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''Anyone can get up and say parents are important partners in the education of their kids. In
New York City, look at this: we are walking the walk.''
(Joel Klein at August 2003 kick‐off of new system of parent coordinators)2

“Under the current system, while there is plenty of lip service regarding the need for parental
involvement, parents are shut out. This must be reversed.”
(Dan Jacoby, Democracy for New York City, at the State Assembly Standing Committee on
Education Public Hearing in January 2009)

INTRODUCTION AND FRAMING
Parent and community engagement is a typical “mom and apple pie” issue. Like national
prosperity, quality health care, and safe streets, the goal of promoting community and parent
engagement in schools is broadly endorsed. Consensus in this instance depends on keeping
definitions of “engagement” vague. Some think of it in individualistic terms (parents getting
involved to improve their children’s education); others think of it collectively (parents trying to
make school‐ or district‐wide changes). Some see it as a collaborative exercise marked by
defined roles, while others see it as adversarial because parents, teachers, and central
administrators have different needs and priorities. And there is often sharp disagreement when
it comes to identifying just who represents the authentic and legitimate voice of parents and
community—disagreement that carries extra resonance because it often aligns with racial, class,
and geographical boundaries.
In New York City, the Bloomberg/Klein administration’s approach to parent and community
engagement was framed in contradistinction to the Community School Districts (CSDs) that
predated it; CSDs were rooted in a vision of a more collective and aggressive form of
engagement in which parents and communities directly set priorities, selected policies, and
shaped implementation. The administration considered this preexisting system to be
fundamentally flawed in both concept and practice.
In place of engagement at the community level, the administration’s approach centers on
engagement at the level of families and schools. In place of involvement in setting goals and
priorities, it focuses on engagement in implementation of policies. In place of emphasizing
political voice as a way for communities to exercise their demands, it puts a strong emphasis on
exit—giving families the option to choose a different school if they consider it a better fit for
their child than they one they are assigned. Finally, while the CSDs provided education‐specific
agenda‐setting venues in which parents and teachers were influential actors, the
administration’s position on mayoral control of schools deliberately shifts authority for agenda
setting and policymaking to general purpose politics and mayoral elections, where other issues
compete for priority, and where most groups do not have a direct stake in public education.
In this chapter, we review these competing visions of engagement as manifested in the formal
and informal policies of the Bloomberg/Klein administration and as challenged within the
context of conflicts surrounding the 2009 extension of mayoral control of the city’s schools. We
draw on extensive interviewing, field observations, and document analysis.3 The mayor and his
allies were victorious on key points of contention in the battle over the renewal of mayoral
control, but the conflict revealed that allegiance to a more active form of engagement was
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deeper than they anticipated. Failure to fully credit and understand the motivating force behind
the movement for a stronger role for public engagement in setting policies and priorities
(instead of simply supporting them) can feed resentments and political backlash that undermine
the long‐term sustainability of reform initiatives.
OUT WITH THE OLD: NYC’S LEGACY OF COMMUNITY SCHOOL DISTRICTS
“To inform the conversation, it is critical to think about mayoral control and
accountability in relation to what preceded it,” Dennis Walcott, Deputy Mayor for
Education and Community Development, told a public hearing in January 2009. “Under
the old system, decisions were shared by several power centers…32 elected school
boards across the city hired 32 community superintendents who had 32 different
standards, 32 different policies, and sometimes 32 different ways of operating.” While
decentralization to the community level worked for some, Walcott’s overall verdict was
decidedly negative. “I remember the inequities inherent in the 32 school systems, some
run capably, and some run corruptly.”4
The belief that the Community School Districts (CSDs) were a key part of the problem
underpinned the administration’s earliest reform efforts. Even before a chancellor was
appointed, Bloomberg aggressively pursued a strategy of shifting power and authority away
from the CSDs. Under the mayoral control law passed by the state legislature in June 2002 the
CSDs would remain, but each district’s board was eliminated and the chancellor would appoint
each community superintendent.5 In January 2003, the mayor announced a restructuring of the
system that would strip the CSDs of almost all of their remaining authority. Calling them
“notorious bureaucratic dinosaurs [that] will be extinct,” the mayor told the New York Urban
League that in their place “will be one, unified, focused, streamlined chain of command.”6
From Community Control to Community School Districts
Emerging from a push by parents and community leaders for community control of the public
schools, the New York state legislature enacted decentralization legislation in 1969. The push for
community control was a demand for “strong democracy,” a transformation of the relationship
between parents and the New York City (NYC) schools. Strong democracy calls for robust public
engagement and meaningful participation of community members.7 It is similar to theories and
strategies used by community organizers.8 Community control advocates’ theory of action was
based on the transfer of authority from education bureaucrats to parents and community
leaders. Black and Latino parents had long argued that while their voices might be heard,
education officials were not responding to them in the same way they responded to white
parents.9 If democracy is having a say in the decisions that affect family and community, it was
missing for the parents of Latino and Black students in the city’s public schools. The idea was to
give parents a viable role in the operation of the NYC schools, to shift power downward.
The legislature’s decentralization plan, which was in effect until 1996, created the 32 CSDs, each
with a nine‐member school board, elected every three years. The boards were responsible for
administering elementary and junior high schools, including hiring the district superintendent,
teachers, and supervisory staff. They also managed the districts’ budgets of tens of millions of
dollars. High schools and certain citywide programs were kept under central office control. The
top central administrator, the school chancellor, was to oversee the local districts.
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From the start of decentralization, the city’s clubhouse politicians captured control of the local
school board elections in many parts of the city. Local politicians, activist parent organizations,
and leaders of the local teachers union‐controlled elections in which turnout typically was low.
