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Abstract 
This paper examines the contribution that school-based 
management and shared decision-making (SBM/SDM) 
can make to New York City's education system. We review 
the theoretical literature on education reform in general 
and on school-based management/shared decision-making 
in particular. We then examine implementation of SBM/ 
SDM, focusing on the administrative and bureaucratic 
constraints of the New York City educational system. The 
experiences of two schools under the reform serve as case 
studies. We find SBM/SDM can offer limited educational 
improvements for New York City, but does not solve the 
problems of a defective incentive structure. In addition, we 
found that it does not transfer any real power to the schools. 
In the absence of more radical education reform, however, 
SBM/SDM can offer an improvement over the present 
system. 
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Introduction: Posing the Question 
In September of 1990, educational reform was introduced to the New York 
City school system in the form of "school-based management/shared 
decision-making (SBM/SDM)." Under the guidance of the new chancellor, 
Joseph Fernandez, a pilot program was implemented that could eventually 
affect the governance and policy making structure of schools throughout 
the city. Although it is too early to conclusively evaluate the effects of the 
reform, a critical examination of the theory underlying school-based 
management in the context of New York City schools' distinctive organi
zational structure and current condition can yield insight into the potential 
success of the effort. This paper will not address the issue of whether school-
based management is the best educational reform, but instead asks the 
question: what, if anything, can SBM/SDM offer New York City? Do the 
SBM/SDM reforms offer any hope of improvement, or are they doomed to 
failure? 

In order to address these questions, this paper first presents a theoretical 
overview of school-based management. We then examine the institutional 
setting in New York City, with a focus on those aspects that may have a 
particular impact on prospects for success of SBM/SDM. We discuss what 
has developed in schools participating in the pilot program since it began 
in September of 1990, and how various participants and observers within 
the community have responded to the reforms. Finally, we evaluate the 
information in light of the theoretical literature to come to a conclusion 
about what SBM/SDM can offer New York City. 

The Theory: A Review of the Literature 
For the past half century, the American educational system has become 
increasingly centralized and bureaucratic. Ideas about education policy 
have been shaped by a notion of a "one best system" based more on 
historical trends than on a critical evaluation of outcomes as they pertain to 
educational goals.1 In recent years, deficiencies in the system have become 
apparent through an alarming trend toward lower achievement test scores, 
higher dropout rates, increased absenteeism, and an overall increase in 
dissatisfaction with the system. While there is widespread agreement on the 
nature of the problems facing American high schools, there is considerable 
controversy over how to address these problems most effectively. Over the 
past few decades, several types of school reform have been implemented 
around the country with varying degrees of success. Some of the most 
widely used reforms fall under the conceptual umbrella of school-based 
management. 

School-based management achieves bureaucratic decentralization 
through the transfer of decision-making power from the state, district, or 
community level to the school site itself. The specifics of school-based 
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management plans vary substantially according to community and school 
needs, but in general, school-based management programs tend to be 
characterized by a representative decision-making or advisory council at 
the school site. The council may include teachers, parents, administrators, 
the principal, students, or a combination of these groups. A council may be 
involved in substantive decisions pertaining to personnel, curriculum, and 
the budget, or it may simply be an advisory council with no real autonomous 
power. 

The theoretical rationale for implementing school-based management is 
grounded in the research on effective schools. Educational researchers 
including Coleman, Rutter, and Sizer cite parental and community in
volvement, decentralization of bureaucratic control, and a unified "vision" 
or ethos as critical factors in explaining the effectiveness of schools.2 

Although school-based management reform efforts frequently do not ad
dress the issue of student performance directly, students are regarded as the 
ultimate beneficiaries. When the idea of decentralization was first introduced 
m the 1960s, it was regarded primarily as a means of improving adminis
trative efficiency. Current reform efforts might focus on solving specific 
problems within the school, implementing a special project, or changing the 
future direction of the school. Although these issues might not be directly 
related to student achievement, students are expected to benefit indirectly. 
For example, proponents argue that by giving teachers more responsibility, 
schools are better able to attract and hold better individuals. Students then 
benefit from more motivated and satisfied educators. 

Studies of effective schools often cite parental and community involve
ment as another important aspect of successful schooling. Supporters argue 
that both parents and teachers tend to be more attuned to the particular 
needs of students and the community than administrators, and are in the 
best position to design programs and effect changes to benefit those they are 
trying to teach. School-based management is one way to provide an 
institutionalized setting in which to effect this type of participation. 

