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ABSTRACT 

  
 
The practice of directing American private wealth to community goals has long drawn media 

acclaim and public admiration. Such activity often occurs through foundations, which funnel 

money toward causes deemed important to the public good. While foundations have routinely 

contributed to American civil society in this way for over a century, their involvement in 

elementary and secondary education has been especially notable in the past decade. Coinciding 

with the passage of No Child Left Behind, foundations began shifting toward venture 

philanthropy funding schemes and away from more traditional forms of philanthropic 

engagement. Yet research has paid little attention to how new foundation practices influence 

local and federal political actors involved in the policy-making process, specifically during the 

agenda setting stage. Thus, through an original survey of large school district school 

superintendents from 2011, an original dataset of 2,021 education-related foundation grants from 

2009, and personal interviews and content analysis of secondary data sources at the federal level, 

this dissertation helps assess the relative influence of foundations at the federal and school 

district level. 

  

In general, I find that foundations have conditional influence on agenda setting in elementary and 

secondary education. At the federal level, foundations have the most to gain.  At the local level, 

foundations have immediate, but fleeting, influence on local agenda setting.  This is particularly 
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true in districts with few resources and chronic failings, where foundations’ sustained influence 

depends on regular but unsustainable foundation investments and is limited by the dominant 

governance model, i.e., the school board, to which local administrators must respond. At the 

federal level, I find that foundations advocate more actively than a decade ago, but still compete 

against a vast interest group structure that minimizes foundations’ ability to exert control and 

alter the status quo. Yet foundation influence is not insignificant and has been aided by a new 

federal commitment to engage the foundation community. My findings show that, while 

foundations are less powerful than critics assume, they are disproportionately effective agenda 

setters when viewed in the context of their relatively small K-12 education expenditures. 
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Preface 
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The answer is never the answer. What's really interesting is the mystery. If you 
seek the mystery instead of the answer, you'll always be seeking. I've never seen 
anybody really find the answer -- they think they have, so they stop thinking. But 
the job is to seek mystery, evoke mystery, plant a garden in which strange plants 
grow and mysteries bloom. The need for mystery is greater than the need for an 
answer. 
 
- Ken Kesey  

 
 

An important part of any mystery is personal. The roots of my mystery, which I investigate in 

this dissertation, originate from a childhood spent mostly in Oregon’s blue-collar Willamette 

Valley. My hometown, nestled in eastern foothills that are dominated by farming and timber 

interests, happens to be across the valley from the town where New York Times columnist 

Nicholas Kristof grew up.  This is a relevant point because, in addition to our common 

geographic origins, it is his explanation of how education impacts society that has rung truer to 

me than any other:  

“When I report on poverty in Africa and poverty in America, the differences are vast. But 
there is a common thread: chipping away at poverty is difficult and uncertain work, but 
perhaps the anti-poverty program with the very best record is education — and that’s as 
true in New York as it is in Nigeria” (Kristof, 2011).  

 

His argument, that education can be an escalator out of poverty, led my mother to a career in 

public education. While she worked as a GED instructor and served on our local school board, I 

learned around the dinner table that education systems frequently fail children, but have the 

potential to help them to overcome seemingly impossible family and community circumstances. 

But my youthful observations always left me wondering how communities choose the ways in 

which children are educated. For instance, what led the federal government to support high 

school dropouts? How did decision-makers come to pay attention to this issue? And, how did 
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educators like my mother take policy guidance and turn it into pedagogy? These types of 

questions motivate this dissertation. 

 

Like Kesey advised, I approach my inquiry as a mystery and do not anticipate I will find the 

answer. While Kesey’s framework might seem misaligned with academic research, it actually 

fits with the principles of social science research more readily than a quick look might reveal, a 

point made clear by Smith and Larimer (2008) in their summary of the policy-making process: 

“From the existing literature, we also know that how policies reach the government agenda is a 

bit of mystery.” Building on this literature, the mystery I focus on is how an American education 

agenda is crafted and implemented, a process that occurs through a complex chain of 

governments and individuals, involving multiple interest groups across different levels of 

government fighting for their preferences. The sheer complexity of this process, which involves 

14,000 school districts, thousands of teachers, students, parents, and administrators, plus billions 

of dollars in government and privately funded programs, guarantees that the answers I present in 

this dissertation are not the answer.  

 

Given the impossibility of understanding exactly how the American education agenda is crafted 

and implemented, I place limits on my mystery. I investigate the influence of one political actor, 

ambitious, large, national philanthropic foundations (hereinafter foundations) that have made 

grants in large school districts, primarily in and around American cities since 2000, on agenda 

setting in school districts and the federal government. The period I investigate coincides with the 

rise of the Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation (hereinafter Gates Foundation) and the passage of 

monumental federal legislation, No Child Left Behind (hereinafter NCLB), two factors that 



 
 

viii  

weigh heavily on my analysis. Narrowing my focus does not increase the likelihood I will find 

the answer to questions of foundation influence, but it does allow me to better grasp and explain 

the complexities and characters involved in this realm of education policy.  

 

In the following pages I will more fully explain my research questions and methods of 

investigation, attempting throughout to communicate in a direct manner, obviously complicated 

by some academic conventions and my own limitations as a writer. Nonetheless, I hope the key 

themes of this dissertation can be broadly appreciated and understood by a variety of readers. If 

my points are clear, it is most likely the result of my diligent editors and mentors – especially 

Professor Douglas Reed, who patiently reviewed draft after draft, guiding me toward a final 

product. Additionally, fellow committee members Professor Mark Carl Rom and Professor Steve 

Smith offered feedback at critical points during the process, as did the Georgetown Department 

of Government’s Ph.D. Student American Government Working Group. Most critical to the 

projects success was my wife Karen’s support of Saturday mornings and late nights spent 

working at the local coffee shop, not to mention her editorial assistance, which along with 

feedback from my parents and siblings, ensured my writing was as grammatically correct, clear, 

and readable as possible. Finally, any particularly inspired ideas put to paper are the result of my 

two-year-old daughter Annie, whom I hope contributes to, and benefits from, public education 

during her lifetime. For the reader, I hope this process has led to an informative and thoroughly 

researched introduction and assessment of foundation involvement in public education during the 

2000s. 
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Chapter 1 
 
 

Grand Ambition and an Assessment of Influence 
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Why Should We Care about Foundations? 

Education reformers are fond of the shorthand version of a Victor Hugo (1888) quote, “an idea 

whose time has come,” to defend policy prescriptions.1 The concept firmly places the reformer 

on the right side of history—“I have a great idea that will change the world!”—but also aligns 

the advocate with progress, learning, and advancement, ideals almost anyone can support. So, 

who could disagree with reformers? When used in the context of K-12 education, however, a 

problem emerges:  while there is little disagreement around what constitutes progress, there is 

enthusiastic disagreement about the correct methods to bring about progress. 

 

At the crux of this issue is how to define progress in public education. As the following chapters 

will demonstrate, most political actors involved in the education policy agenda setting process, 

what Jones and Baumgartner  (2005) call “the process by which information is prioritized for 

action, and attention allocated to some problems rather than others,” believe progress should be 

defined as closure of the achievement gap.2 This is true for foundations as much as for any 

political actor engaged in education policy. To address this policy problem, large foundations 

have supported a set of reforms (their agenda) in school districts and legislative bodies. Driven 

by the persistent achievement gap in America and the competitive pressures of rising 

international powers, foundations have advocated for policy solutions that build upon the 

accountability and market-based movements that have been a central part of education policy 

since the 1980s. One of the leaders of this group is Eli Broad, who founded the Broad 
                                                 
1 In case the reader is curious, the full quote is, “An invasion of armies can be resisted; an invasion of ideas cannot 
be resisted” (Hugo, 1888).  A few examples of Hugo’s quote in newspaper editorials defending education policy 
reforms in the 2000s are shown in the following sentences. Editorial Board, 2002. Vouchers a tool to better educate 
nation’s children. Cleveland Daily News, July 2. 4A. Editorial Board. 2004. School choice an idea whose time has 
come. Herald & Review. July 12. Decatur, IL, A5. Editorial Board, 2009. STEM school is a good new choice. 
Dayton Daily News. August 23. A28. 
2 The achievement gap is an educational outcome gap (e.g. test scores, graduation rates) that has persisted for 
decades and is based on differences of class and race. 
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Foundation and made a statement in 2011 that encapsulates the foundation agenda during the 

NCLB era: “You change it -- in my view -- by having better governance, better management -- 

whether it's the superintendent or the principal. You've got to have better teachers, paid more 

money -- incentivised -- but held accountable.” 

 

While foundations and most education political actors agree the achievement gap is the chief 

problem in American public education, disagreements emerge when a reform path is charted, 

e.g., deciding on the correct methods to bring about progress. Unlike many policy issues, how 

political actors align themselves across these approaches is not well ordered, as NCLB, the rise 

of Teach for America (hereinafter TFA), and Democrats for Education Reform have blurred the 

partisan lines of education policy. But major foundations and the majority of Americans seem to 

have agreed on a constellation of reforms (an agenda that includes standards, accountability, 

teacher incentives, and choice) believed to narrow the achievement gap. And the process by 

which this constellation of reforms has been adopted, much of it now codified in NCLB and 

Race to the Top (hereinafter RttT), suggests that foundations are particularly powerful, primarily 

because of the massive financial support from foundations during the past decade and the 

congruence between the federal agenda and the policies advocated by foundations in recent 

years. This is reason enough to care how, where, when, and why foundations engage in 

education reform.  

 

But as the foundation community has attempted to address deficiencies in K-12 education, its 

preferred policy solutions often bump up against the status quo and alternative methods for 

closing the achievement gap (e.g. expanded school based social services, pre-school, after-
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school, and summer school programs). These conflicts are bound to continue for at least two 

reasons: first, because there is good reason to question some of the reforms adopted and second, 

because the uncertainty surrounding the reauthorization of the Elementary and Secondary 

Education Act (hereinafter ESEA) has muddied the waters concerning the next dominant 

education reform agenda. This uncertainty, and the potential for foundations to serve as 

important agenda setters during the policy process, raises compelling questions concerning (i) 

the conditions under which foundations’ influence is most powerful and (ii) how foundations 

have used their influence during a key period in public education, the NCLB era.  

 

Summary of Findings 

I find that foundations have conditional influence in education policy. They have the most to 

gain at the federal level, yet have the most immediate influence, albeit fleeting, at the local level. 

Their influence is not insignificant, but is less powerful than critics assume. Modern foundations 

are far less influential than during the era that predated the rise of the modern welfare state, and 

are unlikely to recapture that influence given the scale of the public education system. 

Notwithstanding those facts, foundation influence not only exists, but is disproportionately 

effective compared to the relatively small amount of money foundations spend on K-12 

education. And the influence of foundations has increased since 2000, when the Gates 

Foundation made domestic education a priority.  

 

In light of these developments, I focus my inquiry on two levels of government: the federal 

government and school districts. I purposefully ignore states, a decision that rests on two factors. 

First, while states have increased their influence over school districts in the past two decades, in 
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part due to increased administrative capacity and policy developments, national foundations 

appear to have moved away from state-level grant support. See Chapter 3. Second, the adoption 

of NCLB and RttT has shifted the locus of control in education policy from the states to 

Washington, DC. While the long-term prospect of enhanced federal government control is 

uncertain, the most consequential decisions in education policy are currently made at the federal 

level. Thus, my focus on agenda setting more strongly implicates local school districts and the 

federal government. 

 

Within these confines I find that foundation influence is most powerful during the agenda setting 

stage of policy development, in particular at the local level. In school districts, especially 

districts with few resources and chronic failings, foundation agenda setting power is significant 

and can steer districts toward certain policies for a few years. But, as the chapter on 

superintendents explores, local agenda setting power is fleeting and dependent on regular but 

unsustainable investments. Additionally, and contrary to venture philanthropy concepts, 

foundation influence in policy implementation seems to be limited by the governance model, i.e., 

the school board, to which local administrators must respond, thereby encouraging fealty to local 

political actors first and foundations last.  

 

At the federal level I find foundations are more active than a decade ago, but still compete 

against a vast structure of interest groups that minimize foundations’ ability to exert control and 

alter the status quo. While foundation influence is constrained federally, interviewees indicated 

foundations are nonetheless more influential than they were 15 years ago, potentially aided by a 
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new federal commitment to engage the foundation community and the continued presence of a 

diverse set of political actors active in federal education policy.  

 

In this dissertation I present evidence that foundations wield limited power at the federal level 

and substantial, yet fleeting, power at the school district level. Because “the study of policy 

process is ultimately the study of political power,” I aim to explain which conditions make 

foundations influential and how their influence compares to other political actors involved in the 

policy-making process (Smith and Larimer, 2008).  

 

Chapter Outline 

In this chapter I describe opposing viewpoints concerning foundation influence and the primary 

methods by which foundations attempt to bring about policy change. I then explain what is not 

known about foundation influence, including how foundations interact with the local education 

community, and why such an inquiry is warranted. Next, I explain the enduring nature of 

foundation engagement in education policy, which is a product of personal incentives, rising 

inequality, and historic conditions. These conditions justify further analysis concerning the 

relationship between foundations and education policymakers, the elements of which are laid out 

in the final section of this chapter. 

 

Foundation Influence 

Frederick Hess (2005) wrote, “Philanthropy constitutes only a fraction of 1 percent of total 

spending on K-12 schools, but initiatives like the Gates high school effort, Walton Family 

Foundation support for school choice, and the Broad Prize illustrate how such money can have a 
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vastly disproportionate impact on the direction of America’s schools.” He analogized American 

foundations to captains of large cargo ships, ever so slightly turning the rudder of K-12 education 

in the United States (Hess, 2005). Five years later, Diane Ravitch (2010b) criticized a donation to 

Newark Public Schools when she tweeted, “Billionaires buying control of public education with 

strategic gifts, mayoral control, Duncan cheerleading.”  This message built on the “The 

Billionaires Boys Club” chapter of her 2010 bestselling book, in which she argued that newer 

foundations have taken unprecedented steps to promote market-based reforms in public 

education (Ravitch, 2010a). She acknowledges the value of discretionary spending grants from 

the Gates Foundation, adding, “But the offer of a multimillion-dollar grant by a foundation is 

enough to cause most superintendents and school boards to drop everything and reorder their 

priorities. And so it happened that the Gates, Walton, and Broad foundations came to exercise 

vast influence over American education because of their strategic investments in school reform.” 

Ravitch (2010a) goes on to claim that foundations have helped turn schools into testing factories, 

ignoring the arts, civics, and history and unfairly focusing negative attention on teachers, in 

particular those working in districts with high poverty and racial isolation.  

 

Hess and Ravitch take opposing views on the desirability of foundation involvement in 

education, but both seem to agree that even with resources more limited than the government’s, 

foundations are more nimble and can act in a more targeted manner than competing political 

actors, enabling them to shift educational priorities. Through analysis of education-related 

foundation grants in 2009, original survey research, and case study analysis relying on personal 

interviews and content analysis of secondary data sources, I test whether the carrots foundations 

offer are effective at turning the education ship.  
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Jenkins and McAdams (2005) identified foundation influence in three large urban districts that 

implemented reform strategies based on availability of grant funding rather than internal demand 

for the reform. While their findings are helpful in understanding foundations’ power when 

operating at the local government level, the case studies do not explain how foundations 

influence education policy across a large sample of school districts. The Gates Foundation is 

highly likely to influence Seattle Public Schools, just as the Walton Family Foundation is 

influential in local Fayetteville, Arkansas education politics. But what happens when large 

foundations migrate from where their businesses were founded, or wealth accumulated, and 

attempt to influence policy on the state and national stage?  

 

Habits of Foundations  

Historically, when foundations seek long-term and widespread policy change, they rely on 

demonstration projects and, as a result, serve as a quasi research and development arm for 

government. Successful reforms may lead to either statewide or national adoption and achieve 

widespread impact, despite foundations’ limited resources. Thus, by funding a smaller project 

and showing positive results, foundations can potentially leverage a small investment into an 

otherwise cost prohibitive public policy shift. A Gates Foundation research project running in 

four large school districts in Florida and California demonstrates this concept. Bill Gates (2010a) 

discussed the motivation behind this project and the challenges of reforming the education 

system in a telling conversation with television personality Jon Stewart.  
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Bill Gates: For Education, trying to get great courses online and also trying to experiment 
to get teachers get measured and get feedback to help improve their average quality. 
Have four school districts, that have committed to try that out, and if it works.... 

Stewart: Out of how many?  

Gates: Thousands 

Stewart: Can't you just buy them cars? Why is it so difficult to get change in the 
education system in our country? 

Gates: Until recently there was no room for experimentation, and charter schools came 
in, although they are only a few percent of the schools and tried out new models. And a 
lot of those worked, not all of them. But that format showed us some very good ideas. 
Among those are you measure teachers and give them good feedback. But people are 
afraid you put in a system that will fire the wrong person or have high overhead. And that 
is a legitimate fear. So actually having some districts where it works and getting the 90% 
of teachers who liked it and thrived and did improve, and share that might allow us to 
switch, not have capricious things, but really help people to get better. 

 

The demonstration method approach is often married with another common foundation practice, 

funding university or think tank activities, with the hope that academic rigor will expedite reform 

adoption. A well-known example is the University of Arkansas's Department of Education 

Reform, which advocates for school choice and is funded by the Walton Family Foundation 

(Reed, 2008). Foundation-supported centers primarily seek knowledge creation, but also 

frequently seek to change public policy. For example, the Mercatus Center at George Mason 

University, which was created as a gathering place for libertarian scholars, focuses research on 

the role of markets in solving public problems. In 1995, the founder, Richard Fink, alluded to 

their purpose during a conference for philanthropists, advising foundations to fund activities that 

turn academic research into policy products (Mayer, 2010).  

 

Research on the largest U.S. education policy foundations supports the idea that 1) 

demonstration projects and 2) scholarly support are the most common foundation endeavors 

(Ferris et al., 2008). This has been corroborated by a report from Grantmakers for Education, an 
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association of 260 private and public grant making organizations supporting education, which 

found that 70% of education funding policy-related work in 2009 was primarily policy 

research/analysis and advocacy (Tebben, 2010). Relatedly, between 2000 and 2005, foundation 

funding shifted to demonstration projects involving entities (e.g. charters) working within the 

school system, but outside immediate school district control (Reckhow, 2009). Such projects are 

increasingly multi-foundation endeavors, as 90% of education foundations report joint grant 

funding (Tebben, 2010).  

 

Other relatively under-investigated aspects of foundation behavior are policy advocacy and 

capacity-building programs. The former will be examined in this dissertation, and is an important 

area of research, given research showing that foundations have widened their advocacy scope to 

include both direct lobbying and public education efforts (Robelen, 2010; Tebben, 2010). The 

latter, capacity grant making to improve the effectiveness and efficiency of policy 

implementation institutions, is another relatively common grant making strategy but will not be 

explored in depth in this dissertation (Fleishman, 2009; Tebben, 2010).  

 

The Puzzle 

Academic studies have shown how foundations operate. Unclear is what they systematically 

fund and how their methods influence local communities (Ferris et al., 2008; Fleishman, 2007). 

Related to this uncertainty, I adopt Scott’s (2009) research agenda for education politics to better 

understand how foundations and the education community interact. Specifically, Scott (2009) 

calls for an investigation of the following: 
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1. How local stakeholders are influenced when working with philanthropies.  
2. How philanthropies impact the policies of particular urban markets.  
3. How the new venture philanthropy model has influenced older foundations giving 

strategies.  
4. How ideas are shared across organizations. 

 

Answering these questions requires an understanding of the type of organizations foundations 

fund, how these funding patterns have changed over time, and how foundation engagement 

occurs at different levels of government. Collecting and analyzing this information will help 

assess whether foundation engagement helps set the policy agenda and alters the implementation 

of education policy.  

 

Because many advocates are critical of foundation involvement in education policy, these 

questions also address the issue of foundation power, of particular concern to Diane Ravitch 

(2006). Ravitch (2010a), and others, have strongly criticized Bill Gates, suggesting that his 

influence on education policy is greater than the Secretary of Education (Bishop and Green, 

2009). While this question is not central to the dissertation, it is related to an assessment of 

education policy agenda setting and implementation, and the data presented should allow the 

reader to more accurately test the claims of foundation critics.  

 

So What? 

In graduate school, I often witnessed, or was on the receiving end of, a skeptical professor asking 

various forms of the “so what” question during a seminar presentation. Although their inquiries 

sought to ascertain a relatively simple fact - the importance of the paper to the established 

academic literature from a theoretical or substantive perspective – presenters often struggled to 

answer the question. In a discipline with multiple sub disciplines and sub fields, such difficulty is 
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actually quite common, as researchers have a tendency to dig into a problem without first 

understanding the broader contribution their work might offer. In an attempt to avoid this pitfall, 

I outline why it matters that we understand whether the significant outlays of foundation wealth 

to change education policy agendas paid dividends during the 2000s. 

 

First, public education requires substantial annual expenditures, which may potentially be 

strongly influenced by foundation wishes. Funding K-12 education costs local, state, and federal 

governments close to $600 billion annually and has become more costly in the past 60 years. In 

addition, as compulsory education increasingly initiates at a younger age, beginning with Head 

Start in the 1960s and recently expanded to include universal pre-kindergarten, these 

expenditures are likely to further increase.3 Given the trajectory of public education toward 

growth, understanding how agendas are set is important―the agenda helps determine budgetary 

allocations among competing programs (infrastructure, research and development, health care, 

etc.) and influences the long-term financial health of the United States.  

 

Second, education outlays have become more important for America’s educational well-being 

and, in particular, the fate of individuals operating in America’s economy, a fact recognized by 

almost all key decision makers. Because America operates in an increasingly interconnected 

world, an educated workforce provides an advantage over other countries and benefits all 

residents. Quantifying the benefit of an educated workforce is difficult, but recent research has 

found that, among Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development’s (OECD) 

                                                 
3 In 2011 only three states offer universal pre-kindergarten, although 28 other states are developing or implementing 
new programs (The Pew Charitable Trusts, 2011). These programs have expanded in part due to research 
demonstrating the importance of pre-kindergarten programs and the large learning gaps that exist between racial and 
social classes when children enter kindergarten.  
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countries, effective public education can account for large differences in long-run growth 

(Hanushek and Woessmann, 2010). At an individual level, a high quality education is highly 

correlated with economic well-being later in life, in addition to being associated with levels of 

poverty, employment, and economic success (Hanushek, 2002, Hanushek and Lindseth, 2009). A 

visual representation of these benefits is found in Figures 1.1 and 1.2, which show the personal 

value of educational attainment against the backdrop of a major U.S. recession in the late 2000s. 

 

The importance of education is not lost on key decision makers, as political actors frequently use 

economic competiveness data in their K-12 education rhetoric. American presidents, in 

particular, routinely employ this rhetorical approach, a messaging technique popularized by 

President Ronald Reagan and used frequently by every president since. For example, during the 

2000s every State of the Union address included a proposal for a new K-12 education policy 

(Anderson, 2011a). In 2011, President Barack Obama insisted during the State of the Union 

address that education was the key to American prosperity. His rhetoric caused a Washington 

Post reporter to wonder if education had replaced religion as the presidential fallback rhetorical 

device, “I can't remember any president in any one speech referring to education, teachers, 

college, campus, science, technology, research, development, and so forth, more than Obama did 

tonight” (Berlinerblau, 2011). These examples demonstrate that education is likely to remain 

hotly debated in the political arena. If true, this further demonstrates a need to understand 

foundations’ role in determining which policies are promoted. 

 

Interest in foundation involvement in policy development is not a recent phenomenon, as 

multiple iterations of - “are foundations getting what they want?” - have been regularly debated 
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since the first American foundation formed in 1907. In addition, if income inequality remains at 

elevated levels in the United States, then questions of undue influence of the ultra-wealthy are 

likely to become even more common. Because foundations embody the ultra-wealthy, this could 

perhaps lead to an enhanced focus on foundation inquiry in school districts, statehouses, and in 

Washington, DC. Foundations’ strategic shift in the 2000s toward increased involvement in into 

the policy advocacy community may also increase pressure to investigate how the wealthy 

control agendas. Prompted by a realization that, as described by Aaron Dorfman, executive 

director of the National Committee for Responsive Philanthropy, “good philanthropy can never 

be a substitute for government spending,” foundations are now more comfortable advocating 

their positions in legislative settings than 15 years ago, and, consequently, are now more likely to 

invite enhanced scrutiny from policymakers and critics (Confessore, 2011). Given these trends, it 

is important for policymakers to thoughtfully weigh how foundations might be best regulated, 

beginning with an investigation of foundation influence - hopefully a product of the analysis 

presented here.  

 

Finally, while compulsory education has been the norm for over 150 years, the American public 

education system is clearly falling short across many measures. These failures could portend 

broad and long lasting social and economic consequences for the generation of U.S. children 

currently enrolled in public schools, both from a civic and economic perspective (Darling-

Hammond, 2010; Hanushek and Lindseth, 2009). The rational response is to provide a fix, which 

as Healy (2012) explains presents its own set of problems, “[A]s anyone will tell you, the 

American education system has been in crisis, or facing some central challenge, or in need of 

some sort of fundamental reform, for a very long time now. Everyone has a scheme designed to 
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fix it.” Understanding how schemes gain traction in the policy community is a central goal of 

this dissertation. 

 

Will Foundations Stay Engaged in Public Education? 

Given the focus of this dissertation, a “so what” test should also ask if foundations are likely to 

remain active in public education, and particularly primary and secondary education, in the 

coming years. The available evidence suggests that foundations will remain active. First, 

foundations have long been engaged with public education, starting with the Andrew Carnegie 

and Nelson Rockefeller foundations. Although those foundations greatly influenced the 

development of public education in the first half of the 20th century, their early influence faded 

when the federal government engaged more directly with social problems (Moe, 2001; Walters 

and Bowman, 2010). In a slightly less influential role, large foundations remained involved with 

public education and in the late 1990s were joined by newer foundations such as Gates, Broad, 

and Walton, each which focused their grant making on primary and secondary education 

initiatives (Clemens and Lee, 2010; Ravitch, 2010) Even as institutional structures and political 

actors changed dramatically, foundations have remained a constant presence in public education, 

i.e., the hundred years from Rockefeller to Gates, (Anheier and Hammack, 2010).  

 

Second, the wealthy are on average more active in politics and policy than the average citizen. 

Table 1.1 reports findings from Page et al. (2011), highlighting the strikingly different levels of 

political engagement between those in the wealthiest 1% and the general public – from voting to 

political meeting attendance.4 Page et al. (2011) found that the very wealthy were more likely to 

                                                 
4 Page et al., (2011) study is the most comprehensive and up to date information on the donation behaviors of the 
top 1%, although respondents were limited to the Chicago metropolitan area. There is no evidence that would 
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dismiss “inadequate” government efforts in favor of private philanthropy and market-based 

solutions. Importantly, the same survey found that the very wealthy identify education as among 

the top three problems facing America, and support both expanded federal aid to education and 

higher taxes to fund early childhood education (see Table 1.2 for details). While the very wealthy 

prioritize education through volunteer and giving behavior - 65% of respondents volunteer with 

and 88% donate to education related organizations - they have strong opinions regarding how 

those investments should be made, favoring early childhood and K-12 education over adult and 

higher education (Page et al., 2011). Table 1.3 provides additional survey details and shows that 

education-related donations account for the largest percentage of donations by the very wealthy.  

 

All of these findings are important to understanding foundations, which are the product of their 

founders and closely follow their beliefs and wishes. And while the wealthy can pursue other 

giving strategies, foundations seem to remain the most popular option for those seeking 

substantial societal change. For instance, in 2011, the Chronicle of Philanthropy analyzed the 

giving habits of the 50 largest donors in the United States. Of the approximately $10 billion 

donated that year, foundations received 73%. (Di Mento and Preston, 2012). Page et al. (2011) is 

corroborative, as 68% of their respondents had donated to a private or community foundation. As 

Freeland (2011) commented: “Indeed, in this age of elites who delight in such phrases as outside 

the box and killer app, arguably the most coveted status symbol isn’t a yacht, a racehorse, or a 

knighthood; it’s a philanthropic foundation—and, more than that, one actively managed in ways 

that show its sponsor has big ideas for reshaping the world.” For many high wealth individuals 

                                                                                                                                                             
suggest the wealthy in Chicago systematically different than those in other U.S. cities, although it is important to 
note. Importantly, this gap in involvement may be a fundamental reason why elites (e.g. foundations) are able to 
gain political power. 
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“public education has lately become a favored cause,” even when they have privately educated 

their own children (Mead, 2011). 

 

Of course, non-political actors are unable to wield world-changing influence without high levels 

of wealth disparity. In the U.S., two trends are on point. Generational wealth research indicates 

that wealth transfers to foundations from 2000 to 2050 will be 10 times the amount transferred 

from 1900 to 2000, while trends in wealth disparity show increasing economic inequality in the 

U.S. and most developed countries over the past 30 years (Tierney and Fleishman, 2011).5 

Economic inequality’s cause is hotly debated and is not the focus here. However, the presence of 

extreme wealth is important to the instant analysis: extreme wealth is likely to increase 

allocations for privately-led society-changing endeavors, which are regularly foundation-based. 

The available evidence suggests that the U.S. will not comprehensively grapple with these issues 

in the near future. Fukuyama (2012) argues this point convincingly:  

“In a democracy, that [economic inequality] should get balanced out by the voting power 
of ordinary people, but that mechanism seems to have broken down. First, there has not 
been enough recognition of the inequality of power, and second, the way people have 
mobilised to deal with it, there’s something missing in that as well.” 

 

While sustained, concentrated wealth does not guarantee involvement in society change 

endeavors—the super rich (top .01%) could just as easily spend their money on personal 

fulfillment—Page et al. (2011) and others have shown the ultra-wealthy are often committed to 
                                                 
5 In the United States the super rich (top .01% of earners) in 2007 (approximately 15,000 families), accounted for 
6% of all national income, up from less than 1% in 1974 (Cowen, 2011). Explanations for the shift include 
globalization, which has rewarded highly skilled workers, technological innovations, government policies, and 
financial malfeasance. The phenomenon is global, yet Hacker and Pierson (2010) explain the shift as the result of 
America drifting “away from that mixed-economy cluster” to become more of a “ capitalist oligarchies, like Brazil, 
Mexico, and Russia, with their much greater concentration of economic bounty.” While this shift has led to some 
protest movements – e.g. Occupy Wall Street, a loose collection of groups whose mission is best described by 
Bauerlein and Jeffery (2012), “The 1 percent have always had outsize influence, but not since the robber-baron era 
have they been able to throw their weight around so exuberantly” – there has not been a systematic response to 
concentrated wealth and political power (Fukuyama, 2012).  
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charitable and political causes. Most notably, Warren Buffett and Bill Gates have advocated for 

the super rich to donate least 50% of their net worth to charitable causes, a move that would 

increase the percentage of U.S. wealth devoted to the public good, but managed by private 

individuals (Di Mento and Preston, 2010). The possibility of more public benefit projects led by 

fewer individuals further demonstrates the need to better understand how foundations influence 

agenda setting and implementation of policy. If foundations are as powerful a force in education 

reform as skeptics contend, it is important to understand the conditions that give rise to such 

power. Conversely, if foundations are only moderately influential, it is important to understand 

the countervailing forces that influence education reform. In the next section I describe how I 

address these questions.  

 

Dissertation Outline 

Chapter 2 explains the methodology employed by political scientists to understand complex 

phenomenon like influence in the policy-making process. This research review demonstrates the 

need for separate analyses of these two key stages of the policy-making process, the agenda 

setting and implementation stages. Because of America’s federalism tradition, analyzing agenda 

setting in education is challenging. Although much of the budget authority and legal 

responsibilities in K-12 education originate at the local and state level, the federal government 

has steadily increased its involvement since 1965. These challenges are particularly difficult 

from a social science perspective, as the education governing structure limits access to 

generalizable knowledge from empirical testing, the gold standard of social science research. 

Nonetheless, many scholars of public policy have mitigated such challenges through 

sophisticated and rigorous study, providing a better understanding of how policies develop 
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across sub-governments (Crain, 1966; Walker, 1969; Berry and Berry, 1990, 1992, 1994; 

Volden, 2006). While these examples have helped explain how policies cross borders, they 

provide only limited insight on the influence of outside actors on policy development and 

implementation. To address these concerns, I rely on the concept pioneered by Kingdon (1995) 

to understand agenda setting at the local and federal level of government. By limiting analysis to 

two phases of the policy-making process, I am able to focus on a distinct policy domain: K-12 

education reform to examine agenda setting during the 2000s. 

 

Chapter 3 outlines foundation involvement in domestic education reform, describing 

foundations’ distinctive attributes and underlying modes of operation guiding most of their 

giving programs. Analysis of an original data set of large foundation grants from 2009 is 

presented. By comparing the 2009 data to 2000 and 2005, I show how funding shifted by grant 

category and the factors that influence where foundations make grants (Reckhow, 2009).  

 

Chapter 4 presents an analysis of an original, independently-administered national survey of 

superintendents in large school districts (over 25,000 students). The survey helps assess the 

relative importance of foundations in education reform from the view of the most influential 

local political actor—school superintendents, showing how superintendent perceptions are 

shaped by district attributes.  

  

Chapter 5 turns to agenda setting at the federal level, assessing the contribution of foundations 

using a case study to demonstrate influence, informed by secondary data and personal interviews 
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with political actors. This case study of charter schools pays close attention to foundation 

involvement and competing influences of other political actors, examining the influence of each.  

 

Chapter 6 discusses the implications of this research on the various audiences involved with 

public education. Organized around a fundamental question in political science—“who has 

power and how do they use it?”—in the final chapter I offer thoughts on how power in education 

policy is dispersed and the implications for education reform going forward.
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Figure 1.1: Value of Educational Attainment: Unemployment Rate in 2010 (Percent) 

 
Source: Bureau of Labor Statistics, Current Population Survey. 
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Figure 1.2: Value of Educational Attainment: Median Weekly Earnings in 2010 (Dollars) 
 

 
Source: Bureau of Labor Statistics, Current Population Survey. 
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Table 1.1: Political Activity by the Top 1% in 2008 Election Year, 2009-2011 
Type of Political Activity Top 1% Percent All Voters Participation Gap 
Voted 99% 78% 21% 
Attended a Political Meeting 41% 9% 32% 
Gave Money to a Political Candidate 68% 13% 55% 
Source: Sides (2011) – Analysis of 2008 American National Election Study and Gallup aggregation of 61 polls from 
2009-2011. 
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Table 1.2: Problems Considered “Very Important” by the Top 1%, 2011 
Problem Very Important Not Very Important 
Budget Deficits 87% 4% 
Unemployment 84% 0% 
Education 79% 0% 
Domestic Security 74% 1% 
Energy Supplies 70% 2% 
Health Care 57% 4% 
Child Poverty 56% 6% 
Loss of Traditional Values 52% 15% 
Trade Deficits 36% 10% 
Inflation 26% 22% 
Climate Change 16% 31% 
Source: Page et al. (2011). N=83. Somewhat Important category not shown 
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Table 1.3: Civic Volunteerism and Financial Contributions by the Top 1%, 2011 
Areas Volunteered Contributed Total Contributions 

(mean) 
Education 65% 88% 22% 
Religious Organizations 46% 74% 16% 
Health 29% 71% 12% 
Arts, Culture, and Humanities 46% 81% 10% 
Poverty 56% 78% 8% 
Private and Community Foundations 54% 68% 7% 
Youth Development 52% 62% 6% 
Political Organizations or Campaigns 29% 60% 6% 
Environment 18% 45% 4% 
Recreation – Adults 31% 40% 3% 
International 21% 38% 3% 
Other 12% 12% 1% 
Source: Page et al. (2011). N=83.  
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Chapter 2 
 
 

Understanding the Bookends of Education Reform 
 

 
  



 
 

27 

The agenda-setting process narrows this set of conceivable subjects to the set that 
actually becomes the focus of attention 
 
- John Kingdon, 1995 
 
 
Implementation may be viewed as a process of interaction between the setting of 
goals and actions geared to achieving them. 
 
- Pressman and Wildavsky, 1973  

 
 

In this chapter, I examine the bookends of the education policy-making process, agenda setting 

and implementation, show how foundations influence policy agenda setting and implementation, 

and explain my focus on agenda setting and implementation, including my emphasis on 

foundations. Most of this dissertation focuses on agenda setting, thus I investigate the actions of 

foundations and other political actors—a necessary step to provide a relative comparison—but 

focus my attention on large, national foundations like Gates, Broad, and Walton due to a lack of 

previous research and claims of foundation influence. While I consider a few narrow and specific 

research questions related to policy implementation, I limit these inquiries to (i) the domains in 

which foundations have the potential to be influential and (ii) the methods that can appropriately 

assess them. For instance, earlier I explained the importance of large school district 

superintendents to local agenda setting. Those superintendents also happen to be political actors 

with whom foundations actively engage when they make grants at the school district level. 

Consequently, I rely on their opinions to inform my analysis as they manage the domains in 

which foundations have the potential to influence policy implementation.  
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Chapter Outline 

Before explaining the methodology of this study, it is imperative to identify education policy’s 

place within the context of America’s unique government system, which influences the 

schooling structure and, consequently, how agenda setting and implementation occur. Thus, in 

this chapter I assess the evolving relationships between federal, state, and local governments by 

briefly reviewing the development of education policy in America. In this abbreviated history, I 

concentrate on post-Brown v. Board of Education reforms and on shifts in federal education 

policy that contribute to a bargaining relationship between local, state, and federal governments. 

I then review local politics research, identifying the consistent lack of attention paid to 

foundations by political scientists. Next, I provide a broad overview of the policy-making 

process, placing agenda setting and implementation in their respective contexts. Next, I explain 

why foundations’ attributes are especially valuable to the agenda setting stage by using a vignette 

-- the introduction and growth of Head Start -- that exemplifies the various forms of analysis 

conducted in subsequent chapters. 

 

The remainder of this chapter identifies the data relied on to examine the key questions of this 

dissertation, and explains the rationale for collecting the data, the processes relied on to secure 

the data, and literature from federalism, public policy, and local politics that further support the 

approach taken. Finally, I close the chapter by describing the hypotheses investigated, the 

chapter in which each hypothesis is tested, and the three methods used to test these hypotheses. 

Each method, i.e., foundation grant analysis, an independently administered survey of large 

school district superintendents, and case studies of education policy-making, is explained in 

detail, building toward the more detailed analysis occurring in subsequent chapters.  
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Federalism and Local Politics  

James Madison argued in 1788 for a federal government whose “jurisdiction extends to certain 

enumerated objects only, and leaves to the several states a residuary and inviolable sovereignty 

over all other objects.” Fast-forward 200 years. This bright line is mostly a memory in American 

politics, except in conservative rhetoric, as few issues remain solely the responsibility of states 

(Wright, 1988). The process by which the federal and state governments became involved in 

public education was slow, but each steadily gained symbolic and substantive power over 

education policy in the United States during the 1900s (Pisapia, 2011).  

 

 

The Advent of the Modern Education Era 

A key turning point in this process was Brown v. Board of Education (1954), a unanimous 

Supreme Court decision that ended almost exclusive local control of education through school 

districts and state boards of education and called for equality in the provision of schooling 

(Minow, 2010). Implementation of the decision was drawn out over many years and opposed by 

powerful actors and institutions, mostly in the southern states. During that process, responsibility 

shifted from local control toward a shared arrangement among federal, state, and local education 

agencies.  

 

The reform process gained steam with the passage of the ESEA of 1965, a monumental piece of 

federal legislation reflecting federal officials’ belief that education of the poor could eliminate 

poverty (Jeffrey, 1978). President Johnson (1964a) strongly supported this approach, 
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highlighting the importance of education in a 1964 university commencement speech, “At the 

desk where I sit in Washington, I have learned one great truth: The answer for all of our national 

problems, the answer for all the problems of the world, comes down, when you really analyze it, 

to one single word--education.” His worldview became policy, arguing in a subsequent policy 

paper that, “we must concentrate our teaching resources in the urban slums and the poor rural 

areas. Our war on poverty can be won only if those who are poverty’s prisoners can break the 

chains of ignorance” (Johnson, 1964b). But, the viability of ESEA measures was soon 

challenged by public and political attention to the Vietnam War, findings from the Coleman 

Report that questioned schools’ ability to effectively address poverty, and the election of 

President Nixon, who attempted to wind down the Great Society programs passed under 

President Johnson (Coleman, et al., 1966; Jeffrey, 1978).  

 

After Brown v. Board of Education and ESEA passage, a period of equilibrium in policy 

responsibility emerged, with federal, state, and local education agencies adopting relatively 

stable roles. What did change, and not necessarily because of Brown or ESEA passage, was that 

policy was more rapidly introduced and adopted within the education policy community (Kaestle 

and Lodewick, 2007). While American history is full of K-12 education reform eras, the post-

Brown/ESEA era coincided with a gradual move toward increased federal involvement in 

education, reflected by presidential leadership on the issue.6 

 

Following creation of the U.S. Department of Education (hereinafter U.S. DOE) under President 

Jimmy Carter, the next major period of education reform followed the A Nation At Risk report 

                                                 
6 Reform periods have been common throughout the provision of public education, the first starting shortly after 
compulsory education was initiated in 1852 (Ravitch, 2000). Washington Post education columnist Jay Mathews 
(2012) claims “fads rule much of American education.” 
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during President Ronald Reagan’s first term. Education analysts generally agree the report set the 

stage for many of the K-12 education reforms undertaken since its release (Gardner, 1983; Tyack 

and Cuban, 1995). The 1980s ushered in numerous reforms, most notably structural reforms that 

strengthened state power at the expense of the federal government and local school districts 

(Elmore, 1990; Ravitch, 2000).7 State power was also aided by increased professionalization of 

the legislative and administrative branches of state governments, facilitating their engagement on 

issues once left to local or federal officials (Cigler, 1990; Fiorina, 1994). 

 

The changes occurring in the 1980s led to a series of federal initiatives under Presidents George 

H.W. Bush and Bill Clinton. While President Bush was unable to pass “America 2000,” it served 

as the template on which “Goals 2000” was passed during ESEA reauthorization in 1994. Goals 

2000 provided financial incentives to states for develop education improvement plans and 

changed the process for federal compliance checks, refocusing enforcement on output and 

outcome measurement. The Goals 2000 changes improved the likelihood of an ESEA 

reauthorization like the one passed under President George W. Bush in 2002. That legislation, 

titled No Child Left Behind (NCLB), focused on district accountability and student support and 

choice, implemented many of the standards reforms first introduced during the 1980s and 1990s, 

and marked the largest expansion of federal education oversight in U.S. history. Next, in 2009, 

the economic collapse in the United States prompted Congress to pass a stimulus bill that 

included an additional $10 billion through Title I, with $4.3 billion in discretionary funds for 

                                                 
7 Examples include free schools, open education, expanded electives, eliminating dress codes, minimum 
competency, multiculturalism, self-esteem, national standards, history standards, English standards, NCTM 
standards, and whole language. 
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Arne Duncan to use as part of the Race to the Top (RttT) program.8 Allocation of those funds 

prompted state legislative changes across a number of education focus areas, including enhanced 

teacher assessment, charter schools, curriculum standards, and strategies for turning around 

failing schools. 

 

When viewed in the broad context of federal involvement in education, ESEA’s passage firmly 

departed from a formula-driven, need-based, transfer program that initially defined ESEA. 

Instead, the national legislative environment at the time of passage favored policy solutions that 

accounted for poverty and race, yet provided structural and punitive solutions to mollify their 

negative effects (Elmore, 2004). As this short overview of U.S. public education makes clear, 

persistent reform has long been the norm. Ravitch (2000) laments this condition, arguing that 

progress and reform are often decoupled and that education reform routinely arises from 

misunderstood interactions and misplaced good intentions (Ravitch, 2010a). In particular, she 

suggests that the distortion of Dewey’s (1938) theory of a student-centered education, and, more 

recently, the accountability and choice movements, have contributed to the erosion of language 

and literature, science and mathematics, history, the arts, and foreign languages instruction. 

Some have also criticized the persistent nature of reform, claiming that superintendents and 

principals feel obligated to adopt new initiatives and that “the zeal to reform American education 

has reached such a pitch that teachers are confronted with one or more new initiatives every 

year” (Kennedy, 2010). To illustrate this short overview, Figure 2.1 highlights the most essential 

reforms passed in U.S. public education. 

 

                                                 
8 Title I focuses on aiding disadvantaged student populations, in particular ESL, migratory, Native American, 
disabled, and neglected or delinquent children, and students from high-poverty schools. Programs funded under Title 
I generally aim to close the achievement gap between these student populations and more advantaged children.  
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It is important to note that the key reforms shown more recently on Figure 2.1 rose in a more 

pluralistic legislative arena. Unlike earlier eras, interest group involvement increased in the 

1970s, as iron triangles in education policy, congressional committees with budget authority, 

education interest group leaders, and department of education officials lost their sway over 

policy outcomes (Cater, 1964; Freeman 1965; McConnell, 1966; Lowi, 1969, Seidman, 1975). In 

their place rose a diverse collection of organizations championing their own policy preferences at 

the federal and state level (Heclo, 1978). As the number of political actors engaged in issue 

networks increased, the number of education reforms also spiked, likely aided by improved 

communication networks that coordinated political actors more easily and more readily brought 

forward diverse ideas. The shift was not exclusive to education policy; during this time period 

most policy domains, e.g. environment, health care, moved to an “overlapping-authority” model 

of government control, in which policy bargaining occurs among federal, state, and local 

governments, a condition that holds today (Wright, 1988). 

 

While the overlapping authority framework is a helpful conceptual model for understanding 

struggles within government, it is of limited use when research questions focus on political 

actors outside of government, like foundations, unions, activists, and businesses. Because these 

political actors regularly interact with decision makers at all levels of government, and attempt 

indirectly and/or directly influence decision makers through their appeals, applying the model 

fails to explain how external actors influence education policy. Finally, while education policy 

has become more relevant in Washington, DC and state houses, local actors remain essential to 

implementation and also influence agenda setting - a condition state and federal policymakers 

often fail to adequately consider when writing laws (Kaestle and Lodewick, 2007). Thus, any 



 
 

34 

theory seeking to describe how outside political actors influence the policy agenda should also 

account for these local actors and the associated vagaries of the policy-making process.  

 

Local Politics 

Those who study local education politics in political science have typically focused on urban 

areas, a reasonable specialization considering dense environments are where most Americans 

live and where education policies will impact the largest number of students and parents. These 

studies have examined local power dynamics, with an eye toward the most visible political actors 

at this level of government, in particular mayors, business interests, unions, and local 

organizations driven by student or parent involvement (Dahl, 1961; Chubb and Moe, 1990; Rich, 

1996, Shipps, 2006, Wong et al., 2007, Moe, 2011).  

 

For instance, Dahl (1961) found numerous political actors participating in education policy arena 

in New Haven, CT including the mayor, board, union, administrators, and PTA. Chubb and Moe 

(1990) identified the blocking ability of teacher unions, a powerful interest group they argued 

severely limited the prospect of comprehensive reform. Rich’s (1996) analysis of Gary, Detroit, 

and Newark school districts gave rise to a theory of public school cartels comprised of 

administrators, school activists, and union leaders that maintain influence and status. Shipp 

(2006) credited the Chicago business reform agenda as being consistently influential, particularly 

during key periods, e.g. during the transition to mayoral control in 1995. Wong et al. (2007) also 

focused much of their analysis on Chicago, finding that under certain conditions mayoral control 

is associated with improved student achievement, management, and financial administration 

(Wong et al., 2007).  
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Updating his 1990 analysis, Moe (2011) argued that federal system’s multiple veto points, which 

obstruct passage of new comprehensive legislation, enable teacher unions to “block” policies. At 

the local level, Moe (2011) argues, this governance model benefits teacher unions, particularly 

where collective bargaining regulations permit inter-union negotiation to determine pay and 

benefits packages, but is occasionally upset by foundation involvement. Except for Moe’s (2011) 

passing mention of foundations’ ability to upset local union control, education-focused local 

politics scholars have paid little attention to foundations, an exclusion that motivated Reckhow’s 

(2009) analysis of issue networks in large school districts and motivates my research as well. 

Reckhow (2009), drawing on Heclo’s (1978) concept of issue networks at the federal level, 

explained how foundations engage in local education policy by funding experts and research-

driven organizations, all of which are investments that help shape local politics. 

 

Policy-Making Process 

Local, state, and federal governments’ complicated policy-making process presents numerous 

empirical challenges to understanding the relative influence of one political actor active at all 

levels. To address these challenges, scholars often develop models that attempt to isolate 

policies’ transition from idea to law. One method views the policy-making process as circular, 

with agendas set, alternative policies determined, policies selected, implemented, and then 

evaluated (See Figure 2.2). This sequential, “stages heuristic” model is advantageous for many 

reasons, as it insolates competing influences during different steps in the policy-making process 

(Nakamura, 1987; Tyack and Cuban, 1995; Sabatier, 2007).9  

 

                                                 
9 Others consider the study of public policy to be best understood by isolating the field into subcategories– politics 
and policy, policymakers and policy, making institutions, policy process, policy analysis, policy evaluation, policy 
implementation, and policy design (Smith and Larimer, 2008). 
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Another approach suggests that changing conditions defeat strong institutional and interest group 

bias toward the status quo, a barrier that often results in years of failed incremental changes, and 

permit new policies, strongly divergent from the status quo, to emerge and rise (Baumgartner et 

al., 2009). Like the period before a strong earthquake, this punctuated equilibrium model 

suggests that when reforms happen, they do so quickly and dramatically, preceded and followed 

by years of inactivity (Baumgartner and Jones; 1991, 1993). In Washington, DC, the challenge of 

passing new policy is heightened by the sheer number of competing interests fighting for 

policymakers’ attention. For smaller interests in Washington, DC, this provides incentives to 

form policy coalitions to change or defend the status quo. Even then, both professional lobbyists 

and large coalitions typically find it difficult to draw attention to an issue (Baumgartner et al., 

2009). Such direct lobbying requires that interest groups work with their allies to achieve mutual 

objectives, often with the help of a legislative “champion” shepherding the proposed legislation 

(Drutman, 2010). This approach also requires an informational component, an attribute highly 

sought after in lobbyists, who can use knowledge as currency with often-inexperienced 

congressional staffers (Esterling, 2004). According to Drutman (2010), policy advocates with an 

informational advantage, plus evidence of a broad coalition of support, a set of champions and 

endorsements, and limited opposition are most likely to persuade a member of Congress, and his 

or her staff, that their policy preferences is in fact the best policy outcome.  

 

As these models demonstrate, it is difficult to rely on one theory to explain policy-making, even 

under the most limited circumstances, let alone in a policy domain as diffuse as education, in 

which 14,000 school districts set multi-year policies, and interact with hundreds, if not 

thousands, of competing advocates. To avoid this problem, social scientists often rely on a few 
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underlying mechanisms they believe guide the policy-making process. These mechanisms permit 

empirical tests to determine how the less complicated “fake world” predicts the real world. 

Among these is the iron triangle framework, arguing that education congressional committees 

with budget authority, education interest group leaders, and department of education officials 

control the education policy-making process, while other key political actors, e.g., states and the 

president, are left outside the decision-making circle. 

 

But, as already mentioned, theories like the iron triangle frequently prove to be disconnected 

from reality by later empirical studies. Iron triangle theory, as applied to education policy, would 

predict the following to be controlling entities; education lobby, congressional committees, and 

U.S. DOE officials. In reality, education policy power seems to be shared by the president, 

courts, and states. Manna (2006) suggests that policy entrepreneurs acting at the federal level 

actually “borrow strength” from state political actors, using their license to act to advance policy. 

Manna believes state efforts are critical to federal level policy adoption, as policies lacking state 

legitimacy cannot advance through the stages of policy creation. For example, passage of NCLB 

depended on federal level capacity, which existed due to earlier state reforms, and license, which 

stemmed from state-provided justification for the reform. Thus, policy changes can emanate 

from state, local, and federal political actors, as each relies on the strengths of others to advance 

its policy objectives.  

 

Similarly, Nitta (2008) credits elite education bureaucrats, state governors, interest groups, and 

American presidents as the key actors in American education reform. Using Kingdon’s (1995) 

multiple streams theory to organize his analysis of educational reform agenda setting, Nitta 
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(2008) compares Japan and the United States, finding that concurrent political stream 

realignments in the 1990s contributed to structural education reforms in both countries. He also 

argued that newfound political salience of the education issue was compounded by a policy 

stream shift that emphasized performance measurement and competition. Collectively, these 

changes allowed politicians to gain symbolic victories and elite bureaucrats to enact structural 

reforms focused on the themes of competition and accountability (Nitta, 2008).  

