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Federal, state, and local governments maintain diverse, often complex relationships with education 

and schooling. In this country there exists neither a hierarchical, federal-down-to-local form of 

educational policy making nor a situation of dominant local control. Rather, there is a blend of policy 

and practice which accommodates many different vested interests. In this chapter we will examine the 

roles played by federal, state, and local governments. Priorities in education change, and these changes 

are invariably influenced by government policy at one level or another. We will begin our discussion 

with the federal role in education.  

 The schools of the United States are among the most locally controlled in the world. From the 

early publicly supported schools of the seventeenth-century Massachusetts Bay Colony to the public 

schools of today of the twenty-first century, our schools have maintained a commitment to local 

control. However, as times have changed, particularly in the past three decades, the political control of 

the schools has not been that simple. The role of the federal government through the office of the U.S. 

Secretary of Education has expanded greatly since the Department of Education was created during 

the Carter Administration. It should also be noted that state revenues in all states exceed local revenues 

as a basis for school district funding. Given that the federal government provides nearly 10 percent of 

the funding, and that the states supply approximately 50 percent of the funding for public school 

districts, the time-honored precept of local control has shifted from an absolute doctrine to a relative 

one in which authority is shared by all three governmental jurisdictions.  

 Today the federal government plays two crucial roles in the development of school policy. The 

first role is that of enacting, interpreting, and enforcing legislation. From the early federal legislation 

such as the Northwest Ordinances of 1785 and 1787, which were dedicated to the setting aside of 

public lands for schools, to the Entitlement Acts of the 1970s and 1980s, the most famous of which is 

Public Law 94-142, which provides federal funds to local school districts to provide free and 

appropriate school experiences for the nation's 8 million handicapped children, the national 

government has played a role in ensuring equity and equality of education throughout the land.  

The second role played by the federal government has been that of provider of new ideas for 

public education. The many reform commission reports since the 1980s are examples. Among the better 

known of these are A Nation at Risk, What Works: Research about Teaching and Learning, First 

Lessons: A Report on Elementary Education in America, James Madison Elementary School, and 

James Madison High School. Each of these widely disseminated reports was designed to help local and 

state school systems with the never-ending process of school reform.  
The shift in the balance of revenues from local dominance to state dominance occurred for the first 

time in our history during the 1980s and the pattern continues to the present day. State governments 

levy taxes and license school personnel, two key ingredients when it comes to control. In addition, state 

governments establish standards that regulate the number and type of courses offered and required for 

graduation, school attendance, the length of school day and school year, and, in an increasing number of 

states, the testing of teachers for certification.  



At the local level, districts do their own hiring of school personnel, set salary schedules, adopt 

curricular materials including textbooks, and set levies and bond issues for the building of schools. 

However, in the case of each of the foregoing matters, local districts must increasingly work in concert 

with state guidelines.  

THE FEDERAL INFLUENCE  

The federal government has a hand in making educational policy, but the Constitution did not set out 

specific directives regarding the government's participation in education. Nor did the Constitution set 

up a national school system. Today, while the Secretary of Education is a member of the president's 

cabinet, there is still no national school system. Nor is there truly a single, coherent national education 

policy although a “common academic standards” trend is emerging. Federal involvement in education 

has evolved over time, as a response to needs and demands of certain groups and individuals. For 

example, the country's growing concern for equal education has resulted in the federal government 

taking measures to help ensure a better education for all. This section will examine some of the 

government's efforts.  

 

Governmental Concerns  

An examination of the various efforts of the federal government, especially its expanded involvement 

in the 1960s and 1970s, underscores two basic concerns. The first has been to enhance the quality of 

educational opportunity for those who have been disadvantaged in some way, either economically, 

physically, or through forms of social discrimination. Examples of this are numerous, ranging from 

the desegregation efforts in the 1960s to Head Start programs and compensatory assistance for the 

economically disadvantaged, to greatly increased opportunities for those with various physical and 

mental impairments, to the enactment of not one but a half-a-dozen sex equality bills which affect 

education and employment. The second major focus has been to support school improvement through 

a variety of research and development efforts, especially where progress has been limited by the lack 

of state and local resources. Efforts in this area-include extensive federal investment in such ventures 

as Children's Television Workshop (which produced the popular education TV programs "Sesame 

Street" and "The Electric Company"), support for improved curriculum through agencies such as the 

National Science Foundation, and many research projects into what constitutes effective teaching and 

successful schools.  