While some of the secondary effects of school-based management are 
clearly positive, other effects are more ambiguous. One of the most frequently 
cited problems with school-based management is the absence of a well-

efined chain of accountability. In some cases, accountability is centered on 
the principal, whereas in other cases, the entire decision-making board or 
even the superintendent, is held accountable for outcomes. Some researchers 
argue that the establishment of a clear chain of professional accountability 
is critical for the success of SBM. Guthrie, for example, envisions the school 
council as having an advisory capacity to the principal. The principal then 
has all final decision-making power and is held accountable for results.3 

Because most school-based management reforms have been undertaken 
quite recently, there has been little research done to evaluate their effec-
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tiveness. Studies tend to be small in scale and focus on qualitative evalua
tions by participants rather than rigorous quantitative analysis (it is generally 
agreed that improved test scores cannot be expected for at least 5 to 10 years 
into the program). While these studies cannot be cited as conclusive 
evidence as to the potential success or failure of SBM, they can provide 
useful insights. 

A study of Project SAIL, a limited SBM reform administered in two New 
York City schools in 1987, revealed that 80 percent of teachers involved 
believed student achievement had improved. Reading and math scores on 
standardized tests increased significantly over the two years of the study, 
and attendance improved.4 An evaluation of the Dade County reforms 
showed similar results in terms of attitudes, attendance, and qualitative 
evaluations of student performance.5 In general, teachers who feel that 
school-based management gives them real authority report increased feelings 
of professionalism and job satisfaction. 

All evaluations have not been as positive, however. Teachers who have 
only marginal authority but are required to spend more time on meetings, 
reports and planning tend to view SBM as yet another example of top-down 
demands. Being forced to make decisions on topics about which they have 
little information can leave teachers frustrated and disillusioned. Critics 
also cite lack of strong leadership by the principal as a major reason for the 
failure of SBM efforts. In additional, if decisions are made by consensus, 
personality conflicts and over-attention to minor details can make it diffi
cult or even impossible to implement any change. 

By design, school-based management is a loosely defined concept that 
allows districts to individualize decision-making structures and tailor 
programs to unique schools and communities. This lack of structure, while 
allowing for marked improvements, may also lead to dramatic failures if the 
school's goals or procedures are poorly delineated. 

In New York City, there is an additional component to the school-based 
management plan currently being implemented, called "shared decision
making (SDM)." SBM/SDM differs from some school-based management 
programs in that it explicitly involves a decision-making team that includes 
both parents and teachers. This council acts not as an advisory board, but as 
a decision-making unit within each school. 

SBM/SDM: Bringing it to New York City 
When Joseph Fernandez was hired as chancellor of the New York City 
school system in January 1989, he immediately announced plans to 
implement a school-based management/shared decision-making reform 
similar to the one he oversaw as the Deputy Superintendent of Schools in 
Dade County, Florida. Fernandez introduced SBM/SDM in the Miami area 
in 1985 when Dade County was facing the possibility of severe teacher 
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shortages. In order to preempt shortages, the superintendent, along with 
the school board and the United Teachers of Dade, articulated a series of 
reforms that were referred to as the "Professionalization of Education/' In 
the context of Miami, SBM/SDM did not define what its objectives were 
with respect to the students. Nevertheless, some outside observers gave the 
reforms positive initial evaluations, and Fernandez was personally given 
credit for turning around a system of ailing schools. Fernandez was thus 
brought to New York City to work the same type of "miracle." The reforms 
were announced immediately, accompanied by a flood of media attention. 
In tailoring his program to the new setting, the original goals of the Dade 
County reform were broadened to include not just the professionalization 
of teachers and parental involvement, but also a better and more tailored 
education for the students in New York City schools. 

Fernandez came to New York City believing that in order for an edu
cational reform strategy to be effective, it would have to entail freeing 
teachers, administrators and parents from the constraints of some gov
ernment and Central Board of Education rules as well as from some union 
contract provisions.6 Briefly, although Fernandez' theories were consistent 
with the premises underlying the effective schools literature, even some 
educators who subscribe to the theory contend that the vehicle he has 
chosen to embody them, SBM/SDM, will not be effective in making these 
theories come to fruition. 

The implementation of SBM/SDM consisted of several stages. In March 
1990, special circulars describing the theory and goals of SBM/SDM were 
sent to all schools, along with a description of the application process. 
Schools were then required to submit letters of commitment by May 1990, 
in which they would state their educational intent; this would be followed 
by borough-wide meetings for interested schools with the Central Board. 
Finally, submission of the planning proposal was to occur by June 8,1990 
and approval of the initiative by late June. Upon completion of this process, 
eighty schools were chosen to participate, beginning in the fall of 1990. 
Chosen schools received a base allocation of $7,500 and a per capita 
allocation of $7.00 for each general and special education student enrolled, 
up to a maximum of $20,000. These funds were earmarked for the exploration 
of potential programs and procedures eventually to be implemented under 
school-based management/shared decision-making.7 

Bureaucracy: How is the System Governed? 
If we are to assess fairly the potential impact that SBM/SDM may have on 
the education system in New York City, we need to be very clear about how 
the model fits into the existing governance structure of the New York City 
public school system, paying careful attention to the transference of power 
that takes place among the major players. If we determine that there is 
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virtually no significant realignment of power among these institutions, we 
will examine what limitations this will have on the objectives of the 
proposed reform. In order to accomplish this, we need to review briefly 
what the current governance structure looks like so that we may determine 
if the changes under SBM/SDM will be sufficient to meet some of the 
objectives stated above. 