 

Agenda Setting 

As already explained, like Manna (2006) and Nitta (2008), I also examine a distinctive slice of 

the policy-making process and draw on Kingdon’s (1995) multiple streams theory, which 

describes how political actor’s “predecisions” affect which policies rise and fall on the federal 

government’s agenda (see the two highlighted boxes in Figure 2.2). To better explain Kingdon’s 

(1995) theory, I created Figure 2.3, which summarizes the complex relationship between 

political actors and the agenda setting process. As the figure indicates, when the problem, policy 

alternative, and political opportunity streams rise simultaneously, issues can be placed on the 

agenda by political entrepreneurs capable of grabbing policymakers’ attention during these 

“windows of opportunity.” According to Kingdon (1995), policy entrepreneurs may emerge 

through many different paths, but each political actor engaged in the policy-making process has 

distinct strengths and thus is likely to adopt his or her default roles.  

 

Each relationship illustrated in Figure 2.3 impacts what ends up on the federal agenda. But, these 

relationships and contributions are not equal in nature, thus this dissertation pays special 

attention to the domains of foundation input, times during the agenda setting process that 
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foundations act could act as policy entrepreneurs. As a result, Chapter 3 examines how 

foundation resources are allocated across Figure 2.3. Chapter 4 drills down to the school district 

level – examining how foundations interact specifically with district administration, while 

Chapter 5 focuses on agenda setting at the federal level.  

 

As Figure 2.3 shows, how policies rise above the din of media, politician, and public clamor is a 

complex and convoluted process. An advantage of using Kingdon’s (1995) multiple streams 

theory is that it mitigates the challenge associated with understanding complex systems, in part 

due to a conceptually simple and logical model. Using this worldview to orient my methodology, 

I define the government’s agenda as “the list of subjects to which government officials and those 

around them are paying serious attention” (Kingdon, 1995). This allows me to work backward 

from each agenda item, constructing a process by which certain items become elevated in policy-

maker discourse. A key aspect of this approach is to identify the key political actors involved in 

the process at critical points in times, which helps assess their ability (as political entrepreneurs) 

to help place an item on the policy agenda.  

 

Although Kingdon’s approach has proven accurate at the federal level, expanding it to explain 

local politics requires an altered typology of political actors. Even a cursory review of education 

policy reveals different political actors are active at every layer of government, more so than 

probably any other policy domain in American politics. Thus, the typology of political actors 

needs to be expanded, as shown in Table 2.1. The typology in Table 2.1 will be used throughout 

the dissertation to demonstrate how foundations participate in the agenda setting process relative 

to other political actors. Examining Kingdon’s (1995) model at the district level is important 
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because in education policy, unlike transportation or health issues, political actors can engage 

issues in multiple venues, and policy entrepreneurs can act at odd sequences and in an unaligned 

manner. For instance, the Anne Arundel County, MD school board can adopt a teacher retention 

policy with pay-for-performance clauses, but passage will not guarantee the State of Maryland 

will follow suit. It may take the Maryland legislature many years to emulate Anne Arundel, or it 

may be that a statewide policy is never adopted. Meanwhile, the federal government could be 

encouraging similar pay-for-performance policies with federal funding (e.g. RttT), while 

foundation grants could be incenting similar behavior. In this scenario teacher unions would 

likely organize to oppose pay-for-performance policies in favor of the status quo. This 

hypothetical example shows how policy changes can occur with limited coordination and 

planning between the three levels of government, while also being influenced by the actions of 

political actors outside of government. One word describes this process – complex. 

 

Foundations: The Ultimate Policy Entrepreneur? 

The attributes ascribed to successful policy entrepreneurs at the state level are the ability to 

identify problems, network in policy circles, shape terms of policy debates, and build coalitions 

(Mintrom, 1997). Nitta (2008) found these tasks are often split among political actors – with elite 

bureaucrats normally networking in policy circles and shaping terms of policy debates, while 

politicians typically are identifying problems and building coalitions. What makes foundations 

interesting political actors, as will be explained more in Chapter 3, is their distinctive attributes - 

including incentives to support innovative policies, the ability to act with limited oversight, lack 

of stakeholders, and control of significant resources. Fleishman (2007) suggests these attributes 

might limit foundations as providers of public goods, but the lack of accountability, invisibility 
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to the public at large, and reluctance to adopt transparent methods could actually free 

foundations to act without constraints.  

 

These attributes are fairly well known - as U.S. Secretary of Education Arne Duncan (2010) 

summarized the advantages foundations have in comparison to other political actors, stating 

foundations “have unique ability to convene, leverage, unite community behind common 

agenda.” Although unsurprising, the Secretary’s statement is interesting because it isolates some 

of a key advantages foundations hold in the agenda setting process, such as the ability to build 

support across different institutional settings, while also indicating a personal level of comfort 

with foundation’s orientation toward education reform - an approach frequently opposed by 

political actors like teacher unions. Interestingly, when Manna (2006) and Nitta (2008) look at 

the agenda setting process, they fail to mention the contributions of foundations – finding instead 

that elite education bureaucrats, state governors, interest groups, and U.S. Presidents are the most 

influential political actors in education policy. Similarly, McGuinn (2006) and DeBray-Pelot 

(2006), both who investigate the how NLCB became law, never mention foundations in their 

analysis.  

 

Public School Uniforms on the Agenda: Presidential Bully Pulpit or Other Factor? 

The adoption of uniforms in public schools is a great example of the uncertainty surrounding 

influence in agenda setting - why some reforms rise while others remain on the drawing board. 

In 1994 the Long Beach, California public school district became the first large school district to 

require their students to wear uniforms. Historically a practice of private schools, this 

requirement was driven by safety and equity concerns. Local leaders were concerned with 
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increased gang activity and thought uniforms would mitigate the signaling effects of gang 

affiliation, e.g. specific colors identify gang membership. The new policy was credited with a 

drop in school violence in Long Beach, leading President Bill Clinton to mention the program in 

his 1996 state of the union address. At the time only 3% of public school students were required 

to wear uniforms (U.S. Department of Education, 2010). Following the speech the only 

institutional support provided by the federal government was a U.S. DOE guidebook that 

explained how to implement uniform policies. Still, by 1999 the percentage of public school 

students wearing uniforms was 12% (U.S. Department of Education, 2010). This is seemingly a 

clear case of the bully pulpit, little federal aid combined with the president’s national voice - 

which led to individual school districts deciding to adopt a uniform policy (Mitchell, 1996). But 

in subsequent years the percentage of public school students required to wear uniforms continued 

to increase, rising to 17.5% by 2007 (Kerachsky and Sinclair, 2009). Again, this occurred 

without federal support, prompting an obvious question, should the post 1999 bump still be 

credited to Clinton’s bully pulpit moment? If not, what other factors could explain the increasing 

number of school districts that put school uniforms on their policy agenda? Is the rise of school 

uniforms simply the result of low-hanging policy fruit, as implementing a uniform policy 

involves few barriers to entry, limited costs, and relatively easy adoption? Or, maybe there are 

other factors that better explain the adoption of school uniforms during this time period? Finally, 

how did the office of the President decide school uniforms should be included in the state of the 

union address? What influenced its decision-making? These questions highlight the challenge of 

explaining how education policy-making occurs, in particular isolating the effect of one political 

actor, foreshadowing the questions asked of foundation influence in later chapters.  
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Implementation 

The implementation stage of the policy-making process occurs between a government deciding 

to take action and the resulting outcome that occurs after action is taken. When policy is 

implemented, great discretion is often provided to those ultimately responsible for 

implementation, individuals Lipsky (1983) referred to as street level bureaucrats. When 

discretion is combined with multiple stages and actors through which policies must pass, policy 

can be severely altered from its original intent (Pressman and Wildavsky, 1973). What Lipsky 

found is that discretion can lead to suboptimal rationing of services and policy decisions that 

serve immediate supervisors instead of the intended beneficiaries of the policy. When this 

occurs, situational imperatives guide decision-making instead of hierarchical control, allowing 

policy as implemented to diverge widely from the intent of the policy (Lipsky, 1983). For 

example, "When the new ideas are both voluminous and time-consuming, teachers can suffer 

from reform fatigue - hence the common reference to teachers who "shut the door" so they can 

run the classroom as they see fit, whatever the policies and rules of the school as a whole” 

(Kennedy, 2010). Reform fatigue can also create an incoherent education program if a reform is 

attached to previous reforms without a coherent logic explaining how they fit together (Raphael 

et al. 2002). Elmore (2004) lamented this outcome in education, writing “the main stimulus for 

my work in the area of education reform has been the disconnect between what education 

policies prescribe and what seems to happen in schools and classrooms in response to those 

policies.”  

 

What Pressman and Wildavsky (1973) found in their evaluation of an effort to create jobs in 

Oakland, CA was that as the approval process deepened and dispersed, the less likely the 
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intended action would be taken. Finn (2008) made similar observations from his work at the U.S. 

DOE, commenting, “I saw how clumsy and weak are Washington’s instruments for effecting 

changes in education; how seemingly good ideas, once translated into legislation and 

bureaucracy, often end up not working; how much easier it is, even near the pinnacle of 

government, to prevaricate, argue, and block change than to accomplish things; yet also how 

steady goals and perseverance can matter over the long haul.”  

 

These problems have driven the evolution of implementation research from policy fidelity to a 

view of implementation from the perspective of local actors, who in education struggle with 

enhanced demands from multiple levels of government (Murphy, 1971, Derthick, 1972, 

Pressman and Wildavsky, 1973, Fusarelli, 2008). For instance, Berman (1978) highlighted the 

power of local political actors to determine the outcome of federal policy, primarily because they 

control “who gets what, when, and how.” More recent implementation research has shifted to 

understanding the nuance of context and political actor involvement, although few studies have 

explicitly examined how foundations engage in this process (Honig, 2006). McGuinn (2006) has 

also recognized the shortcoming of agenda setting research that fails to discuss implementation, 

arguing that once policies are on the federal agenda, a “bottom-up” understanding of agenda 

setting loses explanatory power. If agenda setting is research without accounting for 

implementation concerns, then the interplay between agenda setting and implementation is also 

ignored. This shortcoming of most research was recognized by Malen (2006) who wrote, “Since 

the sets of games that occur during policy adoption may shape policy implementation, those who 

seek to understand policy implementation should analyze policy adoption as well as 

implementation.” In the context of this study, grappling with the question of implementation 
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requires understanding political actor involvement, in my case understanding foundation 

involvement with implementation through the eyes of school superintendents.   

 

Head Start: Agenda Setting 

Learning how complex factors relate to one another is often easiest when an example can 

enlighten the relationships between the key factors. Thus, in this section I use the case of Head 

Start to provide an historical example of foundations engaged in the agenda setting process. 

Although initiated more than a generation ago, mapping Kingdon’s (1995) theory onto the 

circumstances surrounding the inception of Head Start’s shows the consistency of his theory - 

which remains applicable to understanding education policy agenda setting in the 2000s. In 

addition, because foundations are primarily concerned with starting new programs, the process of 

Head Start becoming a federal program is revelatory, since outside political actors played a key 

role in its launch and evolution.  

 

Background 

Created in the 1960s, Head Start is a federally funded program providing health, social service, 

and education services to disadvantaged families who otherwise could not afford pre-

kindergarten care. Although Head Start is a federal program, much like primary and secondary 

education, implementation has always been the responsibility of local government agencies, 

mostly public and private nonprofit agencies. Initially organized in community centers, church 

basements, and community health facilities, the first year of the program depended on volunteers 

and teachers trained on short notice, with federal staff tasked with assisting those filling for 

grants (Zigler and Muenchow, 1992). Incredibly, the program was launched 12 weeks after being 
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publicly announced, serving 561,000 children the first year, a number that has since grown to 

approximately 900,000 children (U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, 2011). One of 

the downsides of this implementation path was that rapid adoption and quick scaling up led to 

inconsistent program quality across the centers, a problem that continues to plague the reputation 

of the program (Zigler and Muenchow, 1992). In Figure 2.5 shows Head Start’s budget and 

enrollment since its inception. 

 

Agenda Setting Process 

The issue of early childhood care was brought to the public’s attention during President 

Johnson’s War on Poverty, (Political Stream) which through the Economic Opportunity 

Corporation was attempting to combat poverty in the United States (Zigler and Muenchow, 

1992). In 1964, in part due to failings of the Community Action Program, which attempted to 

help poor adults organize and find work, the director of the Economic Opportunity Corporation, 

Sargent Shriver, had a budget surplus to spend. The issue of children in poverty had drawn 

attention in the media (Problem Stream) and Shriver asked staff and key advisors to investigate 

policy options to address the problem (Policy Stream). With three steams aligned, Johnson’s War 

on Poverty (Political Stream), media attention of child poverty (Problem Stream), and staff 

consideration of alternative policies (Policy Stream), Sargent Shriver (Political Entrepreneur) 

was able to seize on the idea for a program focused on child betterment, realizing supporting 

children is more politically palatable to a wide swath of Americans. 

 

A foundation played a key role in this process, as Shriver had been involved with a Kennedy 

Foundation project in Murfreesboro, Tennessee that found interventions prior to 1st grade could 
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help raise IQ scores of poor children. Further foundation involvement came from a 1963 study 

funded by Ford Foundation finding positive outcomes for four year olds involved in a ten-week 

trial of early childhood education in New Haven, CT. Combined with resources available 

through surplus Community Action Program funds, Shriver had ideal conditions to move new 

policy forward (Zigler and Muenchow, 1992). This gave Shriver the opportunity (Policy 

Window) to help create a national program, at which time he added Lady Bird Johnson as an 

honorary spokesperson. President Johnson, who considered himself the original “education 

president”, was also enthusiastic. Like many Americans, he believed strongly in the idea of an 

“American Dream” in which individual effort can enable citizens to rise above meager 

backgrounds, often with education is the primary lever for poverty alleviation (Zigler and 

Muenchow, 1992). With the agenda set, the 1965 pilot project was adopted into a national 

program that has remained a federal program ever since.  

 

Research Problems and Objectives 

Investigating power and influence could lead a researcher to many interesting and important 

research problems. Given the many avenues that could be explored, in this section, I explain my 

research problems and objectives as they pertain to foundation influence during the policy-

making process.  

 

Research Problem: Focusing on the NCLB era in large school districts, how influential are large 

foundations during the agenda setting and implementation phases at the federal and school 

district levels? 
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Objectives: Addressing each of the uncertainties identified in the following paragraph is the 

primary objective of this dissertation. Foundations act as policy entrepreneurs at all levels of 

government, yet is unclear how foundation activities impact local education policies, the local 

stakeholders foundations work with, and the perceived efficacy of foundation involvement in K-

12 education. The previous attempts at measuring influence in K-12 education have mostly 

focused on the federal level and rarely considered the impact of foundations. None have 

provided a clear understanding of how administrators at the local level work with and view 

foundations. Nor have these studies investigated how a venture philanthropy approach to grant 

making has impacted giving patterns and how local administrators implement policy. In addition, 

there is much uncertainty of the conditions under which foundations to be effective policy 

entrepreneurs (i.e. influential). Finally, although compelling anecdotal evidence has suggested 

foundation power is vast and unchecked, these investigations have not attempted to understand 

foundation power relative to the power of other political actors engaged in agenda setting 

activities (Ravitch, 2010; Bishop and Green, 2009).  

 

Most of these objectives focus on the power to set agendas, thus Kingdon’s (1995) theoretical 

frame organizes my investigation. Throughout the dissertation I examine each aspect of the 

agenda setting process, as laid out in Figure 2.3, focusing on foundation engagement in the 

policy process, as I am “interested in finding out why governments pay attention to some 

problems and not others (agenda setting), why policy changes or remains stable across time, and 

where policy comes from” (Smith and Larimer, 2008). Figure 2.3 is ordered sequentially from 

bottom (local) to top (federal), with the potential influence of foundations mapped on the 

diagram. In particular, I focus on foundation influence at the federal and school district levels. To 
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accomplish these objectives, one obviously needs appropriate hypotheses and data for testing and 

analysis. Thus, in the following sections I specify the hypotheses investigated, the data required 

to test these claims, and the methods employed to test each hypothesis. 

 

Hypotheses of Interest 

In Chapter 3, I look at agenda setting at the school district level by reviewing foundation grant 

making during the 2000s, explaining how foundation involvement in K-12 education has shifted. 

I follow the money, showing how foundation funds were used to promote their agenda 

nationally. Reckhow (2009) found in 2005 foundations were most likely to make large donations 

in districts with centralized control, a donation strategy that could act as a political shield for 

foundations and their grantees, while also spurring quicker policy implementation. I expect 

trends in giving will remain consistent and will use 2009 grant data to determine if the following 

school district factors (mayoral and/or state control, density of nonprofit advocacy, percent of 

college degrees, proximity to major foundations, percent of students receiving free and/or 

reduced lunch, a superintendent graduated from the Broad Academy, urban scale, and average 

per pupil spending) influence foundation grant dollars, other things being equal.  

   

In Chapter 4, I look at local and federal agenda setting through the eyes of superintendents, while 

also examining the role of foundations in policy implementation. The chapter asks how 

philanthropies influence the attitudes and actions of local administrators and my expectation is 

that positive superintendent attitudes toward foundation involvement will be associated with a 

number of districts factors, including number of students, urban, poor districts that previously 

received a foundation grant, other things being equal. I also expect superintendents from districts 
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with a higher percentage of residents with college degrees, a larger number of students, and a 

more poor and urban setting to interact more often with foundations, other things being equal. 

Regarding policy implementation, I expect professional norms to guide whom local 

administrators interact with and reach out to for guidance, regardless of their views on 

foundations, the attributes of their school district, and if their district had received a foundation 

grant.   

 

In Chapter 5, I examine agenda setting at the federal level, explaining how foundation influence 

as changed during the 2000s and the factors that condition its application at the federal level. 

Ravitch (2010a) wrote, “Never in the history of the United States was there a foundation as rich 

and powerful as the Gates Foundation. Never was there one that sought to steer state and national 

policy in education. And never before was there a foundation that gave grants to almost every 

major think tank and advocacy group in the field of education, leaving almost no one willing to 

criticize its vast power and unchecked influence.” I do not examine the veracity of the “never in 

history” statements, but do use the example of charter schools to explain how even vast power 

and unchecked influence can be constrained.  

 

Data and Methods 

When attempting to understand how a phenomenon occurs, a few components are necessary. 

First, you need data to test the existence and mechanisms behind the supposed phenomenon. 

Second, it is important that data allows opinions to be formed regarding the mechanisms that 

initiate and cause the phenomenon in question. Third, recognition that all data has limitations and 
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the interpretation of any data analysis should be cautionary in nature.10 My efforts to follow these 

principles are coupled with Derman’s (2011) advice, “start with models, but then overlay them 

with common sense and experience.”11 The remainder of this chapter explains my efforts in these 

regards.  

 

Case Selection and Data Requirements 

Three methods are relied upon to investigate the role of foundations in agenda setting and 

implementation of education reforms. The first two approaches use large-N samples and examine 

the research questions across cases (school districts) and levels of government. The final method 

examines foundation influence at the federal level to explore the causal mechanisms illuminated 

in the large-N analysis. Taken together, these methods adopt a complementary approach by 

combining statistical analysis of survey and grant data with a case study of agenda setting at the 

federal level. 

 

As mentioned, this study is limited to the NCLB era in large school districts, asking how 

influential are large foundations during the agenda setting and implementation phases at the 

federal and school district levels. This scope requires I do not extend my analysis into the history 

of education policy, which others have demonstrated creates the conditions necessary for 

subsequent policies (Ravitch, 2000, Manna, 2006). Every policy debated is the product of 

institutions created by past reforms – policies create politics - which in turn lead to conditions 
                                                 
10 Coase (1982) probably said this best when he cautioned, “If you torture the data enough, nature will always 
confess.” 
11 Derman (2011) explains “theories are attempts to discover the principles that drive the world; they need 
confirmation, but no justification for their existence. Theories describe and deal with the world on its own terms and 
must stand on their own two feet. Models stand on someone else’s feet. They are metaphors that compare the object 
of their attention to something else that it resembles. Resemblance is always partial, and so models necessarily 
simplify things and reduce the dimensions of the world. In a nutshell, theories tell you what something is; models 
tell you merely what something is like.”  
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that favor the rise of new policies. Referred to as path dependence, this is a sequenced 

understanding of policy-making, which explains how broad social changes occur over many 

years.12 Given the necessity of limiting the scope of this project, I purposefully ignore most of 

these considerations, yet in the case study analysis provide some commentary on the importance 

of path dependence in education agenda setting. I also limit my analysis to only the largest 

foundations and the largest school districts, which excludes thousands of (mostly local) 

foundations from analysis, a decision justified by the narrow reach of most local foundations. 

While local foundations can (and do) partner with larger foundations on reform projects, more 

often they engage in existing program support and lack ambition to alter state or national 

education policy.13  

 

Methods 

Analysis of 2009 Foundation Grants 

The first method augments and expands on earlier research by gathering a national sample of 

2,021 foundation grants from 2009 (Reckhow, 2009). The original dataset is examined to 

understand agenda setting in America’s largest school districts - using grant allocation to identify 

the policies, organizations, and procedures national foundations supported in 2009. This 

                                                 
12 An example of this in education policy is Dewey’s student centered approach, which remains dominant today and 
has contributed to certain methodological approaches gaining professional credence. Conversely, Friedman’s (1962) 
school voucher ideas have only been nominally accepted, with only a few cities and states adopting them in even 
limited form. 
13 This dynamic is best understood through a comparison set; Gates Foundation and the Seattle Foundation. The 
latter is a community foundation that supports activities in King County, Washington. While Gates Foundation 
funds activities in King County, a legacy of the Gates local connection to Seattle, Bill Gates grew up outside Seattle 
and Microsoft is based there, the majority of Gates domestic spending occurs in districts outside of Washington 
State and is focused on high-impact projects intended to alter education policy nationwide. In comparison, The 
Seattle Foundation is most likely satisfied with incremental improvements in their home district, accomplished 
through support of ancillary nonprofits supporting the broader education mission of schools. Such efforts often 
include grants to organizations providing early childhood education, supporting alternative teacher certification, and 
forming neighborhood associations, all in the limited geographic region. Conversely, the foundations analyzed in 
this study focus on the adoption of specific reforms in school districts nationwide.   
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approach not only helps assess foundation-funding patterns during the time period under 

examination, but also informs the methods and analysis of data examined in subsequent chapters. 

Complete methodological details are provided in Chapter 3.  

 

2011 National Survey of Large School District Superintendents 

To better understand agenda setting and parts of the implementation process, an independently 

administered national survey of large school district (over 25,000 students) superintendents 

(N=271) was conducted in Spring 2011. There are many reasons to rely on a survey for insight 

on certain research questions and at the most elementary level – often there is no substitute to 

asking political actors directly how they see the world (Kingdon, 1995). Because grasping 

nuance in any social interaction is difficult to ascertain, the survey uses the logic of backward 

mapping, an approach to policy analysis that takes the perspective of individuals operating at 

“the point at which administrative actions intersect private choices” (Elmore, 1980). This 

approach helps provide a more accurate picture of the competing incentives superintendents face 

when implementing public policy, especially important in education, a field with a diffuse power 

structure. Although a backward mapping approach is most often employed to understand policy 

implementation in the classroom, given my research questions, I focus on the district level for 

the following reasons.  

 

First, while teachers are able to change reforms at the classroom level (e.g. shut the door and 

teach), superintendents can use their discretion to alter federal and state policies with their 

budgetary authority and control over teacher conduct. In large school districts, especially in 

districts with mayoral control, superintendent’s discretion may be more expansive. A 
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superintendent controls a districts bureaucratic structure, helping determine how operators 

(teachers) define their task, a factor Wilson (2000) claims is indicative of how effectively 

organizations function. Thus, while understanding how teachers interpret rules is certainly 

important, superintendents have broader and more consistent impact on the practices of teachers 

than do the individual and widely varying choices teachers make in the classroom. Additionally, 

conducting a large-scale teacher survey is cost prohibitive, while sampling a national 

representative sample of superintendents was more reasonable given my resource constraints.   

 

Second, because I’m concerned with foundation influence, I wish to understand 

foundation/district interactions. These typically occur with district administrators, not with 

principals or teachers. Because I wish to understand how local behavior is altered when 

foundations support certain reforms, I need to talk to the actors most capable of understanding 

the impact of foundation involvement, in this case superintendents. Third, large school districts 

are the districts historically engaged by foundations (Anheier and Hammack, 2010). This 

condition allows a comparison to be made between superintendents from districts that have 

received grants with those who have not, isolating the effect of grant receipt on superintendent 

views and actions, providing a more rigorous analysis of foundation influence than previous 

studies. Complete methodological details are provided in Chapter 4, while survey procedures and 

summary results are found in Appendix A and B. 

 

Case Study: Federal Education Policy-Making (2000s) 

Building on Chapters 3 and 4, the final method - a case study of education policy-making at the 

federal level during the 2000s - examining the relative influence of foundations compared to 
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other political actors active at the federal level. I rely on several sources of information 

(interviews and multiple forms of secondary data) and seek to corroborate the intervening 

processes identified in Chapters 3 and 4, through which causes exert their effects in this complex 

social system – leading to a policy agenda at the federal level of government (George and 

Bennett, 2005). My analysis is based on 28 semi-structured in-depth interviews with political 

actors in the Washington, DC region, held between July 15 and October 30, 2011. Additional 

methodological details on interviews can be found Appendix C.  

 

The thesis of this dissertation - that foundations have the most to gain at the federal level, yet 

have the most immediate influence, albeit fleeting, at the local level - rests on a systematic 

identification of the political actors at the table and the policy agenda at the federal level of 

government during the 2000s. This requires close examination of Figure 2.3 by assessing 

foundation influence in each of the streams with interview data, public opinion surveys, meeting 

and hearing transcripts, and policy report data. In mixing original survey data and case studies I 

attempt to study “observable reality” by asking questions of decision makers directly (Posner, 

1993). Most political scientists have little interaction with the approximately 500,000 elected 

officials in America, a pattern also common in the field of economics.14 To confront this 

deficiency, I lean heavily on political actor interviews to provide a more nuanced view of 

foundation agenda setting at the federal level. Relying on interviews is not without shortcomings, 

as interviewees are likely to understand their experiences in ways that may or may not reflect 

reality (Geertz, 1973). To overcome this bias I interview multiple political actors from 

competing political and education reform perspectives and follow coding and interview 

                                                 
14 Compared to the physical sciences, the theoretical approach to understanding business or politics is striking, as 
Coase (1984) recognized, “It is as if one studied the circulation of the blood without having a body.” 
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methodology that is as transparent and objective as possible. In addition, I compare my results 

across the multiple methods employed, helping strengthen and confirm my central conclusions.  

 

Conclusion 

Collectively, these methods aim to illuminate the “observable reality” of education policy agenda 

setting. Survey and interview questions, the hypotheses and alternative explanations identified 

and explored all look at the process by which ideas move from paper to a consideration-set relied 

on by decision makers. This process is multi-phased, and starts with a foundation-centric look at 

education policy agenda setting in Chapter 3 that first reviews the historical role of foundations 

in education policy and politics, explaining how this role shifted during the 2000s.   
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Figure 2.1: U.S. Education Milestones, 1852-2010 
1852 1918 1957 1959 1965 1954-1974 

            
Massachusetts 

compulsory attendance 
laws passed 

Every state requires 
children receive 

education 

National Defense of 
Education Act (NDEA) 

Passed 

“The American High 
School Today” 

Published 

Elementary and 
Secondary Education 
Act (ESEA) Passed 

Brown v. Board of 
Education/Civil Rights 
Act of 1964/Milliken v. 

Bradley 
 

1979 1982 1983 1983 1984 1985 
            

U.S. Department of 
Education Created 

Supreme Court 
Reaffirms Ban on 
Prayer in Public 

Schools 

Supreme Court Rules 
Title IX covered 

Employment  
North Haven Board of 

Education v. Bell 

A Nation At Risk: The 
Imperative For 

Educational Reform 
Published 

“Changed Lives: The 
Effects of the Perry 

Preschool Program on 
Youths Through Age 

19” 
Published 

Supreme Court Reaffirms 
Ban on Prayer in Public 

Schools Wallace v. 
Jaffree 

 
1987 1988 1988 1989 1989 1991 

            
Supreme Court Rejects 

Creationism Law 
Edwards v. Aguilard 

 

Supreme Court 
Authorizes Supervision 
of School-Sponsored 
Expressive Activities 

New Jersey First State 
to Authorize State 

Takeover of Failing 
School Districts 

Boston Stops Court-
Ordered Busing 

National Governors 
Education Summit 

First National 
Assessment of 

Educational Progress 
Report Released 

 
1992 1993 1994 1994 1995 2002 

            
Federal Government 

Initiates Development of 
National History 

Standards 

Interstate New Teacher 
Assessment and 

Support Consortium 
Drafts Model Standards 

Goals 2000 Improving America’s 
Schools Act Passed – 

(ESEA) 
Reauthorization 

First Teachers 
Certified by National 
Board for Professional 

Teaching Standards 

No Child Left Behind Act 
Passed - (ESEA 
Reauthorization) 

 
2002 2004 2007 2008 2009 2010 

            
Supreme Court Upholds 

Voucher Program  
Zelman v. Simmons-

Harris 

Numerous National 
Conferences Hold 

Sessions on Valued-
Added Teaching 

Metrics 

Supreme Court limits 
the use of race in school 

assignments 

Study Finds Reading 
First ($1 billion annual 

budget) Program 
Ineffective 

Race to the Top ($4.35 
billion state 

competition) Included 
in Recovery Act 

U.S. Releases National Ed-
Tech Action Plan 

 
Source: Education Week (2011b), Ravitch (2000) 



 
 

58 

Figure 2.2: Policy-making Process 
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Source: Dye (2010)  
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Figure 2.3: Agenda Setting - Political Actors and Policy Streams 
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Figure 2.4: Policy Implementation - Political Actors 
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Table 2.1: Actors Involved with Policy Making 
Type of Political Actor

15
 Level of Government Example 

IG: Business and industry FED, ST, LOC Association of American Publishers 
IG: Professional FED, ST American Society of Mechanical Engineers 
IG: Labor ST, LOC National Education Association 
IG: Public interest FED, ST, LOC Disability Rights Education Defense Fund, Inc 
IG: Government officials as lobbyists 
(LOC) 

FED, ST, LOC Elk Grove Superintendent 

IG: Government officials as lobbyists (ST) FED, ST, LOC Kentucky Department of Education 
Academics, researchers, and consultants FED, ST Professor of Education 
The Administration FED, ST Secretary of Education 
Political Symbol FED, ST, LOC Parent 
Foundation FED, ST, LOC Gates Foundation 
The Media ST George Will, Washington Post Columnist 
Civil Servants FED, ST, LOC Ted Smith, Department of Education 
Capitol Hill ST, LOC Rep. Barney Frank (D-MA) 
Source: Adapted from Kingdon (1995) 
 
 
 
  

                                                 
15 Political symbol and foundation are not included in Kingdon (1995). Because foundations are the focus of the study they are separated from IG: Public 
Interest. Political symbols are labeled as such because they are regular presenters at Congressional hearings and school board meetings. Finally, governments as 
lobbyists are not differentiated by level of government in Kingdon’s work, but are separated by local and state in this study. 
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Figure 2.5: Head Start Appropriations and Enrollment, 1965-2009 
 

 
 
Source: U.S. Department of Health and Human Services (2011). Appropriation amounts not adjusted for inflation 
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Chapter 3 
 
 

Following Foundation Money in Education Policy  
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Foundations can be deeply flawed. But at their best foundations are creative, 
independent agents encouraging social innovation or solidly defending honored 
traditions and values. 
 
- Anheier and Hammack, 2010 

 

In this chapter I show the agenda of foundations during the 2000s by carefully analyzing a 

dataset of foundation grants from 2000, 2005, and 2009. I frame this investigation by first 

reviewing foundation involvement in domestic education reform over the past century, 

highlighting the attributes of foundations, which in comparison to other political actors should 

make them quite capable policy entrepreneurs. Given the normative value Anheier and 

Hammack (2010) assign to foundations, I start the chapter by explaining the debate over 

foundation influence in education policy, reviewing the contentious nature of foundation 

involvement with public education. I summarize the competing arguments of K-12 foundation 

engagement, most which revolve around the tension between private voices and public forces. I 

then explain the historical path that led to the current regulations governing foundations and an 

example of the mechanism that guides most foundation grant making programs – the theory of 

change concept.  

 

In the second half of the chapter I outline why foundations that donate locally automatically gain 

local agenda setting power, conditioned by whether the foundation donates directly to the school 

district or to organizations supporting public schools. This discussion underscores the importance 

of the analysis that follows and why local conditions may influence where foundations donate 

their money, prompting me to “follow the money.” I then describe the data gathering procedures 

that generate an original data set of 2,021 grants made in 2009, which I use to compare to data 

collected from 2000 and 2005 (Reckhow, 2009). Because I match each grant to the specific 
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school district in which the recipient organization operates I am able to test if certain local 

conditions are associated with higher levels of grants per student.  

 

Summary of Findings  

What I find is that conditions favoring higher levels of grants per student have changed from 

2005, when foundation investments were, on average, higher in school districts with mayoral 

and/or state control (Reckhow, 2009). Instead, I find per student grants are predicted by the 

education level of district residents, district need, and average per pupil expenditures, but not 

governance structure, district nonprofit advocacy density, foundation proximity, superintendent 

affiliation with the Broad Foundation, and urban scale. Regarding direct foundation influence 

this is an important shift, because the predictive nature of mayoral and/or control in 2005 grant 

making prompted Reckhow (2009) to worry about the subversion of local democratic control 

over public schools. Reckhow (2009) concluded foundation grant making in districts with 

mayoral and/or state control could increase foundation agenda setting power to the detriment of 

local stakeholders, many who could be shut out of the mayors circle, but whose voice could 

reverberate in a school board run system.  

 

But, in 2009 foundations increased the number of large districts in which they gave grants, 

mostly in the form of grants to organizations operating around public schools (indirect 

influence). Additionally, in total, of the grants tracked to specific districts, only 22% went 

directly to the central office of school districts (direct influence). Twenty districts received this 

type of funding, 4 with mayoral and/or state control and 16 without mayoral and/or state control. 

And, while mayoral and/or state control districts were more likely to receive funding (4/7 
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compared to 16/ 93), on average, districts without mayoral and/or state control received more 

money - $2.7 million to $1.5 million. In addition to revealing these giving patterns, my analysis 

of the grant data also showed that foundations increased their support for charters and teacher 

related programs from 2005. Finally, funding for research/advocacy organizations, state 

departments of education, and private schools declined when compared to earlier years. 

 

Foundations and Education Reform 

Foundation interest in education reform first emerged during the industrial revolution, when 

industry titans like Carnegie and Rockefeller provided substantial funds to education initiatives. 

Their influence was in part the product of a rudderless approach to national education, which 

relied on a diffuse system of education delivery lacking any federal involvement. By filling this 

vacuum they gained power over the policy making process, evidenced by a 1938 quote from the 

Massachusetts Secretary of Education, “Policies and ideas of the Rockefellers, their board, and 

their agents control and permeate American education.” (Walters and Bowman, 2010). During 

this era of education philanthropy, referred to as a “classic, institution building” period, great 

wealth was used to combat social problems, often through public education (Anheier and 

Hammack, 2010). Over time, foundations matured and their institution-building impulses 

transitioned from providing more or better schools for disadvantaged children to providing a 

better or a different education by supporting local networks.  

 

During this transition foundations like Carnegie and Rockefeller confronted a period of 

dislocation, as they lost influence in the fields of education and social welfare as government 

spending started to outpace foundation grants. Foundations adjusted again in the 1980s, when the 
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publication of A Nation At Risk helped focus foundations, pushing them towards the role of 

catalysts (Clemens and Lee, 2010). A side effect of the latest organizational shift was increased 

hands-on grant making, which resulted in consistent funding to a handful of states. For example, 

in 2001 ten states received 62% of all education related grants, while in 2009 the same 10 states 

received 63%.  

 

As the post A Nation At Risk transformation continued, the term grant-maker started to lose favor 

to market based terms like investor or partner, a reflection of the need to quantify foundation 

return on investment (ROI). Foundations increasingly hired policy experts to advise their grant 

making, while also becoming less likely to accept outside proposals, a decided shift toward the 

venture philanthropy model of giving (Anheier and Leat, 2006; Scott, 2009). The shift towards 

ROI measurement and a catalyst role has not seemed to diminish the grand ambitions of 

foundations, as the Annenberg Challenge and the Gates Small Schools Initiative are clear 

examples of foundation trying to bring about large-scale reform.16  

 

During the past decade increased transparency also became more common, as foundations 

became more accessible through redesigned websites and improved disclosure policies (Anheier 

and Hammack, 2010). The first decade of the 2000s also marked the rise of the Boardroom 

Progressives - Gates, Broad, and Walton Family foundations – just as Ford, Carnegie, and 

Packard scaled down their efforts K-12 in education (Reckhow, 2009). Although the Broad and 

                                                 
16 Hess et al. (2011) explain the problem with big ambitions, arguing scaled back efforts are more realistic and that 
large-scale reform projects disappoint because of the difficulty of changing a system as large and complex as 
education: “This is a story we’ve seen before. We saw it with A Nation at Risk. We saw it when the nation’s 
governors gathered in Charlottesville two decades ago. We saw it with the Annenberg Challenge. We saw it with No 
Child Left Behind. We saw it with “ED in ’08,” the expensive and ultimately futile foundation-backed effort to 
boost education’s salience among voters in an election dominated by other pressing issues. We know how it ends.” 
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Walton foundations have been influential, the Gates Foundation entrance in K-12 grant making 

is easily the most significant change to the foundation community during the 2000s. In their first 

year of meaningful grant making, they more than doubled the total grant dollars allocated by the 

next 50 largest foundations to K-12 education. Since then their allocations have continued to 

dwarf other top givers. As shown in Figure 4.2 their grant making accounts for approximately 

20% of total giving by the 50 largest donors to K-12 education. Another recent shift is increased 

willingness to pull funds when foundation goals clash with a school district’s, e.g. Pittsburgh and 

Seattle (Clemens and Lee, 2010). A senior foundation official interviewed described the 

Pittsburgh disagreement as a “clarion call” to partners of foundations, demonstrating the 

willingness of foundations to pull funds when policies move away from foundation intent.  

 

This shows foundations have more openly embraced a catalyst role, something Hess (2005) 

claimed was necessary if foundations were to widely influence public education. As Eli Broad 

commented, “We said we were not going to just write checks. We were going to make 

investments” (Beamish, 2011). Such a mantra is common in the foundation community, 

evidenced by Steve Gunderson’s (2011), the former CEO of the Council on Foundations, claim 

that, “foundations are change agents for their communities.” Additionally, the Gates Foundation, 

while adopting a more traditional approach with their first high profile endeavor, helping school 

districts creates small schools, has since focused on redirecting how public education dollars are 

spent (Riley, 2011). The Gates and Broad Foundations are not the only foundations acting in this 

manner, as such strategies are common across large foundations. 
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For instance, Grantmakers for Education, a professional association of foundations active in K-

12 education, found in 2009 more foundations were adopting a legislative strategy, with 70% of 

the foundations reporting grants with the purpose of “influence public policy or build public will 

for policy changes” (Tebben, 2010). This move into an area of grant making that foundations 

have avoided recently, was unexpected by most scholars, and because it has been led by the 

Gates Foundation, has altered the policy landscape at the national level (Scott et al., 2009).  

 

These efforts have not gone unnoticed by the public, as Bill Gates and Warren Buffet’s 

philanthropic activity has increased their celebrity, in part due to a giving pledge they hope the 

world’s wealthiest families adopt.17 While the Gates/Buffett campaign has brought public and 

presidential attention to the role of philanthropy in society, the issue of foundation influence in 

education reform has not generated much scholarly inquiry (Nichols, 2011). The few extensive 

treatments on this subject have focused primarily on internal foundation operations, with limited 

analysis of environmental conditions, which are critical for foundations attempting to effect 

change locally.  

 

For example, Ferris et al. (2008) found in interviews with foundation program officers the typical 

method of engagement was reliance on a cautious and incremental approach, usually by funding 

demonstration projects and research activities at the state and local level. Similarly, the Carnegie 

Foundation for the Advancement of Teaching funded a study of internal foundation activities 

involved in K-16 education, finding increased collaboration among foundations and transparency 

                                                 
17 The Gates/Buffet campaign aims to have billionaires join a giving pledge (www.givingpledge.org), a public 
acknowledgement to give away half of your wealth during your lifetime. Sixty-nine individuals or families had 
agreed to the terms, 60 who attended a joint meeting in May 2011 to share strategies for successful philanthropic 
engagement (Associated Press, 2011). 
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with the public would allow for necessary public input and lessons from past failures to be 

integrated into future grant making (Bacchetti et al., 2006). A Brookings Institution report 

reached similar conclusions, proposing foundations consider providing grants to recruit teachers, 

provide 3rd party monitors of school performance, and support innovation centers for new 

schools (Harvey, 2004).  

 

One reason for limited evaluation of foundations are the incentives guiding scholarly inquiry and 

philanthropic activity, a system that often praises gifts without analyzing whether they provide 

public benefit (Hess, 2005). Facebook founder Mark Zuckerberg’s $100 million gift to Newark 

Public Schools is a prime example, as it was lauded in the mainstream press, complete with an 

appearance on the Oprah Winfrey Show. Outside of a few critics pressing their concerns, little 

serious evaluation of the gift occurred in major media outlets. While the mass media is 

understandably hesitant to criticize gifts that have massive public approval, e.g. gifts to 

underprivileged students, academic incentives also can stifle serious study of foundations. For 

instance, researchers may not want to harm future funding or the funding of partner institutions 

(Hess, 2005). These incentives may discourage serious study of foundations and education 

reform, potentially limiting awareness of the problems associated with foundation involvement 

in education.  

 

Additionally, when analysis is conducted it is often perfunctory, limiting our understanding of 

private voices influencing public policy. For instance in 2000 the Massachusetts Secretary of 

Education stated, “If we took all of the philanthropy in the country and put it in one pot, it would 

run the public schools for about a day or a day and a half” (Coeyman, 2000). Bill Gates has 
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offered similar analysis: “It's worth remembering that $600 billion a year is spent by various 

government entities on education, and all the philanthropy that's ever been spent on this space is 

not going to add up to $10 billion. So it's truly a rounding error”  (Riley, 2011). But, these claims 

ignore foundation’s ability to (i) help set the policy agenda and (ii) influence implementation of 

innovative policies.  

 

For instance, Culbertson (2008) found that the amount of money provided to a school district is 

not paramount to levels of influence, as federal government influence on local education policy 

is on par with local booster clubs, parent-teacher organizations, business partnerships, and other 

local support groups. In the U.S., public school funding originates from a patchwork of sources, 

diffusing influence among financial contributors, not necessarily proportional to their amount 

provided. This disconnect, between dollars allocated and level of influence, is a well-known 

constraint among reform minded federal bureaucrats, many whom were frustrated when “strings 

attached” provisions were ignored or worked around as part of the $100 billion federal stimulus 

in 2009 (Glod and Birnbaum, 2009).  

 

Even though the U.S. DOE provides approximately $27 billion annually to school districts 

through the formula-driven Title I and IDEA programs, they have few discretionary funds ($37 

million) to offer school districts (U.S. Department of Education, 2011a). In comparison, the 15 

largest foundations gave $299.2 million in grants to school districts in 2009 (Goldstein, 2011b). 

Additionally, cases like DC Public Schools (hereinafter DCPS) suggest grants impact local 

decision-making. In Washington, DC the Walton Family, Broad, Robertson, and Laura and John 

Arnold Foundations pledged $64.5 million over five years to DCPS and included conditions in 
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the grant that rescinded funds if leadership of the school system changed during the grant period 

(Turque, 2010).18 After the grant was accepted DCPS leadership changed as the new mayor, 

Vincent Gray, accepted the resignation of Schools Chancellor Michelle Rhee. But, the funds 

were not rescinded, in part due to Mayor Gray’s outreach and assurances to foundations that a 

consistent education policy would remain in place, cemented by the appointment of a high 

ranking deputy under Michelle Rhee to the position of schools chancellor. 

 

Drawbacks of Foundation Involvement in K-12 education 

Just how influential foundations are and whether their broader contributions to K-12 education 

are positive are questions rarely answered in measured tones. In this section I outline the most 

frequent criticisms of foundations and explain why critics believe certain foundation practices 

are harmful to democratic governance in the United States, providing examples of how influence 

impacts local school districts. Related to these concerns I then explain how the opaque manner in 

which foundations operate, which allows foundations to innovate and move quickly, can be 

problematic when engaging in the public policy arena. I close the section with a summary of 

general limitations that foundations confront, the most important being a lack of financial 

resources that only governments can collect and deploy.  

 

Frequent Criticisms 

Some education advocates claim Bill Gates is the “true” Secretary of Education (Bishop and 

Green, 2009), refer to the Broad Academy as a virus infecting public education, and argue that 

                                                 
18 For reference, the DCPS annual budget is $779.5 million. More recently, in Pittsburgh, PA the Gates Foundation 
publicly supported a decision to close a teacher academy opened with a $40 million grant. A Gates spokesperson 
commented, "We are still committed to the work in Pittsburgh, and we will keep a very close eye on what's 
happening now. They want to use the funding they were going to devote to the teachers academy for another 
purpose, and we have confidence they can do that in alignment with the overall plan” (Post-Gazette, 2011). 
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the Gates, Broad, and Walton Foundations have “convinced most Americans who have an 

opinion about education (including most liberals) that their agenda deserves support” (Barkan, 

2011).19  Richard L. Brodsky of Demos says foundation advocacy is “sort of influence-peddling 

writ large. The notion that the society is better served by the super-rich exercising their charitable 

instincts is in the end anti-democratic” (Confessore, 2011). These criticisms highlight the tension 

between private voices and public forces, as critics argue foundation voices have become 

dominant in education policy. Rodger (2011) captures this perspective: “the very nature of 

philanthropic giving has significantly changed in recent years. A handful of wealthy individuals 

and families control a large amount of this country’s wealth, and their “philanthropy” is 

beginning to feel more like governance.”20 

 

At the local level foundation grants often elicit responses like Mary Filardo’s, executive director 

of the 21st Century School Fund, who commented, “I really don’t understand why a foundation 

should be able to come in and define what needs to happen” (Turque, 2011b). Another example, 

also from DCPS, is criticism of a study Harvard researcher Roland G. Fryer proposed.21 Fryer 

sought to examine DCPS’s teacher assessment program, but encountered local resistance as 

Turque (2011a) questioned Fryer’s ability to be non-biased because Edlab, the research center 

Fryer is associated with at Harvard, receives significant funding from the Broad and Arnold 

                                                 
19 “How to tell if your School District is Infected by the Broad Virus.” 
http://parentsacrossamerica.org/2011/04/how-to-tell-if-your-school-district-is-infected-by-the-broad-virus/ 
20 Although not a regular criticism, occasionally charges are made that foundations are motivated by profit. For 
instance, foundations have been accused of complicity in assisting the profiteering motives of virtual learning 
companies by “combining the financial firepower of their corporate clients with the seeming legitimacy of 
privatization-minded school-reform think tanks and foundations” (Fang, 2011). 
21 Fryer is a well-known researcher of social related interventions and one of the youngest tenured professors at 
Harvard. His research finding often contradict established conventional wisdom, as did his research suggesting 
instead of focusing on lowering class size, raising per-pupil spending, and incenting teachers to earn master’s 
degrees schools should reward and punish teachers for performance, require additional class time for students, use of 
real time data-driven instruction, and fostering a school culture that parents, teachers, and student embrace (Fryer, 
2010). 
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Foundations, both which also funded DCPS’s teacher assessment program. Turque (2011a) 

implied these foundations would influence Fryer’s work, claiming foundations “might like 

IMPACT just the way it is.” Washington Teachers Union President Nathan Saunders echoed 

Turque’s (2011c) point by stating Fryer “might be predisposed to a certain point of view.” In the 

end Fryer withdrew his proposal because of DCPS’s teacher contract, which would not facilitate 

the random assignment of treatment and control groups in a research study (Turque, 2011c).  

 

Of the advocates most critical of foundations, Diane Ravitch has the largest following. In a 2010 

national bestseller, she referred to the Gates, Walton, and Broad foundations as the “Billionaires 

Boys Club,” suggesting there has never been a “foundation as rich and powerful as the Gates 

Foundation.” She also argued “a multimillion-dollar grant by a foundation is enough to cause 

most superintendents and school boards to drop everything and reorder their priorities” and that 

foundations have “set the policy agenda not only for school districts, but also for states and even 

the U.S. Department of Education.” In 2011 Ravitch (2011j) claimed, “These days in education 

private funding is steering public policy.” A prolific twitter user (@DianeRavitch) and public 

speaker, Ravitch regularly comments on the activities of the Gates Foundation and following a 

July 23, 2011 Wall Street Journal interview of Bill Gates, coordinated a campaign to advise Bill 

Gates on philanthropic giving, under the hashtag #adviceforbillgates.22  

                                                 
22 The following sample of her tweets and her retweets regarding foundations during the month of July 2011 
encapsulate her 2011 narrative of foundation involvement in education reform. 
Tweet: July 4, 2011: “Would someone tell Bill Gates that average teacher pension is about $40,000? Ask him to try 
living on that for a week.” (Ravitch, 2011b) 
Tweet: July 13, 2011: “Organizations funded by Wall St $$ and Gates and Walton are not "grassroots," they are 
Astroturf.” (Ravitch, 2011c) 
Tweet: July 23, 2011: “Ultra conservative Walton Foundation and supposedly liberal Gates Foundation support 
many of same groups: TFA, KIPP, New Teacher Project.” (Ravitch, 2011e) 
Tweet: July 23, 2011: “5 or 10 years from now, Gates will admit that his billion-dollar investment in finding 
"teacher quality" also didn't work. He is clueless.” (Ravitch, 2011f) 
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Ravitch’s claims are often cast in terms of wealth and power and are frequently adopted by 

teachers critical of foundation involvement in education reform. Carey (2011) describes 

Ravitch’s overriding narrative of education reform as: “Rich men are trying to impose their 

market ideology on public education and in doing so will destroy it. Their tools are standardized 

tests, government punishments, private-school vouchers, and charter schools. These efforts must 

be defeated if public education is to survive.” Ravitch fans often mimic this story, as a teacher 

did during the 2011 Save our Schools rally: “We don't have that billionaire money, but we do 

have that determination” (Shah, 2011a). At the same rally Ravitch told a group of teachers, 

“These people who call themselves reformers have almost all the money and all the political 

power. But things change. This is a democracy: We vote. The reformers, they are few, and we 

are many. Let's let this democracy work for the many and not the few” (Shah, 2011b). Critics 

like Ravitch (2010a) believe increased foundation involvement in K-12 education from the 

Gates, Walton, and Broad Foundations has limited public oversight and degraded democracy at 

the local level, primarily due to vast influence and a desire to reconstruct the public system of 

education nationwide. In the following section I expand on each of these claims. 

 

Harming Democratic Governance? 

Reckhow (2010) addressed the concern of U.S. democracy being degraded in her dissertation, 

finding foundation grants in 2005 were more likely to fund districts with state or mayoral 

                                                                                                                                                             
Tweet: July 23, 2011: “Extreme wealth isolates wealthy from life of ordinary people and breeds extreme arrogance.” 
(Ravitch, 2011g) 
Retweet: July 25, 2011 “@iamcompucomp: Gates says superteachers can close the gap, but who can close the gap 
between Gates' delusions and reality?” (Ravitch, 2011h) 
Retweet: July 30, 2011 “@garystager: Sad, pathetic, ignorant, dangerous, genocidal, wrong... Bill Gates: Education 
Can Be Reformed Before Poverty.” (Ravitch, 2011i) 
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control, governance structures that may diminish the inclusionary nature of education policy-

making at the local level.23 Such donation behavior is not surprising, as foundation leaders like 

Broad (2011) have commented that for reasons of international competitiveness, decisions like 

curriculum standards for math and science should come from more centralized government, not 

local school boards. Concerns of foundation influence are not limited to education policy, as 

influence over policy decisions is a concern across policy boundaries (Eisenberg, 2005). For 

example, the Gates Foundation support of malaria research has been so widespread - they fund 

almost every highly regarded researcher - that independent review has become problematic 

because scientists often have their own research interests coupled with other researchers (Barkan, 

2011).  