While major control of schools rests at the local district level and considerable financial support 

for elementary and secondary schools comes from state coffers for the first time in this country’s 

history, in 1984 state support of schools on the average exceeded local revenues, with the average aid 

per pupil at the state level being 49 percent of the total federal expenditures also considerable. The 

2010 budget for the Department of Education exceeded $46 billion, for example. Of course not all of 

those monies go for elementary and secondary schools.  



The Secretary of Education presents a budget in three primary pairs with almost half devoted to 

assistance for K-12 schools. Again, programs for which these funds are targeted either address equity 

concerns or assist states and local districts with projects designed to improve the quality of schools. A 

large second portion of the budget is invested directly in students through college student aid 

programs. Finally, the third major emphasis for about 10 percent of the budget is devoted to 
vocational education.  

Department of Education  

There are also very considerable education-related expenditures in other agencies outside the purview 

of the Department of Education. These programs include: the GI Bill, administered by the Veterans' 

Administration; the many programs of research and development administered by the National 

Institute of Child Health and Human Development; the Bureau of Indian Affairs, administered by the 

Department of the Interior, which operates schools for Indian children; and numerous educational and 

exchange programs with other countries around the world administered by the Department of State or 

Department of Defense.  

The Department of Education also has ten regional offices, which relate to some 100,000 school 

buildings, and is organized to serve a variety of constituent needs. One large bureau, for example, 

addresses the manifold needs of students in elementary and secondary schools. The Office of Special 

Education and Rehabilitative Services is concerned primarily with the needs of the special population 

of learners its title describes. Other offices or bureaus include the Office of Elementary and Secondary 

Education, Vocational and Adult Education, the Office of Postsecondary Education, the Office of 

Bilingual Education, and the Office of Educational Research and Improvement. The National Institute 

of Education (NIE) and the National Center for Education Statistics (NCES) are major parts of this 

latter office. NIE is a major source of monies needed to conduct research into such critical questions 

as what constitutes effective teaching or what differentiates a more effective from a less effective 

school. NCES is helpful in terms of providing a wealth of data about students, teachers, programs, and 

schools. It also provides projections of birthrates and future education needs.  

Up until the late 1950s the role of the federal administration relative to education was largely one 

of gathering the type of data collected by NCES and disseminating it.  

Legislative Efforts in Education  

A predominant social value of our era is that of freedom of choice. We have seen history-changing events 

taking place in the former Soviet satellite states of Eastern Europe. The issue was freedom for people to 

choose their own destinies. Americans have always, at least in an ideal sense, subscribed to the idea that 

individuals ought to be able to live where they choose, do the kind of work they want to do, marry whomever 

they want, and so on. Now the idea has come in earnest to public education. Based on the theory that in our 

system people will shop around to find the best buy for a product or service, the school choice movement 

offers parents and their school-age children a similar plan.  

In Minnesota, for example, the state legislature has decreed that parents can select any school in any 

school district in the state for their child to attend, and the state support money for that child will be 

designated to that selected school. The school must accept any applicant, the only legitimate reason for 

refusal being full enrollment. Further, students in grades eleven and twelve in Minnesota may enroll in 

college classes at state expense. Thus students who qualify are able to earn high school credit and college 

credit at the same time. At-risk secondary school students may choose from an array of alternative 

learning programs in order to help them successfully complete their high school education.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



  

On the surface, the schools of choice option seems like an idea whose time has come. But not 

everyone thinks it will result in an improved education for students. Some critics have called the schools 

of choice plan a smokescreen designed to focus attention away from real reform. These critics say that 

giving parents and students options will result in advertising and other gambits to lure students to schools 

that may or may not be better than the ones they left. Those who will be the real losers, critics predict, 

will be the poor, who lack transportation and even awareness of the options. Of interest, both critics and 

advocates see the encroachment of private education into the picture on the near horizon. Whether that is 

good or bad seems to depend on your point of view on just how numerous the choices should be.  