School governance in New York City consists of a seven-member, 
appointed, Central Board with the chancellor as its director, and 32 local 
community school districts, each of which is managed by nine-member 
community school boards that select district superintendents. 

Since the Decentralization Law of 1969, which divided the New York 
City School System into 32 community school districts, local community 
boards have been responsible for hiring district superintendents and ap
pointing principals and assistant principals from lists of eligible candidates 
who were licensed by the Central Board. They are also responsible for 
policies concerning the curricula in their respective districts. The district 
superintendent manages the local boards and assumes responsibility for 
compliance with local, state, and federal laws governing schools. Under 
school-based management/shared decision-making, the local school board 
would establish goals and standards of leadership for the schools, establish 
standards for evaluation and approve basic funding formulas. However, 
local boards would no longer have the power to make decisions concerning 
the curricula and organization of their respective schools.8 The district su
perintendent would continue to be held accountable for implementing the 
Central Board's policies at the district level. 

Under SBM/SDM, the Central Board is intended to be primarily a policy
making branch, responsible for establishing goals and standards of leadership 
for the schools, establishing monitoring and evaluation systems, providing 
technical assistance where it is needed, and coordinating the implementation 
of SBM/SDM. In fact, as described by Fernandez in the article mentioned 
above, the reform does little to change the roles of the central and local 
boards. 

School-based management/shared decision-making places the decision
making process concerned with budgeting, staffing, and curriculum at the 
school level. It assigns a managerial role to the district superintendent, 
making him accountable to the local board, and creates in the chancellor and 
the Central Board the role of ultimate arbiters when there are disagreements 
within the system. 

Although there has been an attempt by the Central Board to transfer 
power from the local boards to the individual schools, we conclude that it 
has not been substantial. Despite the Central Board's attempts to clarify the 
new roles of the governing structure under SBM/SDM, there is still a great 
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deal of confusion among some of the district superintendents about their 
new functions in particular and the functions of the community board in 
general. However, despite the fact that we have not seen evidence of a truly 
defined and substantial transference of power from the traditional players 
to the individual schools, we do see evidence of increasing autonomy in 
SBM/SDM schools. We provide examples in the form of case studies later 
in the paper. 

It should be noted that SBM/SDM is being implemented in New York 
City at the same time that discussions are taking place concerning the 
governing structure of the public school system.9 Whereas Thomas Sobol, 
the state commissioner of education, is examining recommendations con
cerning governing structure, the Gill and Marchi Commissions are provoking 
thought and debate on the issue of governance in the context of the New 
York City Board of Education. The former investigates corruption in de
centralized districts and chooses the community school boards as the locus 
for change; the latter was mandated to review and make recommendations 
for changes in New York's Decentralization Law. Clearly, school-based 
management/shared decision-making is implicated in the work of both of 
these commissions, since it requires modifying the school's organizational 
structure while maintaining the institutions that have traditionally been at 
the center of the bureaucratic process in New York City. 

In January 1991, the Marchi Commission concluded that "...the corrup
tion-plagued system be retained but that it be divided into smaller districts 
and that more power be shifted to the school level."10 We are unconvinced 
by commission member Dr. Mario Raimo's comments that "this is a major 
transformation of the school system that until now has been hierarchical 
and bureaucratic."11 If anything, the commission's proposal heightens the 
level of bureaucracy (by augmenting the number of school districts and 
establishing a ward system) that many feel is at the heart of the problem. In 
addition, we believe it is very unlikely that a commission that was itself 
created by the state legislature would attempt to implement any reform 
strategy that greatly curtails the power of the local school boards. They are 
given no incentives to do so, since these boards continue to empower 
legislators in return for political patronage. 