 

Concerns of Gates Foundation influence is not limited to liberal critics like Ravitch, as 

conservative scholar Jay P. Greene (2011a) has cautioned against corrupt and conceited behavior 

that stems from the overly centralized decision-making he sees at the Gates Foundation. As the 

Gates Foundation has expanded, internal bureaucratic challenges became more troublesome due 

to the coordination issues associated with managing the advancement of their preferred policies 

across many venues. Greene (2011b) explains.  

 

“Gates has been snapping up or funding just about every advocacy group, researcher, or 
education journalist they can find. Getting all of these people on board for a nationalized 
education system (or at least mute their dissent) involves paying an enormous number of 
people and organizations. Gates can buy a lot of folks, but they can’t buy everyone and 
they can’t keep the folks they do pay in line for very long. It’s like herding cats.”  

                                                 
23 Although it is not clear that mayoral control leads to improved student outcomes, research has shown under 
certain conditions mayoral control is associated with improvement in student achievement, management, and 
financial administration (Wong et al., 2007). If interested in a more comprehensive review of the issue, including 
detailed descriptions of cities with long-standing mayoral control experiences and the potential for decreased citizen 
involvement with school, see Viteritti (2009).   
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At the federal level, there is also concern that foundation alignment with policymakers causes 

foundations to become more hesitant to support controversial programs, potentially sidelining 

innovative reform efforts before they take flight (Reckhow, 2010). For instance, if foundation 

officials and U.S. DOE officials agree on certain policies it may allow for quicker adoption of 

those policies, but it could also stifle innovative approaches that without non-governmental 

support remain either on the drawing board, or isolated at the local level. Such concerns also 

exist at the state level, as the ability of foundations to effectively “pick winners” is a problem 

Coulson (2011) identified. In his study of charter schools in California, Coulson (2011) found 

foundations failed to fund charter school management organizations that consistently produced 

the best academic results, as measured by standardized test scores. Instead grants were 

essentially allocated at random; diminishing the chance a high performing charter network could 

scale up and increasing the odds of an underperforming charter network staying afloat. 

 

Local Influence 

At the local level, critics have claimed foundations support inferior human capital through their 

grants to TFA and Broad Foundation’s administrative training. For instance, when a former 

DCPS administrator and Broad Academy graduate was hired as superintendent of Wake County, 

North Carolina Schools, Fenwick English, an education professor at UNC-Chapel Hill, 

commented that Broad Academy graduates only “know how to cut costs. But what they don't 

know is teaching and learning” (Goldsmith and Hui, 2011).  

 

While influence over human resources is a concern to some critics, the ceding of local decision-

making power to foundations the most frequently cited issue critics have with foundations. 
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Rodger (2011) explains: “Philanthropists give money to resource-starved school systems, and in 

return, they reserve the right to effectively set education policy.” Critics mostly discuss de facto 

control, as when school districts accept training and grant dollars foundations are provided 

access and input on school policy (Goldsmith and Hui, 2011).24 The problem with such 

contentions is they are mostly supported by anecdotes, as Gene Maeroff explains. 

 

“Just because an outside foundation is putting money into something doesn't necessarily 
mean there's a heavy-duty agenda of trying to brainwash participants. People who get on 
school boards aren't supposed to be nincompoops. They're supposed to be able to work 
with their superintendent to decide what will benefit their district” (Helms, 2011).  

 

Opaque Operations 

Questions about local control are further exacerbated by the reputation of foundations and public 

schools as strict guardians of information. This is made worse when lawsuits are necessary to 

compel the release of information, as happened in Newark when the foundation administering 

Mark Zuckerberg’s grant refused to release information on how the donation originated 

(Confessore, 2011). In the Newark case the foundation voluntary released information on how 

the grant would be spent, yet the parental lawsuit shows how mistrusted foundations are by local 

actors. Finally, Henig (2011) explains how a lack of transparency in grant making also limits our 

understanding of education politics.  

 

"Follow the money can be good advice. Knowing who is footing the bill--for a political 
campaign, policy notion, or advocacy group--doesn't tell you all you need to know; 
candidates, policies, and organizational platforms need to be judged ultimately on their 
own merits. But you're right to put on your skeptic's glasses if Walton Family Foundation 

                                                 
24 DCPS Chancellor Michelle Rhee was also a critic of foundation influence and in her biography it was noted that 
her attitude toward foundation involvement occasionally turned off foundations that were used to more compliant 
and complementary interactions (Whitmire, 2011). Rhee also turned down certain grants while leading the New 
Teacher Project, a decision driven by the her quest for autonomy: “I think that’s a problem in education philanthropy 
today because so many things are driven by the funders and in a really perverse, not good way.”  
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is sponsoring a conference on elected school boards; if the American Federation of 
Teachers is funding a study of charter schools; or if Eli Broad is supporting a grassroots 
group advocating for mayoral control.” 

 

General Criticisms 

Across all policy domains, foundations have been criticized for a lack of capacity to address the 

problems the seek to solve, insufficient understanding of these problems, particularism and 

paternalism impulses, potential to constrain grantees so their impact is stifled, and frequent 

failure to impact society on a grand scale (Anheier, 2005; Pallotta, 2008; Edwards, 2010).25 In 

addition, some critics argue incongruity between foundation board and executive backgrounds, 

and the grantees they serve, as well as a general lack of diversity, limit their operations in 

underprivileged communities (Bachleitner, 2011).26  

 

A Limitation that Necessitates Public Policy Advocacy 

Understanding how foundations influence policy at the district, state, and federal level is one of 

the objectives of this dissertation, but regardless of the level of influence found, foundations lack 

a critical attribute that will always limit their influence. They do not have the ability to collect tax 

revenue, a constraint even the Gates Foundation cannot overcome. This reality is a significant 

barrier to foundations, as they generally do not want to wait for bureaucracies to work and would 

prefer to build their own networks of organizations to support public education (Hess, 2005). 

                                                 
25 Many of these limitations are familiar to foundation leaders, as Broad (2011) admitted, “We can come up with 
ideas, suggestions, we can train people that have competence, but that's all we can do.” Gates Foundation Director of 
K-12 education, Vicki Phillips, also acknowledged limitations of foundations: “It’s so hard in this country to spread 
good practice. When we started funding, we hoped it would spread more readily. What we learned is that the only 
things that spread well in school are kids’ viruses” (Beamish, 2011). 
26 The argument for leadership diversity is grounded in for-profit sector research demonstrating diverse leadership 
allows organizations to respond better to an increasingly diverse population and helps improve board decision-
making regarding workforce relations, which may limit employee turnover and improve productivity (Fairfax, 
2005). 
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But, they cannot accomplish their goals without the support of government.27 Greene’s (2005) 

was that foundations must work to alter how government resources are spent. The data analyzed 

in this chapter will reveal how and if foundations undertook this task in 2009. Before reviewing 

the data I first detail the attributes that make foundations distinctive, the relevant policy changes 

that occurred during the 1900s to create the current foundation regulatory environment, and the 

operating mechanism that most foundations rely on to organize their operations. 

 

Distinctive Attributes of Foundations  

Like all nonprofit organizations, the approximately 72,000 U.S. foundations receive preferential 

tax incentives to encourage the allocation of financial resources for public purposes (Giving 

USA, 2009). Yet, foundations are distinctive according to IRS regulations and possess attributes 

not held by most nonprofits. The following section reviews these attributes and explains how 

they impact foundation’s impulses. 

 

First, foundation financial holdings are vast. In 2008 they held approximately $627 billion in 

assets (Anheier and Hammack, 2010). The same year they provided grants equaling $41.21 

billion, an 18% increase from 2006 giving levels, and as a group were the fastest growing source 

of charitable donations nationally from 2006 to 2008 (Giving USA, 2009). In education policy 

they have been particularly active, as between 2000 and 2008 they provided grants of $683 

million just for teachers and teaching programs (deMarrais et al., 2011). A key differentiating 

factor between foundations and a more typical nonprofit is their ability to persevere through 

                                                 
27 Perhaps reflecting a reflection of their limitations, some of the larger foundations have attempted to address the 
scale problem by increasing their communication and advocacy efforts. For example, in 2009 the Gates Foundation 
increased funding for education advocacy activities to $78 million, primarily for news-media campaigns and 
grassroots lobbying (Dillon, 2011). 
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difficult economic times, as evidenced by foundations ability to weather the Great Recession. 

Because foundations give grants from earnings generated by accumulated funds, they are 

typically not dependent on fundraising, government grants, or personal giving. Most nonprofits 

are highly reliant on such sources and as a result are more vulnerable to market forces, unable to 

fall back on an endowment for operating capital if donations slow. This does not mean every 

foundation is fiscally secure, as there is much inequality between the largest and smallest 

foundations. For example, in 2008 the ten largest foundations in the U.S. held approximately 

$137 billion, about 20% of all foundation assets, with the Gates Foundation alone holding $30 

billion (Kean, 2008).  

 

Second, compared to other political actors and nonprofits, foundations have more autonomy and 

less oversight from public stakeholders. Although foundations were more regulated following 

passage of the 1969 Tax Reform Act, foundations still have fewer reporting obligations than 

most other publicly minded organizations, e.g. nonprofits and government agencies. This is as 

true today as it was immediately following the passage of the 1969 Tax Reform Act, when 

Heimann (1973) wrote that of all U.S. institutions foundations are “least encumbered by internal 

or external constraints. This is of enormous value in a time of rapid change when most public 

and private institutions cannot cope with the need for change because of the constraints under 

which they operate.” Tierney and Fleishman (2011) defended the lack of constraints, explaining 

how innovation is fostered by this system, “The absence of external accountability is what gives 

philanthropy its freedom to experiment, take risks, and pursue long-term initiatives on society’s 

behalf.”  
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A benefit when action must be taken quickly, fewer stakeholders can also be a liability. Without 

the stakeholders that most nonprofits have (e.g. alumni, parishioners, donors), foundations are 

vulnerable to outside attack, a condition that led to passage of the 1969 Tax Reform Act (Simon, 

1995). While limited constituencies may invite the threat of majority driven reprisals, it also 

provides another push towards innovative behavior, lowering internal transaction and 

coordination costs (Bachleitner, 2011). In comparison, other political actors active in education 

reform face high coordination costs. The National Education Association (hereinafter NEA) is 

the largest teachers union in the country and has a national governance structure that includes 

9,000 delegates who meet annually to decide policy, supplemented by 174 board members and 9 

executive committee members. Collectively, this governance structure determined how to 

allocated $366 million domestically in 2009. Meanwhile the Gates Foundation has three co-

chairs, Bill and Melinda Gates and Bill Gates Sr., and a one trustee (Warren Buffett) and 

dispersed $3.05 billion in 2009. Barbara Chow (2008), director of the Hewlett Foundation’s 

Education Division, explains the importance of this advantage while describing how 

philanthropy can leverage its influence.   

 

We can be most effective if we choose opportunities that are hard for government to 
recognize or act upon for political or other reasons. Philanthropy can be a much more 
nimble actor. As I know from working in the executive branch of the White House, you 
can have an idea for something to put in the federal budget in October, forward it in the 
State of the Union in January, and then wait for a year, if you're lucky, for Congress to 
enact it. And that would be just the beginning. It can then be years, moving at the most 
aggressive pace, before you actually see anything happen. Meanwhile, opportunities can 
appear and disappear very rapidly. So philanthropy might have much less money, but it 
has more capacity to act. That's one way it can exert influence disproportionately greater 
than its resources. And it has a convening capability, which other actors really don't. 

 

Third, foundations have increased their investments in education, mirroring public education’s 

rising importance to policy elites. In the past decade K-12 education has been particularly 
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newsworthy, stemming from the passage of NCLB, TFA growth, union collective bargaining 

controversies in multiple states, and the Gates Foundation pledge to make education its highest 

domestic priority. With education regularly in the news cycle, the public has not only had the 

opportunity to learn more about public education, but to some extent has also acted on this 

information, as personal giving to education related initiatives rose from $202 in 1988 to $351 in 

2008 (Giving USA, 2009). The same devotion to public education is found in foundation giving 

patterns. Of all issue areas to which foundations donate (e.g. health care, arts, sports and 

recreation, etc.), education received the most funding in 2001, with 26% of all foundation grant 

dollars devoted to education related initiatives (Foundation Center, 2010). By 2009 the percent 

of grant dollars devote to education related initiatives dropped slightly (23%), but education still 

received the most funding (Foundation Center, 2010). Foundations have kept education funding 

a priority during the 2000s, with the education sector relying on foundations for a sizable portion 

of their donated funds.28  

 

Fourth, as will be discussed in this and subsequent chapters, foundations have agenda setting 

powers at the local level – as they are able to use grants to convince school districts to adopt 

reforms they would not otherwise consider. In his review of teacher unions, Moe (2011) argues 

this advantage is particularly significant at the local level, as foundations act as a counterweight 

against the blocking power held by teacher unions. He contends teacher unions have used their 

political power to weaken education reforms during the past three decades, limiting 

accountability and choice movements because adult interest groups are better organized than 

children interest groups. Much like his faith in technological innovation as a mechanism toward 

                                                 
28 Individuals giving accounts for the largest percentage (73%) of donated funds to education, but in 2005 a study 
found 20% of all donations were from foundations, with corporations providing the remaining 7% (Giving USA, 
2009). 
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less powerful teacher unions (Moe and Chubb, 2009), Moe (2011) suggests foundations, in 

alignment with the young TFA reformers engaged in education policy, have helped shift the 

power dynamics of education reform, most explicitly within the Democratic Party. He claims 

school districts are not only influenced by foundation grants, but that in recent years the 

Democratic Party has not countenanced to teacher union demands, evidenced by NCLB, RttT, 

and the growth of interest groups such as Democrats for Education Reform and the Education 

Equality Project.  

 

Finally, because foundations are typically the progeny of wealthy individuals seeking a legacy-

building project, they have natural incentives to support innovative policies. This motivation 

provides foundation-supported projects a first mover advantage in policy agenda setting and 

dovetails with superintendent incentives to adopt new policies. Because foundations are less 

beholden to entrenched interests, they can support policies that might negatively impact local 

interests, and superintendents who have limited discretionary funds are typically open to 

foundation involvement because they view their involvement as a no-cost method to test ideas.  

 

In Newark Public Schools, the recipient of a $100 million dollar donation from Facebook 

founder Mark Zuckerberg, Newark superintendent Cami Anderson justified this approach: 

“We’re not thinking about philanthropic dollars as a replacement for public dollars. We are 

thinking about using it for things that need to be accelerated — where only private dollars can 

uniquely facilitate innovation because of the restrictions in government money sources” 

(Confessore, 2011). These incentives not only feed into funding public bureaucracy led 

innovations, but also support nonprofits operating around public schools. Jennifer Green (2011), 
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co-founder of the Urban Teacher Center in Baltimore, which received a grant of over a million 

dollars from the Gates Foundation commented on this phenomenon: “At this economic moment 

in particular, the role of national philanthropists is especially essential, because they tend to be 

more risk tolerant in seeding important new ideas that otherwise would not get off the ground.” 

 

Finally, because foundation stakeholders are typically closely aligned with original donors, 

foundations can change course quickly, backing innovative reforms that would take political 

actors with a more diverse stakeholder base years to rally around. This orientation led Fleishman 

(2009) to claim, “Foundations, along with the organizations that they support, are the great secret 

of the dynamism of America’s civic sector.” These conditions, significant resources, limited 

oversight, devotion to the issue of public education, local and national agenda setting power, and 

the incentive to innovate, place foundations at an advantage over other political actors promoting 

their policies. 

 

Foundation Regulation 

Such conditions are not unique to the current generation of foundations, as the first foundations 

organized in the United States operated in a policy environment with similar incentives. When 

foundations were first conceived, a confluence of factors –the industrial revolution, poverty in 

the southern states, the nationalization of government policy in the late 1800s and early 1900s, 

the progressive movement, and lack of state religion – created an environment in which the 

newly wealthy became quite influential. This influence stemmed from the U.S. tradition of 

federalism, which in the late 1800s provided for a limited federal government, yet included 

public appeals for enhanced social welfare programs. In this space stepped newly created 
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foundations, which took on the role of public welfare stewards by creating universities, research 

institutes, and trusts targeted to address specific social maladies (Karl and Katz, 1981). Congress 

chartered the first of these institutions, the General Education Board, in 1903, providing federal 

tax exemption and allowing a self-perpetuating board of trustees (Liles and Blum, 1975). Shortly 

after the first national foundations were created, and alongside local government, they held 

important sway in numerous social policy domains, power ceded only when the federal 

government passed the New Deal and Great Society programs (Heimann, 1973; Kiger, 2000).  

 

From an organizational perspective, the legal form of a foundation has not changed much since 

the first large foundations came into existence between 1907 and 1913 (Russell Sage Foundation, 

The Carnegie Corporation, and Rockefeller Foundation). At the time, the form they took - a 

national foundation with long-term goals relying on social and physical science research to guide 

their decision making - was foreign to U.S. traditions as social problems were typically dealt 

with by paternalistic local elites who sat on influential commissions at the municipal level (Karl 

and Katz, 1981). As U.S. society moved away from singular local control, foundation 

involvement led to strong public concern of undue foundation influence. Eventually Congress 

became involved and in 1916 Senator Walsh captured the overriding sentiment by stating during 

a congressional hearing, “huge philanthropic trusts, known as foundations, appear to be a menace 

to the welfare of society” enabling philanthropists “to become molders of public thought” (Karl 

and Katz, 1981). Interestingly, the tone and content of Walsh’s statements are strikingly similar 

to the populist complaints leveled against the Gates Foundation by Diane Ravitch (2010a). As a 

result of foundation distrust, three waves of congressional inquiry occurred, culminating in the 



 
 

87 

Tax Reform Act of 1969 that set current limits on foundation activity. In the following section 

the roots of these reforms and their contribution to the current regulatory structure are provided. 

 

The Walsh Commission initiated the first wave in 1916, which investigated labor abuses and 

industrial relations. Led by Senator Frank Walsh the commission focused on anti-labor activities 

of Rockefeller owned businesses and called for a study of foundations and increased federal 

expenditures, specifically for “counteracting the influence of the foundations,” recommendations 

Congress never acted on as their attention turned to World War I (Liles and Blum, 1975). 

Instead, the Revenue Acts of 1918, 1921, and 1934 identified qualified areas of activity for 

foundations, specifying that a substantial part of their activities could not attempt to influence 

legislation (Liles and Blum, 1975). These changes sought to limit the agenda setting ability of 

foundations at the time “by supporting research and thereby influencing the choice of social 

policies, the philanthropists were capable of exercising the function of shaping governmental 

actions...” (Karl and Katz, 1981). Foundation supported economic and social policy research not 

only aided Congress, but also the White House, which until 1939, when the Executive Office of 

the President was created, served as the primary source of information for the White House 

decision-making (Karl and Katz, 1981). Much like the Gates Foundation support of education 

organizations today, in 1938 the Rockefeller Board funded many new initiatives in K-12 

education. A report that year claimed, “Today every teacher, professor, student is touched in 

some manner by one or more projects financed by the Board.” (Walters and Bowman, 2010). 

 

In 1943 and 1950 additional regulatory obligations were placed on foundations, including a 

requirement to file annual financial statements, while exempting religious, educational 
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organizations, and publicly supported charitable organizations (Liles and Blum, 1975). These 

minor changes were followed by a second wave on congressional inquiry from the Cox and 

Reece U.S. House Committees in 1952 and 1953. The first committee report was more sanguine 

regarding the benefit of foundation involvement in public policy, yet still called for additional 

financial disclosures. The second committee report was more critical, focusing on foundation 

ability to influence legislation for political purposes, in particular “to favor political positions on 

the left” that could help communist and subversive organizations (Liles and Blum, 1975). In their 

recommendation section, the committee called for more IRS oversight, timed existence rules, 

higher disbursement requirements, limits on corporate connections with foundations, and further 

controls on lobbying (Liles and Blum, 1975).  

 

The third wave culminated with the 1969 Tax Reform Act, and came in the form of Patman 

Committee reports, which collected information from over 500 foundations and were published 

between 1962 and 1964. The reports concluded the life of a foundation should be limited to 25 

years, in addition to a series of restrictions seeking to diminish foundation control of corporate 

assets through rules and increased IRS oversight provisions. At request of the committee, in 1965 

the U.S. Treasury Department surveyed 1,300 foundations, issuing a report that praised the social 

value of foundations, but also called for rules on self-dealing, a fixed required annual 

expenditure, a diversified investment portfolio, and forced board diversity after 25 years in 

existence (Simon, 1995).  

 

The last wave crested with foundation criticism from many types of political actors, including 

the populist left who worried about elite control, the conservative right who worried about 
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communism, teacher organizations who were concerned with the Ford Foundation’s school 

decentralization efforts, racist politicians who disapproved of voter registration programs in the 

South, and individual politicians unhappy with specific acts of support – such as the Ford 

Foundation’s grants to the aides of Robert Kennedy (Simon, 1995). These concerns led to efforts 

like Senator Al Gore Sr.’s call for a ceiling of 40 years for foundation longevity, which passed in 

the Senate Finance Committee but was defeated on the Senate floor (Simon, 1995).  

 

When passed the 1969 Tax Reform Act imposed a number of restrictions from each of the 

previous waves of congressional investigation. First, the law formally distinguished private 

foundations from other charitable organizations, regulating them as a separate class of 501(c)(3) 

organizations (Goray, 1969; Wadsworth, 1975). Under IRS Code section 501(c)(3) private 

foundations were considered to be “organized and operated exclusively for religious, charitable, 

scientific, testing for public safety, literary, or education purposes, or for the prevention of 

cruelty to children or animals, no part of the net earnings of which inures to the benefit of any 

private shareholder or individual…” (Goray, 1969) The regulations included a four percent 

excise tax on net investment income of foundations, a minimum pay-out requirement of six 

percent of current year asset value, responsibilities to oversee grantee program and accounting 

functions, and a prohibition against self-dealing and control of businesses (Goray, 1969). In 

addition, the law made any expenditures that attempted to influence legislation, public opinion, 

or elections taxable, while also requiring annual information returns and reports of expenditures, 

investments, and transactions (Goray, 1969). Passage of these rules did not diminish skepticism 

of foundations, as experts claimed, “The basic issues regarding the role and rationale of 

foundations have hardly ever been examined” (Heimann, 1973). While skepticism may have 
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remained after this legislation, it has been accompanied with little regulatory action – a result 

some claim is the result of self-policing by foundations (Kiger, 2000).29 

 

Theory of Change 

A final critical aspect of foundation conduct is their underlying approach to grant making, which 

I explain using examples of foundations involved in public education. The theory of change 

concept is a simple mechanism frequently used to construct a flow chart diagramming how a 

foundation’s intended impact will be realized (Rotherham, 2005; Fleishman, 2007). A cause and 

effect sequence is mapped, connecting grant allocation to intended impact, originating with 

donor intent.30 Figure 3.1 explains how four foundations engaged in public education attempt to 

bring about social change. For example, Edutopia aims to identify innovative uses of technology 

in the classroom and convince institutions to integrate the technology to achieve their goal of 

improved student achievement.31  

 

Although Edutopia’s theory of change has been durable, the internal factors that govern 

foundation behavior often incent a shifting focus, frequently prompted by organizational learning 

or external pressures. The most well publicized recent shift is the Gates Foundation, which from 

                                                 
29 Since 1969 the most significant regulatory action has been the Filer Commission (1977), which led the US 
Treasury to lower annual foundation payouts from 6% to 5% and reduced the government excise tax from 4% to 
2%. These changes have also been accompanied by groups of foundations occasionally calling for more disclosure 
by foundations (Kiger, 2000).  
30 Buddy Philpott, executive director of the Walton Family Foundation in 2005, described Walton’s theory of 
change by stating, “Our theory is that competition in a high enough degree will eventually create competitive 
pressures to encourage the existing systems to really try and compete” (Colvin, 2005). 
31 George Lucus’s foundation, Edutopia, is an organization guided by Lucas’s personal beliefs, which originate 
from an isolating public education experience and the belief that public education is rarely relevant to many 
community problems outside the classroom.  Lucas (2009) commented, “Public education is the foundation of our 
democracy -- the stepping-stones for our youth to reach their full potential. My own experience in public school was 
quite frustrating. I was often bored. Occasionally, I had a teacher who engaged my curiosity and motivated me to 
learn. Those were the teachers I really loved. I wondered, "Why can't school be engaging all of the time?" As a 
father, I've felt the imperative to transform schooling even more urgently.” 
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2000 and 2008 spent $2 billion helping to create 2,600 small high schools in 45 states, with the 

most high profile change occurring in America’s largest school district, New York City. In New 

York City the transition was funded by three foundations (Gates Foundation, the Carnegie 

Corporation of New York, and the Open Society Institute) and included closing 23 chronically 

underperforming large high schools, replacing them with 123 small schools (Bloom and 

Unterman, 2012). 

 

Across the country small school efforts initially proved disappointing, although more recent 

research of New York City small schools has suggested it is not an ineffective policy 

intervention, at least regarding the likelihood of low-income students graduating (Ravitch, 2008; 

Hu, 2012). Regardless of whether the small school movement was a policy failure, it was 

perceived as such and seemed to prompt the Gates Foundation to shift away from support for 

small schools and toward two specific interventions in poor and minority communities, support 

for charter school organizations and improving teacher effectiveness by disconnecting teacher 

incentives from factors the Gates Foundation believes do not increase teacher effectiveness, such 

as tenure and graduate degree attainment (Gates, 2009a, 2009b). Bill Gates (2010b) explained 

the foundation’s new approach in a 2010, responding to a question about transferring good 

teaching techniques.  

 

“We will put great teaching out on the Internet for any teacher to look at. We'll organize 
that in a way they can find various things and learn from it. We will put great assessments 
out on the internet so a kid can self-assess and a teacher can assign a kid to self-assess to 
see what that kid may be missing. ...  

 

It is strange how little we know about best practices. It's really very unusual. There are 
some teachers who are good with the kids who are behind and not with the kids who are 
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ahead; there are some who are good at keeping the class calm but not explaining the 
concepts.” 

 

Bill Gates argues the way the teaching profession spreads good ideas can be improved when his 

foundation acts as an intermediary, an approach that Scott (2009) points out is a marriage 

between the traditional demonstration project and an investment-like approach favored by 

venture capital firms. Traditional demonstration projects are often small pilot projects that 

attempt to test a theory. If proven successful they are scaled up. The Gates model tweaks this 

approach, as the foundation pledges to “take risks, make big bets, and move with urgency” in an 

attempt to take ideas “to scale” as soon as possible (Goldstein, 2011b). Bill Gates (2010b) 

himself makes clear that advocacy and information campaigns are intended to disseminate 

policies across school districts: “What you want to do is have a few places where you make the 

change. And have the teachers in those places say, 'Wow.' ... You create a positive cycle.” Figure 

3.1 provides a visualization of how this approach might work, expressing logic typical of large 

foundations and a belief that positive evidence catalyzes change throughout a system. For 

instance, when the Hewlett Foundation hired education program director Barbara Chow in 2008, 

she outlined how foundations can confront the challenges of low achievement in public schools.  

 

I'm a policy person, so I tend to think in terms of leverage. The amounts that state and 
local governments spend on education outstrip what the federal government or 
philanthropy can spend to an amazing degree. State and local governments spend 
something like $500 to $600 billion a year on K-12 education. The federal government 
spends maybe $40 billion. When you consider that, I think the most successful thing we 
can do is try to move the larger system. Sometimes we can do this by supporting our 
grantees' efforts to address state and local policy; sometimes it's more indirect. But 
putting pressure on that system to move is the most important thing philanthropy can do. 

 

The conditions for reform involve several factors. One is having models that are 
successful. This incredibly important effort is where philanthropy spends a lot of its time. 
If you can't prove something works and can be scaled up, you can't get policymakers to 
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pay any attention to you. So this piece is necessary, but not sufficient. The work is far 
from done. 

 

You also need a very sophisticated advocacy effort. You need a grassroots element, so 
that those making education decisions start hearing about reform from multiple 
constituencies, and then you need a sophisticated communications strategy. Policymakers 
listen to their constituents, they listen to the media, and they are interested in the 
substantive aspects of an issue. 

 

Agenda Setting in School Districts 

As Chow (2008) described, large foundations attempt to support reform efforts from multiple 

points of entry, hoping for a ripple effect to occur, by which large scale change can then spread 

to the entire education system. The details of this effort were investigated by Reckhow (2009), 

who found grant making at the local level created local issue networks, allowing nonprofit and 

public experts to exchange ideas and collaborate on policy creation more effectively, a condition 

allowing for quicker policy implementation, but which may sideline some political actors (Heclo, 

1978; Reckhow, 2009). The sidelining of certain political actors is the primary reason for more 

streamlined and comprehensive policy implementation, as nonprofit and public experts have 

fewer parties with which they need to collaborate. Like the old iron triangles at the federal level, 

Reckhow (2009) argues foundation donations can help create coordinated issue networks, 

knocking down barriers to quick implementation of expert preferred policies. Further, 

coordinated issue networks are most likely under mayoral and/or state control, as democratic 

participation is limited when a school board is eliminated, or exists only in an advisory 

capacity.32 When local issue networks are more diffuse, a condition most likely to occur under 

school board systems of governance, successful foundation engagement typically requires that all 

                                                 
32 Mayoral control received high praise from Secretary of Education Arne Duncan (2009), “At the end of my tenure, 
if only seven mayors are in control, I think I will have failed.”  Support for this form of local governance rests on the 
idea that big city mayors are more responsive and accountable to voters regarding education issues than school 
boards, a claim tested using data from the Chicago Public Schools (Wong et al., 2007). 
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stakeholders are consulted, not just the mayor or governor’s office. According to Reckhow 

(2009) the type of network (diffuse or coordinated) that emerges locally is also dependent on the 

local conditions that support effective nonprofit organizations, including an educated populous 

and existing nonprofit structure. When nonprofit organizations exist locally, the power of 

foundation grants is magnified, as organizational capacity is a necessary component to caring out 

a grant locally.  

 

While the diffuse or coordinated nature of local networks influences how foundations engage 

with a community, regardless of the character of issue networks, every community is subject to 

political entrepreneurs attempting to enact their preferred policy preferences. At the state level 

education policy entrepreneurs have been shown to impact what state legislators consider and 

pass into legislation, even when controlling for other factors that may influence legislator 

behavior (Mintrom, 1997). Kingdon (1995) found similar evidence of agenda setting power at 

the federal level, in particular when politics, problem recognition, and policy alternatives 

aligned. Because the political entrepreneur examined in this study is a group of large foundations 

active in education policy at the local, state, and federal levels, a slightly different analysis of 

agenda setting is required.  

 

Specifically, it is not feasible to understand the policy alternatives, political dynamics, and 

recognition of a problem across thousands of school districts. Fortunately, this approach is not 

appropriate given the two methods of engagement foundations rely on when giving in school 

districts – direct and indirect influence. Direct influence occurs when foundations give to public 

bureaucracies. When grants are made to a school district or state department of education, the 
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local policy agenda immediately includes the foundation-supported idea, altering the agenda 

regardless of the issue-network or policy alternatives, political dynamics, or recognition of a 

problem.33 As former Assistant Superintendent Julie Williams admitted at a 2011 conference, 

“Sometimes practice follows the money. If Gates says we will give you $2 million to do x, off 

we go” (Sparks, 2011).  

 

Indirect influence occurs when foundations give to nonprofit organizations supporting the 

mission of educating children locally. Such grants increase the capacity of these organizations, 

which then improves the likelihood their voices will become louder and more influential in local 

education politics. In both scenarios foundations are far from kingmakers in local education 

politics, but when a large foundation supports an idea either directly or indirectly it will impact 

how much attention key stakeholders pay to certain issues or policies. 

 

Given this relationship, if we wish to understand under what conditions foundations influence the 

policy agenda at the local level, the first level of analysis should be at the foundation level, 

specifically, the conditions that increase the likelihood of foundations making direct and indirect 

grants.34 Foundations have the freedom to make grants in whatever school district they wish, yet 

few consistent patterns have been identified regarding how their decisions are made across 

districts. In comparison, a foundation attempting to influence the federal agenda requires they 

                                                 
33 Because school districts are generally constrained in spending by state and federal formulas, foundation grants are 
attractive to district administrators, who are aware of public approval of philanthropic gifts and have personal 
incentives to highlight a new program to relevant local stakeholders. In addition, during times of fiscal constraint the 
effort by administrators to find extra funds is often redoubled, further increasing the likelihood of school district 
acquiescence to foundation policy preferences. 
34 Foundations clearly take into account district attributes when making decisions. For example, the Wallace 
Foundation revealed they considered 90 districts for a 2011 grant program that eventually awarded six districts 
between $7.5 million and $12.5 million. The district attributes they considered included “rigorous requirements, 
high-quality principal training, and on-the-job supports for school leaders” (Samuels, 2011b).  
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work through interest groups and involve a much wider array of stakeholders than at the local 

level. Because fewer actors can interfere at the local level, the donations at the local level (either 

directly to a central office or to nonprofit supporting organizations), can quickly establish a local 

policy agenda.   

 

This means foundations operate much like the federal government, which in recent years has 

used financial awards as a means to coax states to adopt certain education reforms (e.g. RttT). 

While foundations lack the financial resources of the federal government, they can target districts 

and still reach a large percentage of students.35 Foundations may lack the breadth of federal 

government influence, but with district emulation and strategic giving to large districts, their 

influence is magnified well beyond the districts directly funded. For these reasons, how 

foundation grants are allocated across the largest school districts in America should provide an 

accurate representation of how foundations engage in the local agenda-setting process, a 

phenomenon investigated in the following section.  

 

Data 

In this chapter I evaluate the composition of foundations grants to K-12 education projects in 

2000, 2005, and 2009 in the 100 largest school districts in America.36 How the largest 

foundations funding K-12 programs allocate grants across America’s largest school districts 

seems like an easy task, but as others have discovered, it is deceptively complicated (Jenkins and 

McAdams, 2005; Greene, 2005; Reckhow, 2009). Determining how much foundations donate to 

                                                 
35 According to the U.S. Department of Education Common Core Data, the 100 largest districts, located primarily in 
large urban settings, enrolled 10.8 million students during the 2009-10 school year. In total there were 
approximately 49.7 million students enrolled in U.S. public schools during the same year.  
36 Dr. Sarah Reckhow generously provided an original dataset containing 3,000 foundation grants from 2000 and 
2005. 
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K-12 programs in individual schools districts can be accomplished by combining a few methods. 

First, it is possible to survey school districts and ask them to report donations. But, as I discuss in 

the following chapter, this method is imperfect because the data could be biased and 

misrepresent the actual grant amount due to sampling procedures and self-reported data. The 

most comprehensive data for foundation grants, held by the Foundation Center, is also subject to 

bias, as foundation officials self-categorize grants, leading to inconsistent coding of grants across 

foundations (Greene, 2005). The final method, one that Greene (2005) and Reckhow (2009) rely 

on, uses Foundation Center data to select foundations to study, then relies on independent 

analysis of annual tax returns (990-PF form) to build an original dataset of grants.  

 

I also use Foundation Center data to determine the 15 largest donors to K-12 education in 2009, 

finding these foundations made 14,551 individual grants to a variety of causes in 2009 

(Foundations are listed in Table 3.1). Using Foundation Center data, I checked complete list of 

grants for accuracy against 990-PF forms and then separated grants dedicated specifically for K-

12 education, training and support for K-12 personnel, K-12 policy advocacy or research, or 

supplementary education services for K-12 students.37 I accomplished this task by reviewing the 

description of each grant and coding the grant as either K-12 related or non-K-12 related. This 

eliminated 12,530 grants, leaving 2,021 individual grants for analysis. I then further examined 

each grant to gather more information on specific grants and to fill in missing information. This 

process captured the amount, recipient, location, and purpose for each grant. Given limited IRS 

reporting requirements, in some cases grant records did not include a clear location or purpose. 

To code these grants properly grantee websites were visited to collect data on location and 

                                                 
37 990-PF forms were accessed February 1, 2011 using the Foundation Center, Guidestar, and individual foundation 
websites.  
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purpose. As shown in Table 3.2, this produced a sample of grants similar to what Reckhow 

(2009) collected in 2000 and 2005. 

 

Next, each K-12 education grant was categorized by grantee type. The 46 potential categories, 

created by Reckhow (2009), are based on function or role of the grantee and are shown in Table 

3.3. Because one of my goals is to compare 2009 data to Reckhow’s earlier findings, I used a 

method that ensured consistent data gathering and coding. Specifically, the names of grantees 

from 2000 and 2005 were used to create a matching formula in Excel that coded a large 

percentage of 2009 data. This ensured the same categories were applied to the same 

organizations across years, even though individual coders changed. The next analytical 

procedure matched grants to the 100 largest school districts where grantees operated, unless 

grants were specifically allocated for service across or outside districts. In 2000, 2005, and 2009 

less than 40 grants could not be tracked one of the 100 largest school districts.  

 

Findings 

To compare the grant data more closely, I consolidated total grants into nine subtypes, 

accounting for over 80% of all funds in 2000, 2005, and 2009. Of these subtypes, a few stand out 

as having consistently received the most funding from the largest foundations during the three 

years analyzed, as shown in Figure 3.3.38 Three categories account for over half of the total 

funding; Public Schools (school districts, state education departments, and their respective 

foundations), Research/Advocacy Organizations (local, state, and national 

                                                 
38 Across the three years analyzed five foundations appeared in the Foundation Center top 15 grantmakers. These 
foundations were the Gates Foundation, Walton Family Foundation, Inc., The William and Flora Hewlett 
Foundation, The Ford Foundation, and Carnegie Corporation of New York. The analysis presented in this chapter 
was calculated with only the five foundations list above, finding very little difference from the full sample of 
foundations. 
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advocacy/research/reform nonprofit/think tanks), and Charter/Private Schools (private schools, 

private school scholarships, charter schools, charter management organizations, and charter 

school associations). 

 

Reckhow’s (2009) analysis of 2000 and 2005 data prompted her to conclude, “Foundations are 

increasingly funding alternatives to public schools and accountability systems while avoiding 

direct grants to public bureaucracies.” By looking at 2009 data it is possible to see whether these 

earlier changes were long lasting, or if they simply reflected the different strategies of the largest 

foundation from 2000, the Annenberg Foundation, and 2005, the Gates Foundation. In 2005 the 

Gates Foundation focused on catalyzing change in public schools by funding institutions 

operating around schools, but by 2009 their strategy had shifted away from small schools and 

towards teacher related reforms. The change, although exemplified by the Gates Foundation 

strategic shift, is seen across all foundations. The gains were felt most dramatically by Teach for 

America, which received $523,000 in 2000, $2.5 million in 2005, and $27.9 million in 2009.39 In 

2000 and 2005 approximately 1% of all grant funds went to teacher-focused initiatives, but in 

2009 it was almost 10%. These findings are consistent with research showing the largest 

foundations have developed strong ties with a few common nonprofits that focus on teacher 

related initiatives (Reckhow, 2010, deMarrais et al., 2011). For instance, deMarrais et al.’s 

(2011) found 50% all funding for teacher training, recruitment, and retention came from 10 

foundations and that 60% of the grants allocated from 2000 to 2008 was sent to ten nonprofits. 

                                                 
39 TFA is a prestigious teacher-recruiting program that has been operating for over 20 years and continues to expand 
its presence in underperforming public schools (Rotherham, 2011a). In 2010, 12% of all Ivy League graduates 
applied to serve. Meanwhile, TFA alumni remaining in the K-12 education sector have gained substantial clout, 
accounting for the largest percentage of executives of education nonprofits in a recent study (Higgins et al., 2011). 
Questions regarding the public benefit of TFA are numerous, although individual service has been found to increase 
racial tolerance, optimism that poor children can succeed, and the likelihood of working in education (Dobbie and 
Fryer, 2011a). 
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According to Reckhow (2010) this shift in funding helped to raise the stature of certain 

organizations such as TFA, KIPP, New Leaders for New Schools, while deemphasizing the role 

of traditional education stakeholders like teacher unions.40 According to deMarrais et al.’s (2011) 

research teacher recruitment efforts have garnered the most foundation support, accounting for 

38% of all funds allocated from 2000 to 2008, driven mostly by TFA receipt of $218 million 

during this time period. Foundations focus on teachers has not waned since deMarrais et al.’s 

(2011) analysis, as the Walton Foundation announced a multi-year donation of $49.5 million to 

TFA recently (Philanthropy News Digest, 2011b).  

 

The other category that grew consistently during the 2000s was support for charters, charter 

management organizations, and private schools, increasing to 21% of total grant funding. The 

increase from 2005 was driven solely by grants to charters and charter management 

organizations, as funding to private schools fell by 7%. Another category that experienced 

consistent increases in grant funding during the 2000s is venture capital, with approximately 

50% of venture capital allocated to NewSchools Venture Fund, which collected money from 8 of 

the 15 largest foundations, totaling $23.3 million in 2009.   

 

Another interesting finding, seemingly contrary to a Grantmakers for Education report showing 

72% of their members support advocacy efforts, is a decline in research and advocacy funding 

(Tebben, 2010). To some extent this likely reflects the maturation of foundations like Gates and 

Walton, both which have increased staff in recent years and may have less need to outsource 

research and advocacy work, a position supported by employment figures from these two 

                                                 
40 Funding to unions (AFT and NEA) increased slightly in 2009, but still accounted to 1% of total foundation grant 
making in 2009.  
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foundations. In 2011 the Gates Foundation employed approximately 10 times as many staff 

members as it had in 2001 (Greene, 2011b). In just two years (2007-2009), according to IRS tax 

forms, the Gates Foundation increased salary expenditures from $54.7 million to $99.6 million. 

During the same time period the Walton Foundation also doubled salary expenditures to $6.3 

million, up from $3.2 million in 2007.41 In addition, a comparison of 2005 and 2009 

expenditures to Washington, DC based advocacy and research organizations shows foundations 

allocated $40.3 million to organizations focusing their work in Washington, DC in 2005. But, in 

2009 the total dropped to $24.3 million, when 11 of the 15 largest foundations supported 

Washington, DC based advocacy and research organizations. Similarly, funding for 

elected/school officials associations, also primarily located in the Washington, DC metro area, 

declined from 2005 to 2009, potentially reflecting a newfound preference for foundation officials 

to directly advocate/educate, instead of funding outside organizations with similar missions and 

goals.  

 

Shifting priorities is also a regular criticism of foundations on the grounds that grantee 

organizational capacity is sacrificed, leaving promising institutions without support. Conversely, 

shifting priorities could also be a sign that the research and development function of foundations 

is being fulfilled. Regardless, in 2009 there was evidence this pattern continues. The 

organizations funded in 2005 received $661.1 million, yet four years later those same 

organizations received just $183.6 million.  

 

The final noticeable shift from 2005 to 2009 was another drop in funding to public schools, 

although not all public schools were impacted similarly. Funding to public school districts fell by 
                                                 
41 Primarily to outside education consultants as Walton contracts out most of their education related operations.  
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$3 million, but does not include a 2009 Gates Foundation pledge to provide an additional $210 

million to Pittsburgh Public Schools, Memphis City Schools, and Hillsborough County Public 

Schools in multi-year grants. Meanwhile, grants to state departments of education have fallen 

precipitously - $45.2 million to $19.5 million to $1.2 million. And, in 2009 the Gates Foundation 

was basically the only foundation still supporting state departments of education, providing 78% 

of all funds allocated. Whether these changes represents some broader rethinking of how 

foundations work with public bureaucracies is open to interpretation, but it does suggest 

foundations may have further localized their giving to public bureaucracies. 

 

Spreading the Wealth 

Reckhow (2009) found from 2000 to 2005 the number of school districts where they seeded 

grants decreased from 47 to 34. In 2009 the rose back to 2000 levels, as grantees operating in 49 

of the 100 largest school districts received funding. Of the 49 districts where foundations 

donated, 22 directly received grants, while 27 had nonprofits operating in the school district 

receive funding. The number of districts receiving at least $1 million dollars (N=22) also 

increased from previous years (See Figure 3.4 for details). In addition, the number of districts at 

the upper end of the giving scale increased, as five districts received grants totaling $15 million 

or higher, up from two in 2005 (Reckhow, 2009). 

 

As expected the largest school districts in America (NYC and LA) received larger grant 

allocations than smaller districts, but a more meaningful comparison is how districts vary in 

terms of total grants per student.42 In Figure 3.5 the 25 districts with the highest per pupil grant 

                                                 
42 In 2011, according to Common Core Data, New York City enrolled 1.1 million students while Los Angeles 
enrolled 688,000. 
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receipts from 2009 are shown, illustrating a few notable changes from 2005. Some consistency is 

exhibited, as 15 of the top 25 districts from 2005 remain in the top 25 in 2009. The biggest shift 

is high-level giving, as of the nine districts with grants totaling at least $50 per student in 2005, 

only Atlanta, Boston, Denver, and Sacramento reached the same level in 2009. In Figure 3.6 the 

20 districts receiving grants allocated directly to the district central office in 2009 are shown, 

ordered by grants per student. In a few of these districts foundations donations were almost 

exclusively directed towards the district central office and not to nonprofits operating locally. 

This was especially noticeable in seven districts, Louisville, Charlotte, Long Beach, Memphis, 

Prince George's County, MD, Tampa, and Atlanta, each which had over 70% of the foundation 

grants dedicated to their districts run through the central office.  

 

Expect Findings and Data Sources 

Reckhow (2009) argued fewer school districts receiving grants was a sign foundations were 

increasingly making investment decisions in part based on district attributes such as mayoral 

and/or state control. This hunch was supported by analysis finding mayoral and/or state control 

and civic capacity were predictive of per student grant allocations, when controlling for other 

factors. To reach this conclusion she evaluated these and a number of alternative hypotheses, 

each which is described in the following paragraphs and then replicated using 2009 data. In 

addition to describing the individual factors analyzed, I also clarify what I expect to find based 

on existing theory and common sense. This analysis helps explain what local factors matter to 

foundations when considering where to make grants. Given the local agenda setting power of a 

foundation grant, these conditions are important determinants of what type of school districts are 

most likely to be influenced by foundations. 
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Mayoral and/or State Control 

I expect districts with mayoral and/or state control will have higher levels of grant dollars per 

student, holding other factors constant. Like Reckhow (2009), I hypothesize foundations are 

more likely to operate in districts that have fewer barriers to policy implementation, thus 

governance structures that are more streamlined, without the encumbrance of school boards. To 

identify districts with state or mayoral control in 2009, scholarly literature was referenced and 

district websites searched (Wong et al., 2007, Moscovitch et al., 2010). I found 7 of the 88 

districts in the sample were governed by forms of state and/or mayoral control in 2009; 

Baltimore, Boston, Chicago, Cleveland, Detroit, New York City, and Philadelphia.43  

 

Nonprofit Advocacy Density 

Consistent with Reckhow’s (2009) findings, I expect to find a positive relationship between high 

nonprofit advocacy density and grant dollars per student. Because foundations need 

organizations at the local level to carry out their grants, I suspect districts with greater nonprofit 

capacity are more attractive to foundations, who likely want experienced and well established 

nonprofits as partners. To determine nonprofit organization capacity in a school district the 

number of social advocacy organizations per 100,000 residents was calculated for Metropolitan 

Statistical Areas (MSA) and school districts were assigned the nonprofit density of their 

overlapping MSA.44 Like Reckhow (2009) I exclude five school districts in the Washington-

Arlington-Alexandria, DC-VA-MD-WV Metropolitan Statistical Area because of an inflated 

                                                 
43 One high profile mayoral control district, the District of Columbia, was not included because based on student 
population it is the 106th largest district in the United States. 
44 The industry of social advocacy organizations (Census Code: 81331) is defined as “establishments primarily 
engaged in promoting a particular cause or working for the realization of a specific social or political goal to benefit 
a broad or specific constituency. These organizations may solicit contributions and offer memberships to support 
these goals.” 



 
 

105 

number of social advocacy organizations in these districts due to the proximity to Washington, 

DC. In addition, I exclude the Hawaii Department of Education because the district is statewide, 

which leaves 88 school districts in the sample, which overlap with 51 MSAs.  

 

Percent of College Degree Holders 

I expect a positive relationship between the percent of individuals from the school district with 

college degrees and grant dollars per student. Similar to the expected relationship with nonprofit 

capacity, I hypothesize a more educated populous is more likely to create supporting 

organizations around public education and more likely to be engaged with education programs. 

Because foundations obviously wish for their grantees to have success, having easy access to a 

component workforce should be associated with a higher likelihood of foundation funding. This 

measure of local civic capacity was gathered from the 2000 U.S. Census and is available at the 

school district level.  

 

Proximity to Foundation 

It is likely foundations have strong motivations to donate close to their headquarters, as board 

members and business connections should incent such behavior. Thus, I expect the number of 

large foundations in the same metropolitan statistical area as a school district to positively 

correlate with grant dollars per student. Of the 88 districts in the sample, 11 reside in the same 

metropolitan statistical area with at least one national foundation.  
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District Need 

The final explanatory variable tested by Reckhow (2009) is district need, expressed by the 

percent of students receiving free/reduced lunch. Because the foundations in this sample all have 

a mission to improve education, in particular for low-income individuals, I anticipate greater 

need is associated with higher levels of foundation giving (Reckhow, 2009). Data on 

free/reduced lunch at the school district level is available from the National Center for Education 

Statistics.  

 

Non-Traditional Leadership 

Education or professional background is the measure most often associated with status as a non-

traditional superintendent (Eisinger and Hula, 2004). Given foundation incentives to support 

innovative projects that upset the status quo, I expect non-traditional leaders are more likely to 

attract foundation funding because they are less connected to the status quo, including 

institutional norms and actors. Reckhow (2009) identified non-traditional leadership using 

Eisinger and Hula (2004) data that found 15 superintendents from the 100 largest districts were 

hired after non-traditional careers.45 Unfortunately, due to superintendent turnover Eisinger and 

Hula’s (2004) data cannot be applied in 2009, thus I define non-traditional leadership as 

graduation from the Broad Academy or previous service as a TFA member.46 Because Broad 

                                                 
45 Eisinger and Hula (2004) called these hires “gunslingers” based on whether they had a previous career in 
military, business, law, government, or academia. In 2004 larger districts with a higher percentage of students from 
high poverty and African-American families were more likely to hire “gunslingers.” 
46 The Broad Academy is funded and operated by the Broad Foundation and graduated 139 administrators between 
2002-2011, 39 who served as superintendents in 2011. Started with a goal of placing leaders in 30% of the 75 largest 
districts by 2004, the program remains popular among applicants, all while generating sharp criticism from some 
education scholars (Samuels, 2011a). James Horn, an associate professor of education policy at Cambridge College 
in Massachusetts, insisted in the same report, “What venture philanthropy is doing seems to me to be wielding 
influence not to help public institutions, but to destroy public institutions, or take control of them.” Diane Ravitch 
was also quoted in the report: “Once there’s a Broad superintendent, he surrounds himself with Broad fellows, and 
they have a preference towards privatization. It happens so often, it makes me wonder what they’re teaching them.” 
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Academy and TFA graduates are more likely to have interacted with foundation leaders and been 

exposed to the reform ideas supported by the “Billionaire Boys Club,” I expect their districts to 

receive higher levels of grants per student. To determine if a superintendent was a Broad 

graduate the Broad Academy alumni list was matched with the 100 largest school districts, 

finding nine matches. Interestingly, none of the 100 largest districts were led by TFA graduates 

in 2009. 