Without question, the schools of choice issue is guaranteed to be among the most discussed and 

controversial school issue since busing. Given a relatively free market system of education, it is 

predictable that some schools will prosper (some are already at capacity with waiting lists) and some may 

suffer serious enrollment decline. Restaurants, clothing stores, and automobile companies must compete 

in an open marketplace for customers, but they represent the private sector. For public education to adopt 

such a model represents one of the most daring experiments in the history of schools. Only time will tell 

whether it also is a wise experiment.  

 What would you look for in a school if you found yourself in a position to choose one for your child? 

How important is geographic location? Would you want your child to attend school in his or her 

neighborhood? What if there were a "better" school—several miles away? Would you be willing to drive your 

child well as men, they face the loss of federal funds in support of all programs in their schools. One of the 

most significant pieces of federal education legislation of the past fifteen years is Public Law 94-142, the 

Education for All Handicapped Children Act of 1975. Its passage signaled major changes in the ways handi-

capped children and youth were to be educated in the public schools of this nation. Some researchers have 

suggested that about 40 percent of all school children need specialized instructional assistance at some point 

in their academic experience. The legislative regulations are administered through the Office of Special 

Education. Public Law 94-142 called for handicapped students to be placed in the "least restrictive 

environment," more commonly referred to as "the mainstream,” to have an Individual Education Plan written 

jointly by the school and the child's parents, to have an annual review of progress made toward long-term 

goals and objectives, and for parents to be notified of their due process rights.  

As you can tell, Public Law 94-142 has had and will continue to have an impact on the regular classroom 

teacher. The regular classroom teacher is not solely responsible for the education of the mainstreamed student, 

however. There are currently learning specialists who are hired by school districts to ~assist handicapped 

students and classroom teachers. The role of the learning specialist varies among the school programs and 

consulting models now in use. Specialists may perform diagnostic-prescriptive functions in which they make 

recommendations for improvement or changes in instruction. In a resource model, the teacher has the student 

leave the regular classroom for short amounts of time so he or she can provide remediation and direct 

instruction to the student. The learning specialist may do assessments, develop programs and materials, make 

instructional recommendations, provide direct instruction, and so on. The regular classroom teacher is still the 

major contributor to the child's program development and is a referral agent for problems that arise. 

Collaboration between the learning specialist and the regular classroom teacher cannot be overemphasized.  

Obviously, this is a very important area in contemporary education and schooling and will continue to be 

so in the future. This law affects and will affect every teacher from the beginning of his or her teaching career. 

 



THE STATE ROLE IN EDUCATION  

The Tenth Amendment to the Constitution states that "the powers not delegated to the United States 

by the Constitution, nor prohibited by it to the states, are reserved to the states respectively or to the 

people." It would seem, then, that the state would logically be the primary source of policy for and 

influence over -schools. Certainly, the decision by the Reagan Administration to move to a pattern of 

federal funding that flowed through state ~educational agencies, with far-fewer strings attached at the 

federal level, contributes to the influence of state agencies. The amount of influence the states actually 

exert is highly debatable, however. Some would argue, for example, that while states have 

traditionally been responsible for general statutes guiding local educational agencies, in reality they 

rarely supervise what actually transpires at the local-level.  

There is, in fact, considerable-variation among states with respect to the issue of-state 

influence. For example, Hawaii, a small state, exerts considerable policy-making control, while in a 

large rural state such as Wyoming, local district control is much greater. States generally exert the 

most control in terms of such matters as certification of personnel, compulsory attendance, and 

requirement~ for keeping financial records. Their ultimate control is in matters of accreditation and 

program approval. (We will examine accreditation more fully in another chapter.) States also exert 

influence with respect to school calendars, revenue controls, type and amount of instructional 

content, and in some cases, textbook adoption. Both admission and graduation standards are set, and 

health requirements are established for the student while attending school. Finally, physical facility 

controls are established with respect to safety, transportation and construction. It has clearly been 

the case across the country that new legislation and revised regulations at the state level over the last 

two decades have been widely enacted in efforts to upgrade the quality of education.  

