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Abstract 

Chicago school reform under mayoral control has consisted of policies based on 

two premises: first that top-down management will lead to more accountability of leaders 

and therefore better educational outcomes; and second that competition will spur 

ingenuity. Two programs that adhere to these philosophies are charter schools and 

turnarounds. Charters and turnarounds have received mixed reviews. However, mayors 

who have been granted complete control of the school system through state law have 

forged ahead with these programs. These management-based reforms have led to a hybrid 

form of government where the top executives choose outside agencies to run schools on 

the local level. Under mayoral control, all of the decision-making power is funneled to 

the mayor through appointed functionaries.  

Kathy Hayes of Southern Methodist University and Semoon Chang of University 

of South Alabama in their piece “The Relative Efficiency of City Manager and Mayor-

Council Forms of Government” describe two forms of governance: the mayor-council 

form (MC) which consists of an elected city council and an elected mayor with authority 

to hire and fire city officials and the council manager form (CM) which is structured 

similarly to private businesses where voters are like stockholders, a city council plays the 

part of the board of directors, and an appointed city manager is the chief executive 

(Hayes and Chang 1990). Chicago’s system is a combination of both. I will refer to 

Chicago’s hybrid form of governance as the Chicago School Model (CSM). Top-down, 

“integrated” organizations, demonstrated by the Chicago model of school organization 

lead to a culture that recreates the same structure on the local level.  
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Mayoral control was passed as a reaction to the democratic reforms passed during 

a populist bottom-up era. The democratically-led model allows for flexibility and quick 

responsiveness to the needs of the community by amplifying student, teacher, and parent 

voice. This hybrid form of governance has allowed the politically connected, not the 

popularly elected, to run Chicago Public Schools. These agencies insulate the mayor and 

his direct appointees from accountability. Top-down, integrated governance does not 

allow for careful analysis and recalibration of policies because of the entrenched interests 

and political calculations. The CSM model can increase the number of agencies in school 

governance, but takes power away from the communities it serves. There is no one-size 

fits-all model for deeply neglected school communities. Schools that fared well under 

democratic control should be studied deeply and the building-site reforms could be 

piloted in schools that continue to struggle.  
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Introduction 

Political Landscape Prior to Mayoral Control 

“Chicago ain’t ready for reform” 

- Paddy Bauler, Chicago Alderman 1955 

Bauler was referring to the election of Mayor Richard J. Daley in that quote. He was 

referring to the acceptance of political corruption in the city and how although reform 

sounded nice, the only way to get something accomplished was through the Cook County 

Democratic Machine (Teaford n.d.). However, Chicago was ready for reform in 1983 

with the election of Mayor Harold Washington. 

[Mayor Washington’s] candidacy forged political unity among Chicago’s 

notoriously fractious black community and helped bring the city’s feuding Latino 

groups (including Mexicans and Puerto Ricans) together. He ignited a bonfire of 

political support among the city’s traditionally laidback Asian electorate. White 

progressives and reformers were attracted to his manifest independence from the 

Chicago machine and his promises of governmental transparency (Muwakkil, 

2007). 

Although the Washington era may have been regarded as a new day for Chicago 

politics, there was much resistance to the new Mayor and his community coalition 

organization. Despite Washington’s popularity, twenty-nine members of Chicago City 

Council attempted to block every reform Washington proposed (Calhoun, 2007), making 

progress extremely slow for the Mayor. As Washington attempted to maintain peace 

between allies and opponents and tried to usher in change to the once machine-dominated 
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city, Chicago’s schools received criticism from the conservative Ronald Reagan 

administration.  

At a forum in New York, U.S. Secretary of Education Bill Bennett declared 

Chicago schools the “worst schools in the nation” (Shipps 2006, p. 113). Harold 

Washington’s administration, with the help of the coalition of community organizations 

that got him elected, acted quickly and lobbied for a new school reform law that would 

turn over some power to the community (Shipps, 2006).The 1988 school reform law did 

not set a particular blueprint for reform. The law gave communities authority over their 

own schools and a variety of approaches were employed, with varying success. There 

was a period of chaos when schools, through popularly-elected principals, restructured 

their school sites for improvement.  About two-thirds showed vast improvement or 

promise (Allensworth, et al. 2010). However, this change was not fast enough for 

Chicago’s business community, which had largely opposed local control from the 

beginning.  

With the sudden death of Harold Washington in 1987, the business community 

saw an ally in the late Daley’s son, Richard M. Daley. Using the popularity of reform, 

Mayor Daley ushered in the support of the business community, not the ward 

organizations like his father did, and lobbied to give himself total control of the schools, 

undercutting the 1988 School Reform Law (Shipps, 2006). Reform no longer meant 

increased local control. The following reform measures created a hybrid system of school 

governance that centralized power to a smaller group of actors while relying on outside 

agencies to run schools on the local level. 
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The organizing and public outreach around school reform made it a popular 

concept in Chicago. The Washington administration that had run on the idea of 

community input defined reform by increasing the number of actors involved in decision-

making. The Daley, and later the Rahm Emanuel, administrations defined reform as a 

specific set of policy preferences that could only be ushered in by cutting down on the 

number of actors involved.  

In the 17 years that Chicago has had mayoral control, none of the specific policies 

that were made possible by top-down, integrated governance has achieved its prescribed 

goals. From 1995 on, Chicago “school reforms” largely revolved around giving 

management both at central office and in the schools more control over where CPS’ 

funds are drawn.  

How Mayoral Control Was Passed 

Bennett’s statement was a “focusing event,” which is a “[…] a crisis or disaster 

that comes along to call attention to a problem, a powerful symbol that catches on, or a 

personal experience of a policy maker” (Kingdon, 2003, p. 94-95). Media coverage can 

be key to how much attention the problem receives. According to Thomas A. Birkland in 

After Disaster: Agenda Setting, Public Policy, and Focusing Events, the three elements 

that determine how much media coverage will be devoted to the focusing event are the 

scope of the event (the number of people affected), the visibility or tangibility of the 

harms done by the event, and third, the rarity of novelty of the event (Birkland, 1997). I 

will delve into further detail on the media’s positive portrayal of mayoral control in the 

literature review.  
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Bennett’s statement characterized the Chicago Public Schools very broadly. The 

quote shot across the country and inspired the Chicago Tribune to publish a seven-month 

series called “Chicago Schools: Worst in America” which was later published as a 

collection (Chicago schools: 'worst in America', 1988). 

In 1987, all eyes were on Chicago, Harold Washington had just faced a contested 

re-election race after a tumultuous first term. The teachers were out on what was the 

longest strike in Chicago history. After pressure from community groups to settle the 

strike, Mayor Washington persuaded both the Union President Jacqueline Vaughn and 

the Schools Superintendent Manfred Byrd to sign an agreement to pursue school reform 

(Shipps 2006).  

The 1988 Reform Law was built on the premise that increased local control of 

individual schools would improve them. One of the key components of the law was the 

establishment of elected Local School Councils at each CPS school, which consisted of: 

• Six parent representatives, elected by parents and community residents. 

• Two community representatives, elected by parents and community 

residents. 

• Two teachers, elected by the school staff. 

• The school's principal. 

• A student elected by students (in the high schools) (Moore and Merritt 

2002) 

Local School Councils selected the principals, set priorities for school 

improvement plans, and developed and approved the school discretionary funds (Moore 
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and Merritt 2002).  I will refer to this bottom-up, community-driven model as 

“democratically-led.” Mayor Washington did not have the opportunity to see the idea of 

locally run public schools come to fruition. In 1987, he died unexpectedly at his desk 

while working (Johnson 1987). In 1995,  responding to pressure from the business 

community, the state legislature modified the School Reform Law to give more power 

over the schools to the mayor of Chicago (Shipps 2006).  

Mayor Richard Daley lobbied Springfield for a law in 1995, which would later be 

entitled the “Amendatory Act.” The new law was a set of amendments to the Illinois 

School Code that gave the mayor of Chicago a historic level of control of the Chicago 

Public Schools. 

The Amendatory Act gave the mayor of Chicago the power to appoint the entire 

Board of Education and CPS’ Chief Executive Officer. The new Board was to balance 

the school budget and streamline Board processes; this included the authority to hire 

outside contractors to do work that had previously been performed by the Board. The 

Board would have the authority to fire principals and teachers, which was previously a 

power given to state hearing officers. The teachers union could no longer bargain over “a 

wide range of operational and educational issues, including class size, school schedules 

and staff assignments.” The law also gave the Board increased flexibility over the use of 

state and local funds. Taking away some power of the purse over Local School Councils, 

the amount of local monies distributed to schools for discretionary budgeting was capped. 

