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Abstract 
 
Much of the recent literature on improving education in the United States seeks to 
promote entrepreneurship as the solution to raising educational quality and equity.  But, 
the historical record documenting substantial and sustained departure from conventional 
educational practices is scant despite numerous attempts at entrepreneurial innovation.  
This paper contends that the challenge of entrepreneurially induced change is not due to a 
deficit of ideas or lack of volition on the part of those who seek change.  Rather it is due 
to intrinsic features of the educational system which defy modification.  These include 
not only such matters as a stubborn school culture, but also the very role of schools as 
organizations that must serve other organizations and depend upon them for resources. 
The paper evaluates the record of new forms of organization such as charter schools and 
educational management organizations as well as other well-intentioned strategies for 
transforming American education.  It concludes that successful educational 
entrepreneurship must overcome a deeply-rooted institutional conservatism that is largely 
explained by modern institutional theory.  Finally, we should bear in mind that resistance 
to change can be a valuable safeguard against bad policy initiatives.   
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WHY IS EDUCATIONAL ENTREPRENEURSHIP SO DIFFICULT? 
 
INTRODUCTION 
 

The term entrepreneurship has been used commonly in recent years to describe 

strategies to improve education. Because the term has been associated generically with 

the development of new alternatives in the marketplace, its educational variant has 

typically referred to a system of school choice, and especially charter schools and 

vouchers. The general view is that the rewards of the marketplace provide incentives for 

undertaking the risk of innovation that is required to develop better educational 

alternatives. Even in the public school districts it is not unusual to hear of a quest for 

entrepreneurship through the establishment of new schools, and especially small high 

schools or to hear of “intrapreneurship,” the quest to transform an existing school. 

 What is clear from the literature on entrepreneurship is that the term is used to 

describe a wide range of phenomena. To some it is the establishment of a new enterprise 

under risky conditions and with a high potential financial return for taking that risk. 

Others see entrepreneurship as closer to the act of invention, also with great risk and great 

potential payoffs. Yet others attribute entrepreneurship to any act that is likely to add 

considerable value to a product or service.   

 Perhaps the most important two voices on entrepreneurship are those of Joseph 

Schumpeter1 and Peter Drucker.2 Schumpeter emphasized that entrepreneurship was 

much broader than the act of invention. To him it entailed the processes of harnessing 
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inventions to create new products, new means of production, and new forms of 

organization–all adding value to society. Drucker also tended to equate entrepreneurship 

with innovation, but particularly the role of management: 

Management is the new technology (rather than any specific new science or 
invention) that is making the American economy into an entrepreneurial 
economy. It is also about to make America into an entrepreneurial society.3  
 

These broad definitions of entrepreneurship suggest a potentially key role 

entrepreneurship in education, through innovation and managerial breakthroughs,  

providing the spark needed to improve the productivity, quality, and equity of American 

education. The focus of this paper is to ask whether it is a shortage of entrepreneurialism  

or obstacles to entrepreneurial success that has accounted for the inertia of the 

educational industry.  

Schools are the focus of great expectations, but habitually charged with 

disappointing results and an inability to meet expectations. Education is widely believed 

to be the solution to major social challenges including those of workplace productivity, 

economic competition, social equity, civic behavior, technology, cultural knowledge, and 

effectiveness of democracy. In response to these persistent issues, schools are under 

constant pressure to change, often in conflicting directions, not only in the U.S., but in 

most countries.  

 One of the most common complaints about education is its resistance to change.  

Historically, there have been many attempts to shift the direction of education in the U.S. 

through new ideas, new leadership, national campaigns for excellence, and instilling fears 

of losing status or economic and military superiority to competitors because of an 

underperforming educational system. In some cases these concerns have been addressed 
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by bold declarations such as those embodied in federal legislation in the 1994 law, Goals 

2000: Educate America Act, which declared:  

"By the Year 2000 - 

1. All children in America will start school ready to learn.  
2. The high school graduation rate will increase to at least 90 percent.  
3. All students will leave grades 4, 8, and 12 having demonstrated competency over 

challenging subject matter including English, mathematics, science, foreign 
languages, civics an government, economics, the arts, history, and geography, and 
every school in America will ensure that all students learn to use their minds well, 
so they may be prepared for responsible citizenship, further learning, and 
productive employment in our nation's modern economy.  

4. United States students will be first in the world in mathematics and science 
achievement.  

5. Every adult American will be literate and will possess the knowledge and skills 
necessary to compete in a global economy and exercise the rights and 
responsibilities of citizenship.  

6. Every school in the United States will be free of drugs, violence, and the 
unauthorized presence of firearms and alcohol and will offer a disciplined 
environment conducive to learning.  

7. The nation's teaching force will have access to programs for the continued 
improvement of their professional skills and the opportunity to acquire the 
knowledge and skills needed to instruct and prepare all American students for the 
next century.  