We would argue that precisely because SBM / SDM constitutes an attempt 
at reform from the top down, the very institutions that many feel are at the 
root of the problem are left unchanged12. However, this does not necessarily 
imply that SBM/SDM will offer nothing to New York City. One specific 
question that we explore further is whether or not SBM/SDM would offer 
improved educational programs and achievement for all students, in
creased accountability and greater flexibility and responsibility in educa
tional planning, budget development and management at the school level. 
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The Politics of Adoption: Institutional Dynamics 
Having defined the current organization of the school governance structure 
and outlined Fernandez' proposed goals, we can now examine the broader 
political and organizational issues affecting SBM/SDM's implementation. 
The existing educational bureaucracies, the unions, community composi
tion and financial constraints each affect the implementation of SBM/SDM 
in New York City. 

Fernandez has centralized substantive decision-making authority on 
SBM/ SDM reform, by issuing the directives for SBM/ SDM from Livingston 
Street and by making the final decision as to which schools will constitute 
the program participants. This effort at consolidating the responsibilities for 
reform has elicited criticism from some educators who question the skill 
and competency with which Fernandez and his staff are making key 
decisions.13 

Two centralized control offices are the Office of Technical Support, that 
provides participating schools with teacher training workshops, facilitators, 
and other forms of technical support in the planning of SBM/SDM; and the 
Office of Parental Involvement, established for the parents and community 
members of SBM/SDM schools. However, some of the superintendents and 
principals do not view the staffs of either support office as knowledgeable 
regarding public school issues. Such critics base their judgements partially 
on direct dealings with the offices, but also on prejudices against individuals 
on the staffs who do not have backgrounds in teaching.14 Another criticism 
is that the facilitators are very often not available for the schools' advisory 
board meetings, and if they are available, the amount of time they have to 
devote to the school is minimal and fragmented.15 

To demonstrate the existence of strong leadership at the Central Board, 
Fernandez is flexing his authoritative muscles in the direction of the 
superintendents and the local boards. He recently fired two superintendents, 
a responsibility usually reserved for the local boards. In the first round of 
court battles, the New York Supreme Court ruled that Fernandez overstepped 
his authority. In general, his confrontational methods have reflected a 
specific disregard for the authority of the superintendents and local boards 
in favor of putting control in his central staff. 

John Falco, assistant superintendent for schools in District 4 criticized the 
way SBM/SDM has been implemented in New York City, stating 
"Fernandez' idea of shared decision-making is that he makes the decisions 
and shares them with us."16 Although the process has been perceived as top 
down, it has been so only in the sense that momentum for SBM/SDM 
originated at the Central Board. The schools themselves decided whether or 
not to submit proposals and what content those proposals would have. In 
fact, several schools in New York had been using some form of shared 
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decision-making before Fernandez came to office. 
While he has not explicitly articulated the intention to do so, Fernandez 

may be bypassing superintendent and local board authority in order to give 
schools the discretion they need for SBM/SDM. Whereas previously the 
local school boards had some control over curriculum and budgeting 
policies, Fernandez' plan allows individual schools to assume these respon
sibilities.17 If successful, SBM/SDM will eventually no longer need some of 
the more centralized support bureaucracy established to get it off the 
ground. Fernandez has encountered and may continue to encounter op
position from those who perceive his management of SBM/SDM as 
inconsistent with the theoretical basis for the reform, and from those who 
perceive his reallocations of authority as a threat to their own power. Thus 
far, the City's educational bureaucracy has affected the way in which 
Fernandez chose to administer and support the reform indirectly. One 
could argue that he did not create a large district role in the administration 
of SBM/SDM. But despite the fact that Fernandez has made little effort to 
include the local boards in the implementation process, they have not 
collectively opposed the reform. 

A discussion of the New York City educational governance structure 
should not exclude the role of New York State's Board of Education. The 
State Board of Education has responsibility for deciding state-wide edu
cational policies, setting curriculum guidelines and overseeing school 
performance. It insures accountability through student testing, school 
accreditation and teacher certification. Currently, there is a nation-wide 
trend toward more state regulation of schools. 

Perhaps the greatest influence the state can exert on Fernandez' plan is 
through its funding policy. In his 1991 budget proposal, Fernandez stated 
that "SBM/SDM will not work unless we ensure that our school system has 
an adequate level of basic resources,...[a] level of resources not yet in 
place."18 As it stands now, many districts in New York City receive fewer 
funds than some suburban districts. This year, Fernandez has refered to the 
Salerno Commission's recommendations concerning the fairness in fund
ing issue. The commission recommends guaranteeing realistic pupil counts, 
adjusting for regional cost differences, and recognizing inner-city poverty. 