 

Urban Scale 

I expect the more urban a district, the more likely they are to receive higher grant dollars per 

student. This is expected because urban districts have a history of receiving more attention and 

money from foundations and because large urban districts with a history of underperforming are 

attractive turnaround stories for foundations (Eisinger and Hula, 2004; Anheier and Hammack, 

2010). The long-term performance issues related with urban districts, according to Cuban and 

Usdan (2003), are the result of the high levels of “poverty and racial and ethnic isolation” urban 

districts face, providing another incentive for foundation support – these districts need their 

assistance the most. Because high poverty districts also have fewer community resources, they 

could be more susceptible to offers of foundation assistance. According to Cuban (2010) these 

conditions have led to a certain type of reforms being in vogue for foundations supporting urban 

reform efforts, stemming “from policy elites deep reverence for markets, standards-based reform, 

and growing differentiation in schools flowing from expanded parental choice.” To determine 

the urban scale of each district I rely on the National Center for Education Statistics.47   

                                                                                                                                                             
To date, none of the critics can offer empirical evidence that Broad Academy graduates negatively impact school 
districts, nor can supporters point to consistent positive benefits. 
47 District Designation: 7=City: Large, 6=City: Mid-sized, 5=City: Small, 4=Suburb: Large, 3=Suburb: Mid-size, 
2=Suburb: Small, 1=Rural: Fringe.  A number of alternative assignments were tested, e.g. switching Suburb: Large 
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Average Per Pupil Spending 

Finally, I expect the higher average per pupil spending, the more likely foundations will provide 

grants in a school district, holding other factors constant. This is expected because foundations 

have a history of supporting poor and urban districts yet are motivated to have their investments 

be proven effective. In districts with high per pupil spending the likelihood of success is 

improved, if only because there is evidence of local resources available to support public 

education. This expectation is contrary to a resource argument that would suggest foundations 

might attempt to fill financial holes. Because I investigate large national foundations with goals 

of large-scale change, I believe their grant making will attempt to leverage existing public 

finances, not plug holes. Average per pupil expenditure equals the total amount of revenue paid 

out by school systems divided by their enrollment in 2008. Included in this figure are federal, 

state, and local funds spent on operating expenses, such as teacher salaries. It does not include 

capital expenses, such as school construction and is available through the National Center for 

Education Statistics. 

 

Alternative Explanatory Variables Not Tested 

Union strength, although a theoretically strong factor for foundations to donate to a school 

district, is not included because data are only available for the 50 largest districts (Hess and Loup 

2008). It seems likely that foundations would be inclined to avoid donating to school districts 

that have strong unions that may oppose dramatic reforms – especially in the realm of teacher 

evaluation, which happens to be one of the agenda items national foundations were most 

supportive of during the 2000s. Minority enrollment and high graduation statistics were also 

                                                                                                                                                             
and City: Small and using dummy variables for Large and Mid-sized cities, but the changes did not substantially 
change the regression results discussed in this chapter.   
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collected, but were excluded because they were both highly collinear with percent free/reduced 

lunch, suggesting they are measuring the same phenomenon.48 As a result the percent 

free/reduced lunch is used as a proxy for district need.  

 

Regression Analysis 

When asking why certain districts received higher per student funding, Reckhow (2009) wanted 

to know if urban issue networks, most likely to occur under state and/or mayoral control, and 

strong civic capacity helped explain foundation grant allocations. Using multivariate regression 

analysis she found two variables to be significant predictors of per student grant dollars in 2005, 

percent of residents’ postgraduate degrees and mayoral-state control, supporting the claim that 

foundations include political calculations to determine how and where to fund K-12 projects. 

Like Reckhow (2009) I model the impact of mayoral/state control, nonprofit advocacy capacity, 

percent post graduate degrees, presence of top 15 foundation in region, and percent free/reduced 

lunch on foundations grants per student in 2009. But I am more interested in understanding the 

conditions favoring foundation grant making, which I argue help predict where foundation 

influence will be the most influential local agenda setters. And, because I am interested in both 

direct and indirect influence of foundations, I examine three separate dependent variables: per 

student grant dollars in 2009 (all grants), (only nonprofit grants), (only central office grants). 

 

As shown in Table 3.4, using multivariate regression analysis, I find the percent of college 

degree holders and the percent of students receiving free/reduced lunch were statistically 

                                                 
48 Minority Enrollment: the percent of African-American, Latino, and Asian students at the district level is collected 
by the National Center for Education Statistics. Graduation Rate: the probability a 9th grader will complete high 
school in four years, calculated for the class of 2007 by Editorial Projects in Education Research Center (EdWeek 
affiliate) and ESRI. 
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significant predictors of higher per student grant dollars in 2009 (all grantees).49 Unexpectedly, I 

did not find mayoral and/or state control, nonprofit density, and proximity to a large foundation 

to be a statistically significant predictor of higher grants per student. When I add superintendent 

graduation from the Broad Academy, district urban scale, and average per pupil expenditures to 

the model the findings do not change substantively, although per pupil expenditures are a 

statistically significant predictor of higher grants per student. In addition, percent of college 

degree holders and free/reduced lunch remain statistically significant predictors of grants per 

student in the second model. Substantively, the estimated impact of percent of college degree 

holders and percent free/reduced lunch remain is similar, as a 10% increase in either is expected 

to result in approximately $17-22 dollar increase in grants per student, assuming that all other 

variables in the model are held constant. Meanwhile, a $1,000 dollar increase in per pupil 

funding is expected to result in $8 dollar increase in grants per student.50 

 

Given the influence of foundation grants on school district administrators in the chief task of the 

subsequent chapter, I also test if grants per student made only to the central office of a school 

district can be predicted by the same explanatory factors.51 In 2009 grants to district central 

offices totaled $220 million dollars, allocated across 22 school districts. As shown in Table 3.4 

the only statistically significant predictors of higher per student grant dollars in 2009 was percent 

                                                 
49 The p-value of the F-test is zero to four decimal places, showing the model is statistically significant, with 35% of 
the variability of grants per student accounted for by the explanatory variables in the model. No evidence of 
multicollinearity was found. Because of minor concerns about heteroskedasticity I applied robust standard errors. 
Additionally the normality of the residuals were checked, which have close to a normal distribution.  
50 Comparing the standardized regression coefficients shows that one standard deviation increase in percent of 
college degrees would yield a .32 standard deviation increase in the predicted grants per student, a one standard 
deviation increase in percent of students receiving free and/or reduced lunch would yield a .43 standard deviation 
increase in the predicted grants per student, and a one standard deviation increase in percent of students receiving 
free and/or reduced lunch would yield a .24 standard deviation increase in the predicted grants per student. 
51 Donations to individual public (non-charter) schools within the district were included in this total, although they 
only accounted for less than 1% of the total donations to school districts. 
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of students receiving free/reduced lunch, yet this result does not hold up when Broad Academy, 

district’s urban scale, and average per pupil expenditure are included in the multivariate 

regression model.52 Finally, I test if grants per student made only to non-central office entities 

(i.e. nonprofit organizations) can be predicted by the same explanatory factors. Table 3.4 shows 

the percent of college degree holders and the percent of students receiving free/reduced lunch 

were statistically significant predictors of higher per student grant dollars in 2009 (only nonprofit 

grantees). When superintendent graduation from the Broad Academy, urban scale, and average 

per pupil expenditures are added to the model the findings do not change substantively, with a 

10% increase in the percent of college degree holders and percent free/reduced lunch remain 

expected to result in approximately $14-18 dollar increase in grants per student, assuming that all 

other variables in the model are held constant. 

 

Conclusion and Implications 

The analysis presented in this chapter identifies a number of interesting shifts in foundation grant 

making from 2005 to 2009. The percent of grants allocated for research/advocacy organizations 

and public bureaucracies continued to decline in 2009, while charter school funding rose, private 

school funding dropped, and grants to TFA rose significantly. Funding patterns also shifted 

geographically, as more districts received funding (N=49) and received grants of at least $1 

million dollars (N=27). In 2005 grant allocations suggested a more consolidated giving patterns, 

e.g. the same nonprofits (and the same districts) receive more money, a concerning pattern 

because innovation may be stifled if more established organizations with better fundraising 

                                                 
52 Additionally, the p-value for the second model is greater than 0.05, thus the group of explanatory variables do not 
reliably predict the dependent variable. Simple linear regression (dependent variable of central office per student 
grants and district need) shows the relationship to be statistically significant, although substantively weak as with a 
10% increase is free and/or reduced lunch it is expected grants per student (central office) would increase by less 
than a dollar.   
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apparatuses attract more resources, sidelining innovative ideas (Reckhow, 2009, deMarrais et al., 

2011). Such concerns led Scott (2009) to claim: “there appears to be a policy consensus among 

many of the new philanthropists about the role of school choice— and, within the realm of 

choice reforms, charter schools—in ameliorating what ails urban schools.” These concerns are 

not unfounded, but the grant data show a great deal of diversity in grantees and although charter 

school funding increased, it is still comparable to the percentage of grant dollars allocated to 

public bureaucracies, a figure that does not account for $210 million pledged to school districts 

in 2009, yet not yet distributed. 

 

In 2009 the usual suspects - KIPP, TFA, NewSchools Venture Fund, New Teacher Project, and 

New Leaders for New Schools - received a significant amount of funding from the 15 largest 

foundations, $77.1 million, up from $37 million in 2005. But, this amount still accounted for 

only 10% of the total grant dollars provided by the 15 largest foundations in 2009. While it was a 

4% increase from 2005 levels, over 1,000 individual organizations received grants in 2009, only 

about 100 fewer organizations than received grants in 2005. Additionally, there was significant 

turnover in the organizations that received funding in 2005, as in 2009 those same organizations 

received only 28% of total grant dollars. The slight decrease in total number of organizations 

funded, combined with the increase in the number of school districts receiving foundation 

funding, suggests foundations remained committed to funding many promising projects. 

 

Unlike most large foundations the Gates Foundation is quite transparent with their grant making, 

publishing grants distributed shortly after they occur instead of waiting until the IRS requires 

their publication in annual Form 990-PFs. This allows researchers to examine the grant making 
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behavior of the Gates Foundation in a more timely fashion. For instance, Libby (2012) analyzed 

the funding patterns of the Gates Foundation between 2008 and 2010, confirming many of the 

observations made in this chapter.53 Libby (2012) found the Gates Foundation decreased funding 

for small schools, charter schools, private schools, and school districts from 2008 to 2010, while 

teacher related reforms such as the Measures of Effective Teaching (MET) Project and human 

capital projects increased dramatically, as did financial support for common core state standards. 

While the Gates Foundation is not representative of the entire foundation sector, this data 

provides another piece of evidence supporting the claim that foundation funding is diverse and 

not focused on one specific type of education reform.  

 

Interestingly, this is one of regular criticisms of foundations, grant dollars spread across too 

many organizations to promote meaningful change, leaving effective organizations without 

sufficient capital to scale up their operations (Goldberg, 2009).54 While the largest foundations 

funding K-12 organizations did not significantly decrease the average size of their grants in order 

to increase the number of districts receiving funding in 2009, an obvious opportunity cost exists 

with high grantee turnover. For example, in 2005 the Milwaukee, WI school district received 

grants that averaged approximately $50 per student. But, in 2009 the district level fell to $19 per 

student. In this case, foundation grant making spread money to more districts instead of building 

on the established programs in Milwaukee that were funded in 2005. Without knowing the 

specific external factors that led to this change, e.g. potential of intransigent school board, 

                                                 
53 There are a few differences between the methods used by Libby (2012) and those used by Reckhow (2009), the 
latter that were followed for analysis presented in this chapter. Specifically, the coding scheme is different, only 
descriptive data of categories is available, and grants are not linked to individual school districts.  
54 Issues of consolidated funding have been raised regarding the U.S. DOE’s Investing in Innovation (i3) program, 
which allocated $650 million through the federal stimulus package in 2010 and has scheduled $150 million for 
disbursement in 2011.  
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uncooperative superintendent, fractured nonprofit community, etc., a longer-term commitment to 

Milwaukee was sacrificed to adopt a more inclusionary grant making strategy. This is a key 

challenge foundations face when attempting to serve as agenda setters at the local level – as high 

grantee turnover could diminish their agenda setting power locally. 

 

Although most of the findings mirror Reckhow’s (2009) - that an educated populous with and 

high need student body are important predictors of foundation grant making, mayoral and/or 

state control was not a predictive factor of foundation grant making in 2009. Of the districts in 

which foundations donated in 2009, the average grant per student for districts with mayoral 

and/or state control was $69 dollars. For districts without mayoral and/or state control it was $47, 

but when controlling for other explanatory factors the difference was not statistically significant.  

 

One factor that may explain the non-significance of mayoral and/or state control can be seen by 

comparing the districts receiving a higher percentage of central office giving to districts in which 

foundations gave mostly to nonprofits supporting public schools. In both cases foundations give 

more to districts with high need, but in districts where a higher percentage of grant dollars went 

to public bureaucracies, the data suggest foundations may be less concerned with community 

capacity, conceivably because they rely directly on the central office to carry out the grant. 

Conversely, in districts with a higher percentage of grants going to nonprofits supporting public 

schools, foundations must rely on the capacity of the local community - percent college degrees 

and average per pupil expenditures – as these factors determine whether a grant can be 

effectively administered. Again, on average, foundations give more to districts with high student 

need, but are more likely to give in districts that have local capacity to handle a grant. In terms of 
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agenda setting, this is an important finding because giving directly to a central office 

immediately sets the local education agenda, while giving to nonprofits supporting public 

schools is an indirect form of influence. A nonprofit supporting the mission of a local public 

school has a voice in local education policy, but that voice is just one of many. In comparison, 

the central office is a dominant voice in local education, one that is capable of immediately 

setting the local education agenda.  

 

In conclusion, analysis of 2009 grant making provides a good understanding of shifting 

foundation priorities and the factors that predict how much and where foundations allocate 

resources. Foundations openly admit to their goal of leveraging funds to bring about systematic 

change in public education. This chapter showed the various strategies employed by foundations 

to accomplish this goal, which mostly occur in high-need school districts. What the analysis does 

not provide is an understanding of how grants actually influence the behavior and attitudes of 

local school administrators. For instance, how do foundation grants impact the thinking of the 

key actor (superintendent) involved with local education policy? If foundation grants are to truly 

shift local agendas they need local actors to act as their agents. Thus, in the next chapter I ask 

how foundation grants influence local education politics, examining the tension between private 

voices and public forces through a national, representative survey of large school district 

superintendents. In addition to investigating the power of foundations at the local level, I also ask 

if venture philanthropy has changed how implementation of policy occurs at the local level. 
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Figure 3.1: Types of Theories of Change  
Foundation Broad Foundation  Walton Foundation  Gates Foundation     Edutopia    
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Source: Based on information from Edutopia, Gates, Broad, and Walton Foundations. 
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Figure 3.2: National Foundation Giving by Dollar Amount and Total Grants, 1998-2009 

 
Source: The Foundation Center's Statistical Information Service: (foundationcenter.org/findfunders/statistics/). 
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Table 3.1: Top 15 Grant-makers to K-12 Education, 2000, 2005, and 2009 
 2000 2005 2009 

1 Gates Foundation Gates Foundation Gates Foundation 
2 The Annenberg Foundation Walton Family Foundation, Inc.  Walton Family Foundation, Inc.  
3 Walton Family Foundation, Inc.  Lilly Endowment Inc. Eli & Edythe Broad Foundation 
4 J. A. & Kathryn Albertson Foundation, Inc. The Wallace Foundation The Michael and Susan Dell Foundation 
5 The Ford Foundation The Annenberg Foundation W. K. Kellogg Foundation 
6 Wallace-Readers Digest Funds Eli & Edythe Broad Foundation GE Foundation 
7 Lilly Endowment Inc. The Ford Foundation Robertson Foundation 
8 The Joyce Foundation Oberkotter Foundation Omaha Community Foundation 
9 Ross Family Charitable Foundation55  The William and Flora Hewlett Foundation The William and Flora Hewlett Foundation 

10 The Brown Foundation, Inc. H. N. & Frances C. Berger Foundation Carnegie Corporation of New York 
11 Carnegie Corporation of New York Daniels Fund Silicon Valley Community Foundation 
12 The William and Flora Hewlett Foundation J. A. & Kathryn Albertson Foundation, Inc. The Ford Foundation 
13 The Skillman Foundation The Starr Foundation The Shaw "U.S." Foundation56 
14 Bank of America Foundation, Inc. Carnegie Corporation of New York Oberkotter Foundation 
15 W. K. Kellogg Foundation Silicon Valley Community Foundation Boston Foundation, Inc.  
Source: Foundation Center 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
  
 
 
 
 
  

                                                 
55 Tax return not available for this foundation. 
56 The Shaw “U.S.” Foundation made one grant categorized by the Foundation Center as K-12 education. The grant was for $12.9 million to fund reconstruction 
of public elementary and middle schools destroyed by the earthquake in Sichuan Province, China.  
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Table 3.2: Elementary and Secondary Education Grants by Foundations, 2000, 2005, and 2009 
Year Dollar Amount 

(50 largest donors) 
Dollar Amount (15 

largest donors) 
Percent of Total 

Dollars (15 largest 
donors) 

Number of Grants 
(50 largest donors) 

Number of Grants 
(15 largest donors) 

Percent of Total 
Grants (15 largest 

donors) 
2000 $1.2 billion $384.3 million 45% 2,590 1,272 49% 
2005 $1.18 billion $661.1 million 81% 3,117 1,598 51% 
2009 $1.14 billion $565.2 million 50% 3,044 2,021 66% 
Source: The Foundation Center's Statistical Information Service: (foundationcenter.org/findfunders/statistics/). Data based on all grants of $10,000 or more 
awarded by a national sample of 1,384 larger U.S. foundations 
 
 



 
 

120 

Table 3.3: Grant Recipient Categories 
Grantee Type 
School District 
Public School 
Charter School 
Private School 
Charter School Networks/Management/Authorizers 
Scholarship Fund/supporting low income students in private schools 
StateGov/Ed Dept/State Board of Ed 
Data Analysis Center 
University/community college/univ.based research institutes/National Academy 
Publicity/Media 
Local advocacy/research/reform non profit 
State advocacy/research/reform non profit 
Nat'l advocacy/research/reform non profit/think tank 
Teacher training/support/recruitment non profit 
Leadership training/recruitment non profit 
Union/Collective bargaining/ union reform 
Association of Elected/Public Officials/School Officials 
Business Constituency Group 
Racial/ethnic group 
Local education fund/community foundation 
Community organizer 
Arts Education 
Disabled Education 
Consultants 
After-school 
Literacy Program 
Venture Capital/Funding/Financing 
U.S. Dept. of Ed 
Testing Organization 
Philanthropic Association 
Science/math Education 
PTA 
Homeschooling 
State/regional fund/ education foundation 
College Access; Improving prospects for entrance 
Public school operator/network 
Volunteering/Mentoring Program 
Library 
Student enrichment programs/youth development 
Civic Education 
Community developer 
Legal Advocacy 
Other curriculum resources 
"self grant" 
Professional association 
PTA 
Regional research/advocacy organization 
School supplies/clothing 
Source: Reckhow (2009) 
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Figure 3.3: Percent of Grant Dollars for Different Uses, 2000, 2005, and 2009 

 
 
Source: Foundation Center and Individual Form 990-PFs 
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Figure 3.4: Total Grants to School Districts over $1 million, 2009 

 
Source: Foundation Center and Individual Form 990-PFs 
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Figure 3.5: Total Grants per Student to Districts, 2009 

 Source: Foundation Center and Individual Form 990-PFs 
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Figure 3.6: Total Grants per Student to Districts (Central Office), 2009 

 
 
Source: Foundation Center and Individual Form 990-PFs 
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Table 3.4: Predicting Grants per Student, 2009 
 To 100 Largest 

Districts 
(All Grantees) 

To 100 Largest 
Districts 

(All Grantees) 

To 100 Largest 
Districts  

(Only Central 
Office) 

To 100 Largest 
Districts  

(Only Central 
Office) 

To 100 Largest 
Districts  

(Only Nonprofit 
Grantees) 

To 100 Largest 
Districts  

(Only Nonprofit 
Grantees) 

Mayoral/State Control -1.41 
(32.31) 

-20.39 
(27.69) 

-4.76 
(3.15) 

-9.72 
(5.26) 

-3.24 
(32.39) 

-10.77 
(27.50) 

Nonprofit Advocacy 
Density 

11.66 
(6.95) 

11.41 
(7.43) 

-0.41 
(0.52) 

-0.63 
(0.56) 

12.06 
(7.03) 

12.05 
(7.47) 

Percent College Degrees 220.94** 
(85.74) 

188.29* 
(85.30) 

36.29 
(22.39) 

26.05 
(19.00) 

184.52* 
(81.08) 

162.15* 
(84.13) 

Top 15 Foundations in 
Region 

33.90 
(26.94) 

20.24 
(30.68) 

-4.60 
(3.21) 

-7.41 
(4.78) 

38.54 
(27.74) 

27.70 
(31.21) 

Percent Free/Reduced 
Lunch 

202.84** 
(60.09) 

170.41** 
(61.39) 

38.94* 
(20.12) 

27.31 
(16.10) 

163.71** 
(55.41) 

142.95* 
(60.08) 

Superintendent Broad 
Graduate 

 -0.51 
(19.12) 

 -0.65 
(4.24) 

 0.18 
(17.81) 

Urban Scale   3.54 
(2.93) 

 1.87 
(1.05) 

 1.66 
(2.60) 

Average Per Pupil 
Expenditure 

 0.0083* 
(0.003) 

 0.0016 
(0.001) 

 0.0065 
(0.004) 

Constant -204.28 
(72.58) 

-269.64 
(70.21) 

-25.20 
(15.78) 

-39.97 
(23.50) 

-178.92 
(70.06) 

-229.45 
(68.11) 

R2 0.35 0.40 .11 .17 0.35 0.39 
N 88 88 88 88 88 88 
Entries are unstandardized regression coefficients with robust standard errors reported. For a two-tailed test of significance, *p<0.05; **p<0.01.  
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Chapter 4 
 
 

Political Actors as Reform Conduits in Education 
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Introduction and Chapter Overview 

Of all the political actors active in education policy, I make the case in this chapter that 

superintendents and foundations play a pivotal role in local agenda setting, whether it is written 

in Washington, DC, state capitols, or in school district boardrooms and administrative offices 

across the country.57 I also show outside political actors are less influential during the 

implementation phase, as superintendents are more insular in their outreach.58 The degree to 

which superintendents engage in agenda setting activities in the latter venues is obviously 

conditioned by their local roles and responsibilities, which, as will be discussed in this chapter, 

occupy the majority of their time. Yet superintendents have a special vantage point because of 

their association with national policy figures that engage school district leaders through 

conferences, think-tank/media supported events, and foundation grants. Certainly most 

superintendents are anonymous outside of their districts, but there are a number of leaders from 

the superintendent profession who have played an outsized role in education policy nationwide 

over the past 10 years, e.g. Michelle Rhee, Joel Kline, or Arne Duncan. Given their presence in 

both education policy agenda setting and implementation circles, understanding how they view 

the education reform process illuminates the mechanisms behind policy generation and 

subsequent policy translation to the classroom. This view also shows how the depth of 

foundation’s influence in education policy.  

 

 

                                                 
57 This chapter discusses both local and national foundations.  Because the focus of this study is national 
foundations, and for the sake of brevity, national foundations are referred to as foundations while local foundations 
will be identified by their local focus.  
58 Key Political Actors Involved in Education Policy: Teacher Unions, President, Department of Education, U.S. 
Congress, Federal Judiciary, State Executive Branch, State Legislative Branch, State Judicial Branch, National 
Foundations, National Media, National Governors Association, Education Scholars, Think Tanks, Parent Teacher 
Organizations, Vendors, School Board Members, Business Leaders. 
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Chapter Outline 

To understand how superintendents fit in the landscape of K-12 education, the beginning of the 

chapter reviews how the superintendent position has evolved, followed by a description of the 

field’s composition and recent challenges faced. The information presented in this section is 

important to understanding how foundations engage with education policy, especially since 

many of these attributes are important predictors of how superintendents interact with and view 

foundations. The next section underscores the importance of understanding education from a 

superintendent’s perspective, a position resting on the uniqueness of their interaction with 

foundations and local political actors. In particular, understanding how large school district 

superintendents view large foundations is critical because it is in their school districts where 

most grant making occurs (Anheier and Hammack, 2010). And, while foundations interact with 

political actors at the national and state levels, those individuals and organizations do not face the 

day-to-day implementation challenges that superintendents confront, a position that qualifies 

them to comment on agenda setting and implementation. 

 

The remainder of the chapter is devoted to understanding agenda setting and implementation 

through the eyes of a large school district superintendent. The analysis relies on original survey 

research of large school district superintendents.59 Using the information gathered from the 

survey, I identify superintendent’s policy agenda in 2011, in addition to an assessment of the 

relative importance of key political actors in education policy. While this chapter does not 

examine the conditions leading to what I argue has been an open policy window during most of 

the 2000s, a task of the next chapter, public education has clearly gained sustained attention from 

                                                 
59 To learn more about the survey of the 271 school districts with more than 25,000 students, please see the 
appendix for a comprehensive review of procedures and aggregate results.   
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federal, state, and local political actors (Elmore, 2004). Instead, this chapter focuses on 

understanding the mechanisms by which political actors, in particular foundations, fight for 

enactment of their policy preferences at the federal, state, and local levels.  

  

This emphasis leads to specific tests of superintendent perception of, interaction with, and 

funding by foundations. According to the data, superintendent opinion of local foundation 

involvement is influenced by a number of factors, including individual and community attributes. 

I show that superintendents who interact more often with foundations and congressional 

representatives and are from larger districts hold more favorable views of foundations, while 

longer-tenured superintendents who interact more often with state department of education 

officials are more skeptical of foundations’ interests. I show that superintendents from larger and 

lower-income districts, without a doctorate, but with long terms of service, and those who 

interact less often with congressional representatives and more often with state department of 

education officials, view foundations as more influential than do their colleagues without these 

attributes. Regarding superintendent behavior, I also show that, holding other factors constant, 

superintendents interact more often with foundations when they do not hold doctorate degrees, 

have low levels of local official interaction, and high levels of U.S. DOE, state elected officials, 

and local foundation interaction. I also show that districts communicating with their 

congressional representatives at least every couple months are more likely to be foundation 

grants recipients , but that perceptions and interaction with foundations is not predicted by 

receipt of a grant.  
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Finally, I show that when implementation challenges arise, superintendents are more likely to 

reach out to fellow professionals, challenging the assumption that a venture philanthropy style of 

grant making has taken hold in K-12 education. Based on the findings, it is apparent that the 

relationship between foundations and school districts, which has the potential to be 

extraordinarily close in districts with super-sized grants, is not significant for most large districts. 

Instead, superintendents seem to rely on professional associations to support implementation of 

new policies, a finding consistent with Oakerson and Parks' (1988) inquiry of public 

entrepreneurs at the local level. I close the chapter by discussing possible implications and the 

importance of connecting findings with information gained through interviews and analysis of K-

12 education grants.  

 

The Changing Role of Superintendents 

To understand how superintendents interact with and perceive foundations one must first 

understand the environment within which superintendents operate. In today’s education climate 

superintendents of large school districts face challenges not imagined by their predecessors of 

earlier generations (Domenech, 2011). One hundred years ago a diverse student body, 

fragmented culture, and school choice were simply not issues a superintendent faced (Houston, 

2001). In that era superintendents were mostly responsible for educational leadership and 

training. They completed their duties only slightly distracted by outside influences, possessing 

the authority to craft policies with minimal input from locally elected school board members. 

Today the once all-powerful position of superintendent comes with much less authority, as 

decision making has been ceded to state and federal authorities, better organized special interest 

groups, and more assertive parents and teachers insistent their input be acted upon (Lashway, 
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2002). In addition, while superintendents are still schooled in educational leadership and 

training, these skills have become deemphasized as a job requirement in large districts 

(Domenech, 2011). In addition, this altered environment has been accompanied by rising 

foundation engagement in the public schools.   

 

The gradual shift from chief instructor and leader of a relatively simple local environment started 

shortly after public education became available to all citizens. As state legislators more closely 

considered elementary and secondary education policy, superintendents often found themselves 

serving as legislative experts, which added a layer of state level political awareness to the 

position. Then, with the adoption of the ESEA in 1965, superintendents became even more 

engaged in policy-making outside their district. State level political awareness was layered by 

federal involvement, as federal and state authorities expanded their role through state directed 

grants (Domenech, 2011). Additional public attention to K-12 education was subsequently 

provided by the 1983 report from the National Commission on Excellence in Education, A 

Nation at Risk. The accompanying reforms pushed some administrative responsibilities to the 

district level, further increasing the burden on local administrators (Leithwood, 1994; Kowalski, 

2006). During this era districts and the federal government became less powerful, while states 

became more influential (Elmore, 1990; McDermott, 2009). This transition and the publicity 

generated by the A Nation at Risk report drew both public and political attention, opening the 

door for an enhanced federal role that came to fruition with the passage of NCLB in 2002, a 

reform modeled after the state accountability movement (Manna, 2006; McDermott, 2009). With 

the implementation of RttT in the late 2000s, the role of superintendent has become even more 

complex.  
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Today superintendents balance three competing roles: instructional, managerial, and political 

(Cuban, 1998; Johnson, 1996; Nestor-Baker and Hoy, 2001). As the chief instructional leader 

they are responsible for student achievement. Managerial responsibilities include vast efficiency 

challenges and bureaucratic hurdles, as school districts are often the largest employer in their 

county or city. In a political actor capacity, superintendents must interact with union leaders, 

parents, mayors, children, and business owners and managers to acquire resources. Complicating 

these interactions are shared state and federal authority, further lengthening the list of 

stakeholders to which superintendents report. Especially in large districts, added to this web are 

foundations, which have become particularly active in urban districts. 

 

In large districts the role of a superintendent is especially complicated. Not only do management 

responsibilities include the same stakeholders as their rural counterparts, but their work portfolio 

is frequently layered with choice measures (e.g. charters, vouchers). These measures further 

complicate staffing decisions, facilities management, and curriculum standardization policies 

(Cuban, 2010). In addition, urban districts also face higher rates of poverty among their student 

populations and often serve a higher percentage of English as a Second Language (ESL) 

students. Each of these conditions disadvantages administrator efforts to raise student 

achievement. 

 

As the role of superintendent has become more complicated, the requirements of those serving 

have also changed. Their ranks, particularly in larger districts, now include a higher percentage 

of non-traditional leaders and those credentialed with doctorate degrees in non-education fields 

(Cooper and Boyd, 1987, Kowalski, 2009, Kowalski et al., 2010). Modern superintendents are 
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also now more likely to have direct communication with their stakeholders, a dramatic shift from 

a previous era when communication was primarily top-down within well-determined hierarchies 

(Kowalski, 2001, 2005). Today superintendents often have blogs, twitter accounts, and email 

address that are available to anyone logging on to the district website. For example, of the 271 

districts sampled for this study, 61% had a work email address displayed on the district website, 

often accompanied by encouraging language directing stakeholders to contact the superintendent 

regarding district operations.  

 

To handle these responsibilities, superintendents must possess a diverse set of personal and 

professional skills and abilities (Gilmour and Kinsella, 2009). They must be skilled, experienced, 

and talented, but also prepared to offer constant stakeholder access. While an accessible email 

address to all stakeholders provides the illusion of equal access, superintendents are often 

strategic in how they mete out access. Some will ensure local leaders are their first priority, some 

will build close relationships with state leaders, some with federal authorities, and some will 

regularly interact with foundations. This allocation of time is important because it can influence 

the local agenda of a school district, helping determine the policies and procedures a 

superintendent will favor. How superintendents engage their stakeholders may also be related to 

personal and district attributes, relationships analyzed later in the chapter, focusing primarily on 

how foundations are regarded and dealt with by superintendents. To understand why these 

attributes may be important, each is reviewed in the following section.  
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Superintendent Attributes 

Satisfaction, Salary, and Tenure 

Superintendents consistently report high job satisfaction. In 2007, 90% reported they were 

satisfied or very satisfied in their position (Glass and Franceschini, 2007). Three years later 97% 

affirmed this position (Kowalski et al., 2010). The unanimity of opinion can likely be attributed 

to consistent salary increases felt across the field, which from 2006-07 to 2009-10 increased by 

27%. In 2006-07 the mean superintendent salary for the nation was $125,096, while those 

serving school districts with enrollments exceeding 25,000 students earned $211,867 

(Educational Research Service, 2008). By 2010-11 the average salaries by district size had 

increased to $161,992 and $226,651 (Educational Research Service, 2011).  

 

A second factor presumably aiding high job satisfaction is stable average tenure, a surprising 

finding given the increased complexity and public awareness of the position, even with regular 

salary increases. Although the average full tenure of superintendents was between 12-14 years 

until the 1960s, when it fell to 6 years, it has only slightly declined since (Yee and Cuban, 

1996).
60 In 1992, in districts with over 25,000 students, average completed tenure was 5.8 years 

(Glass, 1992).
61 

In 2007, the average completed tenure (for all districts) was 5.5 years (Glass and 

Franceschini, 2007). Meanwhile, the sample of superintendents, also from districts with over 

25,000 students, averaged 4.6 years completed tenure, double the 1992 average of 2.8 years for 

the 25 largest school districts (Yee and Cuban, 1996). A possible explanation for the increased 

average completed tenure is the high percentage of doctorate degrees (62%) held by respondents, 

                                                 
60 Full tenure: defined as how long the superintendent stayed in their position (historical analysis). Full tenure is 
typically a higher number than average completed tenure, which can understate length of service because it is a 
snapshot in time (Ammons and Bosse, 2005).   
61 Completed tenure: defined as how long the superintendent surveyed had been in their current position (snapshot 
in time). 
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a condition found to correlate with above average tenure (Natkin et al., 2002). The reasons for 

superintendent longevity likely involve many interrelated factors, although multiple studies cite 

salary/benefits and job satisfaction as the primary reasons superintendents remain in their 

positions (Lowery and Harris, 2003; Hipp, 2002; Cooper, et al., 2000; Newell, 1997). Regardless 

of the cause, from a school reform perspective Yee and Cuban (1996) advise that short tenures 

may be necessary in some situations, as new leadership allows the school board to signal district 

priorities and seek specific skills to fit the needs of the district. 

 

On their path to becoming superintendents, most future administrators work 10-20 years in the 

field, first as a teacher, then a principal, then as superintendent in a small district, and finally 

rising to a large district superintendent position (Glass and Franceschini, 2007). Although this 

path is still the norm, alternative paths are becoming more common as superintendents rise from 

central office positions or through the alternative licensure paths now available in many states 

(Glass and Franceschini, 2007; Kowalski et al., 2010).  

 

Gender 

Given the numerous stakeholders superintendents must engage with regularly, a more 

collaborative approach to leadership is a skill some associate with an effective superintendency. 

It is also a skill several studies have found to be more frequently exhibited by female 

superintendents (Gilmour and Kinsella, 2009). Although women have dominated the education 

field since the American Civil War, they fill only a small percentage of leadership positions at 
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the district level.
62

  In fact, even though 75% of the teaching positions in the U.S. are staffed by 

women, it has long been the case that men, in particular white men, staff leadership posts in local 

education systems. Women held 28% of the nation’s superintendent positions in 1930, but by 

1992 the number had fallen to 7.1%. In the last twenty years the gender disparity has closed 

slightly, although the position remains male dominated. The percentage of woman 

superintendents increased to 13.2% by 2000 and in the most recent accounting, the percentage 

stood at 24.1% (Dana and Bourisaw, 2006; Kowalski et al., 2010).
63

  

 

Race and Ethnicity 

A persistent aspect of the modern superintendent position is the monolithic racial and ethnic 

composition of those serving. Although the percentage of superintendents of color has increased 

since 1980, when it stood at 2.1%, growth has been minuscule (Cunningham and Hentges, 1983). 

By 1992 the percentage increased to 3.9%, but in 2000 the percentage crested and has remained 

around 6% since (Glass et al., 2000; Kowalski et al., 2010). In larger districts the percentage of 

superintendents of color is higher, a finding reflected in Kowalski et al. (2010) and this survey. 

Although there have been increases in minority hiring for the position of superintendent, 

minorities are still likely to enter the superintendent field later in their career and are twice as 

likely to report encountering discrimination during career advancement (Kowalski et al., 2010). 

Women of color are even less well represented as superintendents, as in 1999 African-American 

women led less than one percent of the districts nationwide (Dana and Bourisaw, 2006).  

 

                                                 
62 Sixty percent of all teachers were women in 1870, a number that rose to 80% by 1920 and has only slight dropped 
since, falling to 76% in 2007 (Hess, 2010). 
63 In the survey 22.8% of respondents were women, closely tracking the national average. 
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Why Ask Superintendents About Education Reform? 

While the position of superintendent in America has certainly evolved, the changes outlined in 

the previous section have left superintendents with great discretion over policy decisions. 

Control has diminished from the early 1900s, but of all the political actors active in education 

politics at the district level, including national, state, and locally elected officials, (e.g. mayors, 

governors, senators, unions, parents, students, and teachers); superintendents are the most 

capable of influencing both policy adoption and implementation. Marsh (2000) argues that while 

a school district can disregard, defy, or adapt state policy, as the central node connecting schools, 

the state, and the community, a school district is the crucial agent to mobilizing resources to 

bring about reform. Thus, as the leaders of this connecting institution, superintendents have 

power to engage and influence education reform. In this role they have been shown to be key 

mediators of policy outcomes (Spillane, 1996; Honig, 2003). Further, strong leadership from the 

superintendent position is viewed as a “necessary, but not sufficient condition” for effective 

reform to be introduced (Kirp, 2010). Finally, as Figure 4.1 shows, superintendents are well 

known in their community in comparison to other political actors and thus can become the face 

of a reform to the public.64 Such notoriety is important when attempting to set the local education 

agenda. 

 

Given their importance in education reform, there are many reasons superintendents’ eyes are the 

ideal window into the world of education reform. Not only do they, especially those from large 

districts, have a national perspective, due to associations with state and national leaders, but their 

day-to-day responsibilities connect them with parents, teachers, unions, business leaders, and 

                                                 
64 While the question referenced in Figure 4.1 was asked in 1987, it is unlikely the dynamics contributing to higher 
name recognition for school superintendents than the local U.S. Representative. 
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students. These connections provide a distinctive view of local education politics, intermingled 

with a national consciousness that fewer and fewer local political actors hold (Skocpol, 2003). 

By straddling the worlds of local and national education policy, they offer a perspective on 

education reform that may be more cognizant of local realities, yet still aware of national trends 

moving districts towards certain practices. Hopefully these two viewpoints are illuminated in this 

chapter.  

 

Further, because one of the purposes of this dissertation is to assess the role of foundations in 

education reform, both how they set policy agendas and aid in implementation, it is necessary to 

solicit opinions from political actors engaged in both activities. Superintendents are uniquely 

qualified to assess these distinct processes. Because they possess a distinctive understanding of 

the local conditions that influence policy divergence, e.g. local demographics, teacher contracts, 

and are most likely to negotiate grant conditions with foundations, they can shape the terms of 

outside interventions - from federal and state authorities, as well as foundations. As Hess (2010) 

notes, “the amount of discretionary money that a superintendent controls is quite small. Fifty 

million could make a big difference, if spent smart.” When foundations pledge to give to a 

district, they negotiate with superintendents, providing them the ability to shape the terms of 

intervention, while also providing a bargaining chip to superintendents to negotiate preferred 

policy outcomes with other local political actors, e.g. teacher unions.  

 

Agenda Setting 

What can superintendents tell us about agenda setting in education policy? First, given their view 

of the policy-making process I argue they can accurately assess what is on the policy agenda in 
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school districts across the country. Second, they can help unravel the process through which 

those policies on the agenda reached their exalted status. Third, they can help pinpoint the 

district and superintendent characteristics associated with foundation favoritism and grant 

receipt. Each of these tasks is undertaken in this section. 

 

The Agenda 

Kingdon (1995) defined the policy agenda as what key federal officials pay serious attention to 

in their work, using transportation and health care policy as case studies to illuminate his 

multiple stream theory. But, identifying a comprehensive national education policy agenda is a 

bit more challenging because policies vary across districts and states. Confronting this challenge 

requires knowledge from a group of political actors with connections to local, state, and federal 

policy circles. Fortunately the superintendent survey meets this criterion. Because 

superintendents are grounded in the agendas of their local communities, the potential federal bias 

– Kingdon (1995) spoke primarily with federal officials in Washington, DC whose perspective is 

by default federal – may be limited, producing a more accurate assessment of a common agenda 

across school districts, not just an agenda held by Washington, DC political actors.  

 

To identify what key officials pay serious attention to in their work, superintendents were asked 

in the survey to rank the most important reforms of the past 10 years and to predict the reforms 

they anticipate their districts will implement in the next 3-5 years.65 By asking about reforms in a 

retrospective and prospective manner, recall bias may be limited, as this approach guards against 

the tendency of respondents to cite reforms most recently confronted. Additionally, the 

                                                 
65 Superintendents provided this information by scoring 15 education reforms on a scale of Most Significant=1 to 
Least Significant=5, based on reforms importance during the past 10 years. 
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retrospective question provided the list of reforms in randomized order, ensuring more recent 

reforms were mixed with reforms from the early 2000s. Selection of these reforms also included 

examples of structural, pedagogical, and capacity building reforms and was pretested by 

experienced education administrators (Hess, 2008; Nitta, 2008).66 Given these safeguards and the 

consistency of superintendent response, there is ample evidence of a common education agenda 

across American school districts in 2011, which at the top includes the following reforms.67 

1. Common core state standards 
2. Teacher compensation reforms 
3. Personalized learning/virtual education 
4. School finance equity 
5. Charter schools 

 

Based on the survey superintendents generally agree common core state standards and value-

added teacher assessment are the most significant reforms of the past 10 years, followed by a 

second tier of reforms - school finance equity, teacher certification, and charter schools.68 A third 

tier of reforms includes class size reduction, opportunity to learn standards, merit/performance 

pay, school-to-work, Teach for America, and privatization of school services. The last tier, 

ranked the least influential reforms of the past ten years, includes vouchers, mayoral control, 

single-sex education, and school uniforms. Only four superintendents identified other reforms as 

significant, two of whom cited the Gates Foundation’s small schools effort. Figure 4.2 shows a 

box plot of the reforms, visualizing the distribution of the data.  
                                                 
66 Pedagogical reforms alter teaching techniques, structural reforms are adjustments to the institutions that comprise 
K-12 education, and capacity building reforms focus on professionalization. A McKinsey report on school reform 
uses a similar classification scheme; categorizing reforms as structure, resources, or process focused. Structure 
reforms establish “new institutions or school types, altering school years and levels, or decentralizing system 
responsibilities (Mourshed et al., 2010).” Resources reforms increase staff or system funding. Processes reforms 
modify “curriculum and improving the way that teachers instruct and principals lead.” 
67 See Appendix D for additional details on each of the agenda items. 
68 On average these reforms were rated only slightly less significant, but all are statistically significantly different 
from the average ranking of value-added teacher assessment and common core state standards. For instance the 
mean of common core state standards is statistically significantly different from the mean of Charter Schools (t=-
3.0792, p=0.0031). 
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The three reforms superintendents are most likely to implement in the next 3-5 years also point 

to the influence of outside entities on local school district policy. First, 42% of the 

superintendents expect to implement some form of teacher compensation reform in their district, 

such as performance pay and value-added assessment reforms. When asked why teacher 

compensation reforms were on the agenda, superintendents responded the factors most 

responsible were RttT, school boards, public opinion, foundation grants, and state legislation. A 

recent report provided evidence of this shift occurring across the states, finding that, as of 

October 2011, 24 states and the District of Columbia require annual evaluations for all teachers, 

up from 15 states in 2009 (National Council on Teacher Quality, 2011). In addition, in 2007 only 

4 states required that evidence of student learning account for the largest percentage of their 

assessment, compared to 17 of the 24, plus the District of Columbia in October 2011.  

 

Second, 36% of superintendents expect their districts to implement common core state standards 

in the next 3-5 years, which according to superintendents was placed on the agenda by federal 

and state departments of educations. Third, 25% of superintendents expect personalized 

learning/virtual education to be implemented in their district, primarily as a result of budget cuts, 

state mandates, new technology, and student demands. Of the explanations offered for why these 

reforms will prosper, only school boards, public opinion, and student demand are locally driven 

factors. The other explanations, which were mentioned more frequently, were federal and state 

authorities, and foundations.  
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Political Actor Influence 

But how do these political actors – especially foundations - position themselves to push their 

favored policies onto the agenda? And compared to the other political actors similarly engaged, 

how influential are they? To answer these questions, superintendents were asked to rank order 

the political actors shown in Table 4.1 from most influential to least influential. It is important to 

note why a relative comparison matters. While it is easy to say foundations are influential 

because of a single large grant, or personal connections with district administrators, such 

reasoning fails to capture the competitive landscape against which foundations compete to enact 

their reforms. Thus, foundations are ranked against other political actors, allowing relative 

foundation influence to be more accurately assessed.  

 

The results suggest the federal executive branch stands alone as the most influential political 

actor in education policy. The second tier of influence also resides in federal and state policy-

making spheres - with state executive and legislative branches and Congress ranked slightly 

below the federal executive branch. In the final tier is everyone else, including foundations, 

NGA, business leaders, national media, NEA, American Federation of Teachers (hereinafter 

AFT), parent teacher organizations, think tanks, peer reviewed research (education scholars), and 

the state and federal judicial branches. Figure 4.3 shows the distribution of influence ranking in 

box plot form. 

 

Comparing Superintendent Opinion to Similar Studies 

How superintendents assessed influence of certain political actors is strikingly similar to claims 

from others that agenda setting power in education policy is held by elite education bureaucrats, 
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state governors, interest groups, and U.S. Presidents (Manna, 2006, Nitta, 2008, Swanson and 

Barlage, 2006). See Table 4.2 for a more detailed comparison of superintendent influence 

rankings and the most comparable recent study.69 The table shows superintendents and 

education-policy experts have different opinions regarding the relative influence of state and 

federal legislators, interest groups, and state and federal legislative branches. Superintendents 

view Congress and foundations as less influential than their education-policy expert counterparts, 

but were otherwise consistent in the relative ranking of most political actors, in particular the 

NGA, AFT, and NEA. 

 

There are three reasonable explanations for the divergent views, each relating to a theme in this 

dissertation, that foundations are more influential in federal policy circles than in local school 

districts. First, Swanson and Barlage (2006) surveyed leading education-policy experts, almost 

half who worked primarily on federal education issues. Second, the study was carried out five 

years prior to the superintendent survey, a few years after the passage of NCLB, the biggest 

federal intervention ever in education policy. Third, Swanson and Barlage asked respondents to 

“focus specifically on the K-12 policy arena in the United States during the past 10 years.” Each 

of these conditions could lead to a more federal orientation in their responses.  

 

 

 

                                                 
69 Swanson and Barlage (2006) conducted a survey of education-policy experts (media, policymakers, think tanks, 
university-based academics, professional organizations, advocacy groups, and foundation professionals), asking 
them to rank the most influential individuals, academic studies, information sources, and organizations in education 
policy. The two-stage survey asked participants to first cite the most influential individuals, academic studies, and 
organizations in education policy, and then after cataloguing the findings, asked the same sample to rank them. 
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Interaction as Influence 

Adopting a reform in a school district requires information about those reforms, which 

necessitates communication and often requires specialized training through professional 

conferences. It is likely that communication networks influence which reforms are considered, 

which are adopted, and how they are molded to fit local district preferences. Thus, it matters 

greatly which political actors superintendents regularly contact and the mediums through which 

communication and training occur. The superintendent survey asked about three modes of 

communication, regular reading sources, conference attendance, and senior staff communication.  

 

Invariably superintendents receive education related news from four primary sources; Education 

Week, The School Administrator, ASCD SmartBrief, and the Phi Delta Kappan. Of these, two 

stand out, as over 75% regularly read Education Week and The School Administrator. 

Conference attendance is more varied, although half of those surveyed regularly attend the 

AASA National Conference on Education, followed by state level superintendent conferences. 

Regarding senior staff communication patterns, superintendents revealed that local officials 

dominate when compared to other political actors. Not surprisingly, 62% stated they interacted 

with their mayor, county administrator, city council, school board members, or district offices 

every week. The results in Table 4.3 show the more local the political actor, the more frequently 

the superintendent or their senior staff will interact with them. The more distant the political 

actor, (e.g. national foundation officials) the less often they communicate.  
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How Reforms Gain Agenda Status 

Thus far this chapter has identified the issues on the education policy agenda and the most 

influential political actors in this realm. But, how do political actors use their influence to change 

the policy agenda? What are the actual steps they take and do they vary by agenda item? 

Superintendents answered these questions from their perspective, focusing on three reforms that 

have gained agenda status recently, common core state standards, value-added teacher 

assessment, and charter schools.70 When asked about common core state standards 

superintendents claimed two nationally focused political actors, the NGA and the federal 

executive branch, were most responsible for the rise of common core state standards, that 

business leaders and state executive branch efforts brought about value-added teacher assessment 

reforms, and that national foundations should be credited with charter schools gaining 

prominence as a policy solution. In addition, while foundations were not credited with being the 

most influential political actor behind the first two reforms, they were deemed the third most 

supportive political actor for both.  

 

When asked how these reforms rose on the agenda, superintendents credited lobbying Congress, 

lobbying the administration, and funding pilot projects as the activities most responsible. What 

the survey responses demonstrate is that foundations are key players in reform promotion, a 

contention supported by foundation grant allocations and public statements. For instance, Tom 

Vander Ark, the director of Gates education program from 1999 and 2006 strongly advocated for 
                                                 
70 Superintendents were asked to select one reform viewed as most significant and comment further on how and 
why the reform became significant, the political actors most active in their support of the reform, and how those 
political actors supported the reform efforts. Superintendents explained common core state standards is significant 
because it has the potential to improve K-12 education by increasing rigor and consistency by allowing state-to-state 
comparisons and moving the debate away from what to teach and toward how to teach. Superintendents explained 
value-added teacher assessment is significant because it allows districts to evaluate teachers based on results and the 
impact they have on students, helps focus instruction and professional development on what benefits student 
achievement, and allows the private sector to relate to worker assessment. 
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common core state standards when he said, “We’re two decades into the standards movement in 

this country, and standards are still different by classroom, by school, by district, and by state” 

(Miller, 2008). In addition, from January 2010 to August 2011 the Gates Foundation invested 

$52.9 million to support the adoption and implementation of common core state standards. Bill 

Gates demonstrated his commitment to the issue of common core state standards by stating, 

“That has been a very exciting thing. We’ll go from being the country with the most messed-up 

core curriculum standards to actually having the best” (Anderson, 2011b). 

 

While Gates Foundation support for value-added teacher assessment has not been as explicit, 

$290 million in grants to Hillsborough County (Fla.) Public Schools, Memphis (Tenn.) City 

Schools, Pittsburgh (Pa.) Public Schools, and a collection of charter school consortiums all 

aimed at improving teacher effectiveness. These 2009 grants focused on the entire teacher life 

cycle, examining the recruitment, evaluation, support, retention, and rewards provided teachers. 

the Gates Foundation also allocated $45 million for the MET project, which aims to improve the 

evaluation metrics used by teachers.  

 

Foundations:  Perceptions and Interactions 

Given the relative importance of foundations as policy entrepreneurs, the next level of analysis 

seeks to understand how superintendents perceive and interact with foundations. These actions 

and feelings are important because individual and environmental attributes could impact the 

ability of foundations to enact their preferred policy preferences at the school district level. 

Specifically, individual superintendent attributes, the presence of mayoral control, and measures 
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of capacity and district need are examined to assess their relationship with superintendent 

perception of, and interaction with, foundations.   

 

The four dependent variables are based on specific questions from the superintendent survey. 

The first three questions gauge superintendent perceptions of foundations, at the national level 

and at the school district level. The first requests superintendent’s opinion on foundation 

contributions to public education, asking if they agree with the statement: “National foundation 

involvement in education reform has helped improve public education nationally.” While those 

agreeing that foundations have helped improve public education outnumbered those in 

disagreement, the responses were mixed (30% had no opinion, 45% agreed or strongly agreed, 

and 26% disagreed or strongly disagreed). The second question asks superintendents to focus on 

their own district: “National foundations have a good understanding of the local conditions 

affecting our school district.”71 Answers to this question were more one-sided, as only 11% of 

the respondents strongly agreed or agreed foundations did well on this measure. The third 

question asks superintendents to rank order 15 political actors. The relative ranking each 

respondent assigned to foundations serves as the dependent variable and shows how 

superintendents view foundations influence in comparison to other political actors. Average 

responses to this question are shown in Figure 4.3. The final question asks about interaction with 

national foundation officials (e.g. Gates Foundation, Walton Family Foundation, Broad 

Foundation), specifically how often superintendents interact with these organizations. Responses 

are scored on a five-point scale from rarely/never (1) to every week (5) and demonstrate how 

often superintendents consult with, or seek advice from foundations.  