8. Every school will promote partnerships that will increase parental involvement 
and participation in promoting the social, emotional, and academic growth of 
children."4  

Six years after the target year of 2000 and more than a decade after the Law was enacted, 

progress towards these goals has been miniscule to nil. Indeed, there is little evidence that 

these goals will be attained in any foreseeable future scenario. A similar fate is predicted 

for the No Child Left Behind law, by which every child in America is expected to meet 

proficiency standards by 2014.5 

Thus, the question arises, is this lack of progress due to a shortage of 

entrepreneurship or opportunities for entrepreneurship? Or, are there larger obstacles to 
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change that overwhelm the entrepreneurial explanation? In what follows I will explore a 

number of explanations for the resistance to educational change and try to relate those to 

the possibilities for entrepreneurship. I will suggest that there are much larger barriers to 

change that presently undermine the possibilities for entrepreneurial innovations in 

education. Moreover, I will suggest that major departures from existing practices in the 

short run are often equated with an assumption of long-run sustainability. In fact, it is the 

challenge of gaining such sustainability over the long-run that is the greatest obstacle, not 

the establishment of initial departures.   

OPPORTUNITIES FOR INNOVATION AND ENTREPRENEURSHIP IN 

EDUCATION 

 Given the wide range of interpretations of entrepreneurship, it is important to 

focus on a specific one. As Drucker and Schumpeter have done, I will emphasize the 

process of innovation as a measure of entrepreneurship, particularly innovation that has 

promise for improving the quality of education. Of course, not all educational change is 

necessarily innovative or an improvement. In general the entrepreneurial view assumes 

that if a change in a product, process, or application produces advantages in the 

marketplace, it is an innovation. In education there are very few pure markets because 

there is considerable regulation at every level and the vast majority of schools are 

sponsored by public authorities. This difference is an important facet of educational 

debates today—i.e., the notion of how to free up schools so that they can become more 

entrepreneurial and innovative.6  

The dominant traditional approach to educational change is that of public school 

reform. Historically, schools have been criticized for their perceived deficiencies. These 
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criticisms have varied from concerns about pedagogies, achievement results, inequitable 

practices and outcomes, funding patterns, and the quality of the labor force produced by 

the schools. School reform is the general term given to attempts to change dramatically 

some of the operational premises and practices of both individual schools and entire 

groups of schools. Many school reforms have been national in scope in response to major 

events. Thus, when the Russians were able to put a man in space in 1957, “Sputnick” 

became the impetus for a massive call and subsequent actions to improve U.S. schools in 

science, mathematics and foreign languages. When the Nation at Risk report was issued 

in 1983 blaming the schools for deterioration in the U.S. competitive position in the 

world economy, the schools were again charged with great urgency to improve their 

performance. In these cases, federal, state, and local governments pressed a variety of 

reforms to change and improve the schools.7 

Cuban has suggested that these calls for change have often resembled a recycling 

of the same reforms, again, and again, and again.8 Specific reforms included changes in 

curriculum, textbooks, teacher training, teacher certification, leadership preparation, 

school governance, educational technology, and educational funding. These proposed 

interventions have been dedicated to improving educational quality and equity. Although 

many reform attempts have been locally inspired, most have been responses to 

externally-imposed, national and regional movements and state initiatives with the 

heaviest concentration of reform attempts aimed at urban areas.9 The most ambitious of 

these, so-called whole-school or comprehensive-school reforms, have represented 

attempts to transform schools in their entirety in terms of goals, organization, curriculum 

content, and pedagogy.10 These have been promoted in the largest school districts such as 
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New York City where a major expansion in numbers of small schools with highly 

differentiated themes and sponsorship are at the heart of educational reform. 

Many commentators believe that the possibilities for school improvement and 

reform will not be possible without a greater role for parental choice in school selection 

for their children. Since about 1980 the attempts to change and improve schools have 

focused heavily on public choice options, the provision of public school alternatives for 

parents. Initially the strategies were based upon increasing choice within school districts 

by reducing dependence on residential location in determining which school a child could 

attend. Thus, parents could choose to send their children to another school within a 

district if they preferred it to their neighborhood school. In some cases, magnet schools 

with different educational themes (e.g. science, arts, careers) were established to attract 

students with particular interests from throughout a district. In many states students were 

also given the choice of attending schools in other school districts or in enrolling in 

courses in higher educational institutions when such courses were not available in local 

high schools. These options were premised on the view that the incentives of parents to 

choose good schools for their children and of schools to compete for students would 

enhance the overall quality of all schools. 

However, the full fruition of the public choice movement did not arrive until the 

early 1990’s with charter schools. Charter schools are public schools that have been given 

substantial autonomy from state and local rules and regulations in return for meeting the 

goals set out in their overall purpose or charter.11 Charter schools can be either 

“converted” public schools or new “start-ups”. Since charter schools must compete for 
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their students rather than having them assigned by public authorities, they must offer 

programs and results that are attractive enough to remain viable. In 2005-06, over one 

million students were enrolled in more than 3,500 schools in 40 states plus the District of 

Columbia and Puerto Rico.12 Presumably such schools have large incentives to be 

innovative, even incubators of new ideas that will be attractive to and adopted by 

conventional public schools. Many charter schools enlist private firms to manage their 

schools, so-called educational management organizations or EMO’s13, providing further 

competition and possibilities of innovation. 