Some CSDs, especially those in the more affluent areas of the city, were able to mobilize and use
decentralization as an avenue for educational innovation, but many community school districts
had reputations for malfeasance and patronage.10 Many of these districts were home to the
most low‐performing, violent schools.
Reforming Decentralization
Prior to Mayor Bloomberg’s election, there were major efforts to reform the 1969
decentralization law. For example, in 1996, to rein in corruption, patronage, and
mismanagement, the state legislature stripped the local school boards of their power to hire
and fire principals and allowed the chancellor to take over a school district.11 In the late 1990s,
under Chancellor Rudy Crew, the state legislature moved more authority to the central office,
giving the chancellor authority to fire school superintendents in low‐performing districts.
Many observers believe that by the time of Mayor Bloomberg’s election in 2001, community
school boards “had already been dying a long, slow death.”12 The CSDs and the elected school
boards that governed them for over 30 years had been stripped of much of their influence.
However, as a mayoral candidate, Michael Bloomberg used the decentralized CSDs’ reputation
for corruption, patronage, and low student performance to build support to further re‐centralize
school decision‐making. Bloomberg’s call for more centralization of school authority also
implicitly discredited community control and the idea of strong democracy.
In 2002, state leaders acceded to Bloomberg’s request to dramatically change the governing
structure of NYC public schools. The new system put in place a 13‐member central school board,
the Panel for Educational Policy (PEP). Each borough president appoints one member, and the
mayor appoints the remaining eight. In addition, the mayor was given the authority to appoint
the chancellor. No longer would the district boards appoint a local superintendent; this role was
given to the chancellor. After the mayor appointed Joel Klein to be chancellor, and as Klein’s
administrative and educational vision came into focus, the role of the CSDs was weakened
further. Administratively, the key units were a leaner and more restrained central office playing
a guiding function for substantially empowered schools. The 32 geographically defined districts
were seen as too large and complex to focus on the learning environment in individual schools
and, at the same time, too small and parochial to represent broad city interests and enforce a
coherent plan.
CONTRASTING VISIONS OF PARENT AND COMMUNITY ENGAGEMENT
The targeting of the CSDs was partly tactical. The administration wanted to move quickly and
boldly, and the CSDs were a likely focal point for resistance. But portraying this as a one‐
dimensional battle between forces of change and resistance obscures nuances on both sides.
Also at stake were competing visions of the most appropriate forms of parental and public
engagement, and competing beliefs about how to reconcile the need for strong and coherent
policymaking and the need to build coalitions to ensure that reforms are sustained.
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Figure 1 distinguishes among four conceptions of the proper role for engagement, based on
whether the key unit for engagement is individualistic (student and family) versus collective
(community or district‐wide) and whether engagement focuses on policy formulation (setting
priorities and shaping policies) versus implementation (collaborating in carrying out policies).
Although not mutually exclusive, crafting a policy of engagement in practice demands
emphasizing some more than others. Attending to the differences in emphasis can help us
illuminate the lines of cleavage that developed between the New York City Department of
Education (DOE) and its critics, and clarify how such tensions could be so high despite the fact
that all involved believe themselves to be promoting parent and community engagement.
Figure 1: Types of Parent & Community Engagement

Individualistic
(Student & Family)
Collective
(School or District)

Implementation

Policy Formulation

A. Information and choice

B. Child‐centered collaboration

C. Supportive partnerships

D. Advocacy, strong democracy
versus
E. Accountability through mayoral
elections

Cell A: Information & choice
The emphasis here is on giving parents better information about what their child’s school offers
and about how their child is performing, to help them reinforce the school’s efforts at home.
School and district policies are set by school and district administrators (often working in
collaboration with intermediary organizations), with engagement efforts centered around
ensuring that parents have established channels for asking questions and registering concerns
about their own children and their classrooms and schools. If there is a mismatch between their
child’s need and what the school provides, the DOE policy emphasizes the option for parents to
select one of an array of alternative publicly supported schools outside their attendance zone.
Formal DOE policy, including some of its most innovative efforts, is best represented by cell A.
Cell B: Child‐centered collaboration
Compared to cell A, this conception of engagement envisions parents less as passive consumers
of school and district services than as active collaborators in their own children’s educational
experience. Parents’ role is partly as "extenders" of the teacher and school mission: overseeing
homework, ensuring attendance, encouraging educational aspirations. But in return they also
share with teachers and principals a role in shaping an individualized educational program for
their child. DOE efforts to increase individual schools’ autonomy provides room to put such
practices in place.
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Cell C: Supportive partnerships
This vision of parental and community engagement is more collective; it involves organized
bodies of parents (e.g., PTAs or School Leadership Teams) and community‐based stakeholders in
efforts to better enable schools and the district to pursue their policies and programs. Examples
include school‐based fundraisers, adopt‐a‐school relationships with local businesses or non‐
profits, and collective efforts to lobby on behalf of the district for more resources at the city or
state levels. While collective in nature, as with cell A engagement is passive and supportive,
keyed to enlisting parents and community to extend the impact of policies and priorities they
did not directly participate in establishing.
Cells D & E: Strong democracy vs. mayoral control
The notion of strong democracy holds that conflicts among individuals can best be addressed
through “a participatory process of ongoing proximate self‐legislation and the creation of a
political community capable of transforming dependent private individuals into free citizens and
partial and private interests into public goods.”13 In democratic theory, strong democracy is
sometimes contrasted with representative government, in which citizens choose leaders they
expect to govern wisely and then hold them responsible, by voting them out of office if their
performance does not meet expectations. Much of the mayoral control battle that we discuss
below centers on the issue of whether the chance to vote every four years in general elections
in which those without a direct stake in the schools also participate provides parents with a
sufficient opportunity to influence policies and priorities.