 
                                                 
71 Both are scored on a five-point scale from strongly agree (1) to strongly disagree (5). 



 
 

148 

Expected Findings 

Using the four questions as dependent variables, I run four separate ordered logistic models, 

analyzing the determinants of superintendent perceptions of foundations and the frequency with 

which they interact. Each model has the same fifteen explanatory variables, which include 

district demographic variables (percent of individuals with college degrees, percent of students 

receiving free/reduced lunch, urban scale, and number of students in district) and individual 

superintendent factors (doctorate, years served as superintendent, Broad fellow status, and 

gender). The last seven explanatory variables measure the effect of interaction with specific 

political actors.72 

 

In each of the four models I expect districts with a higher percentage of residents with college 

degrees, a larger number of students, and a more urban setting to positively correlate with 

favorable views of foundations and increased levels of foundation interaction. This expectation is 

due to the enhanced civic capacity of a more educated populous and the increased likelihood that 

larger and more urban districts have received foundation grants in the past (Anheier and 

Hammack, 2010). In addition, because Cuban and Usdan (2003) claim that “America is a urban 

nation” and that the challenges faced by urban superintendents are different than those in 

suburban and rural districts, I expect superintendents from more urban districts to have different 

views and relationships with foundations than their suburban and rural counterparts. The district 

                                                 
72 Specific Political Actors: 1) Local officials (Mayor, County Administrator, City Council, School Board Members, 
District Office), 2) State officials (State Department of Education staff), 3) Elected state officials (Representative, 
Senators, staff, district office), 4) Local foundation officials (e.g. Fargo Community Foundation), 5) Your 
representatives in the U.S. Congress (Representative, Senators, Staff, State District Office), 6) Federal officials (U.S. 
Department of Education staff), and 7) National foundation officials (e.g. Gates Foundation, Walton Family 
Foundation, Broad Foundation) 
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designation of urban scale is provided by the U.S. DOE. These are recoded into a scaled variable, 

running from the most urban district to least urban.73  

 

I also expect superintendents from districts with high levels of poverty (measured by 

free/reduced lunch) to be more supportive of foundations and have higher levels of interaction, 

for many of the same reasons – foundations have been more involved in high poverty districts 

and have explicitly stated that addressing low student achievement in these communities is their 

primary goal.74 In addition, less affluent districts with fewer financial resources may be more 

grateful for foundation support for discretionary programs. For superintendents, such donations 

are an attractive proposition because of the reputational bump they may accrue when their 

district receives a large grant. 

 

Individual superintendent factors (years served as superintendent, Broad fellow status, and 

gender) are expected to correlate with favorable views and higher levels of interaction with 

foundations because of the training and experience that may bias opinions of foundation reform 

efforts. Conversely, I speculate superintendents with doctorate degrees are less likely to hold a 

positive view of foundations. Given the empirical training required of doctorate degree holders, 

it is possible they could more rigorously question national foundation involvement in education 

reform, which could cause them to provide a more critical assessment of their activities.  

 

                                                 
73 Designation Options: 7=City: Large, 6=City: Mid-sized, 5=City: Small, 4=Suburb: Large, 3=Suburb: Mid-size, 
2=Suburb: Small, 1=Rural: Fringe.  A number of alternative assignments were tested, e.g. switching Suburb: Large 
and City: Small and using dummy variables for Large and Mid-sized cities, but the changes did not substantially 
change the regression results discussed in this chapter.   
74 Jim Blew, education-reform director for the Walton Family Foundation commented, “All the foundations are 
trying to tackle the same problem. And that problem is very low student achievement, especially in low-income 
areas” (Beamish, 2011). 
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Additionally, longer tenured superintendents are more likely to have been involved with 

foundation efforts in previous years, which could cause a more cynical view of current reform 

efforts. Training through the Broad Foundation could bias opinion of foundations in the opposite 

direction; given the direct financial and personal development support provided by the Broad 

Foundation for this program. Gender is included in the predictive model because of the necessity 

for a collaborative approach to engage outside political actors like foundations. Because studies 

have found female superintendents often take a more collaborative approach to leadership, I 

expect female superintendents to be more supportive of working with outside partners such as 

foundations (Gilmour and Kinsella, 2009).  

 

Finally, I expect frequent interaction with federal officials, congressional representatives, and 

national foundation officials to correlate with favorable views toward foundations. At the federal 

level Dreier and Martin (2010) found national agenda setting and framing campaigns can diverge 

between local and national realms. In education policy this phenomenon could manifest in a 

local policy agenda that is quite different from the policy agenda in Washington, DC. Because 

foundations have increased their policy presence in Washington, DC, it might be that 

superintendents connected to the federal government are more likely to adopt views that align 

with foundation reform efforts.  

 

This question is also considered from the state perspective, evaluating how close relationships 

with state authorities influence acceptance of foundation reform efforts. Previous research has 

found policy entrepreneurs have been able to shape education policy by articulating school 

choice onto the agendas of many states, a finding that suggests close alignment with state 
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authorities may favor foundation led reform at the district level (Mintrom, 1997). Given these 

findings I expect interaction with local officials, state officials, elected state officials, and local 

foundation officials to do the opposite. In essence, I expect a more national communication 

orientation to predict greater comfort with foundations, while a more local orientation to predict 

less approval with foundations, with all other factors held constant.  

 

Findings: Regression Analysis 

Table 4.4 shows the results for ordered logistic regressions predicting foundation understanding, 

influence, and interaction. Ordered logistic regression analysis finds that none of the independent 

variables are statistically significant predictors of superintendent opinion regarding the public 

benefit of foundation involvement in K-12 education, even at a .10 p-value.75 The second model 

seeks to measure the impact of the explanatory variables on superintendent opinion of 

foundations understanding of local school district conditions. Some of the expected findings 

were confirmed, as ordered logistic regression analysis found the number of students in the 

school district, years of superintendent service, and the frequency of state department of 

education, congressional representative, national foundation, and local foundation interaction are 

statistically significant predictors of superintendent opinion regarding foundations understanding 

of local school district conditions. Superintendents serving in larger districts and those who more 

frequently interact with national foundations and members of Congress are more likely to agree, 

                                                 
75 A p-value at the .10 level is reported due to the small sample size, which lowers the chance of identifying 
statistically significant relationships (although given the procedures followed does not eliminate the possibility of 
important relationships being uncovered). For reference, linear regression analysis used in this dissertation assumes 
there are no differences between school districts and tests the likelihood of produced the results from the survey. The 
p-value is a representation of the probability of observing data at least as extreme as our results. When a small p-
value is associated with a dependent variable, it suggests the result is unlikely and that there is a strong possibility 
the null hypothesis is false, and that there is a relationship between the dependent and independent variable.  
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“National foundations have a good understanding of the local conditions affecting our school 

district.”  

 

Meanwhile longer tenured superintendents and those who more frequently interact with local 

foundations and the state department of education are more likely to disagree with the statement, 

holding other factors constant. These findings all support the federal (state/local) divide 

explained in the expected findings section. None of the other explanatory variables were 

statistically significant, but the relationships between the following variables were anticipated: 

percent of residents with college degrees, percent of students receiving free/reduced lunch, 

doctorate degree, Broad fellow, and interaction with state elected officials and the U.S. DOE. 

Contrary to expectations, but also statistically insignificant, superintendents from more urban 

districts, and female superintendents showed less faith that foundations understood local school 

districts. Another unexpected relationship, but also statistically insignificant, interaction with 

local officials has a positive effect on superintendents’ belief that foundations understand local 

school districts.  

 

The third model seeks to measure the impact of the same explanatory variables on superintendent 

opinion of foundations’ influence in education policy. Some of the expected findings were 

confirmed, as ordered logistic regression analysis found the number of students in the school 

district, percent of students receiving free/reduced lunch, years of superintendent service, and 

being credentialed with a doctorate were statistically significant predictors of a higher ranking of 

foundations on an influence scale. Additionally, as expected, frequent interaction with state 

department of education officials is a statistically significant predictor of a higher assessment of 
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national foundation influence. Unexpectedly, frequent interaction with congressional 

representatives is a statistically significant predictor of lower assessment of national foundation’s 

level of influence. While unexpected, the finding is reasonable as the more you interact with the 

Congress, the more cognizant you are likely to become of their influence relative to political 

actors such as foundations. Other variables were not statistically significant and except for 

communication with the following political actors, U.S. DOE, national foundations, local 

officials, local foundations, behaved as expected.  

 

The last model analyzes the impact of the same explanatory variables on superintendent 

interaction with foundations. I find in this model, as expected and statistically significant, that 

superintendents with doctorates are less likely to interact frequently with foundations. Three 

other expected findings were statistically significant: low levels of local official engagement, 

high levels of U.S. DOE and local foundation engagement predict high levels of engagement 

with foundations, holding other factors constant. The final statistically significant finding was 

unexpected, as high levels of correspondence with state elected officials predict increased 

national foundation interaction, when holding other factors constant. Finally, the effect of 

poverty, and Broad fellow status, although not statistically significant predictors, relate to 

interaction with foundations as expected.   

 

Because tenure as a superintendent and size of the district are the most consistent explanatory 

variables across the various measures of foundation perception and interaction, Table 4.5 is 

provided in the appendix. It shows that, on average, superintendents who are longer tenured and 

from larger districts are more likely to view foundations as more influential than other political 
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actors, yet are also more likely to believe foundations do not have a good understanding of the 

local challenges they face. In the following section, the next level of analysis is conducted, 

examining how grant allocation relates to the explanatory variables evaluated in previous 

models.  

 

Connecting Past Giving and Current Agenda 

The analysis of grant making in 2009 facilitates a comparison between national foundation 

funding patterns during the 2000s and the education policy agenda in 2011.76 The data from the 

2000, 2005, and 2009 show few types of grantees receive the largest portion of foundation 

funding. In 2000, it was public schools, followed by research/advocacy non-profit organizations, 

universities, and charter/private schools. Collectively these groups accounted for almost 70% of 

all funding. In 2005 the same four groups received the majority of all grant funding, almost 65%, 

but charter/private schools funding significantly increased, as did elected/school officials 

associations, and public school network operators. In 2009 funding allocations reverted back to 

2000 distribution patterns, with public schools receiving the largest percentage of funds, 

followed by charters/private schools, research/advocacy non-profit organizations, universities, 

and teacher focused programs. Teacher focused programs increased significantly, driven 

primarily by grants to the TFA program. In 2009, the five types received over 75% of funds 

allocated.  

 

While these allocation patterns hint at the type of reforms foundations support, the data are not 

sufficient to examine how exactly grant dollars are utilized by grantees. Funds for public schools 

                                                 
76 In 2000, 2005, and 2009 grant recipients from the 15 largest foundations in the U.S. were coded into categories, 
based on the function or role of the grantee. 
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dominate foundation funding in the 2000s. However, school districts and state departments of 

education utilize these funds for a number of different activities and programs. Similarly, grants 

to research/advocacy non-profit organizations are often allocated as general purpose operating 

funds, making it difficult to connect agenda items – value-added teacher assessment, common 

core state standards, teacher compensation reforms, personalized learning/virtual education, 

school finance equity, charter schools – with foundation funding.  

 

One of the survey questions grapples with this problem by asking districts directly about grants 

received from large foundations. Of the school districts sampled, 19 retrospectively reported 

receipt of a grant of at least $500,000 from a national foundation between 2008-2011. See 

Appendix B. When asked what type of project the grant supported, 14 different reforms were 

reported. Twelve of the 14 districts reported the project the grant funded existed prior to receipt 

of the grant. Two factors likely drive this condition. First, foundation-funding patterns seem to 

follow the lead of other political entrepreneurs who initiate projects that foundations then help 

scale up. Second, when foundations compete against other potential agenda setters (e.g. state and 

federal authorities, business leaders, unions) for influence in district affairs, their efforts are 

likely minimized due to the diversity of projects supported. Because state and federal authorities 

are likely to focus their efforts on a few key initiatives, foundations, each possessing their own 

unique agenda and reform proposals, are likely to carry less sway at the district level given their 

disparate efforts. This suggests, on average, the agenda in the typical school district is driven 

mostly by factors other than foundation grant making.  
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The data on large school districts interaction with foundations also support this claim, finding 

school districts communicated with foundations less often than every other institutional 

government actor engaged in education policy, in addition to representatives from local 

foundations. In fact, 60% of superintendents stated they or their district staff rarely or never 

interact with foundations. Further, superintendents, on average, reported devoting a mere 4.6 

hours per month to communicating with national and local foundation officials. Assuming a 60-

hour workweek, this task accounts for 2% of an average monthly workload. Although national 

foundation interaction is rare, the majority of superintendents (56%) indicate they have a grant 

writer on staff, suggesting they regularly seek outside funds, although it is unclear whether these 

resources are devoted to seeking foundation funding or state and federal government funding. 

Interestingly, keeping a grant writer on staff does not predict large grant receipt, as only 30% of 

the districts with grant writers reported receiving a large grant from a foundation between 2008 

and 2011. 

 

This is especially interesting given that foundations in the 2000s donated more to large districts 

with certain attributes, e.g. mayoral control and district capacity. To examine how well these 

findings hold up against survey data, the same analysis from the previous chapter is applied to 

the superintendent survey. This is admittedly an imperfect comparison, as the analysis relies on 

survey data, not IRS required Form 990s. In addition, the survey only asked about grants over 

$500,000, not all grants. But, this approach is more current than 2009 IRS data and less subject 

to the vagaries of a one-year grant period, as it is spread over a three-year period.  
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In the previous chapter, IRS reported data grants dollars per capita was the dependent variable in 

the model, but for this analysis it is replaced with a dichotomous variable - receipt of large grant 

variable. The explanatory variables remain the same, except for the exclusion of two variables, 

mayoral control and number of top 15 education grant-makers in the metropolitan area. The 

variables included in the model are nonprofit advocacy organization density, percent of 

individuals with postgraduate degrees, and district need (measured as percent free/reduced lunch 

as district graduation rate and percent minority enrollment were highly collinear with percent 

free/reduced lunch). Mayoral control cannot be included because of how rarely it exists among 

the survey respondents (only 9 of the 271 largest school districts are subject to mayoral control). 

The variable (number of top 15 education grant-makers in the metropolitan area) is not included 

because there is limited overlap with the location of the survey respondents. Utilizing logistic 

regression analysis, I find none of the independent variables are statistically significant 

predictors of receipt of a large grant. 

 

I further refined the model to determine the effect of demographic district factors (percent of 

individuals with college degrees, percent of students receiving free/reduced lunch, urban scale, 

and number of students in district) as well as individual superintendent factors (doctorate, years 

served as superintendent, Broad fellow status, and gender), and frequency of interaction with 

numerous political actors on grant receipt. Utilizing logistic regression analysis I found 

interaction with congressional representatives to be the only statistically significant predictor of 

large grant receipt by a school district. A visualization of this finding is shown in Figure 4.4. As 

the graph shows, only districts that reported communicating with their congressional 
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representatives as least every couple months were recipients of large national foundation grants 

from 2008 to 2011. 

 

I also analyzed whether support for specific reforms and foundations generally differed based on 

whether the districts had received a large grant. For each perception and interaction question, 

superintendents from districts receiving a grant (n=19) did not have statistically significant 

differences of opinion when compared to superintendents from districts not receiving a grant. For 

example, when asked if national foundation involvement in education has helped improve public 

education nationally, the mean response from superintendents in districts not receiving a grant 

and those receiving a grant was not statistically significantly different (t= 1.0838, p=0.2832). 

Table 4.6 shows the mean responses to each perception question, by receipt of grant. The same 

non-result held when considering influence rankings of specific reforms. 

 

Finally, I analyzed a subsample (N=27) of survey respondents, those whose districts were among 

the 100 largest school districts examined in Chapter 3. I looked closely at these school districts to 

determine how grant receipt in 2009 related to perceptions and interactions with foundations that 

were revealed in 2011. Due to a lack of grant making among subsample districts, only one 

received direct funding in 2009, there is little that can be inferred from this data about the effect 

of direct expenditures to school districts. Likewise, although 16 districts were funded through 

indirect means (donations to education related nonprofits in the school district), as shown in 

Table 4.7, perceptions about foundations did not vary significantly based on 2009 funding status. 

For example, a comparison of responses to the survey question, “national foundation 

involvement in education has helped improve public education nationally” by receipt of grant in 
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2009 showed differences in mean responses were not statistically significantly different (t= -

1.7045, p=0.1065). 

 

Implementation 

While superintendents have a distinctive view of national education policy trends, as the agenda 

setting section of this chapter explained, they are also grounded in the day-to-day activities of 

running a school district. This positions them to have a profound impact on how policies are 

implemented, through daily managerial decisions, budgetary actions, and interactions with 

outside entities like foundations and the federal and state government, all who wish to have their 

policies enacted locally and must work through superintendents to do so. The extent of this 

power was demonstrated by a recent study of school discipline in Texas, which found school 

districts with strikingly similar characteristics expel and suspend students at dramatically 

different rates (Fabelo et al., 2011). An expert on school discipline strategies commented on the 

implications of the study by stating, “It says it’s not totally about what kids and communities 

bring, but it’s a choice that schools make” (St. George, 2011). When it comes to school 

discipline in Texas, student demographics fail to explain differences in administrative behavior. 

Building on these findings, I examine how relationships influence superintendent’s approach to 

policy implementation. To accomplish this task I first review the concept of street-level 

bureaucrats, explaining how superintendents, especially when structural reforms are being 

implemented, have the same policy-making ability as traditional street-level bureaucrats 

(teachers). I then examine which political actors superintendents consult with to figure out “what 

works” in regard to reform implementation. Finally, I share the typical implementation strategy, 

as reported by large school district superintendents. 
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Street-Level Bureaucrats 

While superintendents do not work directly with students, they are often the last administrator 

standing between a reform and the classroom. The 2011 Texas study demonstrates administrators 

can profoundly alter policies that impact teachers – the professionals considered to be traditional 

street level bureaucrats. But even though superintendents and teachers differ in their day-to-day 

responsibilities; they are similarly pulled in opposing directions when implementing policy, 

striving to serve the needs of their district while also feeling pressure to implement state and 

federal policy as intended. Lipsky (1983) found teachers often react to this tension by adopting 

strategies like screening clients or rationing resources, choices that help shift policy-making from 

the legislative branch to the street level. Because teachers typically work without direct 

oversight, they have great discretion regarding how and when to adopt policies, a prospect that 

severely dims the likelihood of policy fidelity in education reform, in particular when the 

reforms are methodological, thus most dependent on teacher compliance. 

 

Perhaps due to this realization, many political actors have pushed in recent years for adoption of 

structural reforms, in particular accountability measures that rely on a loose-tight management 

approach, with principals setting broad goals that agents are then responsible for meeting (Nitta, 

2008). Such reforms decrease the influence of teachers as street level bureaucrats, primarily 

because structural reforms are less dependent on fidelity of prescribed classroom practices. For 

example, charter schools are public schools operated quasi-independently from a school district, 

yet funded with public tax dollars. Teachers have lobbyists representing their interests at the 

district and state level through union officials, but once a charter school policy is written, 

responsibility for implementation is more often the domain of state authorization boards, boards 
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of education, and district superintendents. Thus, when implementing charter school policy 

administrators are the political actors most like traditional street level bureaucrats, able to 

influence how the policy is carried out in districts. How this process unfolds at the district level 

is the focus of this section.  

 

During the negotiation stage of the policy-making process, referred by some as the “reckoning 

stage,” political actors often stake out positions and adopt tactics that “affect the extent to which 

policy may be broadly and faithfully implemented, or, routinely and strategically ignored, 

deflected, altered, or overturned” (Stone, 1989; Malen, 2006). According to education policy 

implementation research, this dynamic leads to policy outcomes that are reflective of the power 

relationships among political actors, not necessarily the substantive benefits of reform (Murphy, 

1971; Cuban, 1988). In short, local conditions impact how reforms are implemented and in these 

local venues superintendents have the ability to both implement and make policy (Spillane, 1996; 

Elmore, 2004). Kingdon (1995) realized the importance of this role, outlining how policy 

entrepreneurs help to connect problems with their preferred solutions.  

 

But which political actors are most likely to step into a policy entrepreneur role during this 

stage? Possibly foundations, as they stand to gain significant influence at the district level if they 

can provide valuable implementation advice and assistance. Such assistance in the philanthropy 

world is historically atypical, but a modified approach to philanthropy has been gaining 

adherents among newer foundations. Referred to as “philanthrocapitalism,” the model favors 
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business-like methods, in particular, evidence-based solutions and a more active partnership 

between grantees and grantors (Bishop and Green, 2008).77  

 

The trend has proven controversial because of questions related to the proper role of government 

and civil society. Such questions gained new relevance after the 2008 worldwide economic 

downturn when both markets and governments failed to respond quickly and efficiently. Michael 

Edwards (2008) has argued some ideas generated by a business-like approach are positive for the 

nonprofit sector, but that a general business approach to addressing social problems is not the 

best, or most appropriate method to solving those problems. Edwards (2008) writes 

philanthrocapitalism is “a symptom of a profoundly unequal and disordered world,” a condition 

that requires serious debate of the benefits and drawbacks of such an approach to giving.  

 

To examine how involved foundations are in the implementation process superintendents were 

asked to identify the political actors they consulted to connect problem and solution, specifically 

whom they speak with when they need to figure out “what works” in their district. This inquiry is 

related to agenda setting, policy diffusion, and policy implementation, although this section 

focuses solely on policy implementation.78 Conceivably foundations could quicken the process 

                                                 
77 Goldsmith et al. (2010) argue “philanthrocapitalism” is part of a larger shift toward more private sector 
involvement in solving public problems, beyond traditional outsourcing. As a former deputy mayor for operations in 
New York City, Mr. Goldsmith managed an agency modeled after a venture capital firm that attempted to scale up 
programs with a proven record of success in other cities. The Federal government has also adopted 
“philanthrocapitalism” tactics, such as the Social Innovation Fund, which under the Corporation for National and 
Community Service allocates $50 million annually for nonprofit expansion when a proven record of success is 
established. A similar program exists in the Department of Education. In both of these programs, foundations play a 
large role, as they are the primary method for meeting matching private grant requirements, e.g. in 2010 Social 
Innovation Fund grants were matched by foundation donations totaling $74 million. 
78 How policies cross borders and the determinants of eventual passage into law is the subject of a related literature 
on policy diffusion, initiated by Crain (1966) in a study of municipal emulation and expanded upon by Walker 
(1969), who examined how state policy adoption was dependent on characteristics like state population size and 
external influences like neighboring state behavior.  State adoption of a policy obviously influences the shape and 
content of policies adopted by individual school districts, but research on implementation has also made clear that 
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of diffusion, a role elite led organizations been credited in playing previously. For example, in 

the late 1800s elite connections in Canada, Germany, Great Britain, and the United States helped 

diffuse practices across borders, spreading policies that supports institutions like libraries and 

museums (Thomas, 2009).  

 

Reform Implementation: Who Provides Districts “What Works” Advice 

Superintendents were asked to reflect upon their experience adopting reforms, in particular the 

role outside political actors play. When asked if other districts influence which reforms were 

adopted locally, 82% agreed. Superintendents were then asked how these school districts had an 

influence, with two key themes emerging from the short essay responses.79  

 

First, professional associations and the relationships they spawn serve as a conduit for reforms. 

These connections allow reforms to be assessed before adoption. Superintendents mentioned 

other districts piloting programs are often an impetus for reform consideration in their district, as 

school systems are prone to follow trends in education policy. While a few superintendents 

mentioned the role of national associations, most suggested intra-state associations directly 

influenced reform diffusion.  

 

                                                                                                                                                             
local political actors work outside state networks to move districts toward their preferred policies. Mintrom and 
Vergari (1998) found policy entrepreneurs frequently participate in national communication networks, increasing the 
odds of policies crossing state boundaries. With the advent of new communication technologies it is much easier for 
communication to occur, but it is still not clear how national networks influence diffusion (Gray, 1994: Grupp and 
Richards, 1975; Savage, 1985). Some research has shown state level political actors who participate in interstate 
professional association committees were more likely than other states to adopt the model policies promoted by the 
committee Balla (2001), but how such relationships influence policy implementation across district, not agenda 
setting, has not been investigated thoroughly. 
79 A full annotation of the essay responses is provided in the appendix. 
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The second theme relates to state interactions in education reform and local control. A number of 

superintendents commented that state legislatures are regularly influenced by the actions of 

school districts in other states. For example, a state legislator in Montana may be swayed by 

passage of a high profile education reform in Florida, motivating the introduction of a similar 

law in Montana. But, while state legislation provides a mandate for district policy, it still leaves 

plenty of control with local political actors. For instance, one superintendent remarked, 

“variation in the implementation of those mandates can be influenced by school districts within 

the state.”  

 

Interestingly, the political actors viewed by superintendents as most powerful in national 

education policy circles are not consulted when they need to figure out “what works” in their 

district. Superintendents clearly preferred school districts with similar demographics and size, 

located in their own state. The second tier of information sources reflected the popularity of 

publications like Ed Week, followed closely by school districts in the same region, or with 

similar characteristics, yet out of state. The third tier of information sources included education 

scholars, state department of education, foundations, think tanks, and the U.S. DOE. Finally, 

school board members, vendors, and teacher unions were, on average, regarded as the most 

inferior sources for determining “what works” in education reform. 

 

A Typical Superintendent Approach Policy Implementation 

These findings suggest superintendents rely on other superintendents to help craft an 

implementation strategy, reaching out to their colleagues more often than any other political 

actor. To understand what results from this advice, superintendents were asked what methods 
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they utilize to ensure staff cooperation and support when implementing a new reform. When 

considering how to implement a policy, superintendents are often advised that, “good ideas in 

themselves, never carried the day,” because superintendents are reliant on teachers and principals 

to enact reforms (Johnson, 1996). Cuban and Usdan (2003) argue successful implementation 

requires staff commitment, which Johnson (1996) advises can be obtained by focusing reforms 

on instructional practices and supporting them through resource provision, active 

communication, and empowerment of staff. Similar management techniques have been cited as 

particularly important in large school districts; including the use of goals connected to specific 

practices, supportive teacher relations, clear measurement tools, and wide stakeholder 

engagement to gain political support for the agenda (Kirp, 2010). Respondents to this survey 

were asked their opinions on these issues, with 47 superintendents offering a wide variety of 

different ideas, yet citing four practices with regularity.  

1. Engage local stakeholders in the adoption and implementation phase. 
2. Establish common areas of concern among these groups to gain buy-in. 
3. Use a detailed plan that connects strategies, goals, and objectives with roles for all 

stakeholders. 
4. Use a communication plan that regularly informs all key stakeholders. 

 

The variety of opinions expressed regarding reform implementation is consistent with Mourshed 

et al.’s (2010) claim that “there is little or no evidence of a “one-size-fits-all” approach to reform 

implementation,” a claim affirmed in a recent review of two of the most successful school 

districts in the United States, one which relied on integration and charters and the other which 

relied on a single curriculum and consistent neighborhood structure to achieve their success 

(Kirp, 2010).  
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Conclusion and Implications 

The analysis presented in this chapter reviews how large school district school superintendents 

work with and view other political actors. While the results depend on one survey, and thus 

should not be read as a monolithic, unchanging representation of all superintendent opinion, they 

do provide insight into the relationships among political actors and their relative ability to 

influence policy agenda setting and implementation. It is clear federal and state executive and 

legislative political actors, at least from a superintendent perspective, drive the reform agenda in 

education policy. Based on superintendent assessment, foundations are viewed as influential at 

the federal level, yet are rarely consulted or contacted concerning district level initiatives. One of 

the clearest findings from research on education policy is that district level initiatives are 

plentiful in K-12 education, although seemingly coupled with disappointing results at every turn 

(Tyack and Cuban, 1995; Elmore, 1997; Ravitch, 2000). Overall, the majority of superintendents 

believe foundations do not have good understanding of local conditions, yet the plurality believes 

they have helped improve public education nationally. Interestingly, these viewpoints are not 

impacted by receipt of a large national foundation grant. These results are the starting point for 

understanding how effective foundations are as policy entrepreneurs at the federal, state, and 

local level. Given the importance of leadership in education reform, it is through the lens of 

policy entrepreneurship that the remainder of this chapter assesses the implications of the key 

findings. 

 

Superintendents and foundations both have the ability and characteristics to successfully act as 

policy entrepreneurs, although, unlike foundations, superintendent goals generally do not 

transcend local school district boundaries. In addition, some argue superintendents and school 
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boards are too politically vulnerable to enact meaningful reform (Hill, 2000). Indeed, 

superintendents acting as policy entrepreneurs can be seen in negative terms, e.g. Hess’s (2011e) 

description, but the data show this view may be unwarranted.80 Superintendents do seem to be 

innovative, but are longer tenured than the popular press recognizes. It is true superintendents 

from super-sized and high profile districts like NYC, LA, and Chicago do not typically serve 

many years, but on average, large school district superintendents remain in office for five years. 

This length of service is comparable to average tenure for other high-ranking municipal officials, 

and is likely a reflection of fewer high-level public managers staying in one place their entire 

career than some special condition of the modern superintendency (Walters, 2004).81 While not a 

sufficient evaluation period for advocates arguing reforms need to have meaning and connect to 

multiple stakeholders, a five-year turnaround period is longer than most professional norms 

accept.82   

 

One advantage of foundations as policy entrepreneurs is the lack of constraint they feel, in part 

due to their lack of stakeholders. This allows foundations to quickly shift focus with impunity, 

switching strategies whenever their core leadership feels appropriate. This approach can be seen 

in the diversity of reforms mentioned by superintendents and found in grant data from the 2000s. 

While this allows foundations to change direction quickly, it may lead to difficulties if 

foundations attempt to serve as an agenda setter at the district level. If they wish to effect change 

                                                 
80 “Worse, big-city school chiefs routinely serve only a few years before leaping to a new job or getting pushed out 
of office. Knowing the drill, they learn to launch a slew of reforms fast, seeking to build momentum and shake up 
the system.” (Hess, 2011e)  
81 The average tenure of police chiefs of cities larger than 500,000 was 4.93 years in 1997 (Rainguet and Dodge, 
2001). A 2001 study of city managers of cities of any size found an average tenure of 6.9 years, while a 2004 study 
of cities larger than 100,000 revealed an average tenure of 6.3 years (Renner, 2001; Watson and Hassett, 2004).  
82 Fullan (2001) argues for a school system to shift control needs to transition to direction, then guidance, keeping 
the pursuit of meaning central during each process. In his opinion school districts take 8 years to turn around and 
that reformers should not expect linear reforms with regular progress year to year.  
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at the district level, the data suggests focusing their efforts at the federal and state levels might be 

a wise strategy, as this is the policy sphere where foundations are viewed as the most influential. 

As a result the vision of a philanthrocapitalism model of grant-making taking hold seems 

implausible, as local leaders demonstrated they respond to local stakeholders, where their 

loyalties (and paychecks) lie. This fits with research finding that superintendents are most 

concerned with their political and managerial roles, in particular their relationship with the local 

school board (Nestor-Baker and Hoy, 2001).  

 

But, based on the survey results, superintendents do not seek out local stakeholders for advice on 

policy implementation. Instead, they seek out fellow professionals, generally ignoring political 

actors such as education school professors, school boards, or foundations.83 The dichotomy 

between local responsiveness and professional advice suggests foundations wishing to enact their 

preferred policies might be best served to pay more attention to how policy entrepreneurs emerge 

in the form of local school superintendents and indirectly support their efforts. Scheider and 

Teske (1992) found local political entrepreneurs were more likely to emerge when the difficulty 

of overcoming collective action problems is minimized and in revenue situations that allow for 

slack resources to be reallocated to new projects. If foundations were more strategic in their 

grant-making and funded local governments where collective action problems are already 

limited, they could then be the source of slack resources for superintendents with political 

entrepreneur’s tendencies. Such engagement would also follow the advice of Baumgartner and 

                                                 
83 This quandary is similar to the one faced by the federal government, which lacks the power to implement 
education policy with impunity and under current regulations must rely heavily on the states to hold districts and 
schools to account. How to address this implementation challenge is a separate challenge with proposed solutions 
typically falling along conservative/liberal lines. Conservatives argue the federal government is not capable of 
effectively implementing K-12 education policy and reform should rise up from districts, liberals insisting equality 
of opportunity is best ensured to America’s students through a strong federal role in education (Petrilli, 2006; 
Haycock, 2011) 
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Jones (1991), who argue political entrepreneurs ought to shop for favorable political venues. 

Given there are 14,000 school districts, it seems foundations seeking a favorable venue would 

have a high probability of success.  

 

A recent study examining the conditions associated with successful implementation in school 

systems provides further support for the idea that policy entrepreneurs are critical to the policy-

making process. The study found three conditions help trigger successful reforms: “a socio-

economic crisis; a high profile, critical report of system performance; or a change in leadership” 

(Mourshed et al., 2010). The first condition is exogenous, but the other two directly relate to 

leadership role of a superintendent and their ability to draw attention to system performance. 

Mourshed et al. (2010) find the most important factor for school systems adopting reforms is 

new leadership, as they rely on the “presence and energy of a new leader, either political or 

strategic, to jumpstart their reforms.”  

 

For superintendents, with or without foundation support, adopting the role of policy entrepreneur 

is made more difficult due to the often-conflicting demands of their numerous stakeholders, each 

of which possesses a certain level of control over their job security. Because they report to 

different interests - federal government, teacher unions, parents - successful superintendents 

seem to master the ability to engage and inform these stakeholders during the reform process. 

Cuban (1998) argued “conflict is the DNA of the superintendency” and navigating this part of 

the job is crucial. Based on the survey results, superintendents from large districts manage 

conflict by prioritizing contact with local political actors and communicating least often with 
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foundations. Generally, the more local the political actor, the more frequently the superintendent 

or their office is likely to interact with them.  

 

In summary, foundations have shifted their giving in a few meaningful ways from 2005, 

adopting a general funding strategy driven mostly by district need and nonprofit capacity. 

According to superintendents from large school districts (the districts where the majority of 

foundation funding has occurred), foundations are influential, but not as influential as key federal 

and state political actors. In addition, donations to school districts do not seem to influence the 

attitudes or perceptions of superintendents towards foundations and foundation-supported 

reforms. These findings point to a clear need to better understand influence at the federal level of 

government, a domain where foundations have increased their involvement and the domain, 

according to superintendents, where the most influential decisions in education policy are 

currently made. Thus, in the next chapter I investigate foundation agenda setting at the federal 

level of government based on Kingdon’s framework (1995). 
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Figure 4.1: Able to Correctly Name Local School Head, Governor, and U.S. Representative, 1987 
 

 
Source: General Social Survey. Responses to following questions. “What is the name of the head of the local school system? (Correct answers include the name 
of the head of the local school board or the name of the superintendent of schools). We would want to know how well known the different governmental leaders 
are around here? Could you tell me the name of the governor of this state? What about the Congressman from this district? Do you happen to know (his/her) 
name?”
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Figure 4.2: Boxplot of Reform Influence, 2011 

 
Boxplots are five number summaries of a group of data. For each reform, the left end of each line shows largest 
observation (5-point scale - Most Significant=1 to Least Significant=5). The left side of the box is the upper quartile, 
the white line in the middle of the box is median, the right side of the box is the lower quartile, and the right end of 
the each line shows the smallest observations. The circles to the right and left are outliers. 
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Table 4.1: Actors Involved with Policy Making 
Type of Political Actor

84
 Political Actor Survey Language 

IG: Business and industry Business Leaders 
IG: Labor American Federation of Teachers 

National Education Association 
IG: Government officials as lobbyists (ST) National Governors Association 
Academics, researchers, and consultants Peer Reviewed Research (Education Scholars)  

Think Tanks 
The Administration Federal Executive Branch (President and U.S. Department of Education)  

State Executive Branch (Governor and State Department of Education) 
Parent Parent Teacher Organizations 
Foundation National Foundations (e.g. Gates, Broad, Walton) 
The Media National Media (e.g. Fox News, MSNBC) 
Capitol Hill Federal Legislative Branch (Congress) 
Judicial State Judicial Branch 

Federal Judicial Branch (U.S. District, Appellate, Supreme Courts) 

                                                 
84

 Superintendents ranked each political actor on a scale of 1-15, (1=most influential, 15=least influential). Foundations are not a distinctive political actor in 
Kingdon’s analysis, but are the focus of this study and thus were the only IG: Public Interest group investigated closely. State and Federal judiciaries are not part 
of Kingdon’s analysis, but are included in the survey and were collapsed under into the judicial category. For similar reasons civil Servants were folded into The 
Administration category. IG: Professional and IG: Government officials as lobbyists (LOC) were not included in the survey question due to their low level of 
influence. Students, political symbol, and citizen activist are not categories in Kingdon’s analysis, are part of the case study analysis, but were not included in the 
survey.  
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Figure 4.3: Boxplots of Political Actor Influence, 2011 

Boxplots are five number summaries of a group of data. For each reform, the left end of each line shows largest 
observation (15-point scale - Most Influential=15 to Least Influential=1). The left side of the box is the upper 
quartile, the white line in the middle of the box is median, the right side of the box is the lower quartile, and the right 
end of the each line shows the smallest observations. The circles under Federal Executive Branch, State Executive 
Branch, and State Legislative Branch are outliers. 
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Table 4.2: Comparison of Influential Organization Rankings 
Organization Ed-Policy 

Expert Rank 
Superintendent 
Rank 

Superintendent 
Influence Score 
(2011) 

Ed-Policy Expert 
Influence Score 
(2006) 

U.S. Congress 1 4 5.7 100 
U.S. Dept. of Education 2 185 3.2 99 
Gates Foundation 3 586 6.5 98 
Education Trust 4 N/A N/A 94 
Natl. Governors Assoc. 5 6 7.6 82 
Am. Federation of Teachers 6 10 9.2 78 
National Education Assoc. 7 9 8.5 74 
Achieve, Inc. 8 N/A N/A 74 
Thomas B. Fordham Institute 9 1287 9.9 73 
Center on Education Policy 10 N/A N/A 72 
Not Included in 2006 Survey     
State Executive Branch (Governor and State Department of Education)  2 4.8  
State Legislative Branch  3 4.9  
Business Leaders  7 7.9  
National Media (e.g. Fox News, MSNBC)  8 8.4  
Parent Teacher Organizations  11 9.8  
Peer Reviewed Research (Education Scholars)  13 10.4  
State Judicial Branch  14 10.6  
Federal Judicial Branch (U.S. District, Appellate, Supreme Courts)88  15 10.8  

 
 
  

                                                 
85 U.S. DOE and U.S. President were consolidated into one category.  
86 Labeled as National Foundations (e.g. Gates, Broad, Walton) in superintendent survey. 
87 Labeled as Think Tanks in superintendent survey. 
88 Hanushek and Lindseth (2009) argue the increasing involvement of the courts in budgetary decisions is “perhaps the most significant feature of the evolving 
politics of school finance”, but superintendents contend they are the least influential of the 15 political actors included in the survey.  
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Table 4.3: Frequency of Political Actor Interaction, 2011 
 

5-point scale: 1=rarely/never, 5=every week. (N=68) 
 
 

How frequently do you or your district staff interact with?   (1=rarely/never – 5=every week) Mean SD 
Local officials (Mayor, County Administrator, City Council, School Board Members, District Office) 4.52 0.67 
State officials (State Department of Education staff) 3.94 1.05 
Elected state officials (Representative, Senators, staff, district office) 3.59 1.09 
Local foundation officials (e.g. Fargo Community Foundation) 3.31 1.25 
Your representatives in the U.S. Congress (Representative, Senators, Staff, State District Office) 2.72 1.14 
Federal officials (U.S. Department of Education staff) 2.07 1.15 
National foundation officials (e.g. Gates Foundation, Walton Family Foundation, Broad Foundation) 1.71 0.99 
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Table 4.4: Predicting Foundation Understanding, Influence, and Interaction, 2011 
 Public Benefits 

from Foundation 
Involvement 

Foundations 
Understand Local 

Conditions 

Foundation 
Influence 
Ranking 

Frequency of 
Foundation 
Interaction 

Percent w/ College Degree -0.85 
(2.39) 

0.47 
(2.78) 

2.89 
(2.18) 

1.70 
(3.39) 

Percent receiving 
Free/Reduced Lunch 

0.37 
(2.05) 

3.11 
(2.42) 

3.15* 
(1.84) 

1.83 
(2.61) 

Urban Scale 0.09 
(0.16) 

-0.14 
(0.17) 

0.21 
(0.15) 

0.04 
(0.21) 

Number of Students in 
District 

1.55e-06 
(6.32e-06) 

0.000018** 
(8.00e-06) 

0.000013** 
(5.85e-06) 

-2.76e-06 
(6.82e-06) 

Doctorate -0.39 
(0.63) 

-0.09 
(0.66) 

-1.12** 
(0.56) 

-1.65** 
(0.72) 

Number of Years as 
Superintendent 

-0.05 
(0.04) 

-0.09** 
(0.04) 

0.09** 
(0.04) 

0.03 
(0.04) 

Broad Fellow 1.10 
(2.38) 

-0.06 
(2.54) 

36.78 
(4.10e+07) 

-34.68 
(2.76e+07) 

Female 0.81 
(0.79) 

-0.70 
(0.85) 

-0.72 
(0.72) 

0.90 
(1.03) 

ST DOE  
(Frequency) 

-0.16 
(0.41) 

-0.78* 
(0.46) 

0.62* 
(0.37) 

0.72 
(0.55) 

U.S. DOE  
(Frequency) 

0.04 
(0.33) 

0.44 
(0.33) 

-0.21 
(0.30) 

0.73** 
(0.35) 

Members of Congress 
(Frequency) 

0.21 
(0.34) 

0.71* 
(0.38) 

-0.70** 
(0.32) 

0.01 
(0.36) 

National Foundations 
(Frequency) 

0.15 
(0.40) 

0.85** 
(0.42) 

-0.21 
(0.31) 

 

Local Officials  
(Frequency) 

-0.08 
(0.50) 

0.47 
(0.59) 

-0.17 
(0.49) 

-2.30*** 
(0.85) 

Elected State Officials 
(Frequency) 

0.04 
(0.33) 

-0.46 
(0.41) 

0.05 
(0.31) 

1.51*** 
(0.54) 

Local Foundations 
(Frequency) 

0.37 
(0.24) 

-0.49* 
(0.30) 

-0.08 
(0.27) 

0.80** 
(0.34) 

Pseudo R2 .09 .23 .09 .30 
Log Likelihood -62.56 -49.02 -124.48 -51.10 
N 54 54 56 68 
Entries are ordered logistic coefficients in bold with standard errors in parenthesis. * p <.10,  ** p <.05, *** p < .01, 
**** p < .001 Dependent Variables are Foundations Understand Local Conditions (5-point scale – 5=strongly 
agree), Foundation Influence Ranking (15-point scale – 15=most influential), and Frequency of Foundation 
Interaction (5-point scale – 5=every week). 
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Table 4.5: Crosstabs of Foundation Perception and Interaction by Average by District Size and Years as Superintendent, 2011 

Dependent Variables are Foundations Improve Public Education (5-point scale – 5=strongly agree), Foundations Understand Local Conditions (5-point scale – 
5=strongly agree), Foundation Influence Ranking (15-point scale – 15=most influential), and Frequency of Foundation Interaction (5-point scale – 5=every 
week). (N=56). 
 
  

 
Foundations Improve 
Public Education 

Foundations Understand 
Local Conditions 

Foundation Influence 
Ranking 

Frequency of National 
Foundation Interaction 

District Size (by number of Students) Mean S.D. Mean S.D. Mean S.D. Mean S.D. 
25 - 50K 3.29 1.04 2.15 0.82 8.66 3.28 1.76 1.05 
50 - 75K 3.11 1.05 1.82 0.98 10.91 3.85 1.58 0.79 
Over 75K 3.18 0.98 2.33 1.07 10.36 3.64 1.69 1.03 
         
Number of Years as a Superintendent         
1 4.00 0.58 2.86 0.90 8.57 4.39 1.13 0.35 
2-4 3.00 0.74 2.00 0.43 7.92 2.72 1.77 0.93 
5-8 3.33 1.12 2.00 0.94 9.50 3.29 1.64 1.03 
9-12 3.40 1.08 2.33 1.32 10.30 3.62 1.85 1.21 
13 or more 3.00 1.12 1.89 0.81 10.05 3.69 1.84 1.03 
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Figure 4.4: Percent Receiving a National Foundation Grant by Frequency of Contact with Congressional Representatives, 
2011 

 
Receipt of Grant based on response to “In the past 3 years has your district received a large grant (over $500,000) from a national foundation (e.g. Broad, 
Walton, Gates)?” Frequency of Congressional Representative Interaction (5-point scale – 5=every week). (N=71).  
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Table 4.6: Average Response by Receipt of Grant, 2011 
In the past 3 years has your district received a large grant (over $500,000) from a national foundation (e.g. Broad, Walton, Gates)?  No Yes 
1. National foundation involvement in education reform has helped improve public education nationally. 2.80 2.46 
2. National foundations have a good understanding of the local conditions affecting our school district. 3.98 3.53 
3. Local foundations (e.g. Community Foundations) engage school districts using different methods than national foundations (e.g. Gates, 
Broad, Walton). 

1.93 2.20 

4. National foundations have a similar level of interaction with School Board Members as they do with Superintendents. 3.84 3.87 
5-point scale: 1=strongly disagree, 5=strongly agree. (N=56). 
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Table 4.7: Perception of, and Interaction with, Foundations by Receipt of Grant, 2011 

Dependent Variables are Foundations Improve Public Education (5-point scale – 5=strongly agree), Foundations Understand Local Conditions (5-point scale – 
5=strongly agree), Foundation Influence Ranking (15-point scale – 15=most influential), and Frequency of Foundation Interaction (5-point scale – 5=every 
week). (N=16).  
  

 
Foundations Improve 
Public Education 

Foundations Understand 
Local Conditions 

Foundation Influence 
Ranking 

Frequency of National 
Foundation Interaction 

Donation to an education related 
nonprofit in your school district in 2009 Mean S.D. Mean S.D. Mean S.D. Mean S.D. 
Yes 3.67 0.21 2.33 0.49 11.16 1.38 1.66 0.27 
No 2.80 0.25 2.10 0.27 10.20 1.34 1.66 0.49 
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Chapter 5 
 
 

Foundations and Federal Agenda Setting 
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The idea of failure as progress is a long-standing part of congressional lore. 
Capitol Hill mythology holds that “everything dies three times before it lives” and 
that seven years elapse between the arrival of a good idea and its passage into law. 
In the past, several significant proposals incurred many deaths as doomed bills 
paved the way for historic successes. The first anti-lynching bills in the 1920s 
paved the way for landmark civil rights laws in the 1960s. The failed effort to 
overhaul health care in the 1990s informed the successful one under President 
Obama.  
 
- Fahrenthold and Sonmez (2011) 

 
 

In the preceding chapters I examined the importance of foundations in education agenda setting 

by analyzing foundation grants and responses to a national superintendent survey. I found 

foundations rely on both direct and indirect methods of influence at the local level, yet both types 

of influence are transitory given local institutional barriers. While foundation clout proved to be 

limited locally, superintendents hinted at significant foundation power at the federal level. In 

fact, they were quite explicit in their belief that foundations have been particularly powerful at 

the federal level during the NCLB era, especially in the case of reforms like charter schools. This 

perspective aligns with a key theme of this dissertation – that foundations have the most to gain 

at the federal level. As a result of these findings this chapter examines federal agenda setting, 

first conceptualizing how foundations might influence educational reform at the federal level and 

then marshaling the available evidence to assess if foundations have been as influential as 

claimed. What I argue is that a host of competing interests wish to set the federal education 

agenda through direct and indirect means, and that while foundation influence was more 

pronounced during the 2000s, foundations were still a complementary agenda setter due to public 

forces that constrain the private voices of foundations.  
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In the United States the ability of wealthy individuals to control policy through legal means has 

been an issue for some time. As E.E. Schattschneider (1960) wrote, “The flaw in the pluralist 

heaven is that the heavenly chorus sings with a strong upper-class accent.” For foundations 

wishing to set the public education agenda, there are many ways unequal resource allocation 

could aid them in this task. Consider the manifestation of one type of unequal resource 

allocation, the existence of exclusive social and professional clubs and events that would seem to 

breed cooperation and reciprocity between foundation representatives and policymakers, 

heightening the potential for foundation ideas to gain traction with policymakers. The most 

notable of these is the World Economic Forum in Davos, Switzerland, an annual event Bill Gates 

attends most years. Regularly frequented by policymakers and interest groups, the event was 

called by a former U.S. Senator “the Land of a Thousand Agendas” and based on a reporter’s 

observation is frequented by the “usual array of Prime Ministers, Nobelists, and billionaires” 

(Paumgarten, 2012). While the World Economic Forum probably gains the most press, the event 

is illustrative of similar social events like Aspen Ideas Festival, Technology, Entertainment, 

Design (TED) conferences, or Renaissance Weekends, each which functions as an elite 

networking opportunity for foundation representatives. And, this is just one example of the many 

ways unequal resource allocation could aid foundations in their task of agenda setting (e.g. 

leveraging business contacts, access to media, celebrity nature of some foundation founders). 

 

By external appearance, the collective effect of such unequal resource allocations has provided 

significant agenda setting power to foundations at the federal level. For instance, engagement in 

education policy seems to be a dramatic success for foundations, as their favored policies - 

choice initiatives, common core, and test based teacher evaluations - all gained clout at the 
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federal level during the 2000s. The explanation seems obvious – foundations did it! But, as you 

learn on the first day in any statistics course – correlation does not equal causation. Just because 

foundation-supported policies gained agenda status, does not mean foundations caused this 

phenomenon.  

 

Unfortunately, establishing causality in an environment as complex as federal agenda setting is 

difficult, as research questions do not lend themselves well to testable hypotheses for a number 

of reasons. First, as Fahrenthold and Sonmez’s (2011) observed, congressional patterns often 

place ideas in the “policy primordial soup” for an extended period of time before they are able to 

rise on the agenda (Kingdon, 1995). Figuring out why some ideas stay in the muck and why 

some are plucked out is a complicated proposition, especially when ideas can bubble for 20 years 

before gaining traction among policymakers. Second, influence peddling is a large business in 

Washington, DC, a field that has institutionalized into an active and professionalized lobbying 

force, which often works behind closed doors and whose influence is difficult to gauge, e.g. 

former senators are effective at trading on their contacts to gain access with former colleagues. 

Further complicating the lobbying side of influence is the fact such activities occasionally turn 

criminal, thus are even more secretive. Note: there is no evidence of foundations behaving in this 

manner, in fact most interviewees commented on foundations extraordinary caution when 

communicating with policymakers.89  

 

Third, many other political actors are engaged in federal influence peddling in the field of public 

education, some whose interests align with the objectives of foundations, some that do not. 

                                                 
89 The caricature of Washington, DC lobbying is often thought of as a smoke-filled K-street restaurants full of 
people like Jack Abramoff buying off members of Congress. While such behavior is problematic and criminal, it is 
not systematic or widespread, nor is there a single example of a foundation engaged in such behavior. 
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Advocacy at the federal level, while closed in some respects is still a pluralist enterprise open to 

a whole host of competing interests. And as analysis of congressional testimony witness lists 

shows, this is especially evident at the federal level. Fourth, foundations are not monolithic in 

their views on public education, as the policies they pursue vary greatly by foundation and from 

year to year. While foundations seem to migrate to their own giving niches and foundations have 

shown some broad agreement on certain issues, they have strong incentives to work 

independently. Collectively, these factors demonstrate numerous alternative explanations could 

explain the rise of specific education policies during the 2000s, making it difficult to identify 

relative foundation influence at the federal level. As a result, in this chapter I take the following 

approach to investigate foundation influence.   

 

Chapter Outline 

Part 1 of this chapter is focused on completion of a descriptive task – identifying the policy 

agenda in public education during the 2000s. To discern the federal agenda I gather empirical 

data on political actor activity in federal agenda setting circles. I then complete the related task of 

identifying the issues most salient at the federal level and among the public during the same time 

period. This descriptive information shows how often foundations engage in direct advocacy in 

comparison to other political actors and identifies the policy agenda of modern federal education 

policy. In Part 2 public opinion data is used to show why education reform has been so prevalent 

at the federal level and to show the overlap between elite policy preferences and public opinion 

during the 2000s. These first two sections are less concerned about what is determining the 

agenda than on establishing what the education agenda was during the 2000s, information that is 

especially important to the analysis conducted in Parts 3 and 4. 
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In Part 3, I use the example of charter schools to model how foundations influenced their rise on 

federal agenda. I then outline alternative explanations that muddy the waters of foundation 

agenda setting and show that for certain policies foundations have been necessary, yet not 

sufficient, agenda setters. In the closing section I summarize the increasingly important, yet still 

secondary role foundations play in federal agenda setting.  