Organization and Function  

The implementation of new legislation falls under the aegis of a state education agency generally 

referred to as a State Education Department or State Department of Public Instruction. This 

department is generally administered by a chief state school officer referred to as a State 

Superintendent of Schools or Commissioner of Education. This person, in turn, is generally 

responsible to a State Board of Education for the execution of educational policy. In some states, the 

chief state school officer is elected; in others he or she is appointed by the governor of the state.  

In many respects, the state department of education is similar to the bureaucracies described 

earlier at the federal level. It serves regulatory, supportive, and leadership functions. It is commonly 

responsible for accreditation of programs, certification of teachers, attendance, finance, and a 

variety of curriculum requirements. In addition, state departments commonly provide technical 

assistance and dissemination services to various local and intermediate units throughout the state. 

Yet another major role is the monitoring of several programs and the distribution of a variety of 

funds which the federal government channels through the state to local districts.  



A society that neglects its children, its most valuable 

and vulnerable resource, also neglects its future. 

  --Edward Zigler and Susan Hunsinger  

State Legislative Priorities  

Influence or control of educational policy and practice at the state level, just as at the federal level, is 

exerted through the legislative, executive, and judicial branches. The state legislative branches are 

becoming increasingly involved in educational legislation.  

LOCAL SCHOOL DISTRICTS  

  Regardless of the types of policies developed at the state level and the degree of influence state 

 agencies exert, local school districts generally have the most direct and immediate influence on what 

 type of schools a community will have, what will be taught, and who will do the teaching. -Specific 

 budget priorities are established by the local school boards, and they hire the school superintendent, 

 the chief administrator in the district. Principals and teachers have a certain amount of autonomy from 

 school to school, but the degree of autonomy is established by the local level.  

 
The Board of Education  

Local school districts are governed by a body most commonly referred to as a board of education. This 

board is granted lawful authority by the state to establish local policies within the laws, statutes, and 

regulations established at the state level. School boards most typically have from five to nine members 

who are usually elected as at-large representatives (occasionally they are appointed) in district wide 

elections. Their tenure in office can range anywhere between three and ten years with a three-year 

term being most typical. Even though individuals hold membership for several years, elections are 

frequently held for a portion of the board positions at least every other year to ensure both continuity 

(through overlapping terms) and, at the same time, responsiveness to current issues and problems.  

A recent survey by the American School Board Journal yielded the following demographics 

about school board members: men are twice as likely as women to serve on local boards; the average 

age of board members is forty-seven years, but there is a considerable range among those who serve, 

from the minimal voting age of eighteen to well past seventy in some instances; reelection to office is 

common and the average length of board service is between seven and eight years; the most common 

occupation of school board members is local businessperson, followed by farmer, educator, and 

homemaker.  

Citizens who accept this role must be highly interested in their schools and dedicated to donating 

considerable time and effort. School board members typically receive a minimal salary or no salary at 

all for the many hours of study they put in and the numerous meetings they attend. Thus, not everyone 

is willing or able to accept this challenging task. While a school board member can exert influence in 

a direct way toward what he or she believes to be desirable policy, the job is not without problems and 

pressures from various parties and persons in the community.  

However difficult the role may be to assume, many concerned citizens continue to seek this 

office. School board election committees usually present several candidates for each spot. The 

positions these persons take and the policies they set obviously have considerable impact upon the 

role of the teacher.  

 

 

 

 

 

 



Local Administration  

We will now take a brief look at some of the key roles in the local district, especially that of the school 

superintendent and the school principal. However, before we do this, it may be helpful to provide 

some picture of the human superstructure and diverse personnel resources which can be included in a 

school district. Schooling is big business. Many school districts assume responsibility not only for the 

instruction of young people, but the transportation, food, certain health services, professional 

counseling, and various forms of recreation. Educational and recreational services, under at least the 

partial sponsorship or supervision of the local school district, are often available year-round not only 

to the youth of a district, but to persons of all ages.  

  Although teachers are commonly thought of as the key persons in education, it is obvious that 

 many other persons make important contributions as well. It should also be apparent that there are 

 opportunities other than teaching for those who receive a teaching credential, since teaching 

 experience is often a prerequisite for many of the administrative and support positions such 'as those 

 listed.  