DOE INITIATIVES FOR FAMILY ENGAGEMENT AND PARENT LEADERSHIP
DOE officials approach parent engagement through either family engagement or parent
leadership engagement. Family engagement initiatives primarily fall within cell A as represented
in Figure 1, and these are more innovative and arguably more central to the DOE’s efforts.
Parent leadership initiatives, in contrast, were largely inherited by the administration and
maintained under the watchful eye of the state legislature, which mandated key elements. Since
2002, the DOE has implemented multiple parent engagement structures and initiatives; we
discuss in this section the components that have been particularly central to DOE’s efforts.
Office of Family Engagement and Advocacy
As with other aspects of the administration’s reform agenda, the first stage of reforming parent
and community engagement efforts involved centralization. Previously, responsibilities were
housed in different offices, and were not necessarily connected between district, school, and
the central office.14 “You had parent support officers without any real clear direction or
mission,” a current official notes. In 2007, the Office for Family Engagement and Advocacy
(OFEA) was established to centrally direct and monitor the district’s engagement initiatives. It
started the 2008–09 school year with a budget of approximately $5.4 million15 and roughly 100
staff members.16
Parent Coordinators
At the same time it was centralizing some key functions, the administration gave attention to a
new effort to facilitate engagement with parents at the school level. Parent Coordinators were
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placed in every school as part of the first set of “Children First” reforms, with the goals of
increasing parent involvement with their children’s learning and school, and providing
information and assistance. Welcoming the roughly 1,200 new Coordinators in August 2003,
Klein told them they would be ''one of the key levers for change.'' Funding for these positions
totaled approximately $43 million in the first year.17
DOE continues to see Parent Coordinators as an important, and in some cases the most
important, element of parent engagement.18 The department reports that 95% of schools have a
functioning Parent Coordinator, and that almost all of the Coordinators in 2009 had been in that
position since it was instituted in 2003.19 By the DOE’s count, based on Parent Coordinator logs,
Parent Coordinators answered 1.6 million phone calls and assisted parents with 7.8 million walk‐
in visits in 2008‐09.
Nonetheless, some have questioned the quality of the services these Coordinators provide.
When the program began in 2003, critics saw it as a self‐conscious effort by the administration
to soothe anger over the dismantling of the CSDs, and regarded it more as symbolic
appeasement than a genuine effort to provide parents an active role. They predicted that the
Parent Coordinators would have too little power to resolve parent‐principal conflicts, would be
too beholden to the principals who hired and could fire them, and might end up being an
obstacle blocking parents from reaching the principal. Much of the press coverage focused on
the price tag and the uncertain benefits. Some criticized the Coordinators’ lack of availability.
The Public Advocate conducted phone surveys of Parent Coordinators in 2003, 2004, and 2008,
and each time cited the Coordinators for lack of response to phone messages.20
District Family Advocates
The DOE created the District Family Advocate (DFA) position in 2007, following the
reorganization of the school system and dissolution of the 10 regions. The DOE suggests that
these positions help parents “get answers and support close to home, rather than at far‐away
regional offices.” DFAs are supposed to step in to assist elementary and middle school families if
the local Parent Coordinator cannot (high school families are served by the Deputy Borough
Directors). DFAs assisted 9,418 parents in district offices and received 40,379 phone calls in
2008–09.21 However, during the debate about the renewal of mayoral control, which we discuss
below, many parents as well as local legislators voiced frustration regarding their inability to find
assistance outside of the local school to resolve problems, and one of the changes in the
governance legislation in 2009 was to try to address this concern by making the DFAs report to
superintendents rather than OFEA.22
ARIS Parent Link and P311
Introduced in May 2009, ARIS Parent Link is an online platform designed to provide parents with
information about their child’s educational progress and to support relationships between
parents and teachers. The Link provides parents with the same data about their child that are
available to the teacher, including attendance rates, state test scores, English language learner
assessment results, and transcript information. The system is designed to create an online
parent network, providing parents opportunities to join online discussions, develop blogs, and
post documents. In the year since ARIS Parent Link was introduced, approximately 300,000
accounts (roughly 35% of families)23 have been created and accessed by parents.
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In 2009 the DOE introduced P311, an extension of the city’s 311 government information and
services telephone hotline. P311 was designed to streamline and simplify parent access to
information about city schools, such as enrollment and choice, special education,
transportation, and ARIS. District administrators reported that they track the P311 calls as well
as the DFA’s responses, and that these data are compiled for superintendents to review to
ensure parents are receiving adequate support and information.24 Data on parent calls indicate
that the majority of inquiries were related to finding a school or school zone (28% of calls), or
regarding the public school calendar (17% of calls).25
Parent Survey
A major parent engagement initiative in 2008 was the development of a parent survey, “to
solicit parent views of what was working and what was not in the system.”26 Parents are asked
to rate their satisfaction with their children’s school in academic expectations, communication,
engagement, and safety and respect. It focuses only on the school; there are no questions about
the policies or performance of DOE as whole.27
The scale of the survey effort is substantial. In 2009, 381,543 parents completed the survey.
Response rates increased from 26% of parents in the first year to 45% in 2009.28 The DOE
reports results publicly for each school, publishes a citywide report summarizing survey results
by question, and provides an online tool with graphs comparing an individual school’s responses
to the overall city’s responses. The DOE also offers feedback sessions with principals, schools,
unions, and others to discuss results.