The most complete approach to seeking educational change and innovation is that 

of promoting a marketplace of private alternatives to existing public schools through 

educational vouchers or tuition tax credits. Both of these are premised on the assumption 

that government operation of schools must always be more rigid, restrictive, and less 

risk-taking than private institutions that rely on competition in the marketplace. Thus, the 

most dynamic strategy to gain long-term educational improvement through innovation is 

the  funding of private schools in a competitive market. Under a voucher plan, any school 

meeting certain minimum standards is permitted to compete for students and is 

reimbursed through public funds.14 Parents are given a tuition voucher for each child that 

can be redeemed by the school. Tuition tax credits represent a different form of public 

subsidy by providing reductions in the tax burden for families who pay tuition to private 

schools. Although the use of educational vouchers is not widespread, voucher systems are 

found in Milwaukee, Cleveland, Washington, D.C. and have been recently proposed for 

the devastated Gulf Coast where many existing public schools have been destroyed. 
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Parental tuition tax credits or deductions are sponsored by several states including 

Minnesota, Arizona, Iowa, and Illinois. 

Even in the absence of formal choice mechanisms to promote innovation and 

change in schools, parents tend to locate their residences in proximity to communities and 

neighborhoods with better schools. Although a large portion of the population has used 

the housing option to choose schools, this alternative is less available to the poor or those 

whose choices are restricted by segregated neighborhoods. Studies of educational choice 

suggest that about 60 percent of the population has choice options in schooling based 

upon such mechanisms as residential choice, interdistrict and intradistict choice, private 

schools, charter schools, vouchers, and tuition tax credits. Most of this choice is due to 

residential choice and options within or among districts.15  

Change is Not Easy 

 But, the overall finding from studies of public school reform, charter schools, and 

the limited experience with vouchers and market reform is that educational change does 

not come easily under any circumstance. Particularly telling in this regard is Cuban’s 

study, which attempts to document historically how schools functioned over an entire 

century, from 1890 to 1990.16 Cuban draws upon an extensive set of historical materials 

on schools including photographs, teacher accounts, journalists' accounts, principals' 

reports, evaluations, and thousands of records from four different cities and rural areas.  

He compares schools, classrooms, and the teaching process at the turn of the century, in 

the 1920s, and in more recent times.  He concludes that constancy is a far more accurate 

description of these core elements of education than substantial change.  A long-time 

observer of schools, Seymour Sarason, arrives at a similar conclusion in examining the 
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educational reforms in the latter part of the twentieth century.17 History does not suggest 

that massive changes in education are in the offing, if only we can harness a new wave of 

entrepreneurship. 

RAISING PRODUCTIVITY 

 There are two ways of raising productivity: lowering costs for a given outcome or 

improving results for a given cost. In acknowledging the strong rise in cost of education 

over recent decades, one might first ask about entrepreneurial efforts to reduce costs or 

increase productivity. Three prime candidates that are often discussed for educational 

service delivery organizations with adequate economies of scale; raising productivity of 

labor; and using cost-saving technologies.18   

Cost Disease 

On the issue of educational productivity, it is important to note the work of 

eminent economist William Baumol in his analysis of the “cost disease.”19 Baumol has 

argued that some industries are able to raise worker productivity by substituting capital 

for labor or less-skilled workers for higher-skilled ones and using newer and more 

productive technologies, offsetting higher labor costs. In contrast, other industries, 

including education, he argues, are labor intensive with very limited abilities to change 

production through investments that reduce the need for skilled labor.  

Education and the performing arts are the poster children of industries that simply 

absorb increased labor costs because they are limited in their ability to substitute capital 

or less-costly labor for teachers and other professionals as labor costs rise. Baumol views 

education as more akin to a string quartet or orchestra than a steel factory. Replacing two 

musicians in a string quartet with electronic music is not a feasible response as labor 
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costs rise. Likewise there are few options for replacing teachers. Some proof of this 

production rigidity is found in the fact that private schools and charter schools with fewer 

legal restrictions and union contracts produce education in largely the same way as public 

schools.20 We will suggest reasons for this behavior below. 

Economies of Scale  

A second area of potential productivity increases is to seek economies of scale. 

Although economies of scale can be sought for very small educational units, schools, or 

districts, the vast majority of students are in educational organizations that are large 

enough to neutralize or undermine scale economies. Education is characterized mainly by 

variable costs (especially labor) that increase with enrollments rather than fixed costs that 

can be divided over more and more students. Decades of study of economies of scale in 

education have shown this result.21 Unfortunately, some of the pioneering educational 

management organizations such as Edison Schools lost hundreds of million dollars 

pursuing expansion to gain the elusive economies of scale by managing more and more 

schools.22  

New Practices 

 The evidence on the use of new practices to raise productivity or reduce costs is 

also discouraging. For example, for-profit educational management organizations 

(EMO’s) expected to improve productivity by improving selectivity, training, 

performance incentives, and supervision of personnel, by adopting better curriculum and 

teaching practices, and by reallocating funding from administrative overhead to 

classrooms. In fact, studies of EMO’s have found greater administrative costs than 

comparable publicly-operated schools.23 EMO contracts have also been more costly than 
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funding received by similar public school sites. For example, EMO’s in Philadelphia 

have received about $ 22,000 more per classroom than comparable public schools and 

even greater additional resources in Baltimore.24 Moreover, there is little evidence that 