(Catalyst-Chicago, n.d.) These changes essentially gave the mayor of Chicago complete 
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control of Chicago’s schools. The brief era of democratically-led decentralization under 

Washington gave way to an era of integrated, top-down governance.  

In 2003, the Civic Committee of the Commercial Club of Chicago, an association 

of Chicago business leaders, issued a report entitled “Left Behind.” The report advocated 

employing school choice models and using data-driven management to evaluate teachers 

(Civic Committee 2003). Upon the issuance of the Civic Committee’s report, the Mayor 

ushered in a school reform program called “Renaissance 2010,” which accelerated his 

version of school reform and led to top-down governance on a local level through 

turnarounds and charter schools, two models that reflect top-down integrated governance 

on a school site level.  

Renaissance 2010 would open 100 new Chicago public schools. The program 

required closing “failed” schools. Many of the 100 new “Renaissance” schools were 

small schools that would share a physical building with other new small schools. There 

were three models of schools under Renaissance 2010: charter, performance, and contract 

(ONS School Types, retrieved 2012). 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Issues with Integrated Governance 11 

Statement of the Problem/ Research Question  
In his famous quote, Secretary Bennet brought salience to a number of structural 

problems that led the public and politicians to call for “school reform.” There are two 

major schools of thought in Chicago regarding how to fix its schools. One approach is the 

bottom-up, democratically-led approach that led to the 1988 Reform Law. The second 

approach was a top-down “integrated governance” model that the Amendatory Act of 

1995 put in place. I will examine the Amendatory Act’s track record over the last 17 

years. My foci will be the following: 

• Integrated Governance 

• Top-down Management  

• Public-Private Partnerships in Schools Governance 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Issues with Integrated Governance 12 

Justification 

 Cities are often seen as policy labs, according to the independent Chicago journal 

AREA, “policy experiments have been advocated in order to unleash the latent 

innovative capacities of local economies, to foster a local entrepreneurial culture, and to 

enhance labor market flexibility, competitiveness in place-marketing schemes, and place-

specific assets” (“City as a Policy Lab”, 2008).  

 The model of city as national policy lab was demonstrate by President Obama’s 

appointment of former Chicago Public Schools CEO and Daley acolyte Arne Duncan to 

the post of Secretary of Education. Duncan’s national “Race to the Top” Program 

exported many Chicago reforms to the rest of the nation (Ravitch, 2010). Race to the Top 

mirrored the Renaissance 2010 plan in its advocacy for top-down reforms being 

implemented in schools with low test scores.  

Race to the Top is a competitive grant program to encourage and reward 

States that are implementing significant reforms in the four education 

areas … :  enhancing standards and assessments, improving the collection 

and use of data, increasing teacher effectiveness and achieving equity in 

teacher distribution, and turning around struggling schools.  The U.S. 

Department of Education (Department) will make awards in two phases, 

with Phase 1 funding awarded in spring 2010 and Phase 2 funding 

awarded by September 30, 2010. (U.S. Department of Education, 2010, p. 

3). 

 The Race to the Top Program rewards districts for adhering to a specific set of 

reforms. Although the reforms are not mandates, in a time when districts struggle for 
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adequate funding, superintendents adopt them as a strategy to vie for additional revenue. 

To receive the additional federal funds, states would have to change their local education 

policies to the reforms preferred by the U.S. Department of Education. Race to the Top 

side steps the legislative process to make policy change and implementation more closely 

resemble the top-down integrated style of governance enjoyed by Chicago Mayors.  

 The top-down, integrated form of school governance employed by Chicago is 

already being used as a national model. In this paper, I will demonstrate the inefficacy of 

two specific programs that bring top-down, integrated governance to a micro-level that 

can only be possible with a system that is built on the same model: charter schools and 

school turnarounds. As the Chicago model of school reform is exported nationally, it is 

imperative to evaluate how the program has worked locally.  
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Review of Literature 

The media played an important role in ushering in the era of mayoral control of 

Chicago Public Schools and further promoted it to be a national model. As analysts and 

elected officials continue to weigh the benefits and liabilities of the model, the media 

paint a positive narrative of mayoral control, making mayoral control appear to be 

successful and therefore a sound policy preference. I found that the media have been 

focused more on the theory behind mayoral control than the actual outcomes that it has 

produced.  

There is general consensus that Chicago -- the nation's third-largest school 

system and one that used to be among the worst -- has made real progress. 

Dozens of new schools have been built or renovated. Social promotion has 

ended, and summer school expanded. Many teachers are enthusiastic 

about new training efforts. And most important, test scores and graduation 

rates are climbing, though that climb began even before the mayor took 

over (Lewen, 2002). 

Lewen’s New York Times article titled “For Mayoral Control of Schools, Chicago 

Has a Working Blueprint” was written seven years into the era of Chicago’s mayoral 

control of schools and includes a quote from the newly appointed CEO of Chicago Public 

Schools, Arne Duncan. Duncan opines that a strong leader with centralized power will be 

accountable to the public and therefore more effective, 

‘I think the reason for the crisis in American education is that no one was 
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accountable,' Mr. Duncan said. 'Mayors could throw rocks and criticize, 

but they couldn't really do anything about it. If you have a mayor who says 

he's in charge of the schools, he's the one on the line, and he has to get 

results or he'll be voted out.’  (Lewen, 2002).   

Lewen’s piece describes the policy changes that were made possible by the top-

down mayoral control approach such as more summer school programming and an end to 

social promotion. These may seem like benefits to proponents of “get tough” reform, but 

the author offers no proof that these changes reaped actual benefits. The article was 

written seven years into Chicago’s era of mayoral reform but offered little more than 

theory to why it is a sound policy preference.  

The Lewen piece was important because it was published shortly before New 

York City Mayor Michael Bloomberg took over New York City Public Schools and 

enacted many of the reforms that started in Chicago (Resmovits, 2010). This piece 

demonstrates how Chicago is used as a policy lab for other large urban governments, and 

how the media played a key role in justifying Chicago-style reforms.  

Duncan makes a compelling argument in his quote, but ignores the fact that the 

mayor is evaluated on may more areas than just the schools. What if the schools 

underperform, but crime decreases, or the local economy improves? How would the voter 

make his education policy preference known in the voting booth? Duncan offers a very 

simplistic view of the electorate, on that frames the case for mayoral control in a very 

positive light. Duncan also defends mayoral control as a governance issue, “having the 

schools squarely within the mayor's purview makes it far easier for different city 

departments to cooperate in helping children” (Lewen, 2002). 
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  Lewen continues with a quote from Michael D. Usdan of the Institute for Educational 

Leadership,  

‘Mayoral control can provide a modicum of stability. The mayor can be a 

political buffer for the superintendent. The mayor can help with access to 

the business community. But even if the mayor who gets control is a 

wonderful responsive mayor who cares deeply about education, the next 

mayor could be a disaster' (Lewen, 2002). 

   Usdan lays out an important component of mayoral control, which is the fact that 

in cities where it has been employed, the business communities have had a significant 

voice in school decisions. The “political buffer” argument allows the school CEO to act 

with impunity from the public, which is a hallmark of the Chicago Schools Model of 

governance that I will discuss later. Essentially, under mayoral control, the business 

community has more power over policy than the public the school system serves. Duncan 

and Usdan would argue that a mayor is accountable for properly implementing the policy 

preferences of the business community.  

   Wong and Shen in their piece “Big City Mayor and School Governance Reform: 

The Case of School District Takeover” describe what they call “takeovers” of school 

districts by mayors in large urban districts, using Chicago as one example. They describe 

the Chicago organization of power as “integrated governance” (Wong and Shen, 2003). 