In his budget, Fernandez criticized the state's use of categorical funding, 
whereby the state issues grants to the city for targeted programs. By 
restricting schools' ability to allocate these funds, he argues that the specific 
needs of individual schools cannot be met. He also accused the state of not 
trusting the New York City educational system's financial management. He 
has criticized the state most forcefully for its limits on discretionary funding 
for school-based initiatives.19 

Educational professionals such as Myron Lieberman have posited that 
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unions are the major obstacles to educational reform.20 His claim is based on 
the fact that much of what constitutes educational reform today is subject to 
collective bargaining either directly or indirectly. However, Lieberman 
may be overstating the case when he asserts that because unions at heart 
represent only "teacher" interests such as higher salaries and shorter days, 
they very often do not support general educational interests. As Ronald 
Jones of the U.F.T. has pointed out, teacher unions do represent broader 
educational interests through their roles as professional societies simply 
because teacher interests are of themselves inclusive of more general 
educational goals such as improved pupil performance.21 

Not only are unions potentially supportive of certain types of educational 
reform, but they are especially prone to advocate precisely SBM/SDM's 
brand of reform strategies. That is because the nature of the SBM/SDM 
reform is itself ideologically in agreement with traditional union interests. 
Teacher professionalism and autonomy are at the center of the SBM/SDM 
reform strategy in New York City. As a result, both the U.F.T. and the Board 
of Education in New York have encouraged the establishment of an inter
dependent relationship based on shared interests.22 

The U.F.T. has ensured a continuing voice in SBM/SDM reform through 
several stipulations in its Memorandum of Agreement with the Board of 
Education. These establish, among other things, that the union representative 
from each SBM/SDM school must hold a seat on the decision-making 
committee, that a majority of the team must be non-supervisory pedagogues, 
and that non-administrative staff (e.g. teachers and support staff) must 
show 75 percent support for SBM/SDM in order for its existence and 
continuation.23 

As an employer and as an institution, the union has political motivations 
for supporting SBM/SDM reform.24 Its support of Fernandez has facilitated 
bargaining and ensured that it will continue to be a major player in the 
further development of the reform. Furthermore, by fostering the percep
tion that it is a proponent of educational reform, the union can swing the tide 
of public opinion in its favor, a factor that it can use to its advantage in public 
sector bargaining.25 

So far, the U.F.T. has had a positive effect on the implementation of 
Fernandez' New York City version of SBM/SDM. However, the union may 
come to exert a negative effect on the reform effort. Of the chancellor's $90 
million 1990-91 budget request, $13 million was specified for "Professional 
Development," another $54 million for expanded staffing.26 This has led 
some non-teaching educators to believe that the bond between the U.F.T. 
and Fernandez has become too close, and has created a concentration of 
power in the union. Through its newly acquired power and already sub
stantial resources, the union may perpetuate its control unfairly. 

The Council of Supervisors and Administrators, which represents 
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principals in New York, has been a somewhat reluctant supporter of SBM/ 
SDM. Principals stand to lose the most power as decision-making authority 
is transferred to the decision-making teams. The union has agreed to back 
SBM/SDM only when these teams base their decisions on consensus rather 
than majority voting. This ensures that teachers will not control the decision
making process.27 

Since New York was divided into districts in the late 1960s, the Board of 
Education has not evaluated the effectiveness of current parent / community 
organizations in encouraging participation in schools, nor have they pro
vided any institutionalized support for parents who want to have an active 
role in the education of their children.28 This is particularly disturbing given 
the results of several studies that have shown that a student's educational 
success is directly related to the correlation of teacher and parent values, 
and the ability of parents and teachers to communicate.29 Over the past ten 
years in at least fifty different studies, researchers have come to a general 
consensus:".. .everyone benefits when parents are involved in their children's 
education. Not only do individual children and their families function more 
effectively, but there is an aggregate effect on the performance of students 
and teachers when schools collaborate with parents."30 

But despite agreement that parents may contribute to student achieve
ment by expressing an interest in their children's education, many educa
tors feel that decisions about the organization, management, and curricula 
of schools should be left to professionals. In New York City, this has resulted 
in a feeling of alienation on the part of many parents who are participating 
in decision-making teams. Recently, a teacher in New York's P.S. 192, who 
is herself in favor of parent involvement, expressed the concern that her 
colleagues discouraged enthusiastic parents through their stereotyped 
views of parental roles.31 

During the fall, Fernandez established an Office of Parental Support to 
provide special training workshops for parents involved in SBM/SDM 
schools. This initial effort to involve parents in SBM /SDM did not, however, 
receive any funding in his 1990-91 budget.32 Despite the fact that budgets 
alone do not determine an administration's commitment to a policy initiative, 
his failure to follow through with these support efforts demonstrates that 
Fernandez has not made parental involvement one of his major concerns. 