The most prominent use of the school survey data is their incorporation into the metric used to
grade schools on their performance. Parent survey data are combined with student and teacher
survey responses to generate each school’s “learning environment” score, which formally
counts for 15% of the performance score (although schools can get “extra credit,” meaning it
actually contributes less than that). The survey report also informs principal performance
reviews, although it carries very small weight.
Choice and Charters
Although not always cited this way, school choice appears to be another avenue for parent
engagement. The administration has built on a longstanding tradition of public school choice at
the secondary level—for example, its innovative high schoool match system requires eighth
graders to choose high schools, allowing them to rank up to 12 from among more than 600
available programs citywide—but the embrace of charter schools has attracted the most
attention. In most of the country, traditional districts have been wary about charters, if not
directly hostile, but the mayor and chancellor have embraced them enthusiastically. The
administration lobbied aggressively to raise the state’s cap on charters and has given charters
access to the system’s school buildings to a degree perhaps unmatched across the country. 29
The administration’s support for charters is based on several considerations, including its belief
that charters introduce beneficial competition and bring in innovative educators with new ideas.
National charter school proponents emphasize engagement as another benefit, arguing that
empowering parents to select their schools increases commitment. The administration seems to
share that view: “We sometimes get hung up on whether we ought to consult parents about
how we teach long division, and it strikes me that the choice issue is a much more significant
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way to engage families.”30 While many of the parent engagement tools discussed above tend to
provide information from the administration to parents, school choice provides a potential
feedback mechanism in the system. Parents and students “vote with their feet,” and the DOE
reports that it uses these patterns of school choice to inform decisions about school closures
and new school sites. For example, declining school enrollment is one indicator used to
determine whether to close a school.31
PARTNERSHIPS: ENGAGING PARENTS IN SCHOOL LEADERSHIP
Under the “engagement” stream, the DOE has channeled extensive resources into parent
engagement in supporting the academic achievement of their own child. Efforts related to what
the department calls “leadership” and we call “partnerships” have been more halting and
occasionally contentious.
The administration has accepted in principle the role of parents and community in providing
feedback to inform its decisions, but it has retained unadulterated authority to act once its
decisions are made. Tensions have arisen as the department has implemented a parent
engagement approach grounded in information provision, consumer service, and choice while
the state legislature has in contrast insisted on retaining some ideas and structures that had
evolved out of the more active vision of community‐based engagement. In addition, parent and
community advocates continue to resist what they see as their disempowerment, and have
proved over time to be more persistent and to have a broader constituency than the
administration initially thought.
School Leadership Teams (SLTs)
SLTs, required by state law, are composed of elected parents and staff. The role of the SLTs in
school decision‐making has been a point of controversy. Critics of the administration suggest
that, following the advent of mayoral control, SLTs have ceased to function in any effective
manner. Numbers from 2008 indicate that approximately half of schools have functioning
SLTs.32 A May 2009 report by City Comptroller Thompson attributes this lack of functioning to
ineffective parent and parent‐teacher associations (PAs/PTAs)33 at the school site, a perceived
lack of power granted to the SLTs, and inadequate parent training provided by OFEA.34 While
acknowledging that it has more to do on this front, DOE officials suggest that this level of
engagement is impressive considering the challenges.35
In addition, controversy about the SLTs under this administration involves state law regarding
the role they should play in developing the Comprehensive Education Plan, hiring principals, and
establishing the school budget. In 2007, the chancellor strengthened the authority of principals
to make the final determination on the budget and Comprehensive Education Plan (CEP). In an
appeals process, the state education commissioner ruled in 2008 that the principal cannot have
final decision‐making authority over the CEP, but instead must work collaboratively with the
SLTs to develop the CEP. In response, the chancellor revised SLT guidelines, although critics still
condemn the vague language requiring principals to “consult” with the SLT to develop the
budget and use “consensus‐based decision‐making processes.”36
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Community Education Councils (CECs)
The CECs are required through state law to oversee policy for elementary and middle schools
within each of the 32 districts. The state instituted CECs in 2003 following the elimination of the
Community School Boards. One stated purpose of the CECs was to focus on parent rather than
community participation; CEC members now must be public school parents, while prior to these
changes any community member could serve.37 Responsibilities of CECs also include “approving
school zoning lines, holding hearings on the capital plan, evaluating community
superintendents, and providing input on other important policy issues.”38
Reports suggest that 2 of the 34 CECs are not functioning, the number of candidates for the
position has decreased over time, and many elections are uncontested.39 In 2009, the DOE hired
Grassroots Initiative to oversee the CEC elections and to encourage more parents to become
involved, but the problem remains.40 "I think they're very aware there's not a lot of authority
under the current law," one CEC president told a reporter in attempting to account for the low
levels of involvement.41 Similar to the controversies surrounding SLT powers, the state and DOE
continue to grapple over the responsibilities and powers of CECs. We discuss some of these
points of contention later in the context of the battle over the extension of mayoral control.
Support Organizations and Networks
Although the specifics have changed over time, a reform strategy since at least 2007 has
included encouraging or requiring schools to align with support organizations, which included
not‐for‐profits and some universities, to expand their capacity to undertake their new
responsibilities.42 Some support organizations have emphasized parent engagement while
others have not. DOE’s stance of devolving responsibilities permits schools to select partners
who will take parent engagement seriously, but it does not mandate or systematically
encourage them to.43
RIVAL VISIONS OF DEMOCRATIC ENGAGEMENT: THE BATTLE OVER MAYORAL CONTROL
As the previous section illustrated, DOE officials see collective engagement as a potential source
of good ideas and feedback on what is and is not working. They mistrust calls for more active
forms of engagement, what we call advocacy and strong democracy in Figure 1 , cell D,
suspecting that some activists use such processes to mask a self‐interest in resisting change, and
that others hold sincere but naïve notions that effective policy can be based on consensus. As
one DOE official explained, “For the most part placing consensus at the high end of the value
hierarchy often leads to either stagnation or least‐common‐denominator solutions.”44 This
impatience with the prospect of taking the time to build a supportive coalition before acting
seems largely due to a sense of urgency, legitimizing an approach of “act now and make
corrections later.” The rationale for this approach is based at least in part on sincere indignation
at the persistent low performance of many NYC schools, and an assessment that the system is
incapable of reforming itself.