In their book, The Education Mayor: Improving America's Schools, Wong and Shen 

define integrated governance as “when the city government and the school district are 

operated jointly under mayoral leadership for both accountability and management” 

(Wong and Shen, 2007, xi).   
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   Wong and Shen ague that the integrated governance of takeover reform, “… 

enables the mayor or state officials to rely on systemwide standards to hold schools and 

students accountable for their performance. To improve outcome-based accountability, 

integrated governance often imposes sanctions on and provides support to low-

performing schools.” (Wong and Shen, 2003, p. 9). Wong and Shen contrast the 

integrated approach with “choice based” reform which they argue makes parental 

preference the driving force behind school improvement. In this paper, I will argue that 

not only are the two approaches not mutually exclusive, but also that “integrated 

governance” makes “choice based reforms” possible. In Chicago’s model of school 

governance, a hybrid of the two exists where parents are given limited choice through 

programs that were only made possible by integrated governance. The two examples I 

will use are turnaround schools and charter schools.  

   Hayes and Chang argue that an insular city manager (CM) form is more effective 

than the integrated governance structure of the mayor council (MC) form. They contend 

that a small group is more effective in evaluating the performance of a manager than the 

entire public is at rating the mayor, a view that conflicts with Duncan’s philosophy 

(Hayes and Chang, 1990 and Lewen, 2002).  They look at CM, where a small group 

acting in the form of a city council judges the effectiveness of a hired manager and can 

watch and evaluate him more directly than the entire voting population can evaluate a 

mayor.  

University of California-Davis policy professor Paul Sabatier writes about top-

down governance structures, examining both the policymaking process and 

implementation. His piece includes templates through which integrated governance 
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structures can be analyzed. Sabatier contrasts top-down approach with what he describes 

as the approach of “bottom uppers,” which, “started with an analysis of the multitude of 

actors who interact at the operational (local) level on a particular problem or issue” 

(Sabatier, 1986). The 1988 Chicago School Reform Law that gave birth to Local School 

Councils was written in the spirit of a bottom-up approach. 

 Local School Councils provide a stark contrast to top-down structures that make 

privatization, which in the government sector are called public-private partnerships, a 

preferred choice for government in that they take  top-down governance down to the level 

of local governance without the need to micromanage all school sites. Baruch College 

public affairs professor E.S. Savas wrote in Privatization in the City, “Privatization is not 

a panacea…. But a part of a multi-pronged approach to improve government 

performance” (2005).  Having an entire urban school district under the purview of a 

single actor who oversees an entire city requires some delegation of implementation. 

Private entities are accountable to the person who signs their contracts, making 

privatization a popular reform in top-down, integrated governance structures. Top-down 

management styles makes public access to changes in policy slow, if not impossible. 

Privatization is a difficult sell to the public, thus using a policy that allows the public to 

choose private entities gives them the illusion of democracy. In schools governance, this 

is called “school choice.” 

 R. Kenneth Godwin, et al. define school choice as “a policy that allows families 

to choose which public school their child will attend” (2006). The policy is based on the 

idea that competition between schools forces them to improve to compete for the 

students. Parents will “vote with their feet” by enrolling their children in schools with 
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higher achievement rates, which will force lower achieving schools to shutter their doors 

due to a lack in enrollment. Schools will be forced to improve to stay open.  

Godwin, et al.’s position was mirrored by Mark Harrison, an Australian economic 

consultant in  “Public Problems, Private Solutions: School Choice and Its Consequences.” 

Harrison’s article argues that school choice should be implemented as a completely 

market-based system. The author argues that the school a student attends should be 

entirely up to the parents’ discretion. He argues that competition will increase 

accountability. Harrison also argues that increased school choice will increase parental 

involvement in students’ education. He claims that when parents choose a child’s school, 

parents become more committed to their children’s education (Harrison, 2005).  

Harrison argues that choice programs allow decisions to be made through an 

economic, rather than political process (2005). In Harrison’s view, schools will be able to 

do whatever it takes to improve and will not have to rely on a political process to get 

what they need. According to Harrison, school choice will lead to empowerment of the 

poor. He argues that the poor are relegated to schools of poor quality because of the 

political processes used in educational decision-making (2005). Harrison’s study cites no 

evidence from districts employing school choice. He also provides no data or historical 

perspective on how school choice will end the persevering segregation that exists in the 

country. 

 Godwin, et al. reveal that socioeconomic sorting has increased since the 

implementation of choice policy. They also conclude after looking at standardized test 

scores that the achievement gap has increased between white and minority students as 

well as between the poor and more affluent students (2006). If the goal is quality, 
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equitable public education for all students, school choice is not the preferred policy. 

Students who are in a higher-socioeconomic bracket will be more likely to have parents 

who take more stock in their education and will be more likely to pay for after-school test 

preparation. Schneider, et al. explain that parents who take active involvement in school 

choice would also be more involved in the educational process as a whole (1997). 

According to Godwin, et al. these active participants tend to be more affluent (2006).   

 The model used in Chicago Public Schools came into being as a reaction to the 

community-based reforms passed in the 1988 School Reform Law. One of the 

organizations that was instrumental in the passage of the law was the non-profit 

organization Designs for Change. In its report, “Local School Councils: What Research 

Says,” Don Moore and Gail Merrit  conclude that bottom-up reform in the form of Local 

School Councils is crucial. As a contrast to the competition-based reforms, they offer 

collaborative reforms through increased participation by all stakeholders,  

While creating quality instruction is, of course, the overriding purpose for 

school reform, forty years of research about high-achieving urban schools 

indicates that effective instruction rests on a foundation of inclusive but 

focused leadership, staff trust and collaboration, and partnerships with 

families and the community.  One of the key findings of research about 

Chicago reform is that Chicago schools that boost achievement have 

strong leadership not only from the principal, but also from the Local 

School Council and teachers (Moore and Merrit, 2002).  

Elaine Allensworth, Anthony S. Bryk , John Q. Easton, Stuart Luppescu, Penny 

Bender Sebring,  of the University of Chicago’s Consortium on Chicago School Research 
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(CCSR) cited mixed results in their book, Organizing Schools for Improvement: Lessons 

from Chicago. Allensworth, et al. looked at data from schools after the implementation of 

the 1988 Reform Law’s implementation. The researchers concluded that the reforms had 

been successful in a large numer of school communities and that the “expanded 

democratic participation had emerged in a diverse array of contexts” (2010, location 

252).  

 Allensworth et al. described the results as a “story of three thirds.” They found 

that roughly one-third of elementary schools were self-initiating in restructuring schools, 

another third were similarly engaged, but struggling, and a final third had no meaningful 

change. They suggest that if the top third continue on their path, and some from the 

middle tier improved, improvements could sweep across Chicago. The findings gave the 

researchers some optimism, but during the early years of democratic school reform, there 

was little change in test scores overall (2010). Much like Godwin, et al. found in their 

analysis of school choice models (2006), democratic reform did not reap gains in schools 

that were primarily African American and low income (Allensworth et al., 2010). Both 

studies show that neither democratic nor top-down reforms improved achievement in 

deeply neglected school communities.  

Top-down and bottom-up governance structures not only affect policy but the 

implementation of policy. Jeffrey L. Pressman and Aaron Wildavsky in the book 

Implementation: How Great Expectations in Washington Are Dashed in Oakland, looked 

at an economic development initiative and described the policy as a “broad statement of 

goals and objectives.” They noted, “Implementation cannot succeed or fail without a goal 

against which to judge it (1973, p. xiv).  The goal of mayoral reform was nebulous, a 
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general notion of increasing achievement. This made evaluation of implementation 

difficult to gauge. The authors also posited “Policies imply theories. Whether stated 

explicitly or not, policies point to a chain of causation between initial conditions and 

future consequences. (1973, p. xv). The theory behind mayoral control, as stated earlier, 

is that it increases the accountability of the chief executive. However, when the goals are 

nebulous, it becomes unclear what the chief executive is accountable for producing.  

 Carl E. Van Horn and Donald S. Van Meter of Ohio State University argue that 

implementation is affected by goal consensus. They argue that participation of 

subordinates in policy decisions positively affect goal consensus in that it leads to higher 

morale, greater commitment, clarity about innovation, and reduction of resistance to 

change (1975, p. 459). The top-down model that was implemented in Chicago is one that 

relies on subordinates taking orders and not being involved in the policy process, which 

contrasts with the Local School Councils model which allowed for democracy at every 

level of policy formation and implementation. 

 Daniel A. Mazmanian of Pomona College worked with Sabatier to write 

Implementation of Public Policy where they emphasized the importance of reformulation 

of policies at the implementation stage.  The described the steps as 1. 

formulation/adoption of policy, 2. implementation, and 3. reformulation by the initial 

policymaker (1983, p. 7). After seventeen years of mayoral control, the policies have 

remained largely the same even though improvement was not shown in school 

achievement and unintended consequences in some cases proved to be deadly.  