 
Role of the School Superintendent  

The basic responsibility of the school superintendent is to ensure effective implementation of school 

board policy and of local, state, and federal l.aws, statutes, and regulations. Considering the array of 

state and federal guidelines, that can be a very considerable .challenge. The magnitude of the task in 

turn demands considerable delegation of responsibilities, as illustrated in the figure below. While in 

the strict legal sense the school board decides policy and the superintendent is responsible for its 

implementation, these lines are often blurred. School boards commonly seek the advice and counsel 

of the superintendent's professional expertise and at other times it is difficult to separate policy 

formulation from policy implementation.  

Superintendents commonly have had ·both extended educational experience and advanced 

study before assuming their responsibilities. A superintendent is probably in his or her forties, more 

likely male than female (although this is changing), has had experience as a principal or assistant 

superintendent of some type, has taught at one time, and holds a doctorate or specialist's degree in 

educational administration. It is not uncommon for the salary of a superintendent in a medium-sized 

school district to be $90,000 or more, and $150,000 and upwards in large urban districts. Relative to 

a teacher's salary, this is a considerable amount; relative to the salaries of high-level executives in 

business and industry, it is not.  

A recent examination of the performance responsibilities outlined for a superintendent in a large 

suburban school district specified some fifty duties for this role; we have selected just a few of these 

to illustrate further the diverse responsibilities of this position:  

• Assumes general administrative responsibility for all personnel, services, and programs of 

the school district.  

• Develops and implements appropriate administrative procedures to ensure the 

implementation of school board policy and of local, state, and federal laws, statutes, and 

regulations.  

• Establishes necessary procedures to ensure maximum coordination and cooperation with 

other agencies and governmental units concerned with education and youth, including 

social, health, and welfare services.  

• Administers all negotiated agreements as they relate to school district personnel.  

• Serves as executive officer and ex-officio member of the school board and attends all 

regular and special meetings of the board. 

 

 

 

  



• Recruits, screens, nominates for appointment, assigns, and defines the duties of all school 

district personnel, subject to the approval of the school board.  

• Develops and implements in-service programs appropriate to meet the needs of school 

district personnel.  

• Designs and implements a system for the observation, supervision, and evaluation of 

school district personnel.  

  •   Recommends for school board consideration salaries and wage rates for all personnel not 

      subject to negotiation statutes.  

        •   Recommends for school board consideration the termination of personnel whose 

                  performance is deemed unsatisfactory, according to established procedures of due process.  

•  Initiates and directs research studies and planning necessary to meet the goals of the school 

district and to ensure implementation of school board  

• Prepares, for school board consideration, major change~ I~ the curriculum, instructional 

programs, or services of the school district.  

• Prepares for school board consideration plans for alteration and renovation of buildings, 

new construction, and improvement of grounds and sites.  

• Provides suitable instructions and regulations to govern the use of school facilities by 

community organizations.  

• Assumes responsibility for the overall financial planning of the school district; prepares, 

for school board consideration, the district budget; and monitors the adopted budget for 

allocation of resources throughout the school district.  

 

A common lament of the classroom teacher concerns the considerable demands that go with a 

teaching role. While few would deny that teaching is a challenging role, certainly the pressures and 

demands on the chief school administrator are also very considerable. The school superintendent is contin-

ually in a position of mediating groups who hold conflicting positions. An examination of a few of the 

more common problems with which superintendents are confronted may help put the differences between 

the teaching role and the administrative role into perspective, and lead to a better appreciation of both. 

Common problems confronting the superintendent include:  

• Shrinking tax revenues contrasted with inflationary rises in ·operating costs.  

• The need to close neighborhood schools and reassign students in times of shrinking 

enrollments.  

• The need to mediate between various factions, such as conservatives and liberals on the 

school board.  

The need to formally negotiate salaries and various conditions of  

employment of teachers.  

• The need to be responsive to an increasing number of well-organized special-interest 

groups.  

• The need to terminate employees for a variety of reasons.  

• The need to satisfy a growing number of state and federal regulations and guidelines.  

• The need to respond to growing litigation against school districts.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



  As one can see, therefore, the responsibilities of the school superintendent are far-reaching. 