EMO-run schools outperform public schools with similar students.25 For example, the 

most comprehensive evaluation of Edison Schools, undertaken by the Rand Corporation 

under contract to Edison, found that after five years the achievement results for Edison 

Schools in reading were no better than those in comparative public schools, and although 

Edison Schools showed higher achievement in mathematics, the results were not 

statistically significant.26    

Although every new technology is associated with claims that it will reduce costs 

and increase learning, the promises have not been realized in terms of evidence from 

public schools, private schools, or EMO-run schools. Educational technologies have not 

served to replace teachers, although they have contributed to the possibilities of a richer 

curriculum and the ability to treat subjects in greater depth and capitalize on student 

research. Cuban provides some of the reasons that the overall “promise” has not been 

realized.27 

Reports of Cost Savings: Higher Test Scores? 

 No rigorous evidence of cost savings for comparable students and comparable 

services is found in the literature. Schools seek to control costs by seeking students who 

are less costly to educate or providing fewer services. An example of the first case is 

found in the division between market-oriented and mission-oriented schools where the 

former group of schools tend to “shed” high cost students and try to attract those who are 
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more easily educable.28 Many charter schools set stringent requirements on student 

behavior, parental responsibilities, and daily and Saturday schedules that only the most 

dedicated parents and students will aspire to. Kipp Academies are one example. Although 

these requirements may be educationally defensible, they represent a sorting device in 

which the school will appear to be more productive in achievement than schools with 

students who are not required to meet these standards. Kipp Academies also have a large 

reservoir of additional philanthropic support for their operations beyond the public 

funding that they receive, something that needs to be factored in.  

An example of where fewer services are provided is that of the virtual charter 

school.29 Such schools are designed to enroll home schoolers and use the internet to 

deliver instruction. Given their considerably lower personnel and facility requirements, 

these schools can deliver a limited set of services at a highly reduced cost. What evidence 

does exist on their performance suggests that they hardly provide a challenge to 

Baumol’s cost dilemma.30 However, their public funding levels relative to their limited 

services gives hints of enormous profits for their private sponsors.  

The challenge remains to find schools that have lower costs for delivering similar 

services to similar students or superior results for the same amount. Sadly the review of 

literature on school productivity for this effort does not show consistent, sustained, and 

radically-different results for the new entrepreneurial endeavors, despite the claims. 

When favorable differences are found, they tend to be small (for example only a tenth or 

so of the black-white achievement gap), and it is not clear that all of these can be 

replicated or sustained over a long period.31  
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LIMITS TO ENTREPRENEURIAL SUCCESS 

 If one were to ask public school authorities what limits their ability to innovate 

and change, their answer would almost invariably be “the regulations.” Schools are 

highly regulated at all levels of government, and especially by the states. The schools are 

the constitutional responsibility of the states, and most state constitutions generally 

delegate to the state legislatures the responsibilities to establish and maintain schools. 

Legislatures, in turn, have created a huge accumulation of laws and rules that pertain to 

school operations, often in behalf of the educational professionals and lobbies who 

benefit from them. The legislatures have charged the interpretation and enforcement of 

the laws and rules to their state school boards and departments of education, 

promulgating additional administrative regulations that schools must follow. To these we 

can add the federal laws and requirements and the policies set out by local school boards. 

From the perspectives of school leaders, professionals, and parents, the ability to pursue 

innovation and change is largely blocked due to the proliferation of such regulations. 

 This issue came to a head in California in the 1980’s when even the state’s 

Superintendent of Public Instruction supported legislation that would allow school 

districts to apply for waivers of existing laws and regulations if it could be demonstrated 

that such waivers were needed to undertake educational improvements. The California 

Legislature passed the education waiver law with broad authority: “to provide flexibility 

in a school district or county office of education without undermining the basic intent of 

the law.”32 At that time I asked the official in the California State Board of Education 

who began to monitor the waiver requests to keep a record of the number of requests and 

the specific rules or regulations that schools wanted to be waived. This scrutiny resulted 
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in two surprises. The first was that in spite of the high visibility of the law and the 

existence of almost 1,100 school districts and County Offices of Education, relatively few 

formal requests for waivers were made. My recollection was that less than 100 were 

made in the first year of the legislation. But, even more surprising was that, with the 

exception of requests to waive special education provisions, the vast majority of all 

requests for waivers were unnecessary. A review by legal counsel found that the 

educational improvements that were proposed could be undertaken without waivers 

because they did not violate laws or regulations. That is, to a large degree educational 

changes that were fully permissible under existing laws were not being undertaken 

because of a belief by local officials that there were restrictions that required appeal to 

the state for waivers. It appeared that in an overall regulatory climate, the laws and 

regulations were being used as a scapegoat by local authorities to justify maintaining 

existing practices. 