 Thomas Birkland of North Carolina State University in An Introduction to the 

Policy Process: Theories, Concepts, and Models of Public Policy Making, looked at how 
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bottom-up and top-down approaches affected implementation of policy and he concluded 

that one of the problems with top-down models is that it emphasizes clear goals and 

objectives, which is problematic when there is no consensus on these goals. He contrasts 

this approach with the bottom-up approach, which “recognizes that goals are ambiguous 

rather than explicit…” (Birkland, 2005 p. 183-185). The Chicago approach had 

ambiguous goals using a top-down implementation and policy formation model. 
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Analysis, Interpretations and Findings  
 

Top Down and Bottom Up, forms of government 

According to Hayes and Chang, the vast majority of city governments fall into 

two categories: the strong mayor-council (MC) form or the council-manager type (CM).  

In the MC form, the city’s executive branch has an elected mayor with authority to hire 

and fire other city officials and the legislative branch is a small city council.  They 

conclude that there is no apparent difference in the efficiency levels of either model 

(Hayes & Chang, 1990).  

I have cited the Hayes and Chang piece not to define the governance of CPS as 

either CM or MC, but to explain the unique nature of mayoral control of the Chicago 

Public School system. The CPS, like most districts, is a government unto itself with the 

ability to levy taxes as streams of revenue. In fiscal year 2012, CPS operates a $5.11 

billion budget (FY Budget, 2012).  

In 1995, when the schools were handed over to the mayor, a hybrid between the 

two models was created. CPS resembles the CM model in that an appointed bureaucrat, 

the “Chief Executive Officer” acts like a city manager of the schools. The mayor has the 

latitude to appoint anyone to the position. The actual title is important because if the title 

were “superintendent” as it was prior to 1995, the mayor could only appoint people with 

school administration certification to the post.  

In the CM model however, the manager is held accountable to an elected body, 

which in the case of school districts would be an elected school board. Voters can 

evaluate the policy preferences of the members of the school board at the voting booth. In 



Issues with Integrated Governance 25 

Chicago, the mayor has complete authority to appoint the Board of Education as well.  

There is no system of checks and balances within that form of government.   

In the Chicago Schools Model (CSM), the mayor of Chicago appoints every 

policy maker and executive. The mayor’s role is pivotal because the only leverage voters 

have over school policy is a vote for a new mayor. Their ability to do so is hampered by 

the fact that the mayor is responsible not only for the schools but for a multitude of 

departments. If the mayor were popular with the public on issues other than schools 

policy and governance, he could retain his seat and never bear the brunt of losing political 

capital with schools advocates. 

Hayes and Chang write, “a small group is in a better position to judge the 

productivity of the city manager than the public as a large group in judging the 

productivity of the mayor” (Hayes and Chang, 1990, p. 167-168).  In theory, the Board of 

Education, acting as shareholders, could use its position to judge the productivity of the 

manager (CEO). In CSM, the Mayor has the leverage to appoint both the entire Board 

and the CEO. All of the leverage is on his side. On its face, it may appear that the small 

group is judging the CEO, but practically speaking, the Board and the CEO act more as 

senior staff to the Mayor, and the public as a large group judges the performance of the 

mayor every four years during election season.  

Top-down school governance with an appointed school board is not the norm in 

Chicago’s surrounding suburbs. In stark contrast, the town of Lincolnwood, which is 

located just north of the Chicago border, operates under a system where a popularly 

elected school board hires and fires the top administrative staff that is in charge of the 

school system. Recently, after pressure from organized residents sparked by questions of 
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funds mismanagement, the superintendent and assistant superintendent stepped down 

from their posts (“Superintendent resigns”, 2012). The school board is responsible to the 

voters. In the CSM, the school board is not susceptible to public pressure and therefore 

has no reason to put pressure on the CEO or mayor to give the public voice in policy and 

implementation. Effectively in the CSM, all of the top decision makers insulate each 

other from the public. The mayor can blame the CEO for problems and the CEO can 

insist that the school board drives his decisions. To shirk accountability, the school board 

can pass policies that point the blame on teachers. These policies are demonstrated in the 

top-down, integrated school-based reforms I will discuss later.   

Hayes and Chang argue that a bureaucrat may have an incentive to choose a non-

cost-minimizing allocation of resources, meaning they may be more likely to make policy 

decisions that require large amounts of capital. Under the CSM model the head 

bureaucrat, the CEO works at the behest of the mayor.  Hayes and Chang bring politics 

into the equation when they assert, “a mayor may hire an excessive number of workers in 

an effort to maximize the number of supporters in his or her re-election (Hayes and 

Chang, 1990).  Although political motive is merely conjecture, according to Catalyst 

Magazine, “CPS budgeted $50 million more for central office personnel in the 2013 

budget than it did last year” (Karp, 2012). So the hybrid form of CSM allows for a CEO 

who can spend regardless of cost who is under the direction of mayor whose reelection 

may be determined by the number of workers he hires. This makes the CSM model a 

capital-heavy governance structure.  In the CSM, there is an appearance of the efficacy of 

an accountable manager, but in essence, the mayor holds the power of the purse.  
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Both Chicago mayors who enjoyed mayoral control have favored public-private 

partnerships. The idea is that private business can run public institutions more efficiently 

because the various agencies have to compete with each other for contracts. The 

government works as an arbiter for the effectiveness of each agency (Savas, 2005). 

Sabatier would classify the CSM as a “top-down” model in policy implementation 

analysis. He states that that the essential features of a top-down approach starts with a 

policy decision by a government official then asks: 

(1) To what extent were the actions of implementing officials and target 

groups consistent with  (the objectives and procedures outlined in) that 

policy decision? 

(2)  To what extent were the objectives attained over time, i.e. to what 

extent were the impacts consistent with the objectives? 

(3)  What were the principal factors affecting policy outputs and impacts, 

both those relevant to the official policy as well as other politically 

significant ones? 

(4)  How  was  the  policy  reformulated  over  time  on  the  basis  of 

experience? (Sabatier, 1986). 

Integrated Governance 

Wong and Shen described the CSM model of governance as “integrated 

governance” and say the Chicago model was facilitated by the following factors: 

• Mayoral Vision of outcome-based viability 

• Broad public dissatisfaction, with a crisis in school performance over 

several years preceding the integrated governance 
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• State leadership that is dominated by Republicans, who are willing to 

empower the mayoral office to address school problems 

• Strong business support that has translated into adoption or corporate 

management practices to address complex bureaucratic problems in school 

districts 

• Weakened legitimacy of traditionally powerful service provider groups 

(unions) and service demand groups (racial and neighborhood-based 

groups) (Wong  and Shen 2003) 

The CSM model fit all of the above criteria. Under mayoral control of Chicago’s 

schools, test scores have been used to evaluate schools in need of intervention. According 

to University of Illinois – Chicago professors Pauline Lipman and Eric Gutstein, “Over 

the past decade, mayoral control has spread to several large urban districts with the 

promise of improved student learning, higher school-completion rates, fewer dropouts, 

and better test scores” (2011, p. 8).  Although the researchers describe the limitations of 

using these measures, Chicago evaluates outcomes based on test scores. 

In 1994, Republicans took over the Illinois State Legislature and took charge of 

an education reform proposal that would later become the law that gave Chicago’s mayor 

control of the schools (Shipps 2006, p. 148). Business associations came together as the 

“Illinois Business Education Council” and played a significant role in drafting the law. 

The groups saw labor unions as an obstacle and advocated for provisions that weakened 

them (Shipps, 2006).  

As mentioned earlier, the public was dissatisfied with the way in which Chicago 

Public Schools was run, which led to the passage of two school reform laws. The second 
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law, the Amendatory Act, ushered the way for mayoral control. The Civic Committee of 

the Commercial Club, as well as other business groups, were instrumental in handing the 

schools over to the mayor of Chicago (Shipps, 2006). 

The Chicago Teachers Union lost power after the 1987 teachers strike (Shipps, 

2006). Section 4.5 of the school code which was passed as part of the 1995 Amendatory 

Act, removed the ability for teachers to strike over the following issues (listed as they 

were written into law): 

 (1) (Blank) 

(2) Decisions to contract with a third party for one or more services otherwise 

performed by employees in a bargaining unit and the procedures for obtaining 

such contract or the identity of the third party. 

