (Herszenhorn, 2004).   They in turn planned a sweeping reform they called Children First.  As part of this redesign, all the city’s sub-districts were superceded by 10 instructional regions plus 6 regional support centers.   Each of the regions was drawn to incorporate a range of poverty conditions among families, and professional capacity among schools.  CSD 2 merged with three much poorer districts, including a large swath of the South Bronx, and much of its leadership was charged with spreading the famous CSD 2 professional capacity from the original 43 schools to 126 more.  The sub-district’s influence was also pronounced in the city’s first-ever citywide adoption of curricula – with balanced literacy in the forefront, and literacy and math coaches appointed for every school.  The mandated curricula settled uneasily over schools that were used to more curricular autonomy or (depending on their district) less demanding curricula in terms of teacher learning (Gootman and Herszenhorn, 2004; Gootman, 2004).  Responding to negative feedback from parents and teachers in some successful schools, Klein allowed exemptions for schools that could make a good case that they were doing well with other curricula.  Later, adopting the term associated with the Annenberg Challenge (without identifying the lineage), he created an “autonomy zone” for such schools, and appointed a principal from the former Alternative High School District to lead it.  These “exceptions” to the system proved a harbinger of changes to the system.

Near the beginning of Bloomberg’s second term, and after the relatively short tenures of two successive Deputy Chancellors for Instruction who had championed both the new structures and the centralized curricula, there came an abrupt shift of argument.   The Mayor and Chancellor called it the second phase of Children First, though it would shortly involve the complete dismantling of the first phase.  They invited principals to withdraw their schools from the regions, and to become “empowerment schools.”  The head of the Autonomy Zone was appointed the CEO of Empowerment (and later the . . .).  In this first round of phase two, nearly a fourth of the city’s principals took the offer, making their schools collectively the fifth largest school system in the United States (just behind Dade County, Florida).  This was hardly a system at all, however, in the ordinary sense.   Principals who signed performance agreements were promised substantial exemption from the system – including from curriculum and professional development mandates, scheduling constraints, even attendance at meetings.  In exchange, they received significant increases in their budgets (with the money subtracted from the regional budgets), and substantially increased discretion in spending.  The schools were loosely linked in non-geographical networks of twenty schools each, supported by four-person support teams, and backed up by a central Service Center.  Reversing nearly a hundred years of hierarchical management in New York, the principals were given authority to retain, dismiss, and even give cash bonuses to their network support team members.   For their part, the support teams were urged to “follow up relentlessly when the system doesn’t respond or performs unsatisfactorily, and ‘filter’ or ‘block’ other requests that may burden principals” (NYCDOE, 2006, p. 9).  The regions – some of them reeling from the loss of funding as schools withdrew – were urged to re-invent themselves as fee-for-service providers, and efforts were made to revise cumbersome procurement policies so that the newly empowered schools could more easily shop for such services.

 At about the same time the city began to introduce a new accountability system, and it committed to rolling out the system to all schools within a year (somewhat unsuccessfully as it turned out).  Designed under the aegis of James Liebman, Chief Accountability Officer (on leave from his regular job as the Simon H. Rifkind Professor of Law at Columbia University), the system features measures of student achievement against a citywide horizon group with similar demographics - with extra credit for schools that move students out of the lowest third rank citywide, and make progress in closing achievement gaps for Black students, Hispanic students, special education students, or English language learners; measures of school environment based on attendance as well as parent, teacher, and student surveys; measures of school quality based on reviews by teams of educators trained in an adaptation of English school inspection (a cross between the one introduced by the state a dozen years before, and the CSD’s Walkthroughs),  and a menu of customizable no-stakes interim assessments.  In addition to all the new measures, the system promised new tools to help schools understand and act on the data the measures produce.   One of these is ARIS (Achievement Reporting and Innovation System) – a management information system designed by IBM (and other companies brought in later) at a cost of $80 million.  It promised “drill-down functionality,” permitting users – including school leaders, teachers, and even parents - to see student-level data below the surface of major data points.  However, it proved more difficult to develop than originally projected, and by early 2009 was still under development and rolling out slowly.
Another tool is Children First Intensive Inquiry Groups, piloted briefly in the Empowerment schools, then rolled out to every school in the city during the 2007-2008 school year.   In these groups, teachers track over time a specific group of struggling students by means that include monitoring data in ARIS, observing the students in class, and collecting samples of their work.  This use of teacher inquiry groups follows an argument about the power in school reform of teacher learning communities (McLaughlin and Talbert, 2001, 2006); Allen and Blythe (2004); Boudett, City, and Murnane (2005); and McDonald, Mohr, Dichter, and McDonald (2007).  

Before even a year of the experiment with empowerment had passed, and before the accountability system was fully in place, the Mayor announced and Chancellor Klein implemented yet another astonishing change.  On June 30, 2007, the regions disappeared.   Earlier that spring, all principals in the city elected one of three alternative support structures: (1) empowerment, (2) a private support provider drawn from a list of approved bidders (for example, CEI and New Visions), or (3) a non-geographical community support organization overseen by one of four former superintendents.  These would indeed be support providers, not supervisory structures.  In a speech to the Partnership for New York City, the city’s business roundtable for education, Klein said that the change was possible because of the “systemwide coherence” and “streamlined management structure” achieved by the first phase of Children First.  That’s the anti-autonomy part.  But he went on to say that the change was also built on four “fundamental rejections”:
· of the idea that challenges to urban education are insurmountable,
· of the idea that practices of accountability in business are inapplicable to education, and 
· of the idea that reform in education is necessarily incremental, and

· of the idea that principals should be told what to do rather than given discretion to act as they think best (Klein, 2007).

The last is, of course, an autonomy argument.  His statement as a whole is a good example of how arguments, opposite in the air, can become associated with each other as they hit the ground.

� The bureaucratic infamy of the first address (See Rogers, 1968) was thereby exchanged for the historical irony of the second.   The courthouse had been informally named after Boss Tweed, the corrupt 19th century political leader because of the enormous sums of money he extorted during its construction.   Today, however, the name Tweed is actually etched in the base of the building’s grand entrance, and is used as a synonym for the Department of Education.   
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