 

Data Sources 

To identify the public education agenda during the 2000s I primarily rely on secondary data 

sources, including transcripts of hearings held by U.S. House and Senate committees responsible 

for K-12 education policy and Government Accountability Office (hereinafter GAO) reports 

investigating K-12 issues.90 Most of these data sources are analyzed because they are publicly 

available and in the case of congressional hearings, take place in forums that allow political 

actors to lobby for their preferred policies, domains shown to have an impact on the policy 

options subsequently available to elected officials (Rich, 2004). Identification of the education 

agenda also depends on 28 semi-structured interviews with political actors active in federal 

policy making, including former elected officials, federal bureaucrats, political appointees, union 

leaders, think tank researchers, foundation program officers, media commentators, and trade 

association representatives.91  

 

                                                 
90 Committee hearings are analyzed and categorized using methodology similar to Berry (1999). I examine two 
committees, the Senate Committee on Health, Education, Labor and Pensions and the House Committee on 
Education and Labor. 
91 I followed Kingdon’s (1995) categorization and interview scheme (See Appendix C for details) although I 
conducted over a 6-month time period in 2011. Given this limitation I cannot compare the observations of the same 
interviewees over multiple years, at method Kingdon used to determine agenda setting prerequisites over a four-year 
period. To account for my research design deficiency I draw on alternative data sources, in an attempt to draw a 
slow moving picture of education policy agenda setting during the 2000s. Respondents, as summarized in Tables 
5.7-5.8, A5-A7, coalesced in their responses, helping identify the federal education agenda more recently. 
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To show the alignment of elite and public opinions during the 2000s, I utilize national public 

opinion surveys. My analysis of the explanatory factors responsible for the rise of charter schools 

is based on superintendent survey data, foundation grant making data, U.S. DOE senior staffing 

records, U.S. DOE public reports, public opinion data, and federal political actor interviews. 

Taken together, these data sources help provide a comprehensive picture of agenda setting at the 

federal level, while also identifying the public forces that constrain the private voices of 

foundations. 

 

Federal Political Actors and Policy Agenda 

Federal Political Actors 

Understanding where ideas originate from, and who supports their development, is important 

because new policies require some basis for formulation and the legitimacy that comes with 

connection to certain political actors (Kingdon, 1995). As this section shows a variety of actors 

participate in the federal policy-making process. To determine who they are and what type of 

interests they represent I reviewed the official record of 686 federal U.S. House and Senate 

Committee hearings held between 2001 and 2010 (107th-111th sessions). This is one part of the 

policy domain Kingdon (1995) referred to as “policy primordial soup” in which political actors 

pull “floating” ideas out of the imaginary soup bowl. Although much of this process occurs in 

informal settings, e.g. conversations between political actors, some ideas bubble up in 

public/formal settings through a process Kingdon (1995) called “softening up.” 
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I sought to identify precisely the ideas that “bubble up” by reviewing transcripts of the 163 

hearings that discussed K-12 education.92 To determine which political actors participated in the 

hearings I drew a random sample of 73 hearings from the K-12 education hearings. This sample 

generated a list of 421 witnesses, which I then categorized by political type.93 I found public 

interest groups had the most hearing access, likely using their competitive advantage as 

information brokers to disproportionately voice their preferences, which happens regardless of 

the party in control (Berry, 1999). Meanwhile, foundations rarely provided testimony and when 

they did, it was not associated with party control or external events. In addition to evaluating 

which political actors were most active in congressional hearings, I compared associations 

between party control, chamber, and witness type, with details shown in Table 5.1. Although the 

type of witnesses were generally consistent across chambers and partisan control, Democrats in 

both chambers more frequently invited academics, researchers, and consultants to testify, while 

Senate Republicans were more likely to call on public interest groups and less likely to invite 

administration officials to testify. Regardless of any of the external factors investigated, 

foundations had low rates of participation. 

                                                 
92 Topics (% of total hearings, N=686): At Risk Youth (3%), Early Childhood Education (3%), Elderly Care (6%), 
Health Care (16%), Higher Education (9%), K-12 Education (24%), Labor (26%), Misc. (9%). From 2001 to 2010 
the most active year of hearings was 2007, when 16% of all hearings were held by the newly in-charge Democrats. 
Consistent with the typical calendar of Congress, most hearings (65%) were held between March and July and the 
number of hearings held typically fell during an election year. I found the Senate paid closer attention to health care 
issues (30% of all hearings), while the House devoted more time to higher education, K-12 education, and labor 
issues.  This varied based on which party was in control, as when House Democrats were in charge they held more 
hearings on labor, while House Republicans in a leadership role devoted a larger percentage of their hearings to K-
12 and higher education. In the Senate there were fewer differences by party, although slightly more hearings on K-
12 education occurred when Democrats held the Senate. Data accessed from U.S. Government Printing Office, who 
catalogues and makes available hearing records at www.gpoaccess.gov/congress/index.html#committees was 
collected August 2011. 
93 Political symbol, foundation, students, parent, and citizen activist are not categories in Kingdon’s analysis. 
Because foundations are the focus of the study they are separated from IG: Public Interest. Political symbols are 
labeled as such because they are regular presenters at Congressional hearings and school board meetings. Political 
symbols are different from students, parents, and citizen activists because they call for support of a specific interest 
group, but purportedly represent their own interests. Finally, governments as lobbyists are not differentiated by level 
of government in Kingdon’s work, but are separated by local and state in this study. 
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Federal Policy Agenda 

Almost without exception, the federal political actors interviewed for this chapter stated the 

biggest problem in public education is the achievement gap, which remains the dominant 

paradigm in education policy circles. The only problem coming close was the problem of teacher 

quality, although it was usually mentioned as a secondary concern related to the achievement 

gap.94 There were other problems mentioned frequently - inconsistent state standards, the great 

recession, and rising international powers - but the interviews confirmed the accuracy of 

Frederick Hess’s (2012b) statement on American problem identification in education policy:  

 
“What I argued was that for the last decade or a bit longer, we have really discussed 
school improvement in this country almost entirely of the language of closing 
achievement gaps, that to be taken seriously by foundations or policymakers, it was 
essential that everything be framed in terms of closing achievement gaps between 
children of different ethnicities, between children of different incomes.” 

  

When interviewees were asked “What are you and other people in the education field currently 

working on, in the way of new approaches or new programs – what’s on the front burner?” 

teacher-focused reforms were the most common response. Similar to the superintendent survey 

responses, the other “hot” reforms were value-added assessment, merit/performance pay, teacher 

certification, common core state standards, charters schools, and district/school accountability. 

Finally, interviewees were asked, “If you were to look down the road a bit, which problems and 

proposals for government programs in the field of education do you think will be prominent five 

years from now?” Again, much like superintendents, federal political actors cited virtual 

learning, teacher quality, common core state standards, and budget challenges as the issues they 

expect to be prominent in the near term. 

                                                 
94 Table 5.7 provides details of responses to “What major problems are you and others in the education area most 
occupied with these days?” I asked respondents to consider this question in the context of federal education policy, 
which given their vocations is the orientation almost all interviewees adopted daily. 
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General Accountability Office (GAO) 

The GAO is an independent, nonpartisan agency, that reports to Congress on the performance of 

the federal government. The GAO’s (2011) mission states, “our work is done at the request of 

congressional committees or subcommittees or is mandated by public laws or committee 

reports.” Thus, the topics the GAO investigates provide a secondary measure of federal policy 

agenda. To identify the most prominent agenda items I reviewed 378 GAO reports issued 

between 2001 and 2010, finding 80 focused on K-12 education. I then categorized all 80 reports 

based on the focus of the report.95 The data shows that issues of related to federal administration 

of education, DCPS, and school lunch programs were the topics most frequently reported on by 

GAO during the 2000s.96 The next tier of issues should be familiar to a reader of this dissertation 

- testing, school choice, state fiscal challenges, and teacher reforms. The data does not tell us 

much about foundation influence, but when pieced together with other findings it shows the 

policy agendas of foundations, as expressed through the grants analyzed in Chapter 3, aligned 

with the policy agenda in Congress during the 2000s to focus on a common set of reforms. 

 

Public Opinion 

McGuinn (2006) asked why federal education policy has become progressively more important 

to the policy-making process since 1965. His inquiry led him to conclude the following about 

education policy in the U.S.: 

 
                                                 
95 Number of Reports by GAO Report Topics (2000-2010): 12 (Federal Administration), 9 (District of Columbia), 8 
(School Lunches), 6 (Special Education, Testing, School Choice), 5 (State Fiscal Challenges, Teachers), 3 (Bilingual 
Education, Low-Income and Minority Students), 2 (District Administration, Dropout Prevention, Native American 
Education), 1 (Arts Education, Economic Development, Failing Schools, Health Care, Libraries, Mentoring, 
Reading First, Rural Districts, School Transportation, Virtual Education, Vocational Education) 
96 During Michelle Rhee’s tenure (2007-2010) as Chancellor of DCPS only 1 report was published on DCPS. The 
title “Important Steps Taken to Continue Reform Efforts, But Enhanced Planning Could Improve Implementation 
and Sustainability” seems to confirm congressional approval with Rhee’s policies. 
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“Public opinion played a major role in the transformation of federal education policy and 
that public opinion on swing issues has become a powerful force in American politics and 
policymaking more generally” McGuinn (2006, 20).   

 

He pointed out that not only has public opinion data been increasingly used to explain policy 

outcomes in the social sciences, but that politicians now regularly respond and work to shape 

policy based on polling data. Given the centrality of polling data in McGuinn’s (2006) analysis, I 

analyze polls during the NCLB era, showing how public opinion on education issues converged 

with the policy agenda identified through interviews and secondary sources. This matters 

because politicians have strong incentives to monitor polling closely - as understanding public 

attitudes is an important aspect of any reelection strategy – which happens to be the primary goal 

for members of Congress (Mayhew, 2004).  

 

But, before reviewing this data I first put the issue of education in context, explaining its relative 

importance to the general public in modern U.S. history. I then review numerous polls conducted 

on public education during the 2000s, with summary statistics of each poll available in Tables 

5.2-5.4. These polls show a close alignment between public attitudes and the policy agenda 

identified in interviews, congressional hearings, and GAO reports, but also show the public 

views on key issues like testing and teachers were evident before foundations like the Gates 

Foundation became active in education policy.  

 

Putting Education Policy In Context 

Whitmire (2011, 125) argues, “Around 2007 everything changed, all due to that mysterious 

“pop” in public perception. Across the United States, reform-minded school chiefs suddenly 

realized they had a green light to tackle what in years past was a no-go issue.” As with many 
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issues, however, it appears that Whitmire is wrong. Contrary to Whitmire’s view, public polling 

suggests that opinions on education policy are much more consistent. For example, since 1939 

the Gallup Organization has asked the general public some variation of “What do you think is the 

most important problem before the American people today?” Not once has education been the 

most pressing issue for Americans.97 Figure 5.1 shows the percent of respondents citing 

education as the top issue in each of the 291 polls taken since 1939. The graph shows education 

increased in importance during the 1990s, 16% cited education as the most important problem in 

1997, although since 2002 the percentage has remained at 4-6%. Manna (2006) also showed the 

public increasingly prioritized education in the late 1990s and early 2000s, even as terrorism and 

homeland security rose in importance after 9/11. The jump was particularly noticeable from 1990 

to 2000, as the percent of adults identifying education as one of the most important problems 

rose to 33%, an increase of 27 points from a decade earlier. 

 

Since then the polling data suggests a reversion to the norm of consistent, yet restrained interest 

in public education. For instance, surveys in 2009 and 2011 asked how much attention the public 

pays to education issues elicited almost identical responses: 37% pay “a great deal” or “quite a 

bit” of attention to education, 41% pay some attention, and 22% pay “very little” or “none” 

(Howell et al., 2011). Such consistency in public opinion is notable between 2009-2011, a time 

period that included the passage of new voucher or tax-credit programs in Arizona, Colorado, 

Indiana, North Carolina, Ohio, Oklahoma, and Wisconsin, continued growth of charter schools, 

teacher-led collective bargaining protests in Wisconsin, RttT implementation, and the release of 

well-publicized documentaries on public education – e.g. Waiting for Superman. Further, in 

                                                 
97 During the 80 years of polling, the Economy (Unemployment, High Cost of Living), Civil Rights, 
Crime/Violence, Drugs/Drug Abuse, and Foreign Relations (Cold War and Vietnam) have been the only issues the 
majority agreed on as the most important problem facing the country. 
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2011, the year before a presidential election, the party out of power virtually ignored education 

in their campaigns, with only 1% of the debate questions from 20 Republican debates focused on 

public education (Al-Bassam et al., 2012). Seemingly the developments since 2009 would have 

made education a more regular and important part of public discourse, but limited attention 

remained the norm. Based on polling data public education seems slightly more important than 

in the early 1990s, although the percentage of people paying close attention to education seems 

to be stable in the face of big policy shifts. Next I explain public attitudes on specific issues 

related to public education.   

 

The Education Agenda During the NCLB Era 

Polling data from the 2000s demonstrate high levels of confidence in local schools and general 

disapproval of “other” schools. This is important to foundations hoping to influence local 

agendas, because without a problem there is no need, or desire, for a policy solution to be 

proposed, especially from an outside political actor. But the federal government is concerned 

with all “other” schools, which the public believes are doing a poor job educating children. Thus, 

to some extent the public should be more accepting of additional government action in education 

policy at the federal level, as this is the level of government that deals mostly with “other” 

schools. If sanctions were to spread to all schools, then these attitudes may shift, but NCLB and 

RttT have focused the majority of their attention on troubled schools, predominately in lower 

income, high-minority, and large urban districts. This phenomenon would seemingly give the 

federal government more freedom to propose and implement solutions in public education and 

further demonstrates why power over education policy has shifted to the federal level and why 
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foundations hoping to exert influence must be active in Washington, DC. Five polls support this 

argument.  

• Phi Delta Kappa polling demonstrates there is a consistent belief that public education is 
generally a problem, yet a “Lake Wobegon” effect exists when assessing local schools, 
following the logic of Garrison Keillor’s fictional town in which “all the women are 
strong, all the men are good looking, and all the children are above average.” Put more 
simply, Americans love their “local schools, but hate America’s schools” (Hess, 2011d). 
In 2011, 51% gave their schools an A or B, but only 17% gave public schools nationally 
an A or B (Bushaw and Lopez, 2011). This poll question has been asked for decades and 
while the percentage of respondents assigning an A or B their local schools has risen, up 
from 37% in 1982 and 45% in 2007, the percentage giving an A or B to public schools 
nationally has stayed relatively flat: 21% in 1982 and 16% in 2007 (Phi Delta Kappa, 
1982). This data shows the gap between positive assessments for local schools and for 
“other” schools has doubled in 29 years: 16% in 1982, 29% in 2007, and 34% in 2011. 
 

• The public is approximately 30% more confident in their local schools compared to 
public schools nationally, a gap in confidence that has been consistent since 1999 (See 
Figure 5.2 for details).  
 

• In 2010, almost a decade after NCLB was passed, 43% favored a stronger role for the 
federal government in education, down only 3% from 2000. Respondents with a stake in 
public education - parents with children in school - were even more supportive, at 56% 
(Saad, 2010).98  
 

• In 2002, when asked to name the biggest problem in public schools the most frequently 
cited response was lack of financial support/funding/money (See Table 5.2 for details). 
 

• In 2006, 70% of the public stated the U.S. spent too little on education, up from 50% in 
1977 (See Figure 5.3 for details).  

 

Polling data also shows the public is comfortable with testing as an accountability mechanism. 

The public also has put an emphasis on teacher related reforms and generally supports more 

education spending, yet support for specific proposals like uniformly higher teacher pay and 

reductions in class size is lacking.  

                                                 
98 Partisanship and age had an influence on these opinions, as more Democrats and younger Americans are more 
supportive of a stronger federal role in education. 
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• The public is supportive of testing as an accountability mechanism to measure progress. 
A CBS News poll found six months prior to passage of NCLB that 74% of the public 
favored testing of public school students as a “way to determine how well the school is 
doing educating students an accountability measure.” In 2004 and 2010 the same 
question was asked of the public, with the percentage in favor remaining at 71% in both 
polls. (See Table 5.3 for details). 
 

• The public shows signs of supporting teachers generally, yet has limited enthusiasm for 
better teacher pay or reductions in class size. In an open-ended question Gallup asked 
respondents to provide a solution to fix K-12 education. In both 2004 and 2009 quality 
teachers was most frequent response, followed by a curriculum focusing on basics. No 
other response items were cited at the 10% level. Notably, reduction in class size was 
cited 6% less in 2009 as compared to 2004. Support for continued federal involvement in 
education was also confirmed, as only 3% of respondents citing a need to “stop 
government from running schools” (See Table 5.4 for details). 

 

Collectively, the polls show consistently high levels of public confidence in “own” schools, yet a 

lack of faith in “other public” schools. If there is an overriding public agenda during the decade, 

it is public support for test-based accountability to address the achievement gap, a movement 

strengthened by a belief that problems are most severe in “other public” schools and should be 

addressed by the federal government through better funding for education programs. Because 

NCLB and RttT focus primarily on “other public” schools that are in lower income, high-

minority, and large urban districts, this is a convenient position for most Americans to take, as it 

provides the federal government more freedom to propose and implement solutions that 

disproportionately impact the type of school districts where foundations are most active. This 

public orientation toward education reform in the NCLB era also aligns with most of the agenda 

items superintendents and interviewees identified in 2011: common core state standards, teacher-

centered reforms, personalized learning/virtual education, school finance equity, and charter 

schools.  
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Given the public constraints on local agenda setting and the factors supporting a stronger federal 

role in public education, in the next section I model how foundation influence might work at the 

federal level. I illustrate their influence by explaining how charter schools became part of the 

nation’s education agenda. I select charters schools as a case study of foundation influence 

because both interviewees and superintendents credited foundations as a key factor in the rise of 

charters schools. According to superintendents and interviewees, of all the reforms on the 

education agenda, charter schools are most closely linked to foundations. In addition, Henig 

(2008, 11) concluded in his study of scientific research on charter schools, mass democracy, and 

rational policy-making that the charter school issue became framed as market versus government 

in part because of foundations: “This did not simply happen, it was in large measure the result of 

a deliberate strategy by conservative activists and foundations.” Thus, if foundations can truly 

influence which issues become part of the agenda, then their contributions should be readily 

apparent when examining how charter schools gained agenda status. But, as I explain in the 

second half of the chapter, there are many alternative explanations that muddy the waters of 

foundation influence. Before laying out the case for and against foundation influence, I review 

the key milestones of charter school expansion since the Minnesota State Legislature authorized 

the first charter school in 1992.99  

 

Charter School Details 

Although most charters are non-union employers, charters gained steam in 1988 when Albert 

Shanker, then president of the AFT, advocated for charters as a way to support the development 

of innovative teaching practices within a public education system (Shanker, 2011). This support 

was likely in part motivated by Shanker’s desire to increase teacher discretion and provide a 
                                                 
99 Additional information and research on charter schools can be found in Appendix D. 
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model of unionized charters. If so, these efforts were ineffective, as although characteristics of 

charter schools vary based on state charters, most are non-union. Generally all charter schools 

are defined as public schools and are established by charter contracts that are agreed upon and 

approved by a sponsoring entity. The sponsoring entity varies state to state, but often the state 

board of education, the local school board, or a distinctive local charter board serves in this role. 

The charter contract establishes the focus of the school, which is typically specialized, or 

thematic although specialization is not a universal trait.  

 

Another defining trait of charter schools is an independent board of directors responsible for the 

governance matters of the school, including fiduciary responsibilities related to the allocation of 

public funds that the charter schools receives. Charter schools must also show that they can 

adhere to fiscal, managerial, and student performance standards which if not met can lead to 

school closure. Although their legal status and organization varies slightly by state, according to 

Petrilli (2011a) all charters allow for three key ideas to be put in action, “accountability for 

results, school-level autonomy, and meaningful parental choice.” As an advocate of charter 

schools, Petrilli suggests the best schools in urban education today are charters that have 

embraced these ideals. Critics of charters argue that they skill off the best students from 

neighborhood schools and do not partner with traditional public schools in a way that benefits all 

children (Ravitch, 2010a; Shanker, 2011).100 

 

While the media has publicized charter schools and a few cities, especially New Orleans and 

Washington, DC, have a large percentage of students enrolled in charters, charters educate 

                                                 
100 The expanding presence of charter schools as a policy solution to confront poor academic achievement in low-
to-moderate income communities has prompted many studies that ask if charters are an effective policy solution to 
improve student outcomes. In the appendix this research is reviewed. 
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relatively few students. Since the early 1990s the number students enrolled has progressively 

increased, but in 2010 there were still only about 5,000 charter schools, which enrolled 1.7 of the 

approximately 50 million public school students. For comparison purposes, this is about the 

same number of students that are home-schooled each year (Goldstein, 2012). In total, 40 states 

(plus the District of Columbia) have laws allowing charter schools, but the number of charters 

per state varies widely. The permissiveness of state charter laws in part determines the number of 

schools available to students, which then influences the number of students enrolled. The impact 

of these laws can be seen in Table 5.5. For instance, for every 100,000 residents in the United 

States there are 1.81 charter schools, while Arizona has more than 9 charters for every 100,000 

residents. In the District of Columbia there are 18 charters for every 100,000 residents, yet across 

the Potomac River in Virginia, there are .05 charters for every 100,000 residents. In addition to 

the high state level variance, a large percentage of students in charters reside in only a few states, 

with six states (Michigan, Ohio, Texas, Arizona, Florida, and California) accounting 60% of all 

students enrolled in charter schools. 

 

How Did Foundations Influence the Rise of Charters Rise? 

In Chapter Three and Four, the superintendent survey and interviews provided a sense of how 

foundations aided the rise of charter schools on the national education agenda. Superintendents 

said of all the groups supporting charters (e.g. state legislators, the federal executive, NGA, 

business leaders, NEA, and parents), foundations had “been the most supportive of this reform 

nationally.” Based on the data collected for this dissertation, foundations contributed to charters 

ascendancy on the public agenda in a number of ways.  
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Foundations have helped specific charters, i.e. Knowledge Is Power Program (KIPP), scale up 

their operations – providing a model of excellence that has helped spur interest nationwide.101 

KIPP’s accomplishments have led to commendations in the press and from politicians, publicity 

heightened by a 2009 New York Times bestseller book.102 Foundation support, mostly from the 

Doris & Donald Fisher Fund, has also been essential to KIPP’s development. The CEO of the 

KIPP Foundation, Richard Barth (2009), acknowledged their reliance on private giving, 

commenting at the time of Don Fisher’s death: “KIPP would not be a network of 82 schools 

today (on track to 97 or more schools next year) without Don's passion, drive, insight, and 

unbelievable generosity.” Although other foundations have supported KIPP, backing from the 

Doris & Donald Fisher Fund has been crucial to their expansion. After spending a year searching 

for a public education program that was producing results and scalable, the Fisher’s provided a 

$15 million grant to KIPP, which led to approximately $70 million in additional funding 

provided over the next 15 years (Levenick, 2010; Tierney and Fleishman, 2011). In a 

promotional video one of the founders, Dave Levin (2011) commented how critical foundation 

funding had been to their organization: “There is no way that we would have been able to turn 
                                                 
101 KIPP was created in 1994 by two TFA alumni who had met working as teachers in Houston, Texas. They ended 
up starting two charter schools, in Harlem, NY and Houston, TX, which they ran for 7 years before an expansionary 
period starting in 2000 and led to creation of a network of 109 schools in 20 states and the District of Columbia that 
enrolled 32,000 students. Growth has not stymied academic success, as the schools have generally produced large 
gains in student achievement while serving challenging student populations (Angrist et al., 2011). KIPP is defined 
by challenging student populations - KIPP serves predominately low-income and Black or Latino students – and 
high goals – KIPP aspires that 75% of their students will graduate from college. Yet, early research suggests their 
efforts are paying off for students. A longitudinal study examining 22 KIPP middle school schools, in which 
students were found to have achievement levels lower than the average public school student, the vast majority of 
the schools produced student assessment scores, mathematics (18 of 22) and reading (15 of 22), that were “positive, 
statistically significant, and educationally substantial” (Tuttle et al., 2010). Other studies have found KIPP students 
leave school at the same rate as their traditional public school counterparts, while minorities student attrition rates 
are lower for KIPP attendees (Nichols-Barrer et al., 2011; Angrist et al., 2011). These successes show KIPP’s 
methods have increased testing growth – yet the high bar of 75% college graduation remains a stretch goal, “as of 
March 2011, 33 percent of students who completed a KIPP middle school 10 or more years ago have graduated from 
a four-year college.” As KIPP administrators correctly point out, while not meeting their internal goal, 33% 
completion rate is higher than the national average and is four times the expected rate based on the student 
demographics of their students. 
102 Work Hard. Be Nice: How Two Inspired Teachers Created the Most Promising Schools in America by Jay 
Mathews. 
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KIPP from two little schools in Houston and New York into this network of high performing 

schools without Don/Doris Fisher and there…not…beyond their money, but their belief, their 

vision, and their push.”  

 

Secondly, foundations have supported the placement of key figures in administrative posts in the 

Obama Administration, creating a cadre of sympathetic advocates of charter schools. Evidence 

supporting this claim includes staffing patterns for positions of authority at U.S. DOE under the 

Obama administration. I analyze the Obama Administration specifically because according to 

interviewees they are unique for having created a philanthropy liaison at the U.S. DOE, 

institutionalizing foundation communication through a political appointee– a task previously 

accomplished informally. On its face, the creation of this position seems to support claims of 

foundation influence in bureaucratic decision-making, although multiple interviewees told me 

the duties of the position are modeled after a formalized role the U.S. DOE has had for decades 

to interact with teacher unions. In addition to staffing patterns, deMarrais et al.’s (2011) argue 

that U.S. Secretary of Education Arne Duncan forged close relationships with foundations as 

Superintendent of the Chicago Schools and that a convergence between foundations and federal 

policymakers opened a policy window that made “teacher pay, evaluation, and tenure” attractive 

investments, contributing to foundation supported policies and practices becoming codified in 

RttT and Investing in Innovation Fund (hereinafter i3).  

 

Looking more broadly at foundation influence among Obama’s DOE appointees, I evaluate 

staffing patterns of the 145 political appointees confirmed to serve in the U.S. DOE between 

January 20, 2009 and February 12, 2012, focusing on the appointees designated as senior staff. 
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In August 2011, 19 political appointees had been name senior staff, accounting for 61% of the 

total senior staff positions in the agency. Of the 31 senior staffers, only three individuals 

previously worked for a foundation, although two other senior officials worked for organizations 

closely affiliated with foundations (NewSchools Venture Fund and New Leaders for New 

Schools).103 Of those with direct foundation experience, two of the three were political 

appointees. As Table 5.6 shows there is diverse set of education and work experience among 

senior staffers at U.S. DOE, although officials with foundation affiliation serve in senior 

positions of authority – in particular Chief of Staff, Deputy Chief of Staff, and head of the 

division responsible for administering i3 and the charter schools program. In addition, as one 

interviewee commented, influence also flows from lower level political appointees, which 

according to the interviewee includes many with foundation backgrounds. The latter claim was 

not evaluated, but based on the evidence it seems there are many actors in senior level positions 

with a natural inclination to be sympathetic toward foundation supported policy positions such as 

charter schools. While intra-agency influence is difficult to measure, there are also signs that 

foundation involvement has become institutionalized at U.S. DOE, through the i3.  

 

i3 Fund 

The i3 fund is an $800 million competitive grant program originally approved as part of the 

American Recovery and Reinvestment Act (hereinafter ARRA) of 2009 that requires the 

Secretary of Education to “make awards to eligible entities that have made significant gains in 

closing the achievement gap” (U.S. Department of Education, 2009b). The law requires 

                                                 
103 Jim Shelton, Assistant Deputy Secretary, Office of Innovation and Improvement formerly worked at the Gates 
Foundation, Russlynn Ali, Assistant Secretary, Office for Civil Rights worked for the Broad Foundation previously, 
while Juan Sepúlveda worked for the Rockefeller Foundation in the 1990s. NewSchools Venture Fund previously 
employed Joanne Weiss, the Chief of Staff for the Secretary of Education, and New Leaders for New Schools 
previously employed Tyra Mariani, Deputy Chief of Staff.  
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applicants must either be a school district or a nonprofit partnered with a school district and 

explicitly calls for private sector or philanthropic partnership: “allow such eligible entities to 

work in partnership with the private sector and the philanthropic community.” The program 

provides three types of funding; 1) scale-up programs already tested (average awards expected to 

be $24 million), 2) validate programs needing testing ($12 million average), and 3) fund for 

exploratory programs ($2.8 million average). In 2010 over 1,500 applications were received and 

49 grants were awarded, mostly to organizations with extensive track records in education, a 

group of grantees derided by some as “the usual suspects” (Lester, 2011). The list of awardees 

included TFA, KIPP, and New Teachers Project, in addition to 18% of grantees receiving 

matched funding from NewSchools Venture Fund (Schorr, 2011). TFA, KIPP, and New 

Teachers Project collectively received 19% of all funds allocated in 2010, but in 2011 none of 

the 23 grantees came from “the usual suspects” line up.  

 

In terms of foundation influence, i3 matters because it institutionalizes foundation involvement 

in federal education policy. Because grant winners are required to obtain a private match of 

approximately 10% of the grant total, foundations are essentially allowed to veto ideas they view 

as not promising. The private match requirement has mobilized a group of funders, led by the 

Gates Foundation, which created a website call the Foundation Registry to share information and 

fund winners collaboratively. The Foundation Registry, not formally affiliated with the U.S. 

DOE, had approximately 50% of i3 applicants register their proposals in 2010, with the majority 

of proposals that registered receiving funding from an affiliate foundation (Lester, 2011). In 

addition to the Foundation Registry, U.S. DOE created the Open Innovation Portal, another 

method to connect donors and education innovators. By March 2010 Open Innovation Portal had 
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registered 2,851 members, yet accounted for fewer participants than the Foundation Registry, 

with only 76 ideas submitted. 

 

Thirdly, foundations have directly funded charter school funders and advocacy organizations. Of 

the largest foundations, the Walton Family Foundation has been the biggest supporter of 

charters. For example, they provided over $450 million dollars in education related grants 

between 2009 and 2011, with most of these funds allocated to charter funders (e.g. $49.2 million 

to the Charter School Growth Fund), charter advocates (e.g. $9.5 million to California Charter 

Schools Association and $3.6 million to National Alliance of Charter Schools), organizations 

closely connected with charters (e.g. $36.4 million to TFA), and direct funding to charters 

themselves (e.g. $18.5 million to KIPP Foundation).104  

 

Next, foundations have funded research centers and think tanks that provide academic heft and 

legitimacy to the expansion of charters schools. Henig (2008, 12) found, “Even when they 

cannot influence the content and findings of research, both public and private funders have 

                                                 
104 Foundations have also funded state advocacy organizations, which indirectly influence federal agenda setting. 
These have initiatives have drawn strong criticism from Ravitch (2011d) and Barkan (2012). Ravitch (2011d) 
considers “Stand for Children, like Education Reform Now, Democrats for Education Reform, TeachPlus, and 
various other "reform" organizations” astroturf organizations that are run by “Wall Street executives, high-tech 
entrepreneurs, and others who have little or no experience in public education.” As Ravitch notes, most of these 
organizations have received foundation support in recent years: Stand for Children Center (Gates $5.7 million 2005-
2011, Walton $2.5 million 2009-2011), Education Reform Now (Walton $2.4 million 2009-2011), and TeachPlus 
(Gates $1.1 million in 2009). Barkan (2012) argues: “to revolutionize public education, which is largely under state 
and local jurisdiction, reformers must get state and local governments to adopt their agenda as basic policy; they 
must counter the teachers’ unions’ political clout. To this end, ed reformers are shifting major resources—staff and 
money—into state and local campaigns for candidates and legislation.” The American Legislative Exchange Council 
(ALEC) is also often lumped into this group of “ed reformers,” as it received $376,635 from the Gates Foundation 
(2011) to “to educate and engage its membership on more efficient state budget approaches to drive greater student 
outcomes, as well as educate them on beneficial ways to recruit, retain, evaluate and compensate effective teaching 
based upon merit and achievement.” The Gates Foundation grant, while small, has been criticized because ALEC is 
a proponent of conservative values such as limited government, free markets, and individual liberty and at the state 
level has supported teacher retention policies, in particular policies which require seniority is not considered during 
staffing reductions. 
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influence through the roles they play in affecting which findings get attention and how they are 

characterized in the public realm.” Although Henig (2008) concluded that the largest foundations 

have been reluctant to fund research projects, more recent analysis suggests their hesitancy could 

be fading. For instance, Libby (2012) found the Gates Foundation increased their funding to 

think tanks by 28% between 2008 and 2010, providing grants totaling $10.1 million. Among 

Washington, DC based think tanks, one of the more vocal supporters of charters has been the 

Thomas B. Fordham Institute, which according to grant analysis received funding from 4 of the 

15 largest foundations in 2005 and 2009, totaling $2 million dollars. In addition, between 2009-

2011 the Walton Family Foundation donated $1.6 million to Fordham. There is also evidence of 

university affiliation lending legitimacy to the choice argument, in particular the Department of 

Education Reform in the College of Education and Health Professions at the University of 

Arkansas. Established in 2005 with a $20 million gift from the Walton Family Foundation, the 

department has been regularly cited in the press and published influential reports on choice 

initiatives around the country, especially in Arkansas (Reed, 2008).  

 

Lastly, foundations have funded commercially successful documentaries supportive of charter 

schools. In August 2010 the Gates Foundation (2010) reported a $2 million dollar grant to 

Participant Media, LLC “to execute a social action campaign that will complement Paramount’s 

marketing campaign of Waiting for Superman.” The same year Participant Media, LLC also 

received funding from the Broad Foundation, the Walton Family Foundation, the Doris & 

Donald Fisher Fund, the Ford Foundation, and Einhorn Family Trust to promote the film. These 

efforts contributed to the film’s success, as Waiting for Superman became the 4th highest 
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grossing documentary of 2010, earning $6.41 million at the box office (IMDb, 2012).105 Diane 

Ravitch (2010c), who criticized the film for lionizing charter schools without admitting their 

faults, wrote in a review that the film arrived “with the biggest publicity splash I have ever seen 

for a documentary. Not only was it the subject of major stories in Time and New York, but it was 

featured twice on The Oprah Winfrey Show and was the centerpiece of several days of 

programming by NBC, including an interview with President Obama.” 

 

Collectively, these efforts have led critics like Ravitch (2011d) to claim foundations and their 

acolytes wish to set the agenda in public education: “what we are really seeing is a well-planned 

and well-executed effort to change public education by the wealthy and powerful.” Following 

Ravitch’s logic, the “best case” of foundations influencing the placement of charters on the 

federal education agenda works as follows. Foundations helped charters gain public attention by 

supporting model charters like KIPP and commercially successful documentaries sympathetic to 

charter schools. Foundations have gained influence in policy-making by helping charter friendly 

administrators find key U.S. DOE posts, who subsequently helped institutionalize foundation 

involvement in federal education policy through the i3 program. Finally, these efforts have been 

gained legitimacy from academic centers and think tanks funded by foundations. This is a 

convincing story and shows that foundations certainly played an important role in charter schools 

rising on the federal policy agenda. But there are a number of equally valid alternative 

explanations for the rise of charters on the agenda, each detailed in the following section.  

 

                                                 
105 As of March 2012 Waiting for Superman was the 69th highest grossing documentary of all time, out of 226,168 
documentaries released in theaters. In comparison, the highly influential film by the same director – An Inconvenient 
Truth – earned $23.8 million in 2006 (IMDb, 2012) 
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Alternative Explanations to the Rise of Charters 

First, the national mood - public opinion and elite sentiments about public education - aligned 

with the federal approach to education policy as seen in the passage of NCLB and RttT. Kingdon 

(1995) found elections and the national mood help move policies on or off the agenda and that 

consensus is usually accomplished through bargaining between elected officials, constituents, 

and organized political forces (e.g. unions and foundations) and the associated costs and benefits 

of proposed policies. As described earlier, there is close alignment between public attitudes and 

the policy agenda I identified in the interviews with federal political actors, and the examination 

of congressional hearings, and GAO reports. Importantly, public opinion seems to have 

coalesced around a few key themes before foundations like the Gates Foundation started to push 

for similar policies. These views were consistent and aided by two major policy changes (NCLB 

and RttT) that elevated specific policies like charter schools onto the agenda during the 2000s. 

Public opinion polls also align with the current focus of the Gates Foundation. And, as I discuss 

in the next section, public approval created political conditions favoring certain reforms and 

leading to new, yet unproven, forms of foundation involvement in public education: Passage of 

NCLB in 2002 and implementation of RttT as part of ARRA in 2009.106  

 

NCLB 

The reauthorization of ESEA in 2002 represented a dramatic shift in federal education policy. 

Under the leadership of President Bush and Senator Kennedy (D-MA), NCLB passed in a 

bipartisan vote (384 votes in the House and 91 in the Senate) with opposing sides compromising 

                                                 
106 National economic conditions are related to each of these political shifts, in particular the two economic 
contractions that occurred during the 2000s. The first contraction was relatively mild, lasting from March to 
November 2001, while the second was the second largest contraction since 1929, lasting from December 2007 to 
June 2009. 



 
 

208 

on choice issues, resulting in charters gaining prominence over vouchers as a favored federal 

policy (DeBray-Pelot, 2006). The law, which reauthorized 1994 ESEA legislation, prompted 

over 30 additional states to start annual testing in grades 3-8, turning the standards movement 

started a decade earlier into an accountability movement. While earlier state efforts contributed 

to this landmark legislation by providing federal officials license to act, passage of a law as far 

reaching as NCLB was also aided by the absence of a dominant interest group at the federal level 

and rising influence of new interest groups not aligned traditional liberal concerns ((Manna, 

2006); DeBray-Pelot, 2006; Chubb and Moe, 2009). Regardless of the factors responsible for 

NCLB passage – big changes resulted. Federal expenditures on education rose, states were 

required to set standards for “highly qualified” teachers, student achievement data was required 

to be disaggregated by student subgroups, and ambitious due dates were set to meet the new 

standards (Petrilli, 2006).107  

 

While NCLB brought substantial change to public education, foundations seemingly remained 

on the sidelines. For instance, DeBray-Pelot (2006) analyzed agenda setting leading up to NCLB 

and never mentioned a single foundation in her analysis. But NCLB did include two small steps 

towards further foundation involvement in public education, although neither effort was 

particularly impactful in terms of aiding foundation agenda setting at the federal level in the 

short-term. 

 

The first step was a provision allowed school districts to convert low-performing Title I schools 

into charters. Conceivably more charter school conversions would provide foundations with 

                                                 
107 Regarding spending, from 2000 to 2005 federal expenditures under the ESEA rose from approximately $15 
billion to $25 billion. As a percent of GDP spending rose from .15% to .20%, although still remained below 1966 
levels, when $2 billion is federal education spending accounted for .26% of GDP. 
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additional influence given their relationships with the sector. But, overall the measure led to few 

charter conversions, as a minuscule amount of school districts selected charter conversion as a 

corrective action. For instance, in 2006 California had 404 schools in restructuring, but only 2 

had been closed and reopened as a charter school (Mead, 2007). Additionally, while the number 

of schools identified for improvement nationwide increased, up from 9,700 in 2005, only 0.3% 

of the 14,500 failing schools in 2009 had been converted to charters (Manwaring, 2010; U.S. 

Department of Education, 2011b).  

 

The second step was a requirement that “supplemental educational services" be offered to 

students at Title I schools designated in need of improvement for more than one year. Services 

could be provided by nonprofit entities, for-profit entities, local educational agencies, public 

schools, public charter schools, private schools, public or private institutions of higher education, 

and faith-based organizations, pending state approval. Conceivably foundation influence would 

have been strengthened had their nonprofit grantees moved aggressively into this marketplace, a 

notion that does not seem to have materialized. Additionally, because these services were 

predominantly made available in districts with previous relationships with foundations - high-

minority, economically disadvantaged districts in urban settings - their support of nonprofit 

grantee service providers could have potentially further enhanced their local influence in these 

districts.108  

 

Although the supplemental educational services market was open to all types of provider, private 

providers (made up of for-profit and non-profit organizations) accounted for 88% of the 3,050 

                                                 
108 For example, the 21 districts with over 100,000 students enrolled and designated in need of improvement for 
more than one year accounted for 56% of the students receiving supplemental education services in 2005 (Ashby, 
2006). 
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state approved providers by 2008, up from 76% in 2005, and 60% in 2003 (U.S. Department of 

Education, 2009a). Unfortunately, the U.S. DOE did not separate providers by non-profit and 

for-profit in it’s most recent report, but there is some evidence that for-profit providers 

effectively grabbed market share as the decade wore on. In 2004 national for-profit companies 

already served 39 percent of all students participating in supplemental educational services and 

researchers found additional evidence that national for-profit companies were expanding 

aggressively into this market (Burch et al., 2007; U.S. Department of Education, 2008). Thus, 

while uncertainty exists regarding the relationship between foundations and providers of 

supplemental educational services, it seems, given the growth of for-profit providers in the 

market that any gains in foundation agenda setting power would be felt at the local level and thus 

would have minimal impact at the federal level. 

 

Overall, NCLB is a great example of policies determining politics, yet provides little evidence 

that the policies of NCLB were the results to foundation preferences (Lowi, 1972; DeBray-Pelot, 

2006). Instead, it seems the policies of NCLB set the agenda for the policies subsequently 

embraced by RttT. For instance, NCLB mandated testing created a huge amount of performance 

data on schools, districts, and states – data that has been critically important in the defense of 

subsequent policy changes in public education (Rotherham, 2012). Further, the actions taken by 

states to avoid punitive measures are credited with having accelerated support for common core 

state standards (Rotherham, 2012). NCLB also bred new politics by further illuminating U.S. 

weaknesses in comparison to international competitors, in particular the rising powers of China 

and India, leading to a focus on STEM centered reforms (DeBray-Pelot, 2009). These factors 

helped shape the agenda from which RttT was crafted, as discussed in the next section.  
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RttT 

The Great Recession took hold just before Barack Obama assumed the presidency, causing 

Congress to pass ARRA. Included in the legislation was $97.4 billion U.S. DOE was responsible 

for distributing to states and localities to limit job cuts that would have resulted from falling tax 

receipts, a task completed by September 30, 2010. The legislation also set aside $4.35 billion to 

create the RttT fund, a competitive grant program incenting states to adopt certain types of 

reforms, focused on standards and assessments, data collection, teacher evaluation and 

certification, and turnaround of failing schools. Specifically, the U.S. DOE called for: 

 
1. Adopting standards and assessments that prepare students to succeed in college and the 

workplace and to compete in the global economy. 
2. Building data systems that measure student growth and success, and inform teachers and 

principals about how they can improve instruction 
3. Recruiting, developing, rewarding, and retaining effective teachers and principals, 

especially where they are needed most. 
4. Turning around our lowest-achieving schools. 

 

States were given wide latitude to write policies as they saw fit, but were required to focus their 

efforts on these four core program areas. Divided into multiple funding rounds, RttT round one 

attracted applications from 41 states, from which 15 finalists were selected and two states 

Delaware ($100 million) and Tennessee ($500 million) were named winners in March 2010. In 

round two 26 states applied, from which 19 finalist were selected and 9 states and the District of 

Columbia were named winners in August 2010, receiving in total $3.3 billion. The third round 

focused on STEM education, with 7 states named winners December 2011, each receiving a 

share of the $200 million.109  

                                                 
109 In order from largest award New York ($700 million), Florida ($700 million) to smallest (7 states awarded a 
share of $200 million) the following states (N=22) received RttT awards. New York, Florida, Tennessee, Georgia, 
North Carolina, Ohio, Massachusetts, Maryland, Delaware, Hawaii, Rhode Island, District of Columbia, California, 
Minnesota, Washington, Arizona, Colorado, Illinois, Kentucky, Louisiana, New Jersey, and Pennsylvania.  
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As a result of RttT, and the 2010 Republican state election landslide, many state education 

policies changed. Petrilli and Eberhardt (2012) identified which states have passed Fordham’s 

preferred policies since RttT was implemented, finding 15 states made it easier to fire teachers, 

10 passed new voucher or tax credit programs to support school choice, 10 limited districts 

ability to fire the most inexperienced teachers first (LIFO), and 12 raised or eliminated caps on 

charter schools in their states. While Petrilli and Eberhardt (2012) conveniently make the 

partisan argument that these changes were the result of Republican advances in state legislatures 

and governorships, parsing the effect of RttT and partisan control is difficult to ascertain as about 

½ of the states making changes were also RttT winners.110  

 

The second alternative explanation for the rise of charters on the federal agenda is that federal 

and state legislation incentivized the growth of charters before foundations scaled up their 

involvement. Well before the policies embedded in NCLB and RttT enabled the growth of 

charter schools, the federal government supported the expansion of charter schools. In 1995, 

shortly after state authorities started to authorize charter schools, the federal government created 

a grant program for states with charter schools. The Federal Government’s Public Charter School 

Program (PCSP) has supported charter school creation, charter school research, and 

demonstration projects, as shown in Figure 5.4 (U.S. Department of Education, 2004). The first 

year of the program supported a network of 250 charter schools with $6 million dollars, but 2010 

appropriations to the program were $138 million and the network of charter schools had grown 

to 4,919. These funds were critical to the broad expansion of charters, as a study found between 

1999-2002 PCSP funds were “the most prevalent source of start-up funding available to charter 

                                                 
110 Percent of States that were RttT winners and passed reforms: Easier to fire teachers (60%), voucher or tax credit 
(50%), limit districts ability to fire the most inexperienced teachers first (40%), and raise or eliminated caps on 
charter schools (58%). 
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schools” with over 60% of charters schools reporting receipt of PCSP funds during their start-up 

phase (Finnigan et al., 2004).  

 

The threat of a more widespread choice program – vouchers – has also led to increased 

acceptance of charter schools, which have been supported by Democratic and Republican 

administrations (Greene, 2011c). Greene (2011c) concludes, “None of this [the rise of charters] 

would have happened without the more threating prospect of private school choice lurking out 

there. If the unions and their political allies were able to neutralize the voucher threat, they would 

have not more need to offer the compromise of supporting charters.” Vouchers are still a fringe 

policy solution, but did benefit from the 2010 partisan shift at the state and local level, yet as of 

October 2011 only Louisiana, Indiana, Ohio, Wisconsin (Milwaukee), and the District of 

Columbia offer low-income students vouchers (National Conference of State Legislatures, 2011). 

The most recent additions to the voucher lineup, Indiana and Ohio, are notable, but mostly 

further demonstrate the importance of public opinion in the policy-making process, as in 

comparison to other states there is evidence of higher levels of public support for vouchers 

programs in Indiana and Ohio, in particular by poor blacks and rich whites (Gelman, 2009).111  

 

The third and fourth alternative explanations for the rise of charters on the federal agenda are 

more about what foundations do not do. First, foundations are generally absent from federal 

policy-making. Multiple interviewees shared stories of hesitant national foundation staff 

unwilling to openly engage with federal policymakers, and instead relying heavily on lawyers to 

                                                 
111 Gelman (2009) found consistent trends in public support for vouchers during the 2000s, with vouchers especially 
popular in the Northeast and California, but less so in the Southeastern states: “In general, among white groups, the 
higher the income, the more popular are school vouchers. But among nonwhites, it goes the other way, with 
vouchers being popular in the lower income categories but then becoming less popular among the middle class.” 
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ensure their activities were unquestionably legal. This hesitancy seems common, as a foundation 

trade publication recently published an article by a former Senate staffer that called on 

foundations to spend more time educating members of Congress about their grant funded 

programs: “From my observations as a senior Senate aide, more foundations need to step up 

when it comes to communicating with members of Congress” (Hamond, 2012). The lack of 

experience foundations generally have with the legislative process was also identified as a 

weakness of U.S. DOE political appointees. In interviews I learned those with only foundation 

experience occasionally failed to grasp the concept of “what we can get through committee” and 

were uncertain how to pragmatically approach the policy-making process. According to those 

interviewed, this did not make them ineffective in their jobs, but their learning curve was steeper 

than appointees with a legislative background. 

 

During interviews I also learned that while foundations have became increasingly engaged in the 

federal agenda setting process, there remains an aversion to activities that could be perceived as 

advocacy (McKersie and Markward, 1999).112 An anecdote from one interviewee explains how 

this behavior limits foundations’ ability to serve as agenda setters at the federal level. The 

interviewee explained how in the late 2000s a senior U.S. DOE official wished to discuss a 

policy change with a foundation official. Not only did the conversation take five separate phone 

calls to arrange, but it also required the participation of multiple lawyers and resulted in a 

conversation so vague that the U.S. DOE official immediately reached out to a number of 

advocacy groups to solicit helpful opinions on the proposed policy change. The cautious 

                                                 
112 According to interviewees foundations were barely active in the legislative arena in the 1980s and 1990s. One 
former House member who served 8 terms told me during his time in office he never once communicated with a 
foundation official.  
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approach of foundations is exemplified by the largest foundation, the Gates Foundation, which 

had only limited involvement in the policy arenas reviewed for this chapter. 

 

Second, foundations fund research centers and media campaigns, but they make up a small 

fraction of their total giving and some of the more controversial grant making has been offset by 

direct teacher union funding. Since 2000 the Gates Foundation has given over $5 billion to 

education grants and scholarships in the United States (Riley, 2011). Of this total, $2 million was 

allocated to Participant Media LLC to promote Waiting for Superman. Between 2005 and 2011 

the Gates Foundation gave $6.7 million to NEA and AFT and have funding programs like 

“Turnaround Teacher Teams, which works with the district and its teachers union to move 

cohorts of experienced, highly rated instructors into high-needs schools, while giving them extra 

training and support” (Goldstein, 2010). Additionally, in 2000, 2005, and 2009 the 15 largest 

foundations gave $3.1 million to NEA and AFT. As discussed in Chapter 3, think tank funding is 

a small portion of total foundation giving, a finding confirmed by Libby (2012), who found only 

1% of the funds distributed by the Gates Foundation between 2009-2011 were allocated to think 

tanks.  

 

The final alternative explanation is that foundations operate in a complex federal system and 

must depend on their grantees to exert influence, further limiting their influence due to 

constrained policy options. At the federal level new ideas are usually adopted incrementally. In 

education policy, this occurs in part because the most influential actors represent divergent 

interests - unions, poor students, and urban districts - and because there is not a dominant interest 

group (Moe, 2011; Rotherham, 2011b). Power is further dispersed by the fact the federal 
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government must share power with states and localities. Petrilli (2012) lamented this fragmented 

governance model, but his complaint explains why policy usually reverts to the status quo, a 

default setting of the American system of governance and a inherent limit on foundation 

influence: “It’s that there are so many cooks in the education kitchen that nobody is really in 

charge. And that is a consequence of an antiquated governance structure that practically forces 

all those cooks to enter and remain in the kitchen.”  

 

Foundation influence is also limited by constraints associated with the think tanks they fund, in 

particular the limited number of organizations and prevailing ideas available for them to support. 

As a result foundations fund think tanks they believe will be most effective as agenda setters in 

the policy environment, and hope their reports and policy recommendations will help set the 

agenda for decision-makers.113 These efforts certainly fill the policy stream with ideas, and there 

is some evidence think tanks have become more influential in policy-making, including a recent 

report showing think tank reports are cited more often in the New York Times, Washington Post, 

and/or Education Week than academic or government researcher reports, which increases the 

likelihood of an idea reaching key federal decision makers (Rich, 2004, DeBray-Pelot, 2006, 

Yettick, 2009). But, by depending on think tanks for their advocacy efforts, foundations water 

down their own influence, as they are dependent on an existing organization to act on their 

behalf. For this reason foundations, or the wealthy more generally, find it hard to move this mass 

of actors and interests in Washington, DC in a coherent manner. Wilkinson (2012) explains what 

the governance model means to the wealthy and the federal predisposition toward the status quo.   

                                                 
113 Petrilli (2011b) of the Thomas B. Fordham Institute, a Washington DC conservative think tank, commented on 
his view of agenda setting: “We’re happy to help put these issues at the top of the policy agenda. In fact, we’ve 
teamed up with the Center for American Progress on a three-year project to do exactly that.” The view that agenda 
setting is the product of Washington, DC based think tanks is also supported by Ravitch (2011a), who wrote, “Check 
which DC think tanks are funded by Gates, and you will find support for privatization, de-professionalization.”  
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“Financing the operations of political-action committees, campaigns, think tanks, advocacy 
organisations, and money-losing ideological publications is likely the best most wealthy 
Americans can hope to do in converting their money into political influence. And beyond 
relatively small-scale giving to campaigns and causes, most rich folk don't actually spend 
their money this way. Even when they do, the ideologically-motivated rich are limited by the 
menu of preexisting organisations, prevailing ideas, and the supply of ideologically congenial 
labour. No amount of money can buy you a think tank with your politics if there is no one 
with your politics to work in it.”  