(3) Decisions to layoff or reduce in force employees. 

(4) Decisions to determine class size, class staffing and assignment, class 

schedules, academic calendar, length of the work and school day with respect to a 

public school district organized under Article 34 of the School Code only, length 

of the work and school year with respect to a public school district organized 

under Article 34 of the School Code only, hours and places of instruction, or pupil 

assessment policies. 

(5) Decisions concerning use and staffing of experimental or pilot programs and 

decisions concerning use of technology to deliver educational programs and 

services and staffing to provide the technology (Illinois Educational Labor 

Relations Act, 1995). 
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These provisions weakened the union because they took away the power of 

teachers to strike over issues such as class size and assessment policies, two reform issues 

popular both with the union’s membership and with the public. The ability for teachers to 

withhold their labor through a strike is leverage during contract negotiations. Article 4.5 

limits the grounds for a strike to benefits and wages. Teachers lost power to advocate for 

reforms that benefit the students they served, further consolidating the power of 

management, power that was funneled up to the mayor, a single actor.  

Chicago’s reforms are often based on blaming teachers for problems in the 

schools even though teachers are charged with implementing policy, not formulating it. 

The reforms that are written to make teachers more accountable contradict the theory that 

integrated governance will make the mayor more accountable (Wong and Shen 2007). 

Teachers became the primary actors who would be held accountable in Chicago Public 

Schools, despite the idea that mayoral control makes mayors more accountable. In the 

CSM, the mayor not only chooses all of the decision makers, but also where to point the 

blame.  

Wong and Shen explain that takeover reform can include a broadly labeled set of 

“choice based” reforms. These reforms include the use of public-private partnerships and 

schools competing with each other in a market-like environment. The CSM combines the 

“choice based” reforms with an integrated governance component that provides support 

to and imposes sanctions on low-performing schools (Wong and Shen, 2003).  

I will look at two examples of these policies in this paper: “charter schools” which 

are built on the belief that choice and public private partnerships spur pedagogical 
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innovation, and “turnarounds” which, as Wong and Shen describe, provide sanctions on 

(firing an entire staff) and support to (increased resources) low-performing schools.  

Choice-Based Reforms 

 Savas in Privatization in the City  argues that a way to improve government 

services is to break up what he describes as government monopolies. He contends that 

introducing “managed competition” can improve public services. He offers the example 

of the city of Chicago’s outsourcing of the management of Soldier Field. Before 

management of Soldier Field was contracted to Spectacor, a national private firm that 

specializes in stadium management, the stadium lost money. Mayor Daley and Parks 

Department head Forrest Claypool “favored privatization because the stadium was being 

used less than twenty days per year” (Savas, 2005). Spectacor is a company whose only 

function is the management of stadiums, and thus should have the expertise and 

experience to keep the bottom line low while maximizing profits.  

The company booked events other than Chicago Bears games. Under Spectacor’s 

management -- for the first time in years --  the Chicago Bears brought profits to the city. 

“… Soldier Field went from losing $1 million in 1993 to netting $2.9 million in 1996.” 

Spectacor made a large profit from its partnership with Chicago’s Parks Department. 

(Savas, 2005). The Civic Federation in its report “From Privatization to Innovation: A 

Study of 16 U.S. Cities” listed millions of dollars in savings by Chicago’s privatization of 

parking garages at O’Hare airport and abandoned car collection (1996).  

 The underlying argument is that when private agencies compete for government 

contracts, they are forced to minimize costs. Hayes and Chang argue that both mayor 

council (MC) and council manager (CM) forms of government are inefficient at cutting 

costs (1990). Managed competition, which is made possible by the hybrid CSM model 
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seeks to solve this problem with its market-based approach. However, the hybrid, 

Chicago Schools Model (CSM), starts with policy implementation without community 

input and then does not allow for a careful analysis and recalibration of policy.  

Education is a compulsory service for children between the ages of 7 and 16 in 

the state of Illinois (Illinois Educational Labor Relations Act), which may make it 

different from the management of sports stadiums. According to Allenswoth et al., 

“Today, regular school attendance is seen as essential to support each child’s 

development along multiple dimensions – intellectual, physical, social, and occupational. 

A deep research base supports this view” (Allensworth, et al. 2010). Children whose 

parents are not capable of, or interested in homeschooling, or cannot afford private 

schools are effectively required to use public schools for these essential components. 

The Chicago Schools Model (CSM) with its choice components allow both the 

Mayor and CEO the ability to pass along individual schools governance to outside 

vendors. Sporting events are a luxury because no one is legally required to attend games. 

Sporting events are expensive, making it a service that is not enjoyed by the entire 

community. It is also a service that is enjoyed by people outside of the city of Chicago, 

but brings revenue into the city. Sporting events are a function of government that brings 

revenue in, so a market-based approach is a more natural fit, much like the privatization 

of parking garages at O’Hare airport. Not everyone is required to fly and if they do fly, 

they are not required to use the parking garage. Air travel consumers have the public 

option of public transportation and can avoid parking garages entirely. Achievement in 

schools is based on many interventions that are not cost minimizing.  The goal of 

education is not generating revenue. The benefits of quality education cannot be 
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quantified in dollars like revenue generating endeavors, and the processes by which they 

are governed must reflect these differences. Some aspects of schools governance can be 

costly, but effective approaches to decision making can offset these costs. In my section 

on “turnaround schools,” I will show how a top-down approach locally was extremely 

costly when federal funds were injected to fix a local problem.  

This paper will explore two policies that were employed during the top-down 

integrated governance era of Chicago school reform. Charter schools, which are a choice-

based reform that employs top-down local governance and a choice component, and 

“turnaround schools” that are neighborhood schools that employ top-down, integrated 

governance.  

Charter Schools 

 Charter schools are one component of school choice. Charter Schools were a 

concept hatched by education professor Ray Budde in 1988. The idea was that instructors 

would hold an agreement with a district to run their own schools, giving “teachers 

increased responsibility over curriculum and instruction in exchange for a greater degree 

of accountability for student achievement” (Saulny, 2005). In theory, charters would be a 

democratically-led school model where teachers take over curriculum design in schools.  

Charter schools create multiple organizational cultures across one district.  These cultures 

shape the behavior of individuals working in the schools. Charter schools ostensibly take 

away the one-size fits all model and allows for different schools with diverse needs to 

cater their program to those needs.  

Charter schools allow parents to choose where they send their children, but the 

choice stops there as charter schools employ a top-down governance approach on the 
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micro level in contrast to a democratically-led community approach that allows parents 

voice in individual school decisions. Charters can be organized in such a way that allows 

for parent and student voice, but are not required to have Local School Councils or any 

other body that brings community to the table. In traditional public schools, these bodies 

are required. For a parent to change policy in a traditional public school, she could lobby 

members of the Local School Council, or run for a seat herself. If a parent wants to 

change policy at a charter school, there is no lever outside of lobbying to change state 

law. A charter operator can choose to listen to the parent, but is in no way required to do 

so. The school board chooses which charters organizations can operate within the district. 

Under integrated, mayoral control, the public cannot choose which operators are placed 

on their menu of options.  

In the CSM, the Mayor of Chicago’s appointed CEO takes over the decision-

making process on the macro-level, deciding how he would open schools and structure 

his organization, but takes the micro-level decision-making and gives it to the parents in 

the form of school choice. Charter schools are top-down in that they have no Local 

School Council with voice over policy and budgeting. With a few exceptions, charters 

have no teachers union to bring voice of the implementing officials - teachers - to the 

table. Decisions are made by the organization granted the charter by the district. 

Although charters give the illusion of choice as parents opt their children into the schools, 

they are limited to the choices made by Board of Education that funnels its power up to 

the Mayor. As Hayes and Chang suggested, a mayor may make hiring decisions based 

upon support for re-election (1990).  
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Charter schools are difficult to evaluate because they do not offer an apples-to-

apples comparison to surrounding neighborhood public schools. University of Illinois- 

Chicago Education professor Eric Gutstein and Chicago Public Schools teacher Liz 

Brown issued a report titled “The Charter Difference” that showed: 

• Charter high schools enroll 6% to 7% fewer low-income students than 

neighborhood high schools.  

• Neighborhood high schools limited-English-proficient student enrollments 

more  

than double those of charter high schools.  