 In discussions with the former superintendent in Memphis, Dr. Gerry House, a 

parallel story emerged.33 Dr. House encouraged schools to try new approaches where old 

ones were not working. She emphasized that if district regulations and policies were 

barriers to new practices, the individual schools should request waivers of those 

regulations and policies. She found that almost all requests for such waivers were 

unnecessary. That is, the schools would be permitted to establish the proposed, new 

practices under existing district policies. 

 However, a much better test of the role of laws, rules, and regulations to limit 

opportunities for innovation and change is found in the thirteen-year history of the charter 

school movement. One of the most basic tenets of charter schools is that they are granted 
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considerable autonomy from most rules and regulations in order to have the power to be 

innovative. By making them immune from most of the rules, they can be free to be 

incubators of new ideas and practices that will eventually be adopted by and improve 

more conventional public schools. This is what economists refer to as an external benefit 

because, beyond the improvement of education for their own students, their autonomy 

enables charter schools to create innovative practices that can be emulated by other 

schools to the benefit of all students. And, since charter schools compete with public 

schools for enrollees, there is a putative incentive on the part of both groups of 

competitors to innovate to gain advantage. 

 Lubienski has done considerable research on innovation in charter schools.34 Of 

particular importance has been his attempt to compare instructional practices in charter 

schools with those in conventional, public schools as well as among states with high 

degrees versus moderate degrees of charter school autonomy. Lubienski finds that at an 

administrative level, charter schools are engaging in a number of distinctive practices 

relative to public schools such as merit pay, marketing, parental incentive contracts, and 

use of private financing arrangements.35 But, a specific comparison of core instructional 

practices (pedagogy, curriculum, and school organization) reveals that almost all 

instructional “innovations” reported by schools in their charters and reports are practices 

already found in many conventional public schools.  

Different states have provided varying levels of autonomy to their charter schools, 

some highly permissive and others less so. Drawing upon a large range of surveys of 

innovations, Lubienski compared claimed innovations in two states allowing moderate 

autonomy for charter schools with two states allowing high autonomy. No substantial 
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differences were found within these comparisons, despite substantial differences in their 

regulatory environments, suggesting that whatever merits deregulating schools may 

confer, they do not seem to be the key to unleashing innovation. 

 Lubienski does suggest that over the long run, the main innovative impact of 

charter schools may be their record in taking advantage of online learning to incorporate 

home schoolers into an official schooling experience.36 However, as hinted previously, 

this movement has been characterized by a quick quest for profit in its ability to obtain 

high reimbursements under the charter school provisions without providing either the 

facilities or personnel costs that are consistent with those levels of reimbursement.37 

Evidence on effectiveness is also lacking, with large numbers of virtual charter students 

failing to take the required state tests used for evaluation.38 

 The lack of core, pedagogical innovations in charter schools is predictive of an 

absence of comparative gains in student achievement. Summaries of studies comparing 

student achievement in charter schools with that in conventional public schools enrolling 

similar students show no distinct advantage for charter schools.39 Although there are 

high-performing and low-performing schools in both sectors, there are no clear 

differences in achievement, on average. Even when individual studies show an advantage 

of one type of school over the other, the differences are very small, not close to the 

revolutionary differences claimed by each side.  

 One additional test of the “regulatory” obstacles to innovation is found in the 

independent school sector. Although the states are authorized to regulate independent 

schools in almost all of their instructional dimensions, they have been reluctant to do so 

for political reasons. The result is that regulations surrounding private or independent 
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schools have been minimal in virtually every state relative to the regulations imposed on 

public schools. At the same time there is a high demand in most urban areas for 

independent schools because of middle class families’ perceptions of low standards and 

safety issues in public schools and possible racism, particularly in large cities. It is not 

uncommon for applicants to face long waiting lists and vigorous competition for limited 

numbers of spaces in the most desirable schools, despite tuition levels of $ 20,000 a year 

or more. 

Under these conditions one might expect to see new schools attempting to enter 

the market with innovative approaches—for example, creative use of educational 

technologies—to compete for such students in what appears to be a lucrative market. In 

fact, few competitors have arisen to take advantage of the regulatory freedoms and high 

potential tuitions that can be charged for an attractive private school. Paradoxically, the 

schools facing the highest student demand for available spaces are those known for such 

traditional instructional features as small class sizes and many elective courses, high cost 

practices, but hardly innovations.  

CAN SCHOOLS BE ENTREPRENEURIAL? 

 We know from reports of innovative charter schools, conventional public schools, 

and contracted EMO schools that efforts have been made to be entrepreneurial and 

innovative. Site visits to many such schools suggest that they are at least partially 

successful in effecting some innovative changes. Yet, we cannot ignore Cuban’s 

conclusion that the preponderance of evidence suggests that constancy rather than change 

has characterized schools over the past century.40 Technologies have arisen over this 

period and made little impact on the core activity of schools.41 Beyond the textbook and 
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chalkboard, we saw the emergence of slides, film, radio, closed-circuit television, video 

tapes and cassettes, computers, interactive and multi-media approaches, and the rich 

possibilities of the internet.  