 The skills and knowledge required to be an effective administrator are not the same as those needed to 

 be an effective teacher. There is no doubt, however, that effective classroom teachers possess traits 

 and characteristics which, along with further training, are requisite to effective administration, and the 

 opportunities for teachers to assume administrative responsibilities at the some point in their careers 

 are always there.  

 

Role of School Principal 
The administrator with whom the teacher works most closely is the school or building principal. He or 

she is responsible for the implementation of policy and the administration of programs and personnel 

at the school level. The principal assumes several of the same responsibilities at the building level that 

the superintendent does at the district level. Principals, for example, assume a key responsibility in the 

selection and assignment of faculty, communication with the school community, administration of 

pupil services (enrollment, attendance, transfers, special programs for students), finance and business 

management, and communication with the various support services in the larger district. While they 

generally have ultimate responsibility for curricular changes and staff development in most schools, 

the great percentage of their time is given to administrative and coordinative functions. Thus, the 

former functions are increasingly delegated, with teachers assuming more and more responsibility for 

both program and staff development decisions. At the secondary level, such matters are often 

delegated to departmental chairpersons, and at the elementary level, teacher committees increasingly 

decide staff development agenda and work on curriculum changes.  

Thus, the teacher is more likely to work with the principal in small working committees and in 

one-to-one consultation than to have him or her visit the classroom directly, an event that occurs only 

occasionally in many situations. Although there are districts where principals do engage in regular 

supervisory and teacher improvement schemes, in most cases most of the consultation and help given 

a beginning teacher is likely to be obtained from teaching colleagues or from district specialists in 

curriculum or teaching. Given the frenetic schedule of most principals, the beginning teacher is well 

advised to take considerable initiative with his or her school administrator in ascertaining the variety 

of services which are available, and in communicating what resources and assistance are desired.  

In the Principal's Office  

One way to get a feel for the role of principal is to interview one. This is what we have done, and we 

share some of this person's observations on the role here:  

 --Parents expect a lot from principals. They expect that their children are in good hands. They want to 

 see our school as a good place for them to be for learning, and feel something worthwhile is going on 

 here. As they become more familiar with the school and personnel, their expectations tend to grow.  

 --I feel these parent expectations are a constant invitation for me to grow as well as a chance for me to 

 put all effort forth to provide the type of atmosphere they desire, within the framework of my own 

 teaching and learning philosophy.  

  --Time seems to be the big pressure; there is often not enough time to concentrate and reflect on the 

 entire scene. The PR part of the job is also somewhat of a pressure ... so many "publics" to interact with 

 on so many different levels. And in order to ensure good communication, there has to be constant 

 effort in this area. Conflicting values and differences in convictions can also exert a certain pressure, 

 as I am involved with so many persons with different values and different priorities. It is really 

 important to know firmly what your own educational values are, and to stand by those principles.  

 

 

 

 

 



  --For my part, I try to emphasize certain traits in students. Our students' handbook states that 

 self-discipline and personal responsibility are the aim of student conduct and behavior: "Respect and 

 courtesy is expected and encouraged." These are broad, I realize, but they also encompass many 

 aspects of the student's life that affect the atmosphere of the school. I ensure the participation of the 

 Board of Education, teachers, Parent-Teacher guild, and students (through the advisory council) in 

 setting these priorities.  

 --I try to "accentuate the positive." The idea that "being and doing good pays off' is something I feel is 

 important for students to learn-that is, within realistic limits ... failure is also a part of the realistic, too. 

 I issue commendation slips as well as probationary slips. Things are kept in proportion; nothing "big" 

 is made of small incidents. Again, an attempt to be realistic.  

 --A difficulty today is having truly dedicated teachers who are willing to reach out to students and their 

 needs. I do not feel that effective teaching can go on without them and they do need to be dedicated.  

Now that you have "met" a principal, however briefly, here are a few questions to mull over. What did 

you learn about how this person sees the role that might not have been communicated in a formal job 

description? What characteristics and attitudes come through and how would these affect you as a teacher? Do 

you share the goals this administrator has for children? What recourse do you have when your values appear to 

conflict with your building principal's? In what ways could this principal be of assistance to you, a beginning 

teacher? What type of teacher-principal relationship do you think would be ideal?  