• Charter high schools enroll statistically significantly fewer students with 

special needs than neighborhood schools (2009). 

A national charter study was released by Stanford University’s Center for 

Research on Education Outcomes (CREDO) the same year as Brown and Gutstein’s that 

compared students in charter schools with a data represented by “virtual twins” created 

by the study’s researchers. They found that 17% of charters did statistically significantly 

better than their public school counterparts, 37 % did worse, and in 46 % showed no 

statistical difference (Multiple Choice, 2009). These data show that 83% of charters did 

no better -- or did worse -- than their public school counterparts. 17% of charters only 

showed gains that were statistically significant, but not necessarily as significant as the 

gains touted in the pro-charter rhetoric.  

When charter schools began in the 1990s, they were seen as incubators for 

innovative educational practices that could revitalize public education in 

general. Instead, over the last decade, charter school expansion exploded 



Issues with Integrated Governance 36 

nationally as a silver bullet for lagging urban schools, without adequate 

data to warrant this move (Lipman and Gutstein, 2011). 

Charter schools have not lived up to their promise. Even with enrolling fewer 

challenging students, charters’ achievement rates are virtually no better and in many 

cases are worse than those in traditional public schools. For a true market-based model to 

be used all schools must serve all students and there must be an evaluation system that 

compares charters and traditional public schools with each other, allowing parents to vote 

with their feet after looking at the data.  Without these necessary conditions, the decision 

to grant a charter is largely arbitrary in terms of school improvement, and may be based 

on other factors such as politics as Hayes and Wong suggested is a problem in their 

analysis of the MC model.  

 Sabatier’s necessary conditions for implementation 

Sabatier argues that clear and consistent objectives are required in implementing a 

top-down governance model (1986). If the goal is raising achievement of all students, this 

is not evident in Chicago’s charter school system. Charter schools do not necessarily 

serve all students, particularly those who come from low-income households and those 

with behavior problems. Charter schools tend to push out students who cannot afford 

additional fees required of charter students and students with behavioral challenges 

(Lutton and Karp 2010).  

Sabatier also argues that committed and skillful implementing officials are 

necessary in the top-down form (1986). Only 75% of teachers in charter schools are 

required to be certified to teach and new schools have three years to make that 

requirement (Charter School Law and Requirements, retrieved 2012). The law makes 
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staffing a charter school less of a challenge, but also allows implementing officials on the 

service level (teachers) to be unskilled labor in that they are not required to have any 

teacher training. Teachers could be educated in a variety of fields but have had no 

training or pre-service experience in teaching.  

Turnarounds 

The “turnaround” policy existed under both mayors in the era of mayoral control 

and was promoted by all of the CEOs they had appointed to their positions. Designs for 

Change defines the turnaround process as follows,  

…[A]ll of the current staff of a Turnaround School are fired, and 

almost all aspects of the school’s operation are tightly controlled by either 

an independent “Turnaround Specialist” that contracts with the Chicago 

Board (thus far in Chicago, the Academy for Urban School Leadership or 

“AUSL”) or by a department of the school system administration called 

the Office of School Improvement.  These leadership groups have near-

total authority to select staff, define the school’s learning program and 

oversee other important aspects of students’ learning experiences (such as 

discipline), based on over a contract or series of contracts […] (2012). 

 The stated goal of school Turnarounds is: 

[… ] to change all necessary aspects of a school to accelerate student 

achievement. These components center on increased school-level 

autonomy, such as ability to hire new teachers and staff, and flexibility 

with educational programming and school budgeting.  The Chicago Public 

Schools recognizes the potential of Turnaround schools to offer high 
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quality education without displacing students.  By partnering with an 

Operator with strong leadership, experience and infrastructure, the district 

can collaboratively transform a school that has been continually 

underperforming (2007 Supplemental Turnaround Process , 2007). 

The goal itself is a goal of changing the throughputs to increase outputs.  The way 

the goal is written is very broad and conflates the prescribed tools with the goal of the 

implementation of the new tools, yet it seems that the ultimate goal is accelerating 

student achievement. For the sake of analysis, I will define increasing student 

achievement as the target goal for the turnaround policy. I will also look at unintended 

consequences and how they were addressed in the top-down CSM model of school policy 

and governance. 

 It is clear from that analysis that the turnaround model, which is a policy made 

possible by the top-down CSM model of governance, replicates a top-down model on a 

school level. The Board of Education, appointed by the mayor, votes on which schools to 

“turn around” and which providers will be used to implement the program. The 

implementation of top-down governance on the micro level through Turnaround removes 

the public further from decision-making (Designs for Change, 2012).  

 Schools that are slated for turnaround are also schools on CPS’ “probation list.” 

When a school is on probation, its local school council’s powers are relegated to advising 

and not decision making. According to Charles M. Payne in So Much Reform, So Little 

Change, the weakening of probationary schools’ LSCs came out of an era where schools 

that did not take advantage of the increased autonomy were placed under the auspices of 

the chief executive to make crucial changes (Payne, 2008).  Essentially, democracy was 
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taken away from struggling schools under the philosophy that a strong centralized 

leadership was necessary when a community fails its own schools.  

 Designs for Change disagrees with the philosophy that taking away public voice 

is a viable intervention in struggling schools. Researchers compared efforts made to 

improve schools within the framework of democratically-elected local school councils 

and the turnaround model. They concluded: 

• Each phase of the School Turnaround effort in Chicago has been generously 

supported with extra resources 

• School communities have repeatedly sought these same resources that have 

been given to the Turnaround Schools, but have been denied.  

• High-poverty schools achieving the highest reading scores were governed by 

active Local School Councils who chose their principals, and had experienced  

unionized teachers. 

• Related research indicates that high-poverty schools with sustained test score 

improvements tend to carry out a specific set of practices and methods of 

organization.  These effective elementary schools have dedicated strong Local 

School Councils, strong but inclusive principal leadership, effective teachers 

who are engaged in school-wide improvement, active parents, active 

community members, and students deeply engaged in learning and  school 

improvement. 

• A basic distinction between high-scoring and low-scoring schools is that high-

scoring schools carry out engaging instructional activities that help students 

master demanding standards, while low scoring schools focus on various 
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forms of test preparation. 

• In their practice of School-Based Democracy, the school community functions 

as a unified team and understands and acts on the close relationship between 

the issues facing the school and the community. 

• While even the highest scoring schools, based on existing measures, need to 

improve, the practices and methods of collaboration that characterize the high-

poverty schools that show sustained improvement are clear.  The resources 

now used for Turnaround Schools need to be shifted to helping these effective 

schools become resources for other schools and to support their own mutual 

continued improvement (Designs for Change, 2012). 

 It is difficult to make an apples-to-apples comparison to show the degree to which 

democratically-led schools outperform their turnaround counterparts due to the increased 

resources poured into the Turnaround efforts. Resources can be allocated to decrease 

class sizes, purchase instructional materials, and hire more support staff. In the top-down 

CSM model the public has no say over where resources are allocated. Local communities 

have even less say over how resources are allocated in that the power of the LSC is taken 

away at schools on probation. CSM takes away the public’s ability to push back on test 

preparation in the schools. Allensworth et al. argued that large, bureaucratic organizations 

fail to respond to local needs, and do not have the capacity to learn (2010).   

 A recent study by the National Education Policy Center claims “In Chicago, 

longitudinal research on reconstitution revealed that staff replacements were no higher in 

quality than their predecessors and that teacher morale deteriorated under these reforms.” 

Conclusions like that made the researchers characterize the policy as “old wine in new 
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bottles.” They also dispute the implicit claim by proponents that the benefits of the 

turnaround outweigh the unintended consequences like logistical challenges, political 

fallout, and loss of organizational culture (Trujillo and Renee, 2012). 

 A strong school community has organizational culture on its side. Democracy in 

the form of Local School Councils can foster a strong organizational culture. When an 

entire school staff is fired such as in the case of turnarounds, institutional knowledge is 

lost. Past president of Chicago Teachers Union Deborah Lynch, who at the time taught at 

Chicago’s Gage Park High School explained that institutional knowledge was crucial in 

an Op-ed that appeared in the Chicago Sun-Times on October 2, 2009.  