Different instructional trends from multi-age grading to year-round schooling to 

new configurations of facilities to immersion with electronic technologies to whole 

school reforms have characterized educational reforms during the post-World War II 

period. After the Sputnick launch some 50 years ago, new curricula were spawned in the 

sciences and mathematics, new teachers were trained in these subjects and foreign 

languages, and existing teachers were retrained. Yet, as my former colleague at Stanford, 

Michael Kirst,  reminded me frequently, over the long term there has been little “residue” 

remaining from these reforms. His point was that schools tend to mount a frenzy of 

reform and innovation with little to show for it. Thus, we are confronted with a paradox 

of new ideas and new schools, but little evidence that they are sustainable over the long 

run. 

 One of the best examples is that of Central Park East Secondary School in New 

York City (CPESS). CPESS was essentially an expansion of innovative elementary and 

middle schools started in East Harlem by noted educator Deborah Meier in the seventies. 

The establishment of the high school in 1985 was a response to the frustration of 

students, parents, and teachers with the poor quality of available high schools to which 

CPE students were relegated, along with the influence of Theodore Sizer’s ideas and his 

newly formed Coalition of Essential Schools (CES).42 The CES is a comprehensive 

school approach in which a set of principles are used by the school to address all of its 

activities.43 Among its ten principles are an emphasis on personalization, depth in studies, 
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learning to use one’s mind well, and demonstration of mastery. The latter means that 

assessment requires the ability to ensure the mastery of a body of knowledge or technique 

that can be demonstrated before experts and others rather than simply meeting a 

requirement by taking a course. Under Deborah Meier, CPESS focused on five major 

intellectual habits that were expected to be applied to all studies. These included: concern 

for evidence (how do you know that?), viewpoint (who said it and why?), cause and 

effect (what led to it, what else happened?), and hypothesizing (what if? setting out 

hypotheses) and who cares (what difference does it make, to whom).44 

 The results reported for Central Park East were outstanding. With a student 

population that was predominantly poor and minority, fewer than five percent dropped 

out before graduation. More than that, observers of the school found both students and 

teachers deeply engaged in activities. Apathy was non-existent as high school students 

worked assiduously to gain mastery in the areas that they were studying, and teachers 

served as coaches to make it happen. CPESS was heralded in both the professional 

literature and in the press for showing that a new kind of high school could be established 

and succeed. Debbie Meier was able to attract talented personnel and to provide 

inspiration and leadership to them. Others on her staff were also able to follow her lead 

by providing leadership and role models for students and staff. Assiduous fundraising and 

the attractions of supporting a successful schooling departure led to substantial extra 

funding from both government and philanthropic foundations as well as considerable 

autonomy.45  

In 1995, a decade after CPESS was launched, Debbie Meier left to establish a new 

school in Boston. Principal succession at that time was not a problem since her co-
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director, for whom she had high regard, was in place to continue the CPESS tradition. 

But, after Ms. Meier left, the school began to look more and more like other high schools 

educating a similar population with far poorer academic results. In an interview in 2005 

Ms. Meier explained what happened after she left. She cited increased enrollment, the 

departure of experienced teachers and the watering-down of special programs in reaction 

to a greater emphasis on standardized testing. “I stopped visiting. It was too painful.”46 

 

SUSTAINING INNOVATION 

 The problem does not seem to be the lack of initiatives to innovate or reform, by 

both school leaders and those outside of the schools, but the ability of schools to effect 

and sustain change. There is something about schools that seems to excise or modify 

change, eventually returning largely to their former way of functioning. Even new 

schools that start out with strong departures from existing practice seem to move back 

towards the norm. At least three related explanations for this phenomenon can be found 

in the organizational literature on schooling: school culture, schools as mutating agents, 

and the school as a conserving organization. Although the literature on each of the first 

two explanations is vast, I will provide just brief descriptions. 

School Culture 

 School culture refers to the widely-shared understandings, behaviors, and 

attitudes that are held by school participants and that are accepted as the norms for how 

schools should function.47 These are dimensions of schools that are usually not 

acknowledged directly because they are so widely inculcated that they are taken for 

granted. We are so immersed in them that we do not question them. School operations 
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depend upon a stable and shared understanding or culture providing a framework that 

integrates and defines school activities and roles. That culture is built on tradition, habit, 

expectations, and images of what schools should do and be. To suggest that schools 

should change or that new schools should be different is to suggest that traditions, habits, 

expectations, and images be immediately abandoned, modified or be replaced by others, a 

virtual impossibility in dealing with human agents.48 So, school reform usually tends to 

focus on the illusion that it is only trainability and skills for innovation that must be 

improved and ignores the more deeply rooted aspects of school culture. But it is attitudes 

and routinized modes of operation, according to this theory, that are the greatest obstacles 

to change, not a lack of skills. Skills can be acquired by school staff, if they are 

convinced sufficiently that they need those skills and have access to appropriate resources 

for professional development.   

 School culture has many dimensions that give meaning to the daily lives of all of 

the participants including students, staff, parents, and member of the larger community. 