This impatience with discussion and debate that delays active intervention is also linked to and
buttressed by a broader and more philosophical vision of governance. The administration
accepts the premise that the community broadly has a legitimate role to play in shaping policy,
but prefers that this role take the form of what we term in Figure 1 accountability through
mayoral elections. In place of an active and day‐to‐day role for parents in setting goals and
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priorities, this view of public engagement has a broader array of voters and groups (including
but extending beyond parents and teachers) exercising their agenda‐setting power by endorsing
or rejecting an administration in mayoral elections. In addition to broadening participation, the
model calls for sharpening accountability by reducing checks and balances that diffuse
responsibility, empower interest groups, and demand endless bargaining and compromise at
the expense of enacting a coherent plan. Candidates compete by presenting clear and distinct
platforms, and once elected should be able to put their ideas into place and get them
sufficiently developed for voters to have something to evaluate and respond to in the next
election. Under this model, mayoral control is the answer to critics’ claims that DOE policies fail
to provide sufficient opportunity for parents to shape policies.
The battle over whether and in what form to extend mayoral control of NYC schools provides
insights into how this conception of school governance clashes with notions of strong
democracy as favored by some parent and community‐based groups. Failure to understand the
depth and breadth of this fundamental clash in perspectives risks fueling a political backlash and
may substantially exacerbate the challenge of sustaining reform.
Broad Pressure for Greater Engagement
Despite the initial agreement on the need for dramatic change in school governance to remedy
a fragmented system, it was not long before many concluded that Bloomberg was overstepping
the spirit of the 2002 law. “Before the ink was dry,” as one legislative leader from that era put it,
“the mayor began to do things clearly contrary to discussions we had about how to
implement.”45
A sense that centralization had gone too far was crystallized when the mayor arranged the firing
and replacement of three Panel on Education Policy (PEP) members who disagreed with him on
a decision about social promotion. The chancellor’s use of executive power to limit the authority
of district superintendents, by removing their oversight of principals and reducing their
jurisdictional authority by assigning them system‐wide responsibilities, was another flashpoint.
Thinning out the middle layers between the central office and the schools, one legislator
suggested, meant “there isn’t a structure anymore where there’s somebody on the local level
who knows the local schools.”46 Furthermore, the parent leadership components of the DOE’s
parent engagement portfolio—the PTAs, SLTs, and CECs—had been required by state law to
provide some means for collective parent input to decision‐making at different system levels,
but over the life of mayoral control had become substantially weakened.
During fall 2008, three groups emerged, representing three distinct positions on mayoral
control.47 Although the administration was ready with the argument that any change to the
mayoral control legislation represented a return to a discredited past, these groups—even the
one initiated by the mayor’s own allies—agreed that there were problems with the current
system—especially in the area of parent and community engagement. The groups differed on
whether, and what type of, changes should be made to the mayoral control law (see Figure 2).
Taken together, the three groups reveal that there was a broader and more diverse set of
interests than the administration was acknowledging. Here we briefly describe the three groups
and their relative positions, and the emergence of one group, the Campaign for Better Schools,
and its ability to give legitimacy to a counter‐narrative to that of the mayor and DOE. We will
discuss in more detail how the Campaign’s platform for improving mayoral control advanced
stronger democratic participation in school governance.
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The Three Groups
The crux of the mayoral control debate was around the degree of authority granted the mayor,
and by extension the degree to which opportunities to shape policy and priorities were limited
to the arena of mayoral elections every four years. The core of this struggle, which took place in
the media and at public events, was the three groups’ differing views on changes to the PEP,
which, if enacted, would provide checks and balances to the mayor’s control.
Learn NY (which we will refer to as Learn) included institutions with close ties to the mayor and
the DOE as well as charter school advocates and operators that could mobilize charter school
parents. In recalling the impetus to create Learn, one member of the administration stated that
it was to “create a counter‐narrative” to those who criticized the administration.
Learn pressed for continuation of mayoral control, with no change to the PEP, and ultimately to
the mayor’s authority. Nonetheless, one of its chief spokesmen, Geoffrey Canada, did
acknowledge the need for improvement in the area of parent engagement, stating that parents
needed more information provided in a more timely way.48
Of the three groups, Learn was the best funded by far. There had been rumors that Bloomberg
himself had funded Learn, but in August 2009 it was revealed that Bill Gates and Eli Broad had
provided Learn with a substantial portion of its budget of several million dollars.49
A media analysis we conducted indicated that Learn had limited success in portraying itself as an
authentic voice of parents.50 The fact that many of its supporting groups were recipients of city
or DOE funds, or even beneficiaries of support from Bloomberg himself, contributed to
suspicions they were part of “the strategy the mayor has, for these last eight years, which is… to
buy off community groups.”51 As one journalist put it, “I don’t think the elected officials were
fully persuaded that these [Learn NY representatives] were real people …”52 The fact that Learn
virtually faded away when the debate went to Albany added to the perception that Learn had
no real roots.