 

The 2000s: Agenda Setting in Review 

When Kingdon (1995) evaluated federal policy-making he found a messy and uncoordinated 

process. Experts were shown to develop alternatives, but have little agenda setting power. 

Elected officials possessed agenda setting power but did not control the potential solutions that 

emerged. Overall, little control was exercised over the problems that emerged and no one group 

completely dominated agenda setting in America’s pluralist political society. But, a key insight 

from Kingdon’s work was that policy entrepreneurs are able to “couple” the policy, political, and 

problem streams when a window of opportunity opens. This process puts an idea on the agenda 

for a short period of time – moving the policy out of a crowded policy stream toward formation, 

legitimation, implementation, and finally evaluation (See Figure 2.2).  

 

During the 2000s two major education reforms (NCLB and RttT) went through the entire policy-

making process. As the data presented in this chapter explains, neither became law because of 

foundations, yet foundations certainly contributed to the inclusion of policy ideas like teacher-

related reforms and charter schools, both ideas found in these pieces of legislation. NCLB 

emerged in the shadow of 1990s standards reforms and due to a confluence of external factors 

that opened a window of opportunity; President George W. Bush was able to pass his signature 

piece of domestic legislation (DeBray-Pelot, 2006). Similarly, RttT came about during a time of 
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economic crisis and built on lingering acceptance of the accountability regime endorsed by both 

political parties under NCLB, and a public mood supportive of the policies associated with 

NLCB and still comfortable with federal leadership on the issue of education. As Kingdon 

(1995) found in transportation and health policy, in education policy the actual ideas that made 

up RttT - an emphasis on standards and assessments, individualized data systems, teacher 

recruitment, training, rewarding, and turning around the worst schools – were on the agenda 

because individual political actors took advantage of a specific set of circumstances. In the case 

of RttT these included public acceptance of the accountability movement, yet general criticism to 

public education. Additionally, the deficiencies NCLB identified, a policy stream chock-full of 

ideas, and a serious crisis in the national economy all helped open a policy window for President 

Obama. Like DeBray-Pelot (2006) found with NCLB, most of those interviewed for this chapter 

credited the President and U.S. DOE as the policy actors most responsible for the makeup of 

RttT.  

 

For instance, when asked why certain agenda items were prominent at the federal level, 

interviewees consistently cited the President and the U.S. DOE as effective advocates of their 

priorities, consistent with others studies showing the “President or secretary of education can use 

the bully pulpit to elevate issues and focus attention” (Hess and Kelly, 2011). When asked who 

was responsible for items rising to top of the agenda, interviewees also said the President and the 

U.S. DOE were most responsible, in addition to their policies - NCLB and RttT (Table 5.8). One 

interviewee told me NCLB “brought the achievement gap onto the agenda.” Likewise, a different 

interviewee told me that, “all of the key initiatives at the state level have been driven by the 

federal government through RttT.” However, when pressed to identify organizations outside of 



 
 

219 

government that brought attention to certain policies interviewees regularly cited foundations, 

and to a lesser extent superintendents, TFA, and think tanks.114 To some extent interviewee 

responses were quite similar to the superintendents surveyed, as they viewed foundations as 

influential, especially regarding certain policies, yet not quite as powerful as other key actors in 

the U.S. federal system. Like superintendents, interviewees frequently adopted the position that 

foundations played a necessary, yet not sufficient, role in the rise of charter schools. 

 

Interviewees also cited the importance of foundations in the rise of teacher-related reforms on the 

education agenda. Much like the Gates Foundation did with high school reform, it seems the 

combination of Bill Gates celebrity, public advocacy, and Gates Foundation funding has helped 

to put teacher related reforms on the agenda (Rotherham, 2005). But, the rise of teacher related 

reforms also points to the importance of local actors in policy adoption. For instance, in DCPS 

teacher evaluation policy became a high-profile case when the local teachers union accepted a 

system that incorporated value-added scores in addition to weighted peer review scores from 

master teachers. Kurt Schmoke, the meditator between DCPS and the local teacher union, said 

the local teachers union accepted the plan in 2010, because in part, a shift in thinking had 

occurred nationally: “The ideas have gained currency at the national level. What was seen as 

bold is now reform, not revolution” (Whitmire, 2011, 127). Schmoke claimed the agenda had 

been set nationally, teacher performance pay was on it, and local administrators and unions knew 

it.  

 

                                                 
114 Interestingly, although not surprising, these findings diverge from survey responses of political actors who were 
asked the open-ended question - who were the most effective education lobbyists in 2011? The four most cited 
political actors (in order of most to least cited) were NEA, The Education Trust, The Council of Great City Schools, 
and Penn Hill (Rotherham, 2011b). These differences are likely a reflection of foundation attitudes about lobbying 
and their hesitancy to engage in this type of agenda setting behavior. 
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What is interesting about the DCPS case is that it shows foundations can play important roles at 

both levels of government. The teacher related reforms DCPS adopted, stemming from the 

accountability movement and approved publicly during the NCLB era, would not have been 

possible without grants that national foundations provided to DCPS (Moe, 2011). This example 

pinpoints a key distinction of foundation influence during the policy-making process. 

Foundations can be influential agenda setters at the local level when projects are risky and may 

upset the status quo. As an interviewee pointed out, foundations know this and as a result, “are 

more assertive when they give locally.” But, even for the Gates Foundation, the ability to keep a 

topic on the agenda is fleeting and dependent on cooperation of local actors, which as Chapter 3 

and 4 show, is difficult to maintain. This is why federal policy matters – because practices can 

become institutionalized, as they have started to with i3. But even the presence of foundation 

advocates in U.S. DOE and the institutionalization of small federal education programs provides 

a limited level of influence, as the diversity of programs foundations fund (the 15 largest 

foundations funded over 1,000 different programs in 2009), suggests large foundations have 

different ideas about what is a promising idea, ensuring that a wide variety of ideas receive 

foundation funding, which consequently constrains foundation influence.  

 

Thus, even though interviewees told me Gates Foundation officials are now more comfortable 

moving in federal policy circles and that foundations are generally more engaged in federal 

advocacy, neither change guarantees that agendas will be set to the exact liking of Bill Gates. 

The examples highlighted in this chapter show foundations are more influential than earlier in 

the decade, yet at the federal level are a complementary agenda setter when compared to the 

President and the U.S. DOE. Foundations have shifted how they engage with policymakers and 
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practitioners, but the shift did not alter the governance structures that constrain foundations 

influence. Finally, the decision by a foundation to engage directly at the federal level is not cost 

free. As one interviewee explained, foundations confront a “tension between openness and 

ability to move quickly and innovate - when they wade into policy arenas foundations are more 

likely to have to be more transparent, which can limit them as organizations.” Given programs 

like i3 have taken some small steps towards institutionalizing foundation engagement at the 

federal level, this tension is certain to remain – with potential consequences that are discussed in 

the final chapter. 
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Table 5.1: Percentage of Hearings by Chamber, Political Actor Type, and Party Control, 2001-2010 
 Democrat 

Controlled 
House 

Democrat 
Controlled 

Senate 

Democrat 
Controlled 

House & 
Senate 

Republican 
Controlled 

House 

Republican 
Controlled 

Senate 

Republican 
Controlled 

House & 
Senate 

All Hearings 

Foundation 2% 0% 2% 7% 3% 6% 3% 
IG: Labor 3% 5% 4% 3% 0% 3% 3% 
IG: Professional 7% 1% 5% 2% 10% 4% 5% 
The Administration 5% 15% 8% 9% 0% 7% 7% 
IG: Government officials 
as lobbyists (ST) 

6% 9% 7% 10% 14% 11% 8% 

IG: Business and industry 12% 7% 10% 18% 3% 15% 12% 
Political Symbol 15% 14% 14% 9% 14% 10% 13% 
Academics, researchers, 
and consultants 

16% 20% 17% 7% 10% 8% 14% 

IG: Government officials 
as lobbyists (LOC) 

15% 12% 14% 20% 17% 19% 16% 

IG: Public interest 19% 16% 18% 14% 28% 17% 18% 

Total Witnesses 220 85 305 87 29 116 421 
Source: U.S. Congress 
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Figure 5.1: U.S. Public Opinion: Percent Who Cite Education as the Most Important Problem Facing the Country, 1936-2006 

 
Source: Gallup 2011 
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Figure 5.2: Public Satisfaction with My Child’s Education and Public Education, 1999-2011 

 
 
Source: Gallup 2011. Responses shown to “Overall, how satisfied are you with the quality of education students receive in kindergarten through grade twelve in 
the U.S. today -- would you say you are completely satisfied, somewhat satisfied, somewhat dissatisfied or completely dissatisfied?” How satisfied are you with 
the quality of education your oldest child is receiving? Would you say you are completely satisfied, somewhat satisfied, somewhat dissatisfied or completely 
dissatisfied? For both questions satisfaction calculated by adding completely satisfied and somewhat satisfied.
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Figure 5.3: Are we spending too much, too little, or about the right amount on improving the nation's education system?, 1973-
2006 

 
 
Source: General Social Surveys (1972-2006) 
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Table 5.2: Biggest Problem in K-12 Education (% of Responses), 2002 
Top Responses   All  Public School Parents 
Lack of financial support/Funding/Money 23% 23% 
Lack of discipline/More control 17% 13% 
Overcrowded schools 17% 23% 
Use of drugs/Dope 13% 11% 
Fighting/Violence/Gangs 9% 9% 
Difficulty getting good teachers/Quality teachers 8% 8% 
Source: Phi Delta Kappa/Gallup Poll. June 5-26, 2002. N=1,000 adults nationwide. MoE ± 3.  
Asked “"What do you think are the biggest problems with which the public schools of your community must deal?" 
 
  



 
 

227 

Table 5.3: Testing in Schools, 2001-2010  
Date of Polling Favor  Oppose  Unsure  
2010: 1/6-1/10 71% 24% 5% 
2004: 1/12-1/15 71% 25% 4% 
2001: 6/14-6/18 74% 23% 3% 
2001: 3/8-3/12 78% 19% 3% 
2001: 1/15-1/17 82% 16% 2% 

Source: CBS News Poll. 2010 Sample Size. N=1,216 adults nationwide (MoE ± 3), including 240 parents of 
children in grades K-12 (MoE ± 6). Asked “Do you favor or oppose mandatory testing of students in public schools 
each year as a way to determine how well the school is doing educating students?” 
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Table 5.4: How to Improve K-12 (% of Responses), 2004, 2009 
Open-Ended Responses 2004 2009 Change 
 Aug 9-

11 
Aug 6-

9 
 

Teach more about real life/how to survive 2% 5% 3 
Quality teachers/better educated/more involvement/caring 15% 17% 2 
Improve standards for testing 2% 4% 2 
Get rid of/Abolish teachers' unions or the NEA 1% 3% 2 
Stop the government from running schools/ 
Get rid of No Child Left Behind 

2% 3% 1 

More resources in the schools for teaching 1% 2% 1 
Spend more time/hours in school 1% 2% 1 
Back to the basic curriculum (reading, writing, arithmetic) 10% 10% 0 
Better pay for the teachers 6% 6% 0 
School vouchers 2% 2% 0 
Put God back in school 1% 1% 0 
Year-round schooling 1% 1% 0 
Improve school funding 7% 6% -1 
More parental involvement 6% 5% -1 
Better discipline in schools 5% 4% -1 
Hire more teachers 5% 4% -1 
More schools/Improved schools 2% 1% -1 
Better security/Safer schools 1% 0% -1 
Reduce number of children in classroom 11% 6% -5 
    
Other 7% 2% -5 
None 2% 4% 2 
No opinion 10% 11% 1 
Source: Gallup. Asked “Just your opinion, what would be the best way to improve kindergarten through 12th grade 
education in the U.S. today?” [OPEN-ENDED] 
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Table 5.5: Charter Schools by State, 2010 
State Total Charters 

Operating 
Total Estimated 

Enrollment 
Charters Per 100,000 

Population 
District of Columbia  101   29,557  17.17 
Arizona   581   142,848  9.17 
Alaska   30   6,169  4.39 
New Mexico   82   14,932  4.16 
Wisconsin   233   40,645  4.16 
Colorado   176   66,186  3.62 
Ohio   368   114,554  3.21 
Utah   83   35,019  3.14 
Minnesota   161   30,184  3.10 
Michigan   299   111,397  2.97 
Oregon   109   17,261  2.91 
Florida   483   150,199  2.65 
Idaho   39   14,951  2.60 
California   941   348,686  2.57 
Hawaii   32   7,668  2.49 
Delaware   20   9,581  2.31 
Louisiana   96   33,083  2.24 
Texas   422   139,665  1.77 
Rhode Island   16   3,402  1.51 
Kansas   37   5,003  1.33 
Pennsylvania   155   85,142  1.25 
North Carolina   104   36,577  1.15 
Georgia   109   57,987  1.14 
Arkansas   32   10,099  1.13 
Nevada   27   8,033  1.05 
Massachusetts   66   25,167  1.02 
South Carolina   45   12,627  1.02 
Indiana   62   19,669  0.98 
New York   186   47,364  0.96 
New Jersey   78   20,626  0.90 
New Hampshire   11   2,162  0.84 
Missouri   46   17,684  0.78 
Illinois   99   37,860  0.77 
Wyoming   4   505  0.77 
Maryland   40   9,792  0.71 
Connecticut   22   4,992  0.63 
Oklahoma   17   5,970  0.47 
Tennessee   28   4,963  0.45 
Iowa   9   1,413  0.30 
Virginia   4   341  0.05 
Alabama   -    -   0 
Kentucky   -    -   0 
Maine   -    -   0 
Mississippi   -    -   0 
Montana   -    -   0 
Nebraska   -    -   0 
North Dakota   -    -   0 
South Dakota   -    -   0 
Vermont   -    -   0 
Washington   -    -   0 
West Virginia   -    -   0 

TOTAL 5,453 1,729,963 1.81 
Source: Center for Education Reform (http://www.edreform.com/wp-
content/uploads/2011/09/CER_charter_numbers.pdf), U.S. Census 
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Table 5.6: U.S. Department of Education Senior Staff, 2011 
Name Position Degree Previous 
Bill Modzeleski Acting Assistant Deputy Secretary, Office of Safe and Drug-Free Schools Public Administration Govt. Employee since 1990 
John Easton Director, Institute of Education Sciences Ph.D. Statistics Consortium on Chicago School Research at 

the University of Chicago 
Joe Conaty Interim Director, Race to the Top Ph.D. Sociology Govt. Employee since 1987 - University 

Professor 
Danny Harris Chief Information Officer, Office of the Chief Information Officer Ph.D. Org Mgmt. Govt. Employee since 1990 
Alexa Posny Assistant Secretary, Office of Special Education and Rehabilitative Services Ph.D. Ed State Commissioner of Education 
Brenda Dann-Messier Assistant Secretary, Office of Vocational and Adult Education Ph.D. Ed Nonprofit Exec - Adult Ed 
Martha Kanter Under Secretary Ph.D. Ed Chancellor Community College 
Rosalinda B. Barrera Assistant Deputy Secretary and Director, Office of English Language 

Acquisition, Language Enhancement and Academic Achievement for 
Limited English Proficient Students 

Ph.D. Ed Education Professor 

Eduardo Ochoa Assistant Secretary, Office of Postsecondary Education Ph.D. Economics University Administrator - Professor 
Jacqueline Jones Senior Advisor on Early Learning to the Secretary of Education Ph.D. Communication NJ State Dept. of Education 
John Wilson Executive Director, White House Initiative on Historically Black Colleges 

and Universities 
Ph.D. Administration University Administrator - Professor 

Jim Shelton* Assistant Deputy Secretary, Office of Innovation and Improvement MBA Gates Foundation 
Tony Miller Deputy Secretary MBA Private Equity, McKinsey 
Tyra Mariani* Deputy Chief of Staff for Operations and Strategy MBA Nonprofit Exec - New Leaders for New 

Schools 
William J. Taggart Chief Operating Officer, Federal Student Aid MBA Banking - management consulting firm 
Eric Waldo Deputy Chief of Staff for Policy and Programs Law  Campaign Staff, Teacher 
Russlynn Ali* Assistant Secretary, Office for Civil Rights Law Nonprofit Exec - Advocacy 
Arne Duncan Secretary of Education Law Superintendent - Chicago 
Brenda Girton-
Mitchell 

Director, Center for Faith-Based and Neighborhood Partnerships Law National Council of Churches of Christ in 
the USA 

Carmel Martin Assistant Secretary, Office of Planning, Evaluation and Policy Development Law Capitol Hill 
Kathleen S. Tighe Inspector General, Office of Inspector General Law Govt. Employee since 1988 
Kiran Ahuja Executive Director of the White House Initiative on Asian Americans and 

Pacific Islanders 
Law Nonprofit Exec - Advocacy 

Phil Rosenfelt Acting General Counsel, Office of the General Counsel Law Govt. Employee since 1980 
Winona Varnon Principal Deputy Assistant Secretary, Office of Management Law Govt. Employee since 1984 
Juan Sepúlveda* Executive Director of the White House Initiative on Educational Excellence 

for Hispanic Americans 
Law Nonprofit Exec - Civic Engagement 

Peter Cunningham Assistant Secretary, Office of Communications and Outreach Journalism PR Firm 
Thomas P. Skelly Chief Financial Officer (Acting) Government Govt. Employee since 1974 
Gabriella Gomez Assistant Secretary, Office of Legislation and Congressional Affairs Education Capitol Hill 
Jo Anderson Senior Advisor to the Secretary Education Nonprofit Exec - School Districts 
Karen Cator Director, Education Technology Education Apple - Education Division 
Joanne Weiss* Chief of Staff Biochemistry NewSchools Venture Fund 
Source: U.S. Department of Education. * denotes previous affiliation with a national foundation.
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Figure 5.4: Federal Government Support for Charters, 1995-2010 

 
Source: U.S. Department of Education
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Table 5.7: Interviewees Ranking of Problems in K-12 Education, 2011 
Major Problems Occupying Most Time Average 
Achievement Gap 5.5 
Teacher Quality 5.5 
Common Core State Standards 7.1 
Financial Crisis 7.2 
International Competitiveness 7.6 
Student Achievement 8.0 
Attacks on Public Education 8.2 
School Choice 8.3 
Federal Intervention 8.5 
Lack of Learning Time 8.5 
Colleges of Education 8.6 
College Readiness 8.6 
Early Learning Programs 8.8 
Poverty 8.8 
Special Education Programs 8.8 
Reliance on Testing 8.8 
School District Human Capital 8.8 
Economic Inequality 8.8 
Failing Schools 8.8 
STEM Programs 8.8 
Civics Education 8.9 
Online Education Resources 8.9 
Privatization of Education 8.9 

Source: Interview responses coded using template shown in Figure A.2. Questions asked of interviewees were 
“What major problems are you and others in the education area most occupied with these days?” and “Have you 
listed them roughly in order of importance? If so, what is the order?” 
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Table 5.8: Interviewees Ranking of Reasons Programs Rose on Agenda in K-12 Education, 
2011 

Reasons Average 
RttT 5.9 
National Foundations 6.7 
Financial Crisis 7.6 
Superintendents/Districts 7.7 
TFA 7.9 
States 8.3 
Think-tanks 8.4 
The Media 8.8 
International Competitiveness 8.8 

Source: Interview responses coded using template shown in Figure A.2 Question asked of interviewees was “Why 
do you think these particular initiatives are being seriously considered – how did they come to be the hot 
proposals??” 
 
 
  



 
 

234 

Chapter 6 
 
 

Evaluating the Role of Foundations 
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This dissertation’s chief task is to develop a clearer understanding of how reforms move onto the 

education agenda - a charge some education analysts, such as Whitmire (2011, 123), dismiss as 

impossible:  

 
No doubt, some social scientists claim to know exactly why certain issues suddenly pop 
to the surface of the nation’s psyche to become everyday concerns. To me, the actual 
reasons why teacher quality, Rhee’s core reform philosophy, suddenly became a 
mainstream issue the public “got” will remain a mystery. It just did. The proof lies in 
hundreds of news articles around the country honing in on that exact question. Absent 
this rethinking of the teaching profession, the eventual contract Rhee won in spring 2010 
would have been a long shot” 

 

Of course, “It just did” is a lazy answer. And although Whitmire (2011) is correct that the agenda 

setting process is complicated and, thus, difficult to understand, social scientists have rigorously 

investigated the agenda setting process for decades, finding that some reoccurring factors are 

associated with the rise and fall of national policy agenda reforms (Kingdon, 1995; McGuinn, 

2006, DeBray-Pelot, 2006; Manna, 2006, Nitta, 2008). My analysis deviates from this line of 

research, as I identify some clear lessons about foundation agenda setting, gleaned from the 

NCLB era in large school districts and at the federal level. What I found is that foundations play 

a complementary role as agenda setters at the federal level. In comparison, foundations are more 

influential at the local level, yet their power is fleeting because school district leaders have 

incentives to preference local stakeholder concerns.  

 

In this chapter I review the specific findings that inform this claim. Based on these findings I 

then offer three inferences related to the future of foundations and public education.115 First, if 

                                                 
115 King et al. (1994) advise conducting research so that inferences (a conclusion or opinion based on known 
evidence and reasoning) can be generated. Consequently, my goals in this final chapter are to, based on evidence 
and reasoning, explain the relative influence of foundations in education policy. 
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critics of foundations, or foundations themselves, think Gates, Broad, and Walton are 

systematically changing local conditions through grant making, they are fooling themselves. A 

system of veto points and administrative incentives make long-lasting local reform stemming 

from foundation grants unlikely. Second, if foundations wish to impact public education in a big 

way, they must have a federal advocacy strategy. Individual reforms may bubble up from local 

districts, but without the federal government’s use of sticks and carrots, states will avoid the 

issues important to federal political actors – which, in the case of education, is closing the 

achievement gap. Third, the federal policy-making environment is crowded, and further 

foundation engagement at this level of government will invite more scrutiny and could diminish 

foundations’ greatest contribution to public education by limiting their ability to spur innovative 

projects. When engaging at the federal level, foundations must grapple with the tension between 

broader influence and increased vulnerability. Before explaining these arguments further, I 

review the findings that lead me to these inferences. 

 

Summary of Findings 

Foundations have conditional power during the education policy agenda-setting phase. Their 

power is most direct at the school district level, especially in poorer districts, yet is fleeting and 

not supported by implementation patterns common in local school district administration. I find 

grant making in 2009 was predicted by the education level of district residents, district need, per 

pupil spending, but not governance structure, foundation proximity, superintendent and district 

characteristics, or district nonprofit advocacy density. In 2009, as compared to 2005, foundations 

engaged in more school districts and were more likely to fund charter schools, venture capital 
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funds, and teacher-related programs, but less likely to fund state department of education offices 

and private schools.  

 

How philanthropic giving at the district level influences local stakeholders was one of the key 

questions of the superintendent survey. I found that superintendents who interact with 

congressional representatives at least every couple months are more likely to receive foundation 

grants, but that superintendent perception of, and interaction with, foundations is not predicted 

by central office grant receipt. Superintendents serving in larger districts that interact more often 

with foundations and congressional representatives are more likely to view foundations 

favorably, while longer-tenured superintendents who interact more often with state department of 

education officials are more skeptical of foundation interests. In addition, superintendents from 

larger and lower income districts, without a doctorate, but are long tenured are more likely to 

view foundations as influential. Moreover, those who interact less often with congressional 

representatives and more often with state department of education officials are also more likely 

to view foundations as more influential than their colleagues without these attributes. Taken 

together, these findings suggest a national and state/local split among superintendents:  

superintendents oriented more toward national issues express greater comfort with foundations, 

while those more locally oriented express higher levels of foundation skepticism.  

 

Regarding questions of venture philanthropy and its impact on sharing of ideas across 

organizations, I found that school district administrators rarely contact foundations, but that 

foundation interaction does vary based on other factors. For instance, superintendents interact 

more often with foundations when they do not hold doctorate degrees, interact less frequently 
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with local officials, and interact more frequently with U.S. DOE, state elected, and local 

foundation officials. Again, it seems that when superintendents interact more with national 

political actors, they are also more likely to interact with foundations. Finally, superintendents 

are more likely to reach out to fellow professionals when implementation problems arise, 

challenging the assumption that a venture philanthropy style of grant making has taken hold in 

K-12 education. 

 

At the federal level, according to interviewees foundations are more powerful than 15 years ago, 

yet face a diverse set of interests competing for implementation of their preferred policies. 

Moreover, foundation funding for research/advocacy organizations declined from 2000 and 2005 

levels, suggesting that the largest foundations have moved more policy related activities in-

house. Although foundations have increased their federal policy involvement over the past 

decade, foundation influence is more limited than during foundations’ peak before the rise of the 

modern welfare state, and is likely to remain limited due to the array of interests now involved in 

federal agenda setting (Walters and Bowman, 2010). 

 

Local Actors (Eventually) Respond to Local Incentives 

Foundations’ critics, and foundations themselves, likely overestimate their ability to 

systematically change local public education. In this section, I explain the factors that enable 

foundations to exert short-term influence, followed by a review of the more longstanding barriers 

to systemic, local level change.  
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First, short-term influence by foundations is most powerful during an economic downturn. When 

faced with diminished local revenues, large school districts have strong incentives to accept 

foundation grants, and hence are more likely to adopt a foundation’s agenda. Tax revenues are 

lower during economic contractions, of which there were two in the past decade (2001, 2007-

2009). These downturns are especially harsh for states and localities, as most state constitutions 

require budgets to be balanced annually, unlike the federal government, which is able to run 

deficits. At the local level, according to interviewees, budgets constraints induce superintendents 

to more readily accept new programs in exchange for additional budget flexibility. As Hess 

(2012a) explains: 

 
Philanthropic dollars have an outsized influence because the vast majority of public 
funding is locked into salaries, benefits, bureaucracy and buildings. About 80 to 85 
percent of school system dollars are steered into salaries and benefits alone. Paralyzed by 
regulations, contracts and a lack of imagination, superintendents find it hard to redeploy 
more than a tiny sliver of public funds. 

 

Second, as multiple interviewees confirmed, foundations are more aggressive at the district level 

than at the federal level, because high profile districts have the potential to serve as 

demonstration projects and encourage scaling up of favored policies to other large districts.116 

Third, superintendents have personal incentives to support new programs – which can improve 

their career trajectory and ingratiate them with national level political leaders.117 Fourth, many 

district administrators approve of foundation involvement in public education. Glenn Pethel of 

                                                 
116 Whitmore (2011) claims this was the case in Washington, DC under Michelle Rhee’s leadership. He wrote, “The 
reformers and foundations that embraced Rhee’s teacher-quality take on school reform have their own storyline to 
push. They want D.C. to serve as the national model to fuel a school reform revolution based on marketplace 
incentives to improve teacher performance.” 
117 Merrow (2011), a longtime observer of the public education system, believes the superintendent pipeline is 
actually where the most influence lies in public education – arguing Joel Klein (former superintendent of New York 
Public Schools) and his network of disciples operating in public schools has been the most influential figure in 
education over the past decade. He writes, “Arne Duncan may have the bully pulpit, but Klein has boots on the 
ground. By my calculations, his protégés have power over public schools that enroll more than 3 million students.” 
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Gwinnet County Schools in Georgia typified this perspective when she commented that a 

foundation grant her district received “will allow the district to ratchet up our practice to an even 

higher level” (Samuels, 2011b). Administrative support for foundation engagement may also 

become more common due to the increasing number of alternatively certified teachers (40% of 

new hires were alternatively certified in 2011, up from 22% in 2004) and the growth of the 

Broad Academy (Heitin, 2011). According to Heitin (2011) teachers certified through alternative 

programs are more likely than graduates of traditional education schools to favor the use of 

reforms like performance pay, elimination of tenure, tying student achievement to teacher 

evaluations, and market-driven pay. 

 

Each of these factors explains why education analysts often argue that local education policy is 

the product of politicians and philanthropists. For instance, Goldstein (2011a) described Denver 

as “a city that has seen wave after wave of education upheaval, mostly driven by philanthropists 

and politicians, not teachers.” But, while ethereal factors like budget constraints, professional 

incentives, and shifting school personnel each improve the odds of a foundation succeeding at 

local, short-term agenda setting, factors unlikely to change - governance and professional 

structures - work against foundation-supported reforms taking hold for an extended period of 

time.  

 

Barriers to Local Foundation Influence 

As revealed in Chapter 4, large school district superintendent interaction patterns impede 

foundation agenda setting power. For instance, when superintendents were asked to identify the 

political actors they contacted most often, foundations were last on the list. When asked whom 
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they reach out to for implementation support, foundations were last on the list. These answers 

were consistent even when a foundation had provided a large grant to the superintendent’s school 

district in the previous three years. Additionally, local government election rules also work 

against foundation influence, especially when a foundation seeks to alter the status quo through 

reform. Because school board off-cycle elections, which comprise approximately ½ of all school 

board elections nationwide, are generally low turnout affairs, they can be advantageous to 

organized local interests - i.e. teacher unions – who can use them to promote teacher-friendly 

candidates (Anzia, 2011).118 In these districts, teacher preferences, rather than outside actors, are 

likely to drive the local agenda.  

 

Further, it is unlikely that the local governance structure facilitating these barriers will change 

anytime soon (Gamson, 2009). The traditional school district is the dominant local governance 

model and, although the number of districts has progressively declined (130,000 in 1930s, 

55,000 in 1950s, 18,000 in 1970s, around 14,000 in 2011), consolidation pace has slowed in 

recent years, suggesting that consolidation limits have been reached. Moreover, the other major 

alternative governance structure, mayoral control, is only found in a few large cities.119 This is 

unlikely to change in the near term, as the perceived failures of a few high profile cases could 

dissuade other mayors from seeking control of their local education systems (Henig, 2009).  

 

                                                 
118 Anzia (2011) found that in school districts with off-cycle elections teachers are paid salaries 3% higher than 
districts with on-cycle elections and when controlling for other factors, off-cycle elections are primarily to blame for 
increased wages.  
119 In 2011, out of 16.5 million students enrolled in the 271 largest school districts, approximately 2 million students 
attended school districts with mayoral control, with 1 million of these students were from New York City. Since 
there are approximately 55 million students enrolled and mayoral control is common only in large, urban districts it 
is estimated mayoral control districts represent about 1% of all student enrolled. 
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The types of foundation-supported reforms may also limit foundation influence, although 

foundations seem to have learned this lesson and shifted some giving to higher leverage 

activities, such as advocacy initiatives. Foundations can support three types of reforms - 

structural, pedagogical, or capacity building. The type of reform predicts how easily a reform can 

be undone at the local level.120 Pedagogical/process reforms face fewer barriers and are, for that 

reason, the focus of most school systems. For example, Mourshed et al. (2010) discovered that 

improving school systems are more likely to adopt process-related reforms focused on 

instructional delivery.   

 

Structural and capacity building/resource reforms are more difficult to implement, more 

expensive, and, thus, less likely to rise on a school systems agenda. They also have the potential 

to dramatically upset the status quo, another reason that incremental changes are more common. 

But, while pedagogical/process reforms are easier to pass, they are also easier to undo, as 

teachers are generally able to “shut the door and teach,” limiting how much oversight and control 

administrators can exert (Lipsky, 1983; Kennedy, 2010). Conversely, structural reforms lower 

street level bureaucrats’ ability to work around the reform, as they set incentives, not work rules. 

Foundations appear to have noticed and followed Greene’s (2005) advice to shift expenditures 

toward programs that are structural, like support for charter schools and advocacy organizations.  

 

                                                 
120 Hess (2008) and Nitta (2008) categorize reforms as primarily structural, pedagogical, or capacity building. They 
classify pedagogical reforms as a teaching technique intended to aid student learning, structural reforms as 
adjustments to the institutions that comprise K-12 education, and capacity building as professionalization related 
activities. A McKinsey report on school reform uses a similar classification scheme; categorizing reforms as 
structure, resources, or process focused. Structure reforms establish “new institutions or school types, altering school 
years and levels, or decentralizing system responsibilities (Mourshed et al., 2010).” Resources reforms increase staff 
or system funding. Processes reforms modify “curriculum and improving the way that teachers instruct and 
principals lead.” 
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As set forth above, policy implementation at the local level can also stymie foundation influence. 

Hess (1998) argued that public education reforms are too often fragmented and focused on 

finding the “best” reform, ignoring the critical task of policy implementation. The same 

argument could be applied to foundations, as grantee diversity and frequent idea turnover 

suggests that foundations have historically emphasized idea generation and testing, rather than 

effective implementation. The venture philanthropy model seeks to address some of these 

deficiencies. Pressman and Wildavsky (1973) found that “great expectations in Washington are 

dashed in Oakland,” and the examples of foundation reforms shared in this dissertation could fill 

a book on “how the great expectations in Seattle, New York, Los Angeles, or Bentonville are 

dashed by implementation challenges in a whole host of urban school districts.” For example, 

Dubkin-Lee (2006), in her review of the Gates Foundation’s support of a small school initiative 

in Oregon, found that although the initiative gained agenda status easily and was widely adopted, 

it never gained support from a wide array of local stakeholders (Dubkin-Lee, 2006). This is a 

significant barrier for foundations hoping for long-lasting reforms. Engaging all local 

stakeholders is time consuming, and each group (teachers, school board members, and 

community members) is independently capable of disrupting implementation efforts and 

potentially sidetracking the reform. 

 

Finally, by concentrating their efforts in large, urban school districts, foundations may fail to 

maximize state level influence, further limiting the staying power of reforms passed only in 

urban districts. One interviewee told me, “National foundations do not understand that the 

districts that drive state policy are big suburban districts, not the big urban districts where 

foundations are most active.” Because large urban district superintendents tend to become 
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involved with national issues, they are generally less concerned with state legislation than their 

suburban and rural counterparts. Consequently, foundations’ key advocates at the state level 

(large urban district superintendents) do not have established relationships with state actors, 

hurting their chances that preferred policy changes will occur at the state level.  

 

For instance, of the 100 largest districts in America, there is an almost even split between the 

number located in large suburbs (48) and in large urban cities (42). Yet, grant data from 2009 

from showed that large urban city school districts received 95% of all foundation grant dollars. 

As a result, foundations might be able to successfully help urban districts internalize reforms, but 

the likelihood of state level reform adoption is low because the political clout required for state 

passage rests in large suburban districts. Two factors prevent an easy solution.  First is 

foundations’ longstanding relationship with urban reform, which dates back to the 1980s.  

Second is foundations’ strong focus on the achievement gap as the most important problem in 

public education, and large urban districts as where the gap is most pronounced (McKersie and 

Markward, 1999). For these reasons, foundations are likely to continue making grants to low-

income, urban districts, a decision that limits their influence at the state level, where suburban 

interests are generally more powerful.  

 

The Necessity of a Federal Strategy 

Given that public education has increasingly come under the oversight of the federal 

government, foundations that desire big change in public education must include federal 

advocacy in their change strategy. This argument is based not only on the growing stature of the 

U.S. DOE in public education, but on an entrenched group of interests that will continue to 
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support a federal role in education, and on public opinion that is supportive of this approach.121 

Additionally, public opinion indicates that Americans are generally comfortable with policy 

emerging at the federal level. As I show in Chapter 5, there is strong and consistent agreement 

that public education is a problem requiring government attention. Examples of past education 

reform strategy also show the public’s belief that problems in education can be attributed to 

human causes and thus are capable of control by policymakers who can provide more, or better, 

public education (Kingdon, 1995). For example, America has a history of promoting education to 

combat poverty, fix economic inequality, develop new economic sectors, and improve civil 

society. As a result of these conditions, the education reform pipeline is often full, a key 

prerequisite for agenda setting.  

 

When Manna (2006) found that federal action was preconditioned by state initiatives, he 

identified a key aspect of federalism, alluding to the fact that, for certain issues, some states will 

remain on the sidelines until the federal government acts. The issues most likely to be addressed 

at the federal level, yet ignored at the state level, are equity-related policies (Barone and DeBray, 

2011). State foot dragging is the result of the federal system of governance and the scope of the 

country’s diversity, i.e., geographic, economic, and social. Although the public and elites believe 

public education should be improved, it is almost certain that divergent beliefs will emerge when 

chartering the path forward. As a result, the status quo at the federal level is mostly maintained 

from year to year, while reforms work around the edges. The exceptions to this semi-static state 

are federal initiatives that have boldly pulled and pushed the states toward a more equal system, 

holding schools, teachers, and students accountable for their performance since the 1950s 

                                                 
121 Education Trust (2012) explains why civil rights groups like themselves are generally supportive of a federal 
role in public education: “Accountability systems alone are insufficient to produce sustained progress, and states 
often need the leverage provided by federal policy to put the other — often politically difficult — pieces into place.” 
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(Brown v. Board of Education, ESEA and subsequent reauthorizations, RttT, and NCLB 

Waivers). The federal government is, of course, dependent on states and local actors to carry out 

these policies, but Congress has shown the proclivity to take action more often than states 

(Barone and DeBray, 2011).  

 

Given the federal government’s role in these monumental initiatives, the growth of federal 

control of public education, and the barriers to long-term influence at the local level, it is not 

surprising that philanthropists have become more active in federal advocacy over the past 

decade. It is quite simple: if a foundation desires a policy change that influences more than one 

school district, it needs to engage in Washington, DC. This includes funding think tanks, which, 

as conservative groups have found a sympathetic audience among Republican leadership in 

Congress, have become more important and been shown to influence final legislation in recent 

years (Rich, 2004; DeBray-Pelot, 2009). Additionally, Washington, DC is where U.S. fights over 

ideas occur, and, in the estimation of one of the more astute education policy analysts, Jack 

Jennings (2012, 9), is the only place where big policy ideas can broadly upset the status quo in 

public education. 

 

“A key lesson I have learned from nearly half a century of involvement in policy is that 
big ideas have a much greater impact than small ones. If the three reform movements of 
the last 50 years have not brought about sufficient improvement, and if we must instead 
concentrate on the heart of education—curriculum, teaching, and funding—then we must 
be bold enough to break out of the current ways of dealing with those three issues. We 
must have new big ideas to bring about broad improvement.” 

 

Finally, some foundation agenda setting efforts have provided proof points, demonstrating that 

support for organizations like KIPP can help trigger a policy window at the federal level, 

especially when the supported initiatives turn into what Kingdon (1995) called focusing events. 
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When combined with media attention, e.g. Waiting for Superman, these grants can wield agenda 

setting power: when key elites and/or the media pay attention, policymakers are likely to 

follow.122  

 
 
The Downside of Federal Engagement 

Interest groups are thick at the federal level, and aggressive foundation engagement could invite 

the scrutiny of foundation activities common during the first 70 years of their existence. 

Although Congress has not thoroughly investigated foundations in 40 years, the recent period of 

rising inequality and the Occupy Wall Street movement suggest that aggressive lobbying 

behavior by foundations at the federal level could backfire and lead to a more regulated form of 

foundation (Barkan, 2012). One of the greatest strengths of foundations is their ability to act 

quickly and without political constraint to pursue innovative and high-risk/high-reward policies, 

an attribute that could be limited with further regulation. When engagement is too deep (and 

direct), the risk of public backlash is heightened and invites inquiries into foundations’ power 

and representation, as has been undertaken in Detroit, MI where the Kresge Foundation has been 

particularly aggressive in finding policy solutions following the economic collapse of the city.123 

For example, Kresge President Rip Rapson commented on its role in Detroit urban renewal 

projects: “Philanthropy has emerged as the sector best able to provide the long-term vision and 

shorter-term investment of capital the city needs to right itself” (Philanthropy News Digest, 

2011a). In Detroit, Rapson’s opinions about local decision-making raised questions about the 

                                                 
122 This works at the federal level, but also in some school districts. For instance, Michelle Rhee credited regular 
press coverage of her proposals as a key factor in attracting national foundations to Washington, DC to fund pay-for-
performance bonuses, a program that would not have been possible without outside financial support (Whitmore, 
2011). 
123 Kresge has distributed urban renewal grants totaling $100 million in Detroit, MI, yet has encountered resistance 
from local political leaders who have expressed concern about local decision-making power.  
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boundaries of charities, leading Jones (2011) to ask, “Without quoting DT (de Tocqueville) all 

over again, what is the role of nonprofit collective action in American society and when, if ever, 

do charities become ‘too much’?”  

 

If foundations’ critics, who Hess (2012a) says, “have accused the Gates Foundation and other 

deep-pocketed donors of trying to ‘buy’ America’s schools,” are successful, it will likely be 

because foundations have overreached in their direct and indirect appeals to change public 

education. If foundations were to act strategically, it may be more advantageous for them to 

follow President Obama’s lead on education policy, neatly explained by Representative Jim 

Cooper (D-TN): “The more high-profile the communication effort, the less likely it is to succeed. 

In education reform, I think Obama has done brilliantly, largely because it’s out of the press. But 

on higher-profile things, like deficit reduction, he’s had a much tougher time” (Klein, 2012).  

 

Foundations also encounter a secondary risk when engaging in federal advocacy: that their 

competitor interest groups possess a valuable resource they lack – constituents. Given the broad 

array of education policies groups with which constituents engage, e.g., teacher unions, the 

likelihood of legislative success is lower for foundations at the federal level than at the local 

level. At the federal level, reauthorization of ESEA will also profoundly influence how 

foundations engage with public education, especially if Republicans increase their federal power 

in the 2012 elections and if the more conservative wing of the party wins the inter-party 

argument over the more expansive federal role adopted as part of NCLB. Although varying 

reauthorization proposals exist in the House and the Senate, most likely they will be delayed 

until 2013, after the 2012 elections. As one interviewee told me, the elections will be critical for 
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public education generally, serving as a tipping point that will determine the direction of federal 

and state education policy: “that a lot is happening at once, unclear how it will play out.” The 

election outcome will also help determine foundation strategies, which face what Russo (2012) 

calls a popped reform bubble caused by “the combined weight of unrealistic claims, weak 

results, poor policy choices, and resistance from career educators, along with the inertia of a 

$600 billion a year K-12 school system.”  

 

Closing Thoughts 

Given the evidence presented in this dissertation, KIPP founder Mike Feinberg’s (2011) analogy 

of education agenda setting as a kids soccer game seems quite accurate: “Too often, in education 

reform, all of us play kindergarten soccer. We all latch on to the one idea that is going to 

transform our entire public school system in any city, any state, or across the country, and we all 

pounce on it.” There are strong elements of truth in this oversimplification: generally, agenda 

setting includes a flurry of action and competing players fighting to have their ideas rise above 

their competitors’. As I have shown, foundations have been one of the more nimble and quick 

kids in game of education agenda setting, yet are not as powerful as the players with constituents 

– the President, Congress, and School Boards – and are hampered by referees (governance 

models) that ensure those with constituents are given advantages on the field of play.  

 

These conditions do not mean that foundations cannot be effective agenda setters, as there are 

clearly examples of foundation-supported initiatives gaining attention where they otherwise 

would have languished in obscurity. But public forces largely out of foundation control damper 

the private voice of foundations. While Americans are right to be wary of unchecked power from 
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any one institution, based on the analysis presented here, they should remain confident in 

American federalism, a complicated system of centralization and decentralization that effectively 

disperses power across interests.  
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Appendix A 

 
Survey Instrument 
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1. What is the approximate number of students enrolled in your school district during the 2010-2011 
academic year? ______________ 

 

2. In what year did you first become a superintendent _______________ and in what year did you 
become superintendent at your current school district?___________ 

 

3. Which conferences do you attend regularly?  

 NSBA Annual Conference  AASA National Conference on Education 
 Council of Great City   CCSSO Annual Policy Forum 

 Schools (Annual Conference) 
 National Forum on Education   AERA Annual Conference 

 Policy, Education Commission  
of the States 

 Education Week Leadership  ASCD (formerly the Association for  
 Forums     Supervision and Curriculum Development) 

 Other _________________________ 
 

 

4. Which publications/blogs/columns do you read regularly?  

 Phi Delta Kappan   Education Week 
 The Charter Blog   EdWonk 
 Jay P. Greene Blog    Education Next 
 This Week in Education   Education Gadfly 
 Straight Up: Rick Hess   Class Struggle: Jay Matthews, Washington Post 
 Shanker Blog    Answer Sheet, Valerie Strauss, Washington Post 
 The Quick and the Ed    Rock the Schoolhouse, Jim Stergios, Boston Globe 
 The Core Knowledge Blog  The School Administrator 
 Board Buzz    EduFlack 
 Urban Educator    ASCD SmartBrief 
 EducationNews.org   eSchoolNews 
 American Educator   Other _________________________ 
 School Wise Press   Other _________________________ 
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5. How frequently do you or your district staff interact with? 

  
   Every A few Every Annually Rarely/ 
   week times a couple   Never 
    month months 
Your representatives in the U.S. 
Congress (Representative, 
Senators, Staff, State District 
Office) 

     

Federal officials (U.S. 
Department of Education staff) 

     

State officials (State Department 
of Education staff) 

     

Elected state officials 
(Representative, Senators, staff, 
district office) 

     

Local officials (Mayor, County 
Administrator, City Council, 
School Board Members, District 
Office) 

     

National foundation officials (e.g. 
Gates Foundation, Walton Family 
Foundation, Broad Foundation) 

     

Local foundation officials (e.g. 
Fargo Community Foundation) 

     

 

6. Does your school district have a grant writer on staff? 

 Yes No 
 

 

7. On average, how many hours a month (approximately) do you personally spend communicating 
with national and local foundation officials, including foundation board members, directors, and 
program officers? _______________________ 

 

8. In the past 3 years has your district received a large grant (over $500,000) from a national 
foundation (e.g. Broad, Walton, Gates)?  

 Yes No 
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9. Which foundation(s) provided the grant? _______________________ 

 

10. What was the focus area of the grant(s)? _______________________ 

 

11. Did your district have a program dedicated to this focus area prior to receipt of the grant?  

 Yes No 
 

 

NATIONAL REFORMS: This section focuses on education reforms nationally, relying upon 
your understanding of education trends in districts and states other than your own.  

12. Which groups, in your view, have the most influence on education reform nationally? Rank order 
the following groups from most influential to least influential (1= most influential, 15=least 
influential). 

_______ National Education Association 
_______ American Federation of Teachers  
_______ Federal Executive Branch (President and U.S. Department of Education) 
_______ Federal Legislative Branch (Congress) 
_______ Federal Judicial Branch (U.S. District, Appellate, Supreme Courts) 
_______ State Executive Branch (Governor and U.S. Department of Education) 
_______ State Legislative Branch 
_______ State Judicial Branch 
_______ National Foundations (e.g. Gates, Broad, Walton) 
_______ National Media (e.g. Fox News, MSNBC) 
_______ National Governors Association 
_______ Peer Reviewed Research (Education Scholars) 
_______ Think Tanks 
_______ Parent Teacher Organizations 
_______ Business Leaders 
_______ Other ____________________________ 
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13. How significant have each of the following education reforms been to K-12 education nationally 
in the past 10 years? Score each reform on a scale of Most Significant=1 to Least Significant=5.  

   1 2 3 4              5 
   Most                  Least  
   Significant                 Significant 

Vouchers      

School Uniforms      

Value-Added Assessment       

Merit/Performance Pay       

Privatization of School Services      

School Finance Equity      

Charters Schools      

Common Core State Standards      

Teach for America      

Mayoral Control      

Class Size Reduction      

Opportunity to Learn Standards      

School-to-Work      

Teacher Certification      

Single Sex Public Education      

Other___________      

Other___________      

Other___________      

Other___________      
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14. Choose one reform you ranked as most significant from the previous question.  

REFORM SELECTED:_______________________________ 

Why is this reform significant? How did it become significant nationally? 

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________

________________________ 

 

15. Referring to the reform selected from the previous question, which group has been the most 

supportive of this reform nationally? (select one) 

_______ National Education Association 
_______ American Federation of Teachers  
_______ Federal Executive Branch (President and U.S. Department of Education) 
_______ Federal Legislative Branch (Congress) 
_______ Federal Judicial Branch (U.S. District, Appellate, Supreme Courts) 
_______ State Executive Branch (Governor and State Department of Education) 
_______ State Legislative Branch 
_______ State Judicial Branch 
_______ National Foundations (e.g. Gates, Broad, Walton) 
_______ National Media (e.g. Fox News, MSNBC) 
_______ National Governors Association 
_______ University Affiliated Education Scholars 
_______ Think Tanks 
_______ Parent Teacher Organizations 
_______ Business Leaders 
_______ Other ____________________________ 
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16. Referring to the interest group selected from the previous question, in your experience, what kind 
of activities did this group engage in? (select all that apply) 

 Paid Advertisements   Lobby Congress 
 Fund Research    Lobby the Administration (U.S. Dept. of Ed.) 
 Lobby Superintendents   Lobby Local School Boards 
 Fund Pilot Projects   Other _________________________ 

 

REFORMS IN YOUR SCHOOL DISTRICT: This section focuses on education reforms in your 
school district, asking you to reflect upon your experience as superintendent.  

17. Do the experiences of other school districts in your state, or in other states, affect adoption of 
specific reforms in your school district? 

 Yes No 
 

 

18. If yes, how?  

_________________________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________________________

________________________ 

 

19. How does district staff influence the implementation of a reform? As superintendent, what 
methods do you utilize to ensure staff cooperation and support?  

_________________________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________________________ 

_________________________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________ 
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20. When educating yourself about the efficacy of education reforms, where do you go for 
information about “what works”? Score the following information sources from (most relied 
on=1) to (least relied on=5). 

   1 2 3 4 5 
   Most                   Least  
   Relied On                   Relied On 
Think Tanks (Brookings, AEI, 
Fordham, Heritage) 

     

Teacher Unions (NEA, AFT)      

University Affiliated Education 
Scholars (e.g. Vanderbilt, 
Columbia University) 

     

Vendors (Promotional Materials, 
Internal Studies) 

     

Federal Department of Education      

State Department of Education      

School Board Members      

Foundation Reports (Gates, 
Broad, Walton, etc.) 

     

Education News Sources (Ed 
Week, Ed.News.org) 

     

Neighboring School Districts      

Similar School Districts (in-state, 
student demographics, size of 
district comparable) 

     

Similar School Districts (out-of-
state, student demographics, size 
of district comparable) 

     

Other___________      

Other___________      

Other___________      

Other___________      
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21. What education reforms do you anticipate your school district adopting in the next five years? 
Why these reforms?  

_________________________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________________________ 

_________________________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________________________ 

 
ROLE OF FOUNDATIONS: For the last four questions select the answer that best matches 
your opinion of the statements below.  

22. Local foundations (e.g. Community Foundations) engage school districts using different methods 
than national foundations (e.g. Gates, Broad, Walton). 

 Strongly Agree Agree No Opinion Disagree Strongly Disagree 
 

 

23. National foundations have a similar level of interaction with School Board Members as they do 
with Superintendents. 

 Strongly Agree Agree No Opinion Disagree Strongly Disagree 
 

 

24. National foundations have a good understanding of the local conditions affecting our school 
district. 

 Strongly Agree Agree No Opinion Disagree Strongly Disagree 
 

 

25. National foundation involvement in education reform has helped improve public education 
nationally. 

 Strongly Agree Agree No Opinion Disagree Strongly Disagree 
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26. If you have additional comments that you would like to offer, please enter them below. Thank 
you for completing this survey! 

_________________________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________________________ 

If you would like to contact the author of the survey, or are interested in receiving the results, 
please contact pjc83@georgetown.edu 
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Appendix B 
 

Survey Methodology and Additional Tables 
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Survey Procedures 
Following Wong et al. (2007) a purposeful sample was employed in order to generalize to the 
population of interest, superintendents serving large U.S. school districts. For the purposes of 
this dissertation a large district is defined as 25,000 students or larger. Although the cut-off is 
arbitrary, this number is consistent with the delineation used in school industry salary surveys 
and superintendent trade association publications, demonstrating professionals view districts 
serving more than 25,000 students as large districts. Selection of an appropriate sample required 
a number of rules to limit the scope of inquiry to districts with a higher probability of engaging 
with foundations. Wong et al. (2007) investigated mayoral control of school systems, thus 
selection rules limited their scope to large, urban areas, as these districts are more likely to have 
mayoral control governance structures. For this study the selection rules also limited the scope to 
large districts, as they are more likely to receive foundations grants. 
 