These include expectations about children in terms of behavior and what they should 

learn, including the possibility of different expectations by class, race, and gender; 

expectations by the students themselves about appropriate school experiences and their 

self-images of proficiencies; expectations about the roles of adults in the school; opinions 

about acceptable educational practices; and basic beliefs about the desirability for change.  

It is the tacit agreement around these dimensions that enables schools to function as 

purposive institutions. If each were a source of contestation, schools would have 

difficulty carrying out their missions, for the missions themselves would be undermined. 
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 Because schools have their own cultures, they resist changes that are premised on 

a very different set of beliefs. For example, a school that believes that students must be 

tracked into ability groups will not be enthusiastic about a reform that is premised on 

mixed ability grouping. A school that defines mathematics in terms of memorization of 

“math facts” and the carrying out of specific mathematical operations will be unlikely to 

embrace an emphasis on conceptual approaches to mathematics and problem-solving. A 

school that views writing as highly stylized and evaluates it largely for the mechanics of 

presentation rather than content will resist a new curriculum where writing is viewed 

primarily as a creative and expressive skill. Every school reform is embedded in specific 

assumptions about school culture, assumptions that may not be compatible with the 

actual culture that exists in a given school or that is represented by the staff recruited for 

a new school. According to those who study school culture, it is this lack of congruence 

that is primarily responsible for the failure of school reforms to take hold in new 

settings.49  

Mutating Reforms 

 In many cases school culture is incompatible with proposed reforms or 

innovations. In those cases, it is rare that the reform is implemented beyond a surface 

appearance. In fact, when reforms are forced on schools, the school often has more 

influence in modifying the reform than the reform has in modifying the school.50 

Although those who push innovations on schools view them as “interventions” that will 

modify school behavior, schools respond to such interventions by remolding them in 

ways that disarm the threat to existing practices.51 Simply by ignoring them or “going 

through the motions” this will take place. Schools are not inert entities that can be 
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fashioned easily into the shapes desired by reformers. Schools are active communities of 

members united by a deeply etched culture that will resist the invasion of alien ideas and 

practices. This reality has been ignored by most educational reformers. Yet, much of the 

attempt to effect educational change and innovation has failed because of the ill fit 

between the reform and the extant culture of the school inducing the school to defuse the 

change attempt.52  

This challenge is even true for new schools, though their founders often believe 

that they are immune from old patterns. Despite selective recruitment, students and staff 

do not enter such schools with pristine views on what is possible or desirable or how 

schools should function. The ability of schools to modify innovative intentions may not 

be the result of deliberate attempt or a conspiracy so much as staff attending to deeply 

held beliefs and expectations about school operations and ignoring the innovation. When 

pressed to comport with the reform, many staff may leave to go to a more conventional 

school environment or may leave teaching altogether. A hint of this phenomenon is 

suggested by charter school departures of teachers in Ohio. Almost half of all teachers in 

Ohio’s charter schools quit over a four year period (2000-2004) in comparison with about 

8 percent in conventional public schools and 12 percent in high-poverty, urban public 

schools.53  

 

Schools as Conserving Institutions 

 In stable and democratic societies, schools are not revolutionary institutions 

designed to transform social outcomes.  Schools are conservative institutions charged 

with the primary goal of preparing the young to acclimate to and participate in the 
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cultural, social, economic, and political life of an existing social entity. That is, schools 

are conserving institutions with responsibility for inculcating the values, attitudes, and 

skills that reproduce existing social, economic, and political structures. As parents, 

teachers, students, taxpayers, and citizens, we expect our schools to fulfill this role. But 

fulfillment of this role means suspicion of and resistance to change by parents, teachers, 

students, and school administrators, exactly what we find in school culture and in the 

tendency of schools to modify external attempts to reform them. 

In fact, parents may be looking for schools that have not attempted to innovate, 

but that represent the image of education that they believe was emblematic of the past, 

“when schools worked”. As Lubienski notes in summarizing several empirical studies of 

charter schools:  “…the largest discernible proportion of charter schools by far are using 

their autonomy to provide ‘basics’ or traditional curricula.”54 School culture may be a 

drag on change and innovation because it conserves tradition and the core historical 

purpose of schools.  

Although retrospectively it may appear that schools and schooling changed 

society, such an eminent educational historian as David Tyack has argued precisely the 

opposite: that school change was a response to major turning points in American 

history.55 Thus, schools have largely served as a conserving institution rather than as an 

institution of change and innovation, and this reality is well-understood by parents, 

students, and school staff in their behaviors.  The demand for 3-R schools is indicative of 

this conservatism. 
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NEW INSTITUTIONAL THEORY 

 In my view, new institutional theory represents the best overall explanation of the 

resistance of schools to innovation. In their seminal article, DiMaggio and Powell (1983) 

ask at the outset: 

…why is there such startling homogeneity of organizational forms and practices 
… not variation.  In the initial stages of their life cycle, organizational fields 
display considerable diversity in approach and form. Once a field becomes well 
established, however, there is an inexorable push towards homogenization.56  

 

They conclude that organizations that are highly dependent upon other organizations such 

as mainstream economic, political, and social institutions will become isomorphic 

(having the same form or appearance) with those institutions. Following Aldrich57, they 

emphasize that the main forces that organizations must take into account are those of 

other organizations. 