The Parent Commission on School Governance and Mayoral Control (Parent Commission) was at
the other end of the spectrum from Learn; it was an all‐volunteer organization with proposals
for legislative changes that came the closest to calling for an outright end to mayoral control
and a return to the structures that the administration argued had been proven failures. The
Parent Commission consisted of members of NYC’s formal structures for collective parental
engagement: PTAs/PAs, CECs, and SLTs. Many of its most active members, though certainly not
all of them, were from affluent neighborhoods of Manhattan that had fared fairly well previous
to mayoral control. The Parent Commission focused on revamping the formal governance
institutions to return to greater parent input. For example, it recommended revitalizing the
Community School Districts together with CECs “to be the basic unit of school governance.”53
Even though the Parent Commission was a volunteer organization of parents, it had difficulty
convincing some observers that it spoke for a broad cross section of the community. Our media
analysis indicated that coverage of the Parent Commission, while substantial during the heat of
the debate in May, June, and July 2009, was mainly in just a few sources.54 Furthermore,
although the Parent Commission was active in Albany during the period of legislative
negotiations, they had little experience there and their impact—standing alone—was limited.

13

CONFERENCE DRAFT – EMBARGOED UNTIL 9 AM NOVEMBER 10, 2010
The Campaign for Better Schools (the Campaign) was in the middle of the continuum between
Learn and the Parent Commission. We had the opportunity to closely follow the activity of the
Campaign as part of a two‐year study from May 2008–May 2010 for the Donors Education
Collaborative (DEC). We concluded that the depth and breadth of the constituency it
represented forced the mayor and his supporters to work harder to defend their position than
they might have initially anticipated.
The Campaign consisted of coalitions of constituency‐based groups such as the Coalition for
Educational Justice (CEJ) and the New York Immigration Coalition (NYIC), along with public
school advocacy, policy, and research organizations. Demographically, the Campaign’s
membership tended to be minority groups in economically struggling neighborhoods and new
immigrants citywide.
Among its first tasks, the Campaign conducted research into mayoral control in other cities and
learned that NYC represented an extreme version of mayoral control in its concentration of
power in the mayor. The Campaign positioned itself as being for continuing mayoral control, but
with significant changes to the legislation that would rebalance the mayor’s authority. The
Campaign’s recommendations included making official structures, like the SLTs and CECs, more
representative and increasing their role in policy decisions as well as expanding the processes
for public input. Its framework for change—greater checks and balances to the mayor’s
authority, increased transparency of achievement and financial data, and expanded public
participation—resonated with many parents and community‐based organizations, and a number
of legislators.
The Campaign’s strategy for building a strong coalition and for mobilizing its constituency had
several features that strengthened its claim of—and increased its recognition in the media as—
being a fresh voice speaking for parents and community, and not simply wanting to protect a
privileged old guard. The groups that made up the Campaign were well‐established, often multi‐
issue, organizations. Many had wide reach across the city and were embedded in local
communities and/or constituencies. Several of the member groups were constituency‐based
organizations and coalitions that had strong relationships with members who represented new
and emerging civic actors in the city, including immigrants, English language learners, and low‐
income African Americans, Latinos, and youth. The Campaign was able to get large turnouts at
its own rallies and press events as well as at other public events. Further, Campaign
constituents, because of the extensive process of education about school governance that had
accompanied the creation of their platform for improving mayoral control, gave clear and
consistent messages at these events. Although some of the groups received city or DOE funding
for their core agendas, they agreed to stand by the platform, once it had been formed. Finally, in
press accounts, quotes from Campaign members were more likely to be attributed to a parent
than a staff member—strengthening the Campaign’s image as representing parents’
perspectives. One media observer noted that, as “opposed to Learn that had money,” the
Campaign “had the people… people who were angry about something…”55
The Campaign, of all the groups, had the greatest capacity to carry the debate to Albany, where
the state legislature would have the ultimate say. Several of its member organizations had
previous experience working together in Albany around issues of fiscal equity and public
education. These earlier efforts—and successes—had increased their visibility and earned them
the reputation of being knowledgeable players in the education arena. In the next section, we

14

CONFERENCE DRAFT – EMBARGOED UNTIL 9 AM NOVEMBER 10, 2010
will show how the Campaign was able to gain traction for its vision of strong democratic
governance embedded in its platform.
Competing Visions of What Counts as Genuine Engagement
With the three groups vying for the attention and support of the public and lawmakers, a wider
range of possibilities were being seriously considered in the mayoral control debate than most
observers had predicted in early 2008.56 The Campaign’s position offers a clear example of a
strong democracy vision of public engagement, cell D in Figure 1 introduced earlier. For the
Campaign, as well as the Parent Commission, it was critical for parents and community members
to be able to influence policies, even to share in their development, not just every four years,
but as they were being formulated.
Having established itself as a “pragmatic” voice in the debate, the Campaign got a full hearing
for its platform recommendations. While it did not win its bid to change the balance of power
on the PEP, the final legislation and amendments reflected a number of the other changes it had
pushed for. The Campaign’s critique of parent engagement under Bloomberg, embedded in its
platform recommendations, centered around two dimensions: 1) the amount of power parents
and community members should have in the system and 2) structures that ensure that parents
can act collectively to have input in policy decisions.
The Campaign’s platform included elements designed to increase the power and capacity of
parents, students, and community members to participate in decision‐making. The Campaign’s
platform called for giving the SLTs more input at the school level by restoring their contribution
and oversight of the principal in aligning the school’s comprehensive education plan with the
annual school budget. The Campaign platform also called for principals to hold public meetings
in which they would provide the necessary information to the school’s community so that they
could weigh in on planning and budgeting as a means for increasing the capacity of parents to
participate fully and effectively on the SLTs.