Contrary to popular belief, teachers and staff in schools such as Fenger 

and Gage Park and other neglected neighborhood high schools love their 

students and (usually) love their jobs. We have relationships with kids 

who may not even have another adult in their homes, or their lives. It's 

called human capital. We know brothers and sisters and, in some cases, 

have taught their parents. We ask them how their sick mother is or how 

their job search is going or whether they have met the school's community 

service requirement yet. We give them bus money when they have 

forgotten theirs. We share our lunches with those who missed breakfast. 

We kid them, we laugh with them, we exhort them to do better, to get to 

school on time, to work hard. A colleague buys suit jackets for the guys to 

wear to graduation. Another takes kids to get prom dresses. The list of 

connections and affection and love and sharing goes on and on. Oh yes, 
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and we teach them. Yet you have to have a relationship with these kids in 

order to teach them (Lynch, 2009). 

Lynch wrote her Op-ed in the wake of the fatal beating of Derrion Albert, a 

student at the recently “turned-around” Fenger High School in Chicago. At the time of 

the fatal beating, no worker in the building had known students longer than three weeks.  

Albert was a sophomore honor roll student who was caught up in a melee between rival 

groups of students on his way home from school. The conflict stemmed from an earlier 

shooting (MSNBC.com, 2009). The story made national news and prompted Secretary of 

Education Arne Duncan, a proponent of the Turnaround model and Attorney General 

Eric Holder to fly to Chicago to intervene. 

“You have a trail of blood and tears ever since they launched" 

Renaissance 2010, Tio Hardiman, director of the anti-violence 

organization CeaseFire Illinois, told NBC in 2009. "There's a history of 

violence associated with moving kids from one area to another." The 

beating death of Derrion Albert at the hands of a group of youth from 

Christian Fenger Academy High School was traced to tension between 

students from Fenger and students from Altgeld Gardens who were 

transferred to Fenger after their school became a military academy 

(Kunichoff, 2012, March 12). 

The top-down approach of implementing leaves neighborhoods out of the process. 

The closing of schools and consolidating them into a turnaround school has led to 

incidents of violence. Without diverse stakeholders involved like Local School Councils 

and the teachers union, decisions are largely made in a vacuum. Instead of evaluating the 
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program for its effectiveness and unintended consequences, the symptoms are often 

treated instead of the root cause as was evidenced with federal intervention in the wake of 

Derrion Albert’s death. The federal government stepped in to work on the problem of 

violence in the Fenger community, but did not waver in its support of the turnaround 

model, which Secretary of Education Arne Duncan championed as CEO of Chicago 

Public Schools, and continues to champion through the federal Race to the Top initiative.  

“Obama's administration has asked for $25 million in next year's budget for 

community-based crime prevention programs, [Attorney General Eric] Holder said. 

Duncan said an emergency grant of about $500,000 would go to Fenger for counselors or 

other programs” (Hawkins, 2009). Turnaround schools that were not the target of national 

media were not afforded the additional $500,000 in interventions, making questionable 

any claims that the turnaround model itself would later improve the climate at Fenger 

High School.  

 One unintended consequence of school turnarounds is the galvanization of 

community to oppose them.   

Recent involvement by community organizations in turnaround efforts is 

consistent with the implications arising from this research. For example, 

community organizations in Chicago are working together to protest the 

district’s plan to turnaround or close several schools. Chicago community 

organizers are identifying ways to ensure that parents’ concerns inform the 

district’s turnaround and closure decisions. Through these efforts, parents 

have collectively communicated their concerns that too many schools in 

low income neighborhoods that were historically neglected have been 
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either closed or converted into charter schools, thereby creating 

neighborhood instability and limiting the ability of students to attend local 

community schools (Trujillo and Renee, 2012). 

The unintended consequences of a loss of community voice in decision-making made 

national news.  

 The CSM model has further centralized operations at schools slated for 

Turnaround. Referenced earlier, an increased number of Turnaround schools are placed 

in the hands of the Academy of Urban School Leadership (AUSL).  The outsourcing of 

school site administration was made possible by same law that gave Chicago’s schools to 

the Mayor, the Amendatory Act. Teachers were no longer allowed to bargain over the 

privatization of services. Not only does the local school community have no power over 

whether or not their school is placed in a turnaround, the official body of the teachers 

cannot use its leverage to block the turnaround and advocate for alternative models, like 

the democratic one advocated by Designs for Change.  

In 2011, newly elected Mayor Rahm Emanuel appointed Board President David 

Vitale while Vitale was still the chair of the Academy for Urban School Leadership 

(AUSL). He subsequently stepped down from his AUSL post (Ahmed-Ullah, 2011). For 

Chief Operating Officer, Mayor Emanuel picked managing director of finance and 

administration of the AUSL, Tim Cawley (Ahmed-Ullah and Hood, 2012). Emanuel 

appointed AUSL leaders as the President of the Board of Education and one of the 

highest-ranking bureaucrats to run the Chicago Public Schools. Vitale has not recused 

himself from voting on AUSL contracts and Cawley will be the person implementing 

them. These appointments can pose a conflict of interest, as policy is not written in a 
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vacuum. Although both Vitale and Cawley stepped away from official posts at AUSL, 

relationships with former colleagues did not necessarily dissolve. The turnaround 

philosophy is popular with the current Board as two of the chief powerbrokers in the 

Board of Education have ties with the organization that received contracts to run 

turnaround schools. Without a check to the power of the Board, through elections, 

turnarounds will continue. 

The first year that the current board was to vote on “school action” proposals – 

which is the decision to shake-up local governance of schools, the Board voted for six, 

the highest number of AUSL Turnarounds (Hood and Ahmend Ullah, 2012). 

Analysis through Sabatier’s top-down lens 

Each year, Chicago Public Schools places a number of schools on its “school 

actions” list, a group of schools to be judged by the Board of Education on whether or not 

they should be closed, consolidated, or turned around. The most current round of school 

closings was voted on in February 2012 and implemented the 2012-2013 school year. 

The top-down model starts with a policy decision by a government official then Sabatier 

asks essential questions, “to what extent were the actions of implementing officials and 

target groups consistent with that policy decision?”  (Sabatier, 1986) Ten schools were 

placed on the Turnaround list in late 2011 and all ten schools were voted to be turned 

around by the Board of Education in February 2012 in spite of months of protest from 

community representatives and the Chicago Teachers Union (Tafoya, 2012).  The 

decision to turn around those schools, which was first introduced by the Chief Executive 

Officer was carried out unchanged by other stakeholders. All of the implementing 

officials, including bureaucrats and workers vacated the buildings of original staff.  
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The prescribed objectives of Turnarounds were not consistent with the actual 

impacts, as Sabatier wrote was necessary in top-down governance (1986).The objective 

was to raise achievement in Chicago Public Schools. Designs for Change looked at ISAT 

reading scores at “democratically-led” schools that retained staff and chose its own 

interventions versus AUSL turnarounds. Researchers found that the average annual gain 

was lower for turnaround schools. Designs for Change concluded that,  

Thus, the 13 non-Turnaround Schools started at a lower average score than 

the Turnaround Schools, but ended with a higher average score.  And 

unlike the Turnaround Schools, these 13 schools had characteristically not 

received any substantial extra resources during the period for 2006 to 2011 

(Designs for Change, 2012).  

The loss of organizational culture and lack of community input were key factors 

in the dismal achievement rates in Turnarounds. According to the Designs for Change 

study, more resources were injected into turnaround schools. (Designs for Change, 2012). 

However, these additional resources did not lead to increased outputs (test scores). In 

cases of many turnarounds, the actual outputs were not positive, but the Chicago Public 

Schools used the media to promote the program as successful. For example at Collins 

High School, the Chicago Public Schools boasted a 100% graduation rate after the 

Turnaround, but failed to mention that only two-thirds of that graduating class started at 

the school as freshmen (Farmer, 2011). Although the program has shown little success, 

the policy has not changed, but the criterion for placing schools on the “school action” 

list does change from year-to-year (Karp, 2012). The policy itself did not change.  
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 The Turnaround policy is a top-down model based on Sabatier’s criteria. The 

decisions are made by the appointed CEO and are voted in by an appointed Board of 

Education. The Mayor of Chicago appoints all of these players. The criteria for 

determining which schools are placed in the Turnaround program changes, giving great 

latitude to place schools in the Turnaround program and making it difficult for schools to 

develop a plan to improve outputs based on fixed criteria. Community groups express 

their disdain for the program, even to the extent of occupying a Turnaround school 

(Ryan, 2012).  