Organizations compete not just for resources and customers, but for political 
power and institutional legitimacy, for social as well as economic fitness. The 
concept of institutional isomorphism is a useful tool for understanding the politics 
and ceremony that pervade much modern organizational life.58 
  

On the basis of this theory, they generate a number of hypotheses including the 

expectation that the greater the dependence of an organization on another organization, 

the more it will become similar to that organization; the greater its dependency for 

resources on a given organization, the more it will become isomorphic to that 

organization; the less certain the relation between means and ends, the greater it will 

model itself after those organizations that appear to be successful; and the more 

ambiguous its goals, the more it will model itself after organizations that appear 

successful.  
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 Schools tend to mirror all of these dependencies. For example, schools have many 

goals rather than a unitary one and the relationships between their inputs and outputs 

(means and ends) are uncertain and unpredictable. All schools, even charter schools, are 

heavily dependent upon largely centralized sources of finance and other resources. And, 

finally, their dependence on other educational institutions such as colleges and 

universities that enroll them later, economic institutions that support them through tax 

levies and hire their graduates, and civic institutions through which they will express 

themselves politically must recognize their legitimacy and the value of their credentials. 

Based upon these dependencies, schools will tend to gravitate to and become isomorphic 

to other institutions rather than maintaining independence.  

 In their groundbreaking work, Meyer and Rowan argued that traditional theories 

of coordination and control of formal organizations often fall by the wayside in 

education.59 Normally innovation is introduced to educational organizations by managers 

responding to external pressures. It is assumed that through command and control these 

innovations will be implemented in a straightforward manner under the monitoring and 

sanctions of those who manage such organizations. But since schools have been shown to 

be only loosely coupled, command and control is almost futile.60 Meyer and Rowan 

maintain: 

…structural elements are only loosely linked to each other and to activities, rules 
are often violated, decisions are often un-implemented, or if implemented have 
uncertain consequences, technologies are of problematic efficiency, and the 
evaluation and inspection system are subverted or rendered so vague as to provide 
little coordination.61 

 
Under such circumstances, schools gain their legitimacy from taking on the forms and 

appearances of those institutions on which they are dependent. This means that 
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legitimacy derives from rationalized institutional myths based upon this isomorphism 

which form the basis for operations. Myths, rituals, and symbols validate the organization 

and legitimate its claim for resources and for the honoring of its operations.  

These criteria are often in conflict with straightforward efficiency criteria. For 

example, Meyer and Rowan suggest that American schools once provided specific 

training for jobs in which educational efficacy of schools and student prowess could be 

evaluated according to specific criteria.62  However, over time this has shifted to more 

ambiguous measures such as credits or certificates which may or may not serve 

efficiency purposes.  Meyer & Rowan emphasize the ritual classifications that define the 

roles and actions of the various school participants and the schools themselves, ones that 

are remarkably stable because of isomorphism with the stability of institutions on which 

they are dependent.63 At the end of the day, it is precisely these features that one expects 

of schools that gives them their legitimacy and stability. 

 The institutionalist perspective provides a general framework that is able to 

integrate much of the previous analysis. The importance of isomorphic behavior requires 

that schools regulate themselves through their dominant rituals, symbols, and images 

irrespective of the degree of external regulation. Ethnographers label this behavior as 

school culture. Such institutions operate inexorably to modify and neuter attempts to 

impose change and innovation, as the school has more power to alter the reform than the 

reform has to change the school. Finally, this institutionalist umbrella tends to explain 

why schools serve largely as conserving forces rather than change forces.   

 Can educational innovation succeed over the long run? According to institutional 

theory, the answer would seem to be only if there are major changes in those institutions 
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on which schools are dependent, for changes in those organizations will create pressures 

for a new isomorphism.  

As noted, one of the foremost educational historians asserted this some forty years 

ago in his interpretation of how educational change took place historically.64 Tyack 

suggested that major changes in schools coincided with significant changes in social, 

political, and economic institutions, what he called turning points in educational history. 

Even those with more activist interpretations of school change accept the limits imposed 

by institutional theory.65 All of them acknowledge that this dependency is the main 

challenge to innovation in education and the success of the educational entrepreneur.   

Should we give up the quest for beneficial change through spirited 

entrepreneurialism?  Of course not.  While Central Park East Secondary School 

flourished it provided important benefits for its students and inspiration for many other 

entrepreneurial efforts to emulate it.  But to ignore the forces that undermine long-term 

change in education is to repeat the futility that has characterized virtually thousands of 

well-intentioned attempts to alter education. These forces need to be taken seriously if 

there is any chance of overcoming them.  Most important, it seems to me, is to 

understand the role of social movements in education and other parts of society for 

opening windows of opportunity for change. Finally, we should acknowledge that the 

resistance to change that is so often deprecated by policy-makers can also be a valuable 

safeguard or firewall that protects us from bad policy initiatives.   
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