While power at the school level is critical, there are some policies and functions that have an
impact at the community or neighborhood level, and the DOE’s decisions about the role of the
district superintendents and the CECs were perceived to have undercut parents’ ability to
address concerns at this level. The DOE’s changes in the authority and role of district
superintendents eliminated the administrative level between the central administration and the
school, effectively eliminating the means by which the public could have input to policies with
community‐wide impact. “I think there is a general consensus …that many issues are local and
you can’t solve everything from the bottom of Manhattan,” suggested one of our interviewees
(see endnote 3), with a front seat to the implementation of the DOE’s parent and community
engagement strategies.57 The Campaign’s platform called for restoring the geographically
bounded jurisdiction of the district superintendents as well as some of their powers, particularly
as these related to decision‐making about school closings.
School closings were a particularly sore spot and represented a significant chasm between the
administration and many in the public. For the administration, closing schools that were under‐
enrolled or which had failed to make progress on tests was an integral part of its mission, and it
viewed parents as too subjective when it came to their neighborhood schools. “Parents didn’t
want it closed,” a key official observed about one illustrative case, “but if you looked at the
feedback it was about nostalgia. And it was about communication, not feeling as if they had
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been brought along in the process…” The Campaign emphasized that parents and community
members should be informed about the rationale for school closings well in advance and that
they should have input into the decisions. The Campaign platform called for advance public
notice and the completion of an education impact statement that would help parents and
community members make informed judgments. The platform also called for the CECs to be
able to vote on or appeal these decisions to the PEP. The platform intended to provide levers for
collective action codified in the law that would enable the public to influence policy in a timely
way, exemplifying the strong democracy vision that the Campaign was advancing.
To bolster parents’ and community members’ power, the Campaign recommended, provisions
that would increase the public’s capacity to monitor the progress of reform. For one, the
Campaign recommended changes to the Independent Budget Office (IBO) as another way to
hold the mayor accountable by assuring the trustworthiness of information on the school
district’s strategies, academic progress, and spending. One of the recommendations it pushed
for was the establishment of an independent Parent Training Center that would also serve
students as another way to build the capacity of public actors to participate in policy decision‐
making.
Most of the media attention following the passage of the mayoral control bill was on the
mayor’s retention of control of the PEP. Less attention was paid initially to the many new
provisions in the legislation and amendments that directly reflected those elements of the
Campaign platform that strengthened parents’ power through various levers for input and
action and building of capacity. Those provisions of the law, if parents and the public took full
advantage of them, provided opportunities to realize the strong democracy vision that the
Campaign forwarded on behalf of a significant share of public school constituents. In the next
section, we examine recent events and show how these elements added to the legislation are
playing out in the months since it was enacted, and consider the legislation’s implications for the
future of mayoral control in New York City.
THE EXTENSION OF MAYORAL CONTROL AND ITS AFTERMATH
The battle leading up to the mayoral control legislation had many twists and turns, and the final
weeks were made even more chaotic by a series of unrelated political and organizational
upheavals in Albany, which resulted in NYC briefly reverting back to pre‐mayoral control
governance structures during a Senate impasse. Ultimately the Senate passed the Assembly’s
bill on August 6, 2009, alongside four amendments that the DOE agreed to enact regardless of
whether they later passed through the Assembly and became law. The most prominent among
these was a provision establishing a Parent and Student Training Center.
Because of efforts by the Campaign and others, the mayor and his team had to work harder to
defend their interests in Albany and had to accept some changes—despite their original
negotiating stance that any changes risked weakening the institutional structures upon which
their reforms were built. Measured by legislative changes, the score sheet indicated that the
mayor had largely achieved his goal of resisting any alteration to his and the chancellor’s
authority.58 On the key battles around checks and balances and the composition and autonomy
of the PEP, they had held their ground. On issues related to more transparent and independent
handling of financial and achievement data they gave up some ground, but they did so on points
they had never aggressively resisted, in part because some key elements within their own
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constituency thought such changes were a good idea. On greater citizen participation, the
concessions initially were barely acknowledged in the media. Aside from establishing the Parent
Training Center, which has yet to take form, groups that championed stronger forms of
community engagement won what seemed at the time to be largely symbolic victories, including
the requirement that school closures require an impact statement, a public hearing, and six
months’ notice.
Yet the battle appears to have had residual consequences that can prove meaningful. Several
factors have produced subtle but important changes in the political landscape, creating room for
public challenge of administration policies and seeding elements of what might develop into a
vision and organizational foundation for an alternative view of public education reform.
In November 2009, Michael Bloomberg won reelection to his third term, but by a considerably
smaller margin (51% to 46%) than most observers had expected. While the mayor and his
Democratic opponent traded charges and countercharges about who would do a better job of
running the public schools, exit polls suggested that other issues—most notably the economic
collapse and the need for job creation—eclipsed education as a deciding factor for most voters.
Significantly, candidates for other offices featured criticism of the mayor and chancellor in their
successful campaigns and offered indications that they would use their new positions to stand
up for a different vision of school reform. For example, in campaigning for the position of public
advocate, generally considered the second highest ranking citywide elected office, Bill de Blasio
had supported the general notion of mayoral control but sharply criticized the mayor’s
governing style. Similarly, John Liu, in his campaign for city comptroller, promised to provided
greater transparency and oversight over the DOE, particularly its achievement and
accountability data, and proposed to audit the administration’s decision‐making process around
school closures.59 Perhaps the most dramatic mark of the changing landscape was the January
2010 PEP Meeting on 19 planned school closures, attended by 2,000 people. Other schools had
been closed in the past—over 100 in New York City in the past decade, including 12 in 2009 and
15 in 2008—but this meeting overshadowed previous ones in terms of visibility and sympathetic
coverage. Although the provisions for impact statements and public hearings had received little
attention when mayoral control was extended, they seem to have played an important role in
setting the stage for this massive protest and for ongoing legal challenges to the
administration’s closure and turnaround policies.