A final issue often raised in an analysis of educational reform is that of 
funding. SBM/SDM's viability given New York City's financial situation is 
questionable.33 The only funding being provided for SBM/SDM in its initial 
stage are start-up or planning grants. Many of the schools have received 
these funds out of Chapter One federal grants. Those not eligible for 
Chapter One grants, however, are funded through the City's education 
budget. While he has articulated a commitment to fund SBM/SDM plan-
ning grants through this year, it is uncertain whether he will be able to 
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continue this commitment in the future given economic and budgetary 
constraints. 

Two Case Studies: Snapshots of SBM/SDM in New York City 
There are currently 130 schools participating in the SBM/SDM program, 
and by the end of the school year the Central Board expects there to be 200 
schools participating.34 These schools were given extremely broad guide
lines to follow in formulating their proposals. Consequently, the composition 
of the SBM/SDM decision-making teams, the scope of their authority, and 
the organizational structure of each management unit is different. While we 
cannot be exhaustive in our exploration of the programs implemented by 
different schools, two case studies will give some indication of the range of 
reforms. 

P.S. 13: The Creative Learning Center35 

P.S. 13 is a middle school in District 4, located in East Harlem. It serves 
approximately 200 children in grades 6-8. A brief look at the history of the 
Creative Learning Center (CLC) reveals that the school went from being one 
of the better schools in New York City in the mid-1970s to one of the worst 
by 1980. The school was marked by low teacher and student morale, poor 
academic performance, and high drop-out rates and absenteeism. Drugs, 
alcohol and violence exacerbated the problems. It became a dumping 
ground for students who were unwanted by other schools. 

In 1985, under director Michael Fisher's guidance, the first precursors to 
SBM/SDM were enacted. They entailed involving teachers in the school in 
a broader sense than just in the classroom. The school introduced an 
innovative student leadership program, and anticipated further changes to 
improve the school environment and effectiveness. 

When the school received information concerning SBM/SDM, they 
already had an informal decision-making structure in place and an active 
parents' association. Although under the guidelines of the Central Board, 75 
percent of the school staff would have to approve of a plan to implement 
school-based management/shared decision-making, at P.S. 13 there was 
100 percent approval. A formal SBM/SDM team was elected that included 
5 teachers, 2 parents, and the director, and it was agreed that decisions 
would be made by consensus. The planning grant for CLC amounted to 
about $3000.36 

Under the proposal, several changes were made to the school's curriculum, 
organization, and accountability mechanisms. For example, the school day 
was restructured so that 40 minute classes were replaced by 60 minute 
classes.37 Classes were reduced from 30 students each to 20. Two hours per 
week were allocated for "Power Hours," where students work indepen
dently and receive in-school tutoring from teachers. Homerooms were 
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expanded to 30 minute "Family Hours." This time is devoted to class 
discussions on careers, health, guidance, and other group activities, often 
led by outside speakers. Family hour is intended to raise self-esteem and 
provide the children with positive role models. The positive impact of the 
innovation is reflected in the names different homerooms chose to represent 
themselves, including "Brains of Power," "People of Intelligence" and "The 
Brainiacs." 

To track academic achievement and formalize an accountability 
mechanism, school-wide math tests are administered every 6 weeks. The 
tests are prepared by the CLC math teachers and are given to every student 
in the school. To monitor progress in English, each student is required to 
participate in a monthly essay contest, on a topic chosen by the English 
teachers. Contest winners in each grade are rewarded with movie tickets. In 
order to reduce absenteeism, homerooms compete for attendance records 
and the homeroom with the best monthly attendance record is allowed to 
replace one weekly Power Hour with a recreation hour. 

As director, Michael Fisher has maintained his authority to make many 
decisions and takes it upon himself to resolve all problems that are not 
explicitly placed under the authority of the SBM/SDM team. His recent 
decision to institute captive lunch" periods, where students are required 
to stay on the school's premises, was unpopular among the teachers. He 
noted that some of the school's teachers believed "... they should be able 
to get involved in decisions regarding anything from hiring and firing [of 
other teachers] to toilet paper," even though those powers were not spe
cifically articulated in the proposal. 

It is too early to see substantial changes in academic performance. 
Director Michael Fisher acknowledges that CLC is rarely a student's first 
choice, and the school still frequently receives students that are not wanted 
by other schools in District 4. Nevertheless, absenteeism has been reduced, 
nnd teachers report enthusiasm for the program. Whereas in previous years 
only 1-2 percent of the school's students scored at or above grade level in 
standardized tests of English and math, this year teachers indicate that a 
third of the students have the potential to pass the tests. 

P.S. 19238 

P.S. 192 is an elementary school located on Harlem's western edge. Aca
demically, it ranks 509th out of the city's 619 elementary schools, and 
roughly 30 percent of its 1325 students read at the national average for their 
grade. It is located in a neighborhood that is largely Latino and working 
class or poor. 