 Sabatier would ague that the necessary conditions for implementing the objectives 

of Turnaround policy have not been met because clear and consistent objectives are 

necessary for implementation. The criteria for closings schools do not remain the same 

each year. There is a nebulous goal of raising student achievement. Since the baseline 

changes, the overall goal is not the same. Schools do not know exactly which measure to 

use as a place to strive. The lack of objectives made finding adequate causal theory 

(Sabatier, 1986) difficult.  

 According to Designs for Change, Turnaround schools do not make gains that 

neighborhood schools run by a democratically-elected local school council do. (Designs 

for Change, 2012) The theory that the Turnaround approach can fix schools comes from a 

market-based theory and there is no evidence that the theory applies to schools (Trujillo 

and Renee, 2012). 

 Turnarounds achieved Sabatier’s standards for implementation in that the process 

was legally structured to enhance compliance by implementing officials and target 

groups, and had committed – but not skillful implementing officials. The program is 
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structured to enhance compliance by implementing officials and target groups because 

every worker at a school, from management to classified staff, is fired before a 

turnaround, making implementation easier for the district. The institutional knowledge 

and the school community is taken out of the building (Sabatier, 1986). 

CPS’s department of school turnarounds has run turnaround schools in the past, 

but starting after the summer of 2012, CPS will only use outside vendors such as AUSL 

(Vevea, 2012). Looking at the data from Designs for Change, AUSL does not outperform 

its more autonomous counterparts. It seems that CPS is relying on outside vendors with 

no real evidence that they work. AUSL has shown to not be skillful in implementing the 

policy if the goal of the policy is to raise student achievement (Designs for Change, 

2012).  

Although there was a lot of support for Turnarounds internally, there was a lack 

of support of interest groups (Sabatier, 1986). The Chicago Teachers Union’s historic 

2012 strike was prompted by dissent from the teachers working in the district, and some 

argue that one of the factors that drove the teachers to strike was the policy of 

Turnarounds (Kunichoff 2012, September). The 2012 strike was the first strike in 25 

years. The last strike was the record 19-day strike in 1987 that ushered in an era of 

“school reform” which at the time included the voices of the teachers and community 

groups and led to the 1988 School Reform Law that started Local School Councils 

(Shipps, 2006).  

Joining teachers on the line were members of the community. A poll was 

conducted during the strike that maintained a majority of the public supported the strike 

(Spak and Spielman, 2012). Although there appears to be no polling on how the public 
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feels about Turnarounds, the direction the Chicago Teachers Union took against the top-

down CPS version of reform, which relies heavily on turnarounds, was favorable to the 

public.  

Interest groups and sovereigns appear not to support the Turnaround policy. A 

coalition of local school council members went so far as to file a lawsuit against the 

Board of Education for its Turnaround policies. The lawsuit filed stated: 

“[…] CPS violated state law when it put their schools on probation and then failed to 

provide them “specific steps” in order to “correct identified deficiencies” (Abbassian, 

2012). Besides the primary charges, the lawsuit asserts that: 

• The board did not involve LSCs in the probation process. 

• The board has no “specific objective criteria” to determine which schools 

on probation are selected for closure, phase-out or turnarounds. 

• The board never provided the plaintiffs with a budget that included 

“specific expenditures directly calculated to correct educational and 

operational deficiencies identified by the [Board’s] probation team.” 

(Abbassian, 2012).  

Over the course of the implementation of Turnarounds, there were changes in 

socio-economic conditions, which substantially undermined public support. Chicago’s 

unemployment rate climbed higher than the national average (“Chicago's unemployment 

rate”, 2012).  Between 2001 and 2011, Chicago lost 200,000 residents, many of whom 

were African American (Mullen and Ortiz-Healy, 2011).  

Turnarounds occurred in African American neighborhoods, with the numbers of 

African Americans dropping substantially, many schools are losing students which leads 
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to a decrease in state funding. The decrease in funding, coupled with the City’s Tax 

Increment Financing program which draws money from schools into the mayor’s 

discretionary account (Moser, 2012) has led to less money for schools and a demographic 

shift in public schools.  

The increase in the number of charter schools in the district has changed the 

character composition and socio-economic status of Chicago. Charter schools push out 

students who are more challenging to teach and come from families that cannot afford the 

additional fees these schools charge (Lutton and Karp, 2010). Push out leads to 

“creaming” of the top students in charters. The students in public schools tend to be 

poorer and more challenged academically and behaviorally, changing the political 

landscape of CPS.  

The top-down nature of CPS and its public-private partnerships that trend toward 

a top-down approach do not allow the district to evaluate its own achievement in 

intellectually honest terms, which leads them to lead public relations campaigns that 

skew data to make the top brass look more effective (Farmer, 2011). 

Policy implementation, to be effective needs clear goals and expectations 

(Pressman and Wildavsky, 1973, p. xiv). Birkland argued that a frailty of top-down 

approaches is that it relies on clear goals whereas a bottom-up approach “recognizes that 

goals are ambiguous rather than explicit…” (Birkland, 2005 p. 183-185). These goals 

must be evaluated to reformulate the policy during the implementation stage, which 

Mazmanian and Sabatier emphasized is important for successful implementation. (1983, 

p. 7). 
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 In Chicago, the top-down approach was employed with unclear goals. There was 

a nebulous goal of raising achievement, but that standard seemed to change each school 

year. Since goals were never clear, it became difficult to reformulate the policy during the 

seventeen-year implementation stage. As demonstrated in the case of Derrion Albert, 

unintended consequences were addressed ancillary to the turnaround policy and the 

policy itself was not reevaluated or reformulated. Taking away agency from subordinates, 

or as Birkland calls them “street-level bureaucrats” (2005, p. 185), Van Horn and Van 

Meter would argue negatively impacted the impacted the potential for effective 

implementation (1975, p. 459). 
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Conclusion and Implications  

 
Top-down, integrated structures create a type of hybrid form of governance. 

These hybrid structures narrow the pool of decision makers to a small group of 

bureaucrats and a set of private organizations. The public’s voice is only heard at the 

ballot box when electing a new mayor. The hybrid model limits the public’s voice 

because voters evaluate elected officials on a multitude of issues. A program of 

privatization may beneficial in some services that are voluntary, but may cause great 

harm in others that are compulsory. Without additional elected bodies that the public can 

hold accountable, progress can be slow. Sabatier advocates for adjusting policy in top-

down governance structures (1986), which was not shown in Chicago where both Mayor 

Daley and Mayor Emanuel forged ahead with unpopular and ineffective programs like 

charter schools and Turnarounds.  

To make the entire system accountable to the public, and not solely the mayor, the 

democratically-led model championed by Designs for Change allows for flexibility and 

quick responsiveness to the needs of the community by amplifying student, teacher, and 

parent voice. Designs for Change advocates for strong Local School Councils as a means 

for the public to keep individual schools accountable. That model can be replicated on the 

macro level in the form of an elected school board that reports not to the Mayor, but to 

the public. The elected school board can elect to hire and fire the CEO (much like LSC’s 

power over principal selection) by being lobbied by the public. The public can elect 

themselves to these positions to end the practice of decisions being made by a select few 



Issues with Integrated Governance 53 

with connections to the Mayor’s office. This insider game of school governance has 

allowed favoritism in handing out contracts to private partners like AUSL. 

The health and safety of students are placed in the hands of private corporations 

like AUSL, which insulates the primary actors from accountability while allowing them 

to set the options for choice. My research has shown that in the case of schools 

governance, top-down integrative governance not only misses the mark on its stated 

goals, it causes more harm when institutional knowledge is removed from a school 

building.  Top-down, integrated governance does not allow for careful analysis and 

recalibration in a milieu of a sympathetic media and civic groups funded by the business 

community with narrow interests.  

Mayor Harold Washington’s vision for increased community voice and local 

control was launched in the form of the 1988 school reform law, which was not given 

ample time to be evaluated on its own merits. Evidence suggests that strengthening the 

power of the local community in school decisions increases achievement. Chicago 

residents should be allowed to elect their school board, as is the practice in surrounding 

suburbs. Local school councils should have increased authority. There is no one-size-fits 

all model that will fix every school, but if the 1988 reforms were deeply analyzed and the 

school-based reforms were piloted in struggling schools, the successes could permeate 

through Chicago. 
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