The degree to which the extension law shifted the landscape by opening the field for judicial
intervention is illustrated by the March 26, 2010 decision by Justice Joan B. Lobis of the State
Supreme Court in Manhattan to block the DOE’s planned closure of 19 schools based on
violations of the law’s procedures requiring that school closures follow detailed educational
impact statements. The UFT, NAACP, and other plaintiffs, including the Alliance for Quality
Education—one of the Campaign’s key member organizations—had argued that the PEP vote to
close the schools was improper because the nominal impact statements were vague and
formulaic and failed to address key community concerns. According to the New York Times,
“Justice Lobis…said the new law ‘created a public process with meaningful community
involvement regarding the chancellor’s proposals.’” The entire mayoral control law must be
enforced, she wrote, “not merely the portion extending mayoral control of the schools.”60 In July
2010, the appellate court unanimously reaffirmed this ruling, rejecting the city’s claim that it
had substantially complied with the state law. Coverage of the legislature’s extension of mayoral
control had focused more on opponents’ failure to shake the mayor’s dominance of the PEP, but
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the Campaign quietly believed that some of the concessions it won would later prove to be
important.61 What is clear is that the change in the law gave opponents of the administration’s
policies an additional weapon, and one that they will likely use, or at least threaten to use,
again.
PARENTAL ENGAGEMENT AND THE SUSTAINABILITY OF REFORM: IMPLICATIONS FOR NYC AND
ELSEWHERE
In broad terms, there are at least three reasons a city or district might encourage parent and
community engagement: 1) to engage others as partners to make the policies and practices it
has adopted work better; 2) to enlist a broader range of ideas to formulate better policies and
practices; 3) to create a broader and more fully engaged constituency to create a coalition more
likely to sustain the policies and practices over time. These are not necessarily incompatible, but
in practice an emphasis on one often comes at the expense of the others.
The ardor and urgency with which the administration launched its reform efforts, combined
with suspicion that many of the most mobilized stakeholders were invested in the status quo
and therefore part of the problem, appears to have made DOE leaders wary of calls for
extended consultation and debate. While admitting that they did not have all the answers, they
had confidence they could learn on the run, and to the extent they needed additional
knowledge they were inclined to look to individuals and organizations that brought fresh ideas
norms, and traditional ways of getting things done. The administration was concerned early on
about sustainability, but it believed the first stage of reform required eliminating obstacles and
getting new procedures into place. The confidence that they were doing the right thing was
combined with the belief that a silent majority within the city either supported them from the
first or would come to support them once they experienced the benefits of the reforms. In that
sense, sustainability would take care of itself. A supportive coalition would follow in the wake of
the reforms’ successes and be validated first by the mayor’s reelection and eventually by the
election of a successor who would campaign on a promise to retain the core elements or, even if
tempted to do otherwise, would find those elements too entrenched and well defended to
dismantle.
In our view, the administration failed to appreciate an alternative view of community
engagement as a more robust approach to creating the constituencies needed to sustain reform
over time. The demand for a stronger and more clearly defined collective role for parents and
community, including the establishment of priorities and the formulation of policies, fueled
resentment that was deeper and broader than the administration anticipated. Efforts to
characterize protesting groups as “professional advocates” reflexively protecting a status quo in
which they enjoyed special privilege failed to reckon with the fact that many unmobilized
parents saw these groups as more legitimate. It is true and important that the mayor won the
political battle over extending mayoral control with no change to his authority over the PEP and
was elected to a second and third term. The multi‐issue nature of mayoral elections, however,
makes it problematic to interpret this as an endorsement of his educational policies; the
economy, safety, and managerial competence were powerful considerations in the minds of
NYC voters in November 2010. Mayor Bloomberg’s winning edge seems to have depended not
on swaying public school parents but on convincing others that his school reform efforts were
on the right track; exit polls suggest the mayor won only 43% of the votes of public school
parents compared to 55% for his Democratic competitor.62 This fact—that mayoral elections do
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not hinge on education even when a mayor makes that a defining issue—helps explain why
parent and community groups concerned about public schools remain wary of a governance
system that rests primarily on those elections as the mechanism for affirmative engagement in
shaping the local educational agenda.
At this point, with the advantage of a third term, it is possible that the administration will
nonetheless succeed in implanting many of its initiatives and make it infeasible for future
mayors and chancellors to undo key elements of their reforms. However, pursuing a strategy to
get policies and programs in place rapidly, in the expectation that they will create their own
sustaining coalition, is very risky. An unusual concentration of formal and informal power made
it possible for the mayor and chancellor to move much more quickly and authoritatively in
changing policies and practices than could be expected in other places where multiple veto
points and powerful rivals make the up‐front challenges of winning legislative victories or
negotiating compromise the first and foremost issue of concern. The high visibility of New York
City on the national stage made it an attractive place for national foundations and
philanthropists to invest, and the home‐grown wealth of the local financial community provided
critical enabling resources as well. For other cities and districts, which are not likely to have the
full range of formal and informal resources that the mayor and chancellor could muster, naively
attempting to replicate their theory of action could prove to be a huge mistake.
Even in NYC and despite the seeming victory in the mayoral control battle, the backlash is strong
and the potential exists that a counter‐movement, animated by a different vision of community
engagement, will force the administration to back off or rethink some of its initiatives.
Regardless, it seems likely that these competing visions will be an important fulcrum as
candidates and supporters form the messages and alliances that will determine the next
administration and how it will define and execute its own agenda for school reform.
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