Implementing Decision Rules 
The decision rules are shown in Table A.1 and were implemented on a 2008-2009 school year 
database of public school districts (Common Core Data). As part of the baseline filtering process, 
school districts were excluded that were listed as independent charter schools. Supervisory union 
boards were also excluded, an organizational method common in Vermont, but rarely employed 
in other states. The next two rules addressed the issue of district size. Districts with fewer than 
30 schools were excluded, as were those with fewer than 25,000 students. A final correction 
excluded Puerto Rico and combined the school districts of New York City into one district. 
These rules left a purposeful sample of 271 school districts from which superintendents were 
surveyed.  
 
After contact information was collected and verified for the 271 superintendents, each was 
invited to participate in an online and/or paper survey. Of the 271 surveyed, 79 completed 
surveys. Patrick Carr administered the survey and responses were fielded between February 22 
and May 15, 2011. The survey instrument, containing 25 questions, was designed for internet use 
and adapted into a paper version. Each recipient received a secure link via email, or a pre-coded 
survey sheet via U.S. Mail. The data collection was mixed between online and U.S. Mail with 23 
superintendents responded online and 56 returning their survey via U.S. Mail. 
 
To ensure a representative sample multiple techniques were employed, including the use of a 
small incentive (offer of a $200 donation to charity of one randomly selected respondent), 
repeated contact and quick response to superintendent inquiries, and when required, submission 
of school district Institutional Review Board applications. Although approximately a third of the 
respondents completed their survey via the internet, the majority responded via U.S. Mail. This 
may be due to internet firewalls that blocked emails, although there were no reports of technical 
challenges. Most likely low email submission rates are simply a reflection of busy professionals 
prioritizing other tasks during their workday, a cycle potentially broken by the personalized letter 
each non-respondent received. Of the 179 superintendents surveyed via email, only 6 
respondents opted out of receiving future emails, of which 2 subsequently responded via U.S. 
Mail. The survey was conducted using Surveymonkey.com, which collected the data and was 
responsible for programing the survey software.  
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Consistent with other surveys of school superintendents, respondents without accessible email 
addresses received a letter describing the research goals, the methods of submission, and the 
purpose behind the research (Finn et al., 2011). In addition, because Baruch and Holtom (2008) 
demonstrated the limited effectiveness of incentives and telephone reminders in survey research, 
minimal use was made of these practices during the data collection phase. A full summary of the 
research work plan is provided in Table A.2.  
 

Response Rate 
The efforts described in Table A.2 yielded a response rate of 29%, calculated by dividing the 
number of completed surveys by the number of total superintendents surveyed. This response 
rate, although much higher than typical public opinion surveys, is lower than social science 
studies that poll across subgroups. For instance, Baruch (1999) and Baruch and Holtom (2008) 
found an average response rate of just above 50% across over 1,000 academic studies reviewed, 
although for surveys of top management, the subgroup surveyed in this study, the average 
response rates were 36.1% (SD=13.3%) in 1999 and 35.7% (SD=18.8%) in 2008.  
 
Lower top management response rates are likely the result of occupational duties (Schalm and 
Kelloway, 2001; Cycyota and Harrison, 2002). Given the time constraints of top management, 
Baruch (1999) advises a 20%-30% decrease in survey response rate should be expected and 
asserts the norm response rate for social science research is within one standard deviation of the 
average for the specific reference group surveyed. Thus, the acceptable range for response rate is 
16.9%-54.5%, a benchmark easily cleared by this study.  
 

Sources of Bias 
It is possible non-sampling error could impact a survey of this type. To prevent non-sampling 
error the survey was pre-tested by school administrators and current school board members from 
districts smaller than 25,000 students (N=5). Testing ensured accurate survey completion time, 
estimated at 10 minutes, and appropriate language for a superintendent audience. In addition, the 
online survey contained randomized questions and answer categories, to further guard against 
non-sampling error.  
 
To examine whether respondents differed from the non-respondents a number of variables are 
compared in Table A3. For example, graduates of the Broad Academy serving as superintendents 
have received regular media attention, thus they were noted a distinct subgroup in the sample 
(Samuels, 2011a). In addition, the attributes and the performance of the district were tracked to 
determine examine how environmental factors related to response rate. Finally, geographic 
diversity was examined, showing superintendents are spread consistently across the four regions 
of the United States, with responses originating from 27 states. In Table A.3 the small 
differences between respondents and non-respondents demonstrate the low probability of 
statistical bias, suggesting results accurately represent the viewpoints of all large school district 
superintendents (Roth and BeVier, 1998; Tomaskovic-Devey et al., 1994).  
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Table A.1: Identifying Districts for Analysis Rule 
Rule No. of Districts 

Remaining  
Baseline 16,346 
Rule 1. Local school district that is not part of a supervisory union board 16,270 
Rule 2. There are at least 30 schools in the district 472 
Rule 4. School district must have at least 25,000 students 291 
Rule 5. Corrections to NYC and dropping Puerto Rico 271 

Final size of purposeful sample  271 districts 
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Table A.2: Work Plan Details 
Date Action 
February 22, 2011  Patrick Carr sends email with survey link all superintendents with accessible email 

addresses (n=180). 
March 1, 2011 Patrick Carr sends letter and survey packet (with self addressed, stamped, return 

envelope) via U.S. mail to district superintendents without email addresses accessible 
via district websites, or with non-functional email addresses (n=108). 

March 8, 2011 Patrick Carr sends follow-up e-mail with survey link to non-respondents receiving the 
February 22 (n=164). 

March 22, 2011 Patrick Carr sends letter and survey packet (with self addressed, stamped, return 
envelope) via U.S. mail to non-respondents receiving the February 22 email non-
respondents (n=150). 

March 24, 2011 Patrick Carr sends letter via U.S. Mail to non-respondents receiving the March 1 survey 
packet (n=90). 

April 5, 2011 Patrick Carr sends letter via U.S. mail to district superintendents who had not yet 
responded to email and mail inquires (n=138). 

May 6, 2011 Patrick Carr sends a final email with survey link to all non-respondents with accessible 
email addresses (n=104).   
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Table A.3: Descriptive Statistics of Respondents and Non-Respondents 
  Respondents Non-Respondents 
Superintendent Attributes   
 Gender (Male) 85% 74% 
 Doctorate 64% 61% 
 Race   

 Black 15% 18% 
 Hispanic 11% 8% 
 White 75% 73% 
 Asian n/a n/a 

 Broad Academy Graduates 5% 9% 
District Attributes   
 Urban-Centric Locale   

 City: Large 24% 29% 
 City: Mid-sized 19% 19% 
 City: Small 7% 3% 
 Rural: Fringe 9% 8% 
 Suburb: Large 36% 35% 
 Suburb: Mid-size 3% 3% 
 Suburb: Small 3% 3% 
 Town: Fringe n/a n/a 

 Total Students 57,156 56,805 
 Minority Students (%) 52.4% 55.8% 
 Free and Reduced Lunch (%) 40.7% 47.9% 
 Residents with Coll. Degr. (%) 38.2% 34.3% 
 Graduation Rate (Class of 2007) 66.4% 63.9% 
 Region   

 Midwest 5% 11% 
 Northeast 4% 3% 
 South 59% 56% 
 West 32% 30% 
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Survey Data 

Large School District Survey Final Data (N=79) 
Collection Dates: February 22 – May 15, 2011 
 
EDUCATION REFORM AND THE ROLE OF FOUNDATIONS  

1. What is the approximate number of students enrolled in your school district during the 2010-2011 
academic year?  

 N Average 
Current School 79 54,564 
No Response 0  

 

2. In what year did you first become a superintendent?  _______________ and in what year did you 
become superintendent at your current school district?_________ 

 N Average 
First Year 79 2001 
No Response 0  
Current School 79 2006 
No Response 0  

 

3. Which conferences do you attend regularly?  

 N Percent 
AASA National Conference on Education 38 49% 
Other 35 45% 
NSBA Annual Conference 25 32% 
ASCD (formerly the Association for Supervision and 
Curriculum Development) 

15 18% 

Council of Great City Schools (Annual Conference) 10 13% 
Education Week Leadership Forums 5 6% 
AERA Annual Conference 2 3% 
National Forum on Education Policy, Education 
Commission  of the States 

1 1% 

CCSSO Annual Policy Forum 0 0% 
No Response 4  
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4. Which publications/blogs/columns do you read regularly?  

 N Percent 
Education Week 67 86% 
The School Administrator 58 74% 
ASCD SmartBrief 46 58% 
Phi Delta Kappan 32 40% 
Other 22 29% 
eSchoolNews 23 29% 
American Educator 14 18% 
This Week in Education 13 17% 
Urban Educator 10 13% 
EducationNews.org 9 10% 
Class Struggle: Jay Matthews, Washington Post 6 8% 
Education Gadfly 3 4% 
Answer Sheet, Valerie Strauss, Washington Post 3 4% 
Jay P. Greene Blog 2 3% 
School Wise Press 2 3% 
Education Next 1 1% 
Straight Up: Rick Hess 1 1% 
The Core Knowledge Blog 1 1% 
Board Buzz 1 1% 
The Charter Blog  0% 
EdWonk  0% 
Shanker Blog  0% 
The Quick and the Ed  0% 
Rock the Schoolhouse, Jim Stergios, Boston Globe  0% 
EduFlack  0% 
No Response 1  

 

5. How frequently do you or your district staff interact with? 

 Every 
Week 

A few 
times a 
month 

Every 
couple 
months 

Annuall
y 

Rarely
/ 
Never 

No 
Response 

Local officials (Mayor, County 
Administrator, City Council, School 
Board Members, District Office) 

62% 28% 10% 0% 0% 8 

State officials (State Department of 
Education staff) 

36% 36% 19% 7% 3% 9 

Elected state officials 
(Representative, Senators, staff, 
district office) 

24% 29% 32% 10% 4% 8 

Local foundation officials (e.g. 
Fargo Community Foundation) 

17% 32% 30% 7% 14% 8 

Your representatives in the U.S. 
Congress (Representative, Senators, 
Staff, State District Office) 

7% 14% 41% 20% 18% 8 

Federal officials (U.S. Department 
of Education staff) 

0% 14% 27% 11% 48% 8 

National foundation officials (e.g. 
Gates Foundation, Walton Family 
Foundation, Broad Foundation) 

0% 7% 17% 16% 60% 9 
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6. Does your school district have a grant writer on staff? 

 

 

 

 

7. On average, how many hours a month (approximately) do you personally spend communicating 
with national and local foundation officials, including foundation board members, directors, and 
program officers? 

 N Average 
Hours per month 70 4.6 
No Response 9  

 

8. In the past 3 years has your district received a large grant (over $500,000) from a national 
foundation (e.g. Broad, Walton, Gates)?  

 N Percent 
Yes 19 26% 
No 55 74% 
No Response 5  

 

9. Which foundation(s) provided the grant?  

 N Percent 
Yes 15 Gates (3), Dell (3), 

GE, Ford, Kellogg, 
Wallace, Local 
Foundations (5) 

No Response 4  

 

10. What was the focus area of the grant(s)?  

 N Submissions 
Yes 17 Advanced Placement (2), Data Collection (2), School Improvement 

(2), College Readiness, Early Childhood, Teaching, Magnet 
School, Emergency Preparedness, Magnet School, Math and 
Science, Post-Secondary, Reading, Summer School, Technology 

No Response 2  

 

11. Did your district have a program dedicated to this focus area prior to receipt of the grant?  

 N Percent 
Yes 12 71% 
No 5 29% 
No Response 2  

 

 N Percent 
Yes 41 56% 
No 32 44% 
No Response 6  
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NATIONAL REFORMS: This section focuses on education reforms nationally, relying upon your 
understanding of education trends in districts and states other than your own.  

12. Which groups, in your view, have the most influence on education reform nationally? Rank order 
the following groups from most influential to least influential (1= most influential, 15=least 
influential). 

 N Average 
Rank 

Tier 1   
Federal Executive Branch (President and U.S. 
Department of Education) 

58 3.2 

Tier 2   
State Executive Branch (Governor and State 
Department of Education) 

59 4.8 

State Legislative Branch 60 4.9 
Federal Legislative Branch (Congress) 57 5.7 
National Foundations (e.g. Gates, Broad, Walton) 60 6.5 

Tier 3   
National Governors Association 59 7.6 
Business Leaders 59 7.9 
National Media (e.g. Fox News, MSNBC) 59 8.4 
National Education Association 56 8.5 

Tier 4   
American Federation of Teachers 62 9.2 
Parent Teacher Organizations 56 9.8 
Think Tanks 59 9.9 
Peer Reviewed Research (Education Scholars) 58 10.4 
State Judicial Branch 56 10.6 
Federal Judicial Branch (U.S. District, Appellate, 
Supreme Courts) 

56 10.8 

No Response 23  
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13. How significant have each of the following education reforms been to K-12 education nationally 
in the past 10 years? Score each reform on a scale of Most Significant=1 to Least Significant=5.  

 N Average 
Tier 1   

Common Core State Standards 64 2.1 
Value-Added Assessment 63 2.1 
School Finance Equity 64 2.5 
Teacher Certification 64 2.5 
Charters Schools 64 2.5 

Tier 2   
Class Size Reduction 64 2.8 
Opportunity to Learn Standards 63 3.0 
Merit/Performance Pay 63 3.0 
School-to-Work 63 3.1 
Teach for America 63 3.2 

Tier 3   
Privatization of School Services 62 3.5 
Vouchers 63 3.6 
Mayoral Control 63 3.9 
Single Sex Public Education 63 4.1 
School Uniforms 63 4.3 

Other (please specify) 4 Small Schools (2) 
STEM, NCLB 

No Response 17  

 

14. Choose one reform you ranked as most significant from the previous question.  

Reform N Percent Why is this reform significant? How 
did it become significant nationally? 
(Annotated) 

Which group has been the 
most supportive of this 
reform nationally? 

N 

Common 
Core State 
Standards 

15 24% Significance: Potential to improve K-
12 education by increasing rigor and 
consistency through the provision of 
state to state comparisons, helping 
move the debate away from what to 
teach and toward how to teach.  
 
Causes: President (RttT), Governor, 
Chief State Schools Officer led efforts 
 
Criticism: Significant flaws in data 
review and politics and emotion 
driving this reform. 

National Governors 
Association 

5 

Federal Executive Branch 
(President and U.S. 
Department of Education) 

4 

National Foundations (e.g. 
Gates, Broad, Walton) 

2 

Think Tanks 2 
Parent Teacher 
Organizations 

1 

State Executive Branch 
(Governor and State 
Department of Education) 

1 

Other (AASA) 1 
State Legislative Branch 1 

Value-
Added 
Assessment 

15 24% Significance: Allows districts to 
evaluate teachers based on results and 
the impact they have on students. 
Helps focus instruction and 
professional development on what 
benefits student achievement. Allows 

Business Leaders 4 
State Executive Branch 
(Governor and State 
Department of Education) 

3 

National Foundations (e.g. 
Gates, Broad, Walton) 

2 
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private sector to relate to worker 
assessment, similar to meeting quotes. 

Federal Executive Branch 
(President and U.S. 
Department of Education) 

2 

State Legislative Branch 2 

Charters 
Schools 

11 17% Significance: Charters brought to the 
forefront what general education needs 
to do. They shift control back to 
parents and children, away from a 
centralized school system. They limit 
tenure and unions, which negatively 
impact the quality of the teaching 
pool. The public perceives charter 
schools as lever for change. 
 
Causes: Specific charters have done 
very well, helping spur interest 
nationwide. RttT, federal and state 
legislation, conservative state politics, 
the business community and the media 
have pressed this reform. 
 
Criticism: Charters are symbolic 
change with limited demonstrated 
success (Stanford Study). They take 
money from public education, do not 
serve all children who walk through 
the door, encourage segregation, and 
fail to provide the same scrutiny, 
accountability, and curricular 
mandates as non-charters. The vast 
majority have become nothing more 
than money traps for innocent and 
caring parents who want a better 
education for their child 

National Foundations (e.g. 
Gates, Broad, Walton) 

3 

State Legislative Branch 2 

Federal Executive Branch 
(President and U.S. 
Department of Education) 

2 

National Governors 
Association 

1 

Business Leaders 1 
National Education 
Association 

1 

Other (Parents) 1 

School 
Finance 
Equity 

10 14% Significance: Funding disparities 
across districts limit a district’s ability 
to meet student needs, especially in 
high poverty areas. 
 
Causes: Legal challenges. 
 
Criticism: Lawsuits have restricted 
funds from going where they are most 
needed, while most state and federal 
programs have leveled-down the 
dollars available. 

Federal Executive Branch 
(President and U.S. 
Department of Education) 

4 

University Affiliated 
Education Scholars 

1 

State Legislative Branch 1 
National Foundations (e.g. 
Gates, Broad, Walton) 

1 

Business Leaders 1 
State Judicial Branch 1 

    Other: Local Leaders 1 
Class Size 
Reduction 

3 5% Significance:  Increases individual 
instruction to meet the academic needs 
of every child. 

State Legislative Branch 2 

Federal Executive Branch 
(President and U.S. 
Department of Education) 

1 

Mayoral 
Control 

2 3% Significance:  Helps create more 
stability and focus in large city schools 

Business Leaders 2 
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by shifting power from school board 
to local executive branch.  

Merit/Perfor
mance Pay 

2 3% Significance:  Helps encourage 
talented individuals to teach, reward 
them when successful, keep local 
control, and attract best to most 
challenging schools.   

Federal Executive Branch 
(President and U.S. 
Department of Education) 

1 

Business Leaders 1 

Other 
(General 
Innovation) 

2 3% Significance:  Private foundations 
provide targeted funds to innovate 
outside influence of government 
regulations and unions 
 

Federal Executive Branch 
(President and U.S. 
Department of Education) 

1 

National Foundations (e.g. 
Gates, Broad, Walton) 

1 

School-to-
Work 

2 3% Significance:  Keeps students engaged 
and provides applied learning 
opportunities.  
 
Causes: State legislation. 

Business Leaders 2 

Vouchers 2 3% Criticism: Vouchers have gained 
traction because of private foundations 
and have contributed to the systematic 
destruction of public education. 
Allowing public funds to pay for 
private schools is criminal and illegal. 

Federal Executive Branch 
(President and U.S. 
Department of Education) 

1 

National Foundations (e.g. 
Gates, Broad, Walton) 

1 

No 
Response 

15     

 

15. Referring to the reform selected from the previous question, which group has been the most 
supportive of this reform nationally? 

Results shown in previous table. 
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16. Referring to the interest group selected from the previous question, in your experience, what kind 
of activities did this group engage in? (select all that apply) 

 N Lobby 
Congress 

Lobby the 
Administr
ation 
(U.S. 
Dept. of 
Ed.) 

Fund 
Pilot 
Projects 

Fund 
Research 

Lobby 
Superint
endents 

Lobby 
Local 
School 
Boards 

Paid 
Advertis
ements 

Percent  47% 43% 41% 35% 31% 29% 17% 
Charters Schools 31 6 6 4 3 4 4 4 
Value-Added 
Assessment 

30 5 5 6 6 5 4 1 

Common Core 
State Standards 

29 7 4 4 6 5 2 1 

School Finance 
Equity 

22 4 5 4 4 3 4 1 

School-to-Work 8 1 1 2 1 1 1 1 
Vouchers 7 2 2 1    2 
Class Size 
Reduction 

4  1 1  1 1  

Merit/Performan
ce Pay 

4 1 1 1   1  

Other 3 1 1 1     
Mayoral Control 1      1  
No Response 15        
Number of 
Responses with 
more than one 
answer 

38        

Other Responses Information campaign (5), legal decisions (3), lobby state officials (3), RttT (2), 
federal funding, and set goals. 

 

REFORMS IN YOUR SCHOOL DISTRICT: This section focuses on education reforms in your 
school district, asking you to reflect upon your experience as superintendent.  

17. Do the experiences of other school districts in your state, or in other states, affect adoption of 
specific reforms in your school district? 

 N Percent 
Yes 52 82% 
No 11 18% 
No Response 16  

 

18. If yes, how?  

Annotated Responses N=47 
We look to successful districts, especially in our state and region, as models for reform. 
Superintendents and central office staff are involved in frequent and ongoing professional associations, 
conversations, conferences, and exchanges of information (via journals, internet resources, etc.) that 
serve to inform and assist in assessing the effectiveness and value of specific reforms or reform 
proposals. 
Attempt to learn from districts executing successful strategies, especially pilot projects and programs, 
e.g. Professional Learning Communities. 
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Depend on a close (in-state) network among superintendents, principals, and central administrators.  
Media, business, and parents always compare our district to neighboring districts. 
Districts follow trends even when research data oppose adoption in many situations, e.g. Charter 
Schools. 
Each state is different, successful programs in one state can fail in another. 
Success in one district spawns legislative intent for all. Often state legislated reactions drive reforms 
initiated in other states. Once reform is set by state statue, there is little option but to obey, even when 
research on reform shows limited success, although implementation allows local school districts to 
influence legislation. 
If a district is achieving results with their initiatives we will examine carefully, possibly pilot, evaluate, 
and consider expansion (or rejection). 

 

19. How does district staff influence the implementation of a reform? As superintendent, what 
methods do you utilize to ensure staff cooperation and support?  

Annotated Responses N=53 
Involvement and engagement of local stakeholders (unions, staff, board of education, parents, business, 
etc.) in the adoption and implementation process will increase cooperation and support of reforms.  
Find common areas of concern across stakeholders (during design phase), use these concerns to help 
gain reform buy-in from all stakeholders, especially teacher unions and parents, on reasons reform is 
necessary.  
Strategic plan (five year), developed by district staff and community members, helps adopt reforms by 
breaking them into strategies, goals, and objectives, providing detailed implementation responsibilities 
for all stakeholders.  
Focus on student benefit data (let data drive decisions) when managing reform implementation. 
Regular communication to all stakeholders (written and verbal) of expectations and shared and clear 
vision.  
Use of staff communication plan (e.g. faculty meetings, directed discussions, responsive to emails, 
meeting requests, and telephone calls, use of collaborative teams, advisory councils, and inter-
departmental structures) that provides important information and ensures staff involvement in reform 
process.  
Use pilot programs to learn from, provide adjustment options, or a mechanism to drop ill-suited reform. 
Keep up with professional practices and relevant research through associations (e.g. Council of Great 
City Schools), allowing good ideas proven to show student benefit can be implemented through a joint 
decision-making process.  
Use budget process to support reform efforts. 
Delegation of reform management to curriculum and instruction division with support provided by 
executive leadership team as necessary. 
Professional development (just-in-time) for principals and teachers. 
Patience. 
Plan -> Do -> Study -> Act. 
Create accountability system to ensure reform fidelity. 
Create bottom-up reform system through curriculum teams filled teachers, principals, and district staff 
to provide recommendations for Superintendent to implement district wide. 
Be cognizant of how often reforms are implemented, as those that are overly broad and are adopted too 
quickly are likely to fail. 
Ensure reform “fits” with district focus and ongoing initiatives. 
Occasionally subvert buy-in process (use directives) to take a reform district-wide, but only when 
change is  
necessary, proven, and time sensitive. 



 
 

276 

 

20. When educating yourself about the efficacy of education reforms, where do you go for 
information about “what works”? Score the following information sources from (most relied 
on=1) to (least relied on=5). 

 N Average 
Tier 1   

Similar School Districts (in-state, student demographics, size of district 
comparable) 

62 1.90 

Tier 2   
Education News Sources (Ed Week, Ed.News.org) 60 2.39 
Neighboring School Districts 61 2.47 
Similar School Districts (out-of-state, student demographics, size of district 
comparable) 

61 2.60 

Tier 3   
University Affiliated Education Scholars (e.g. Vanderbilt, Columbia University) 60 2.78 
State Department of Education 60 2.93 
Foundation Reports (Gates, Broad, Walton, etc.) 60 3.00 
Think Tanks (Brookings, AEI, Fordham, Heritage) 60 3.24 
Federal Department of Education 59 3.28 

Tier 4   
School Board Members 62 3.66 
Vendors (Promotional Materials, Internal Studies) 60 3.83 
Teacher Unions (NEA, AFT) 60 4.10 

Other (please specify): Specific educational Researchers - e.g. Reeves, Fullan, 
Wagner, Prensky, Darling-Hammond (3), Council of the Great City Schools (2), 
Other Countries, West Ed, Professional Associations (AASA, NSSA), and Our 
District 

9  

No Response 22  

 

21. What education reforms do you anticipate your school district adopting in the next five years? 
Why these reforms? 

What education reforms do you anticipate your 
school district adopting in the next five years? 
(Annotated) 

Why these reforms? (Annotated) N 

Teacher Performance Pay/Merit Pay/Value Added 
Assessment 

RttT, school board, public opinion, 
foundation grant, and state legislation. 

20 

Common Core State Standards Department of Education (state and 
federal).  

17 

Personalized Learning/Virtual Education New technology allows, more efficient, 
meets student needs better. State 
mandates and budget pressure. 

12 

Assorted Professional Development Four cited professional learning 
communities, (2) teacher career ladder, 
reading comprehension, university 
partnership, and graduate degree support.  

9 

School Choice Four specifically mentioned charters, (3) 
academically focused centers, e.g. science 
and math academies, and vouchers. 

8 

Assorted Management Techniques Measuring and identifying outcomes for 
students, teachers, administrators, 
schools, and district. Improvement model. 
Process based management. Malcolm 

8 
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Baldrige National Quality Award. Data 
dashboard analytics. Strategic planning. 
Deeper classroom implementation of 
current reforms. Enhanced classroom 
rigor. 

Common Grade Assessments, Instructional Plans Helps teachers to quickly get up to speed 
and focus on essential standards. 
Addresses needs of high mobility 
students. 

3 

Longer School Day and Longer Year For schools with at-risk populations. 3 
Budget Cuts State deficits will limit spending on new 

reforms. 
3 

Elimination of Textbooks Cost control measure. Technology (iPad) 
allows for adoption. 

2 

STEM Program Development Improve student performance. 2 
Teacher Contracts Changes Fiscal pressure and role of tenure, 

contract steps and lanes in losing of good 
teachers. 

2 

Larger Class Sizes Fiscal pressure. 2 
Enhanced English Language Learner Support  2 
Parent Institutes Aids curriculum planning and provides 

parental accountability.  
2 

Common High School Course Final Exams  1 
Multi-Disciplinary Project Based Learning  1 
Class Size Cap Constitutional amendment. 1 
Single School Culture  1 
Lowest Achieving Schools Overhaul RttT 1 
Response to Intervention (RTI) Need for earlier interventions 1 
Same Gender Schools  1 
Foreign Language Immersion Expansion of current program 1 
Small Learning Communities  1 
College Credit Availability  1 
Extended School Time Focused on at-risk populations. 1 
Weighted Student Funding  1 
Closing Digital Divide Resource deficiency places class of 

students in impossible to remedy 
education deficit.  

1 

Skill Integration  1    
Restorative Practices  1 
Understanding by Design  1 
Instructional Strategies for Digital Natives  1 
Moving Away From Carnegie Units/Seat Time 
Approach 

 1 

No Response  32 
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ROLE OF FOUNDATIONS: For the last four questions select the answer that best matches 
your opinion of the statements below (Q 22-25). Score the following information states from 
(strongly agree=1) to (strongly disagree=5). 

 

 N Average 
Local foundations (e.g. Community Foundations) engage school districts using 
different methods than national foundations (e.g. Gates, Broad, Walton). 

59 1.97 

National foundation involvement in education reform has helped improve public 
education nationally. 

58 2.75 

National foundations have a similar level of interaction with School Board Members 
as they do with Superintendents. 

60 3.80 

National foundations have a good understanding of the local conditions affecting our 
school district. 

57 3.88 

No Response 21  
 

If you have additional comments that you would like to offer, please enter them below. Thank 
you for completing this survey!  

 
Annotated Responses N=10 
National foundations are focused on fixing broken city schools, not the majority of school districts. 
National foundations have two flaws: They adopt one-size fits all strategy and they are more 
ideological than research based. 
National foundations have changed K-12 education and most of the change has been negative to mixed. 
In addition, they are not accountable for their failures.  
National foundations have never invested totally in a district, have discouraged educators, and have 
started the process of privatizing education.  
National foundations fund only a few districts. By making smaller grants they could help more 
children, across more districts. 
National foundations have spent millions in dysfunctional districts without success. They should try 
investing in model districts, to create laboratories of best practice, which would help drive policy 
reform. 
Decentralization does not work in education. 
Colleges of education must change for reform to be effective. 
Thank you for conducting this research. 
Interesting questions. 
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Appendix C 
 

Interview Details 
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Interview Protocols 
The distribution of political actors interviewed and the interview questions they were asked are 
shown in the subsequent pages. In total, 56 political actors in Washington, DC received 
interview requests and 28 accepted. Interviewees were either contacted by email or letter sent via 
U.S. Mail. As Table A.4 shows the largest percentage of interviewees represented large national 
foundations, either as program officers or heads of education divisions. All foundations 
interviewed have an active presence in federal policy, although none are located in Washington, 
DC. Per the conditions of the Georgetown University Institutional Review Board all interviewees 
are confidential, and in the dissertation are identified only by their position type.  
 
In an effort to replicate Kingdon’s (1995) work, his research methods were closely followed, e.g. 
questions, solicitation methods, and coding procedures. Interviews were either conducted over 
the phone or in-person, relying on a semi-structured format. The scripted questions shown in 
Figure A.1 guided the 30 to 90 minutes discussions, although tangents were explored if 
potentially fruitful.  
 
Although the interviews provide qualitative evidence that is relied upon throughout the paper, 
like Kingdon (1995) I also coded the interviews to assess the education policy agenda in 2011, 
allowing results to be compared to data presented in Chapters 3 and 4. To measure whether a 
reform was on the agenda I coded each interview using the same categories as Kingdon 
(1995).124 For example, if an interviewee mentioned charter schools without being prompted it 
was considered very prominently on the agenda one (1), but if it came up only briefly in response 
to a question then it would be coded six (6). The same coding scheme was used to compare the 
factors leading to reforms gaining prominence.  
 
Given the limited time and resources allocated to the project, replicating Kingdon’s (1995) four-
year observation period was not feasible. Thus, the information generated does not allow me to 
make the same inferences as Kingdon (1995), yet does allow me to make inferences based on 
comparisons with data collected from superintendents, foundations, and other secondary sources. 
 
 
 
  

                                                 
124 Coding Categories for Potential Agenda Items: 1) Very prominent; spontaneously mentioned, 2) Very 
prominent; in response to a question, 3) Somewhat prominent; spontaneously mentioned, 4) Somewhat prominent; 
in response to a question, 5) Little prominence; spontaneously mentioned, 6) Little prominence; in response to a 
question, and 9) Never mentioned in the interview 
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Table A.4: Distribution of Interviewees, 2011 
Type of Political Actor Percent 
IG: Business and industry 11% 
IG: Professional 0% 
IG: Labor 4% 
IG: Public interest 18% 
IG: Government officials as lobbyists (LOC) 7% 
IG: Government officials as lobbyists (ST) 7% 
Academics, researchers, and consultants 11% 
The Administration 4% 
Political Symbol 0% 
Foundation 29% 
The Media 4% 
Civil Servants 4% 
Capitol Hill 4% 
Student 0% 
Parent 0% 

Total 100% (N=28) 
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Table A.5: Interviewees Ranking of Reasons Problems Rose on Agenda in K-12 Education, 
2011 

Reasons Average 
President/DOE 6.8 
International Competitiveness 7.5 
National Foundations 7.6 
Financial Crisis 7.8 
The Media 7.9 
Education Scholars 8.1 
Think-tanks 8.2 
TFA 8.3 
Failure of K-12 8.3 
Nation at Risk/Gov. Summit 8.3 
RttT 8.4 
NGA 8.6 
Non-Educator Reformers 8.8 
Superintendents 8.8 
Economic Inequality 8.8 
Mayors 8.9 

Source: Interview responses coded using template shown in Figure A.2 Question asked of interviewees was “Why 
do you think these particular problems are the ones receiving attention – how did they come to be the hot issues?” 
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Table A.6: Interviewees Ranking of Programs/Reforms in K-12 Education, 2011 
Reform Average 
Value-Added Assessment 4.4 
Merit/Performance Pay 5.5 
Teacher Certification 6.9 
Common Core State Standards 7.3 
Charters Schools 7.5 
District/School Accountability 7.8 
Vouchers 8.0 
Teach for America 8.1 
Teacher Professional Development 8.1 
Local Budget Relief 8.4 
Expanded Learning Time 8.4 
Virtual Learning 8.4 
School Improvement Grants 8.5 
After School Options 8.5 
College Readiness 8.6 
Arts Education 8.6 
Principal Effectiveness 8.6 
Class Size Reduction 8.8 
College of Education Reforms 8.8 
Critical Thinking Skills 8.8 
International Benchmarking 8.8 
Wrap-Around Services 8.9 
Early Learning 8.9 
Source: Interview responses coded using template shown in Figure A.2. Questions asked of interviewees were 
“What are you and other people in the education field currently working on, in the way of new approaches or new 
programs – what’s on the front burner?” and “Have you listed them roughly in order of priority? If so, what is the 
order?” Seven reforms mentioned in the superintendent survey were not cited by interviewees: School Finance 
Equity, Opportunity to Learn Standards, School-to-Work, Privatization of School Services, Mayoral Control, Single 
Sex Public Education, and School Uniforms. 
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Table A.7: Interviewees Ranking of Problems and Programs Likely to Matter in Near 
Future, 2011 

Problem or Program Average 
Virtual Learning 7.2 
Teacher Quality 7.4 
Common Core State Standards 7.6 
Budget Challenges 8.1 
Teacher Pensions 8.1 
Expanded Learning Time 8.2 
TFA 8.5 
School Improvement Grants 8.6 
Charters 8.6 
Vouchers 8.6 
District/School Accountability 8.8 
ESL Education 8.8 
College Readiness 8.8 
New Local Governance Models 8.8 
Improved Testing Models 8.8 
Local Education Foundations 8.8 
How the Media Covers Education 8.9 
Source: Interview responses coded using template shown in Figure A.2 Question asked of interviewees was “If you 
were to look down the road a bit, which problems and proposals for government programs in the field of education 
do you think will be prominent five years from now?”  
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Interview Questions 
Problems: 
1. What major problems are you and others in the education area most occupied with these days? 

a. Have you listed them roughly in order of importance? If so, what is the order? 
b. Has there been much change during the last year in the problems that those concerned with 

education are paying attention to? If yes, why has this change taken place? 
2. Why do you think these particular problems are the ones receiving attention – how did they come 

to be the hot issues?  
 
Programs: 
3. What are you and other people in the education field currently working on, in the way of new 

approaches or new programs – what’s on the front burner? 
a. Have you listed them roughly in order of priority? If so, what is the order? 
b. Has there been much change during the last year in the proposals that those concerned with 

education are working on? If yes, why has that change taken place? 
4. Why do you think these particular initiatives are being seriously considered – how did they come 

to be the hot proposals?  
5. If you were to look down the road a bit, which problems and proposals for government programs 

in the field of education do you think will be prominent five years from now?  
 
Specific Programs: 
6. What the primary challenges are associated with implementation of these reforms (choose one)?  

a. Charter Schools 
b. Common Core State Standards 
c. Value Added Teacher Assessment 

 
Foundations: 
7. Do you view local foundations (e.g. Omaha Community Foundations) differently than national 

foundations (e.g. Gates, Broad, Walton)? If so, how?   
8. How do you believe national foundations interact with the Federal Department of Education?  
9. Do you believe national foundations influence the Federal Department of Education? If so, how?  
10. Do you believe national foundations have a consensus view of education reform? If so, how 

would you characterize their consensus view? If not, what are the primary differences of opinion?  
11. How well do you believe national foundations understand the local conditions affecting school 

districts? 
12. What role do you believe foundations like Gates, Broad, Walton, will play in the future of K-12 

education reform? 
13. Do you believe national foundation involvement in education reform has helped improve public 

education nationally? If so, how? If not, why not?  
 
Closing: 
14. Do you have any other comments you would like to share on this subject? 
15. Given my topic, are there individuals you recommend I contact to arrange an interview?  
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Appendix D 
 

Background Information on Reform Agenda 
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Common Core State Standards 
Supported by the National Governors Association Center for Best Practices, the Council of Chief 
State School Officers (CCSSO), and RttT, common core state standards are an attempt to 
establish common student knowledge and skill level expectations for grades in all states and are 
expected to be adopted by all states by 2020 (Porter et al., 2011). The reforms focus mostly on 
math and reading, are internationally benchmarked, and attempt to build standards so teachers 
have sufficient freedom in the classroom. Proponents argue shared expectations, efficiency, 
improved assessments, and a targeted focus on certain subjects will benefit student development 
(Hess, 2011a). These perspectives are motivated by a belief that local practitioners often lack 
capacity to develop curriculum, or are not judicious in their selection of available curriculum. 
For example, the chair of one of two federally supported assessment consortia stated, “the 
development of exemplary curriculum modules is an appropriate role for SEAs (individually or 
collectively) and holds the potential to provoke stronger curriculum in districts with weak 
instructional programs. I am convinced that districts (charter schools, too) will welcome the 
opportunity to import, adapt, and build their own units based on the exemplars” (Hess, 2011b). 
 
Critics of common core state standards are wary of increased federal authority over schools and 
the barrier to innovation national curriculum standards might produce (Hess, 2011b). They argue 
a decentralized system provides space for good policies to flower, checks the special interests 
that can exert influence more easily in Washington, DC, and most importantly, does not freeze 
curriculum standards so they cannot easily respond to future challenges. Critics argue common 
core state standards “manifests serious shortcomings in its discussion of curricular alignment and 
coherence, the quality of Common Core’s national standards, course sequence and design, 
academic content, student mobility, sensitivity to pluralism, constitutionality and legality, 
transparency and accountability, diverse pedagogical needs, and the absence of consensus on all 
these questions” (Evers, et al., 2011a). Although not yet addressed by the courts, critics also 
question the legality of federal involvement in K-12 curriculum development, as stipulated by 
General Education Provisions Act, SEC. 438. ø20 U.S.C. 1232a:  
 

“No provision of any applicable program shall be construed to authorize any department, 
agency, officer, or employee of the United States to exercise any direction, supervision, 
or control over the curriculum, program of instruction, administration, or personnel of 
any educational institution, school, or school system, or over the selection of library 
resources, textbooks, or other printed or published instructional materials by any 
educational institution or school system” (Evers et al., 2011b).  

 
Given the courts past willingness to accept similar conditional programs, e.g. transportation 
funding conditional on state drinking age of 21, the official response from the Department of 
Education regarding the issue of federal incentives is unsurprising, “Just for the record: we are 
for high standards, not national standards and we are for a well-rounded curriculum, not a 
national curriculum. There is a big difference between funding development of curriculum--
which is something we have always done--and mandating a national curriculum--which is 
something we have never done. And yes--we believe in using incentives to advance our agenda” 
(Hess, 2011c). 
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The Gates Foundation has been a key backer of common core state standards, providing $52.9 
million to the organizations and individuals charged with writing and implementing the common 
standards, in addition to public advocacy efforts (Gewertz, 2011). For example, Vicki Phillips 
(2010), director of College-Ready Education at the Gates Foundation, argued, “Standards are too 
low, too diffuse, too confusing, and they vary from state to state.” In addition, Melinda Gates 
(2011) maintained common core adoption is critical to U.S. public education: “If states adopt 
these standards, but don’t lift up their courses to align with these standards, we’ll be like people 
who make super-ambitious New Year’s Resolutions – but don’t take the steps to keep them. That 
would be a terrible loss – because the common core, if we implement it, can be a key pillar of 
school reform in America.”   
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Teacher Compensation Reforms 
Because there are a number of types of teacher compensation reforms, e.g. classroom based 
performance pay, school base merit pay, balanced school and teacher merit pay, etc., I highlight 
the most popular, and “the most controversial issue in education today” type, value-added 
measurement (hereinafter VAM) in this section (Di Carlo, 2011b). VAM, which can vary 
depending on the inputs relied on in the assessment model, uses sophisticated statistical 
techniques to isolate a teacher’s effect on student test score growth. The use of this approach to 
measure teacher effectiveness has increased rapidly during the 2000s, with large districts in New 
York, Washington, DC, Chicago, and Los Angeles incorporating them in teacher evaluation 
systems, aided in part by the Obama administration’s insistence that VAM be included in all 
teacher evaluations (Goldstein, 2011a).   
 
VAM attempts to account for the multitude of factors that influence student performance on 
standardized tests, isolating the effect of teachers on student test growth and then 
rewarding/punishing teachers based on their performance. Critics of this approach argue factors 
influencing student outcomes outside the purview of a teacher are difficult to account for, and 
worry about the inherent instability of polling (testing) data, the lack of measurement of 
intangible goals measured by tests, and the problem of teaching to the test (Ewing, 2011). In 
addition, reliance on this method may ignore the importance of other inputs such as parental 
involvement and after-school tutoring (Goldstein, 2011a).  
 
Proponents of VAM suggest teacher accountability is necessary in the classroom and that VAM 
provides the most useful and efficient method to measure teacher impact, an important condition 
because under the current teacher evaluation system “less than 1 percent of American teachers 
receive an unsatisfactory evaluation in any given year” (Goldstein, 2011a). They also argue that 
because 75% of all teachers receive no professional feedback, the use of VAM gives school 
districts a necessary tool to differentiate teachers based on performance and effectiveness. While 
critics worry about the instability of value-added scores, the most reputable detractors have 
admitted that when cognizant of their limitations, VAM can be a valuable tool (Ewing, 2011). 
Supporters also argue imperfect performance measures are “widespread and accepted in fields 
outside of teaching” and that the need for incremental improvements in VAM systems should not 
limit their deployment (Glazerman et al., 2010). Further, the most expansive study evaluating 
teacher impact on student outcomes shows increases in standardized-test scores, in particular 
during earlier grades, have a long-term, positive impact on student outcomes such as annual 
wages and college attendance rates (Chetty et al., 2011). Given the flaws in alternative teacher 
assessment procedures Chetty et al. (2011) conclude while VAM introduces uncertainty into 
teacher assessment, the benefits provided to students from good teachers are so dramatic and that 
VAM should be widely deployed so the America’s lowest performing teachers can be removed 
from the classroom (Lowrey, 2012).  
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Personalized Learning/Virtual Education 
Educating children through personalized online learning modules has long been a dream for the 
tech savvy, but implementation has been slow and although advances have been made in recent 
years that make a more widely distributed model seem possible, virtual education remains a 
niche aspect of American K-12 education. For instance, of the approximately 50 million public 
school students, 150,000 in 26 states were enrolled full-time in online learning schools during the 
2009-2010 academic year (Moe and Chubb, 2009; Glass and Welner, 2011). Most of those 
enrolled do so through state chartered schools, primarily in a few large states, ½ of all students 
enrolled full-time in 2009-2010 came from Ohio, Pennsylvania, or Florida. While the number of 
full-time students is small, the number receiving at least some online education has steadily risen 
to include 30% of high school students and 19% of middle school students, up from about 1% in 
2002-2003 (Glass and Welner, 2011). In addition, because only 26 states allow virtual schooling, 
the prospect of other large states loosening online learning rules suggests further growth is likely. 
 
The recent growth in the online education market has generated criticism, as the potential for 
conflicts of interest and the lack of evidence demonstrating online education offers a comparable 
education has led to calls for a more deliberate adoption of online education until sufficient 
testing can be conducted (Glass and Welner, 2011). Both the Gates and Dell Foundations have 
been cited for their perceived conflicts of interest, because their founders are connected to K-12 
education products through business interests. Adding to this concern are reports that other 
online education companies have used nonprofit and foundation groups to bring about state 
legislative changes and to obtain state and federal contracts (Fang, 2011).125 Concerns about 
influence are dovetailed by performance critiques, most notably an investigation of K12 Inc., one 
of the largest online education companies, that found only 30% of their schools met adequate 
yearly progress in the 2010 academic year (Saul, 2011).   
 
Proponents of virtual education, like Moe and Chubb (2009) argue that if implemented correctly, 
virtual education could replace the “dead hand of monopoly with the dynamism of diversity and 
competition.” In particular, they tout virtual education’s ability to differentiate instruction to 
student needs, make teacher performance more transparent, lower overall instruction costs while 
rewarding high performing teachers, and change the politics of education to favor students over 
teacher unions (Moe and Chubb, 2009).  
 
  

                                                 
125 Fang (2011) described a conference on virtual education as follows, “An invitation had billed the exclusive 
gathering as a chance for “philanthropists and venture capitalists” to figure out how to “leverage each other’s 
strengths”—a concise way to describe how for-profit virtual school companies are using philanthropy as a Trojan 
horse.” 
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School Finance Equity 
Funding for public schools comes from a mix of federal, state, and local revenue sources, with 
large differences in per pupil spending across states and districts. Each state and district has their 
own funding formula, but typically states use fees and income, corporate, and sales taxes to fund 
schools, while local revenue sources almost exclusively come from property taxes. On average, 
districts receive 48% of their funds from state government, 44% from local government, and 8% 
from the federal government (Education Week, 2011a).  
 
Battles over intra-state school finance have primarily been fought in the courts, centering on 
differences in per-pupil funding levels across districts in the same state. The first consequential 
lawsuit of this type was filed in California in 1971, Serrano v. Priest, with the California 
Supreme Court ruling the poor were due equal protection and that under the U.S. Constitution, 
public education was a guaranteed right (Reed, 2003). This decision set off a series of lawsuits 
led by educational activists fighting for equity among classes of children and districts, in part 
stemming from dissatisfaction with ineffective desegregation efforts that left many minority 
majority schools resource poor (Reed, 2003).  
 
Rodriguez v. San Antonio Independent School District was a turning point in this process, as it 
reached the Supreme Court in 1972. In a 5-4 decision, the Supreme Court ruled against 
Rodriguez, finding funding disparities were outside the Court’s scope of influence, strongly 
affirming federalism and local control. When the Supreme Court decided education was not a 
fundamental right provided by the U.S. Constitution, activists pivoted to the state level, using 
state constitution equity clauses and provisions describing how public education should be 
structured to argue for more equal education funding (Reed, 2003). In these cases the courts were 
generally asked the same question – how should a principle in many state constitutions “equal 
educational opportunity” be provided by states. In New Jersey, the Robinson v. Cahill decision 
found different levels of a “thorough and efficient” education across districts were a violation of 
the state constitution. Many other courts answered similarly, with 16 of 32 state supreme courts 
finding between 1972 and 1997 that per-pupil expenditures should be close to equal across 
districts (Reed, 2003).  
 
These rulings required states to increase funding to lower income school districts, a process that 
often pitted legislative interests against court decisions (Reed, 2003). Although contentious, there 
is evidence these reforms reduced spending inequality in the states where initiated, a change 
accomplished with increased funding levels to poorer districts and steady funding levels in the 
wealthiest districts (Evans et al., 1999). Since these policy changes were mandated, there has 
been consistent, albeit narrow gains in achievement across racial groups on the NAEP exam, 
including a slightly narrowed achievement gap, timing that led Wainer (2011) to argue school 
finance equity was in part the cause of an improved public education system.  
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Charter Schools 
The most exhaustive study of charter schools study, conducted by the Center for Research on 
Education Outcomes at Stanford University (hereinafter CREDO), examined 15 states and the 
District of Columbia, finding that 46% of charter students did no worse, or better, than public 
school “virtual twins” on tests as a result of enrolling in charters (Center for Research on 
Education Outcomes at Stanford University, 2009). Meanwhile, 17% of charter students did 
better on tests, while 37% did worse. To reach these conclusions, researchers matched actual 
charter student scores against predicted scores for Virtual Control Records (VCRs), or “virtual 
twins,” which allowed for a comparison between charter and public schools. While the findings 
were statistically significant, many, if not most of the differences were small enough to be 
considered “meaningless” (Di Carlo, 2011a). The CREDO study is certainly the most well 
known study of charter schools, but there are many others that have helped create a complicated 
picture of charter school efficacy. If there is a consensus across the studies, it is that results are 
positive for the longer-established charter schools, if they work with lower-performing students 
in urban settings, and for certain charter school management organizations (Di Carlo, 2011a). 
The summary of this research is outlined below.  
 
Gronberg and Jansen (2005) found positive impact for students remaining in charters for at least 
2 years, although only for elementary and middle schools and lower achieving students. Bifulco 
and Ladd (2006) found smaller achievement gains in charters than public schools. Zimmer et al. 
(2009) found charters generally improve after their start-up years, have wider variance in 
performance compared to public schools, and that the effect of charter school attendance slightly 
lowers or has no impact on test performance. A study of two urban districts in California found 
no substantial difference in performance, although charters kept pace with public schools and 
there were no differences by subgroups (Zimmer and Buddin, 2005). A study of North Carolina 
charters found they initially performed worse than public schools, yet after five years they were 
at the same level for math and reading achievement and seemed to be pushing closely located 
public schools towards small increases in math scores. Studies in Idaho and Arizona both found 
positive effects on test scores associated with charter enrollment (Ballou et al., 2006; Solmon et 
al., 2001). In New York City, charters have not performed better than public schools, with “little 
or no relationship between spending and test score outcomes after including appropriate 
controls” (Baker and Ferris, 2011).   
 
Given that none of these studies follow the “gold standard” of social science research – random 
assignment, Greene (2011c) suggests that four studies using this method deserve the most 
attention. He writes, “Even charter schools, which are weak tea as far as choice is concerned, 
benefit students who attend them. Again, focusing only on random assignment, there are four 
studies, all of which find significant benefits for at least some type of students: Abdulkadiroglu 
et al., 2011, Gleason, et al., 2010, Hoxby and Rockoff, 2005, Hoxby et al., 2009 ” (Greene, 
2011c). Although it is certainly true each of these studies show at least some type of student 
benefit from attending a charter school, the Gleason, et al. (2010) study also shows the mixed 
nature of charter school research. Gleason et al. (2010) studied 36 charter middles schools in 15 
states, comparing those who applied for charters and were accepted to those who applied and 
were not accepted. They found lottery selection did not improve test scores, grade promotion, or 
attendance, although parent and student satisfaction with their charter was higher (Gleason et al., 
2010). They also found that advantaged students attending charters performed worse on math 
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and reading tests, while low income, or previously low achieving students had no differential 
effects on reading achievement, but performed better on math tests. Achievement was not 
impacted by level of autonomy, authorizer type, accountability system, private operation, hours 
per day, and revenue per student, although smaller enrollments and ability grouping in math or 
English classes were associated with better achievement. Consistent with previous work on 
charters in large urban areas, charters in large urban areas serving disadvantaged students were 
more successful (Abdulkadiroglu et al., 2009; Hoxby et al., 2009). 
 

Measuring Other Student Outcomes 
While comparing standardized test scores is the most common way to measure school quality, 
other studies have looked at the non-testing benefits associated with charter schools. Booker et 
al. (2011) examined students in Chicago and Florida, finding that those who attended a charter 
middle school and then attended a charter high school (instead of a public high school) were 
more likely to graduate and attend college. In Chicago, students were 7% more likely to 
graduate, while in Florida they were between 12% and 15% more likely to graduate. In both 
Florida and Chicago the probability of attending college increased between 8-10% for those 
attending charter high schools. Incidentally, test scores were also positively impacted, although 
the analysis of Florida data found the positive impact was strongest in urban areas. Deming et al. 
(2011), in a working paper, found that public school choice lottery winners in Charlotte-
Mecklenburg, North Carolina were more likely than lottery losers to graduate from high school, 
attend college, and earn a degree. Lottery winners were also twice as likely to graduate from an 
elite university. Lastly, Zimmer et al. (2009) found improved odds of graduation and college 
enrollment for charter students. 
 

What Charter Practices Are Effective? 
A recent study of Charter Management Organizations (CMOs) found that some produce 
exceptional student outcomes, but that there is wide variance and on average they are on par with 
public schools (Furgeson et al., 2011). Research of 35 elementary and middle charter schools in 
New York City found input measures such as, “class size, per pupil expenditure, the fraction of 
teachers with no certification, and the fraction of teachers with an advanced degree – are not 
correlated with school effectiveness” (Dobbie and Fryer, 2011b). Instead Dobbie and Fryer 
(2011b) found “frequent teacher feedback, the use of data to guide instruction, high-dosage 
tutoring, increased instructional time, and high expectations – explains approximately 50 percent 
of the variation in school effectiveness” and that the qualities are important regardless of charter 
emphasis – e.g. “no excuses” or “whole child.” Finally, certain charter management 
organizations, in particular Knowledge is Power Program (KIPP), have shown almost uniformly 
positive results.  
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