SBM/SDM was initiated here in September, and decisions are now being 
made by a 13-member council that includes the principal and assistant 
principal, a parent, a school aide, a guidance counselor, and seven teachers, 
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one of whom represents the union. Because of the size and diversity of both 
the school and the council, radical reforms have been avoided in favor of a 
focus on the basics. Central to the council's proposal is a plan for increased 
teacher training that includes a series of 30 teacher training workshops in 
reading, bilingual education, the art of storytelling, and other subjects. It 
also includes some minor changes such as the creation of a kindergarten 
library. Although the decision-making group meets weekly, meetings have 
been plagued with miscommunications and have focused mainly on staff 
issues rather than educational ones. The principal, Lydia Silva, has main
tained her authority to hire teachers, plan schedules and make most day-to-
day decisions. 

Parental involvement in SBM/SDM planning at P.S. 192 is limited to one 
member. Richard W. Wong, a Cantonese immigrant who never finished 
high school himself, uses his position as vice president of the parents' 
association to represent the views of the mainly Latino population. Although 
he is enthusiastic about his new role in the school, his participation in the 
decision-making has been minimal. According to city-wide parent advo
cates, Mr. Wong's influence is typical of other parents on SBM/SDM teams, 
many of whom feel as though they are being treated as token observers. Jan 
Atwell, president of United Parent Associations, a coalition of 300 parent 
groups, stated that "It's hard for parents to be taken seriously and to take 
this seriously when their role seems at the outset to be diminished." Linda 
Friedman, a fifth grade teacher at the school, agrees, and believes profes
sionals are responsible for the distance parents feel. 

At P.S. 192, however, parents are taking active steps toward increasing 
their role. Attendance at parent meetings was up 50 percent over the 
previous school year to 101 participants in November. Unlike those at most 
other SBM/SDM schools, the council has organized a series of monthly 
parent workshops, the first of which was attended by 180 parents. These 
workshops focus on how parents can incorporate educational concepts in 
the home, such as teaching about geometric shapes. There is no formal 
mechanism in place to provide parents training in educational policy and 
assertiveness. Yet, as pointed out by Vincent Gaglione, the school's delegate 
from the U.F.T., parent members of the team have equal say in whether or 
not a motion passes, and consequently have the potential to play a significant 
role. 

Summing Up: Looking at the Whole Picture 
The two schools examined briefly above reflect some of the diversity among 
reforms now being implemented under SBM. In both cases, decisions are 
made by consensus, but if they had so chosen, they could have used some 
other decision-making mechanism such as majority rule. Although neither 
of the school-based management teams transferred the power to hire and 
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fire teachers from the principal to the SBM/SDM council, they could have 
included such a transfer in their proposal if they had wished. Some schools 
have made substantial changes in schedules and curriculum. For example, 
one school in District 23 decided that grades K-3 would no longer be graded. 
Other decision-making groups have substantially less authority under their 
proposals. It is important to note, however, that in most cases the decisions 
made by the school council rested formerly with the principal. 

Reasons and incentives to implement the reform are also diverse. There 
are several reasons for the school community to support the reform. Some 
teachers advocate the reform for no reason other than the fact that the U.F.T 
supports it so strongly. If teachers really believe the reforms will improve 
student achievement, reduce absenteeism and lead to a better working 
environment, this garners more support. Whether teachers have this 
commitment to the idea of SBM/SDM hinges to a great degree upon 
whether or not the school has a unified focus or vision that unites the 
community, and whether the school has effective leadership. If teachers do 
not go into the reform really believing in its potential for improvement, or 
if they do not perceive substantive results, support will erode, and individual 
teachers will have no reason to participate or innovate. Additionally, the 
impending financial constraints in New York City give schools that are at 
all interested in the reform reason to expedite the implementation to take 
advantage of current funding guarantees. Once a school has decided to buy 
into SBM/SDM, additional questions are raised about the incentives for the 
schools toactuallyundertakesignificantchanges. This issuewill be discussed 
later. 

The support of superintendents can also influence a school's decision to 
enter into SBM/SDM. Abby Kessler, SBM/SDM coordinator for District 28, 
noted that support for the initiative among superintendents is not universal,' 
and that schools in districts who have supportive superintendents tend to 
have a higher concentration of SBM/SDM schools. To encourage partici
pation, Coleman Genn, former Superintendent of District 28, issued a 
special guarantee of support to all schools in his district. Partly as a result, 
11 of the initial 80 schools in the pilot program were in his district.39 In contrast' 
the superintendent for P.S. 192 was less supportive, and recently decided to 
withdraw the decision-making team's authority to allocate funds. 

As demonstrated in the case studies, the accountability mechanisms built 
into the SBM/SDM reforms are vague. In applying for the SBM/SDM 
program, schools were required to present concrete goals in terms of 
academic achievement, attendance and other areas, and were encouraged 
to institute additional measures through which to gauge progress, in the 
manner of P.S. 13. While the Central Board did not impose a formal 
structure for evaluating SBM/SDM schools, the schools do face the threat 
of having their SBM status removed if results are not satisfactory. A school 
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that started school-based management a year ago in District 4 has already 
been removed from the program by the assistant district superintendent 
because conflicts between council members made productive decision
making impossible.40 

SBM/SDM: Projecting the Results 
It is clear to us that SBM/SDM has codified what in fact had been taking 
place in some schools in New York City prior to Fernandez' arrival. School-
based management efforts in place before the arrival of this year's initiative 
included projects such as School Based Options, which allows school staff 
to modify contractual work rules or Board regulations when change is 
approved by 75 percent of the faculty; Project SAIL, which allows school 
professionals to design experimental ungraded primary units for children 
in a few schools; Schoolwide Projects, which offers greater flexibility in the 
use of funds to Chapter One schools; and The Chancellor's Corridor Project, 
which supports planning for local decision-making in 16 school clusters.41 

School-based management/ shared decision-making is consistent with these 
efforts and provides a mechanism and an incentive for more schools to 
participate in reform strategies. Because SBM/SDM forces schools to be 
reflective about their educational strategies with respect to the population 
of students they serve, SBM/SDM is serving a useful purpose. To our 
knowledge, this is the first time in recent years that New York City schools 
are being asked systematically to articulate both their educational objectives 
and strategies. 

The evidence provided in this paper suggests that some schools are 
indeed experiencing greater flexibility in planning and budget development, 
in spite of virtually no transference of power among the central and local 
boards, the chancellor, and the schools. In fact, SBM/SDM has created a 
great deal of confusion among the superintendents concerning their re
spective roles under this initiative and the roles of their boards. It would be 
useful if the confusion concerning role definition under SBM/SDM would 
encourage the Board of Education to initiate a more constructive restructur
ing of the current system, but all indicators seem to suggest that this is not 
forthcoming. Not only is meaningful debate concerning restructuring lacking 
at the Central Board, but state initiatives such as the Marchi Commission fail 
to recommend broader transformations of the education bureaucracy. 
Nevertheless, schools such as P.S. 13 in Harlem are exercising a great deal 
of autonomy that has manifested itself in changes in the curriculum, 
organization and accountability mechanisms. As more schools turn to 
SBM/SDM as an alternative educational strategy, New York City will have 
access to different perspectives on the goals of education and how best to 
meet them. 



Educating New York City 133 

There is also evidence that SBM/SDM has increased opportunities for 
parent participation. Whereas some would argue that parental involvement 
in school policy is not necessarily constructive, we are in agreement with 
educators who believe that parental involvement may contribute positively 
to student achievement, especially if the school serves a large number of 
impoverished and disadvantaged students.42 There is also evidence that 
SBM/SDM is promoting effective participation of groups that have tradi
tionally been excluded from contributing to decisions regarding their 
children's education.43 Parental involvement spurred on by SBM/SDM 
may improve the organizational culture of some of these schools as students 
begin to see their parents take an active role in their school experience. 

Although SBM/SDM will not necessarily promote improved educa
tional programs—programs that demonstrate a quantifiable improvement 
in student achievement—one should not dismiss the possibility altogether. 
The reform effort is, in fact, beginning to offer the New York City public 
school system an incentive to tailor its programs to the needs of its clients. 
It is accomplishing this by systematically providing individuals who are in 
a position to know what works in their schools the authority to reorganize. 
SBM/SDM in New York City is trying to accomplish its goals primarily by 
emphasizing the importance of teacher professionalization.44 

If by "true reform" we mean a radical realignment of power among the 
institutions that make up the governance structure of the New York City 
public schools, our research suggests that SBM/SDM does not constitute a 
true reform strategy. It would be a mistake, however, to underestimate its 

achievements to date and its potential contributions to a better education 
system in New York City. SBM/SDM codifies a theory that gives schools the 
incentive to be reflective about the needs of their students and the power to 
make some changes. Still, it is also clear that no mechanism exists to provide 
personal incentives for teachers, parents and administrators to improve the 
quality of education in their respective schools. In other words, the crucial 
question concerning principal-agent problems is still left unanswered by 
proponents of the program.45 

One could argue that SBM/SDM does nothing other than orchestrate a 
series of incremental changes that do nothing to improve upon or eliminate 
those institutions that are at the heart of the problem, but it would be 
premature to say this. Yet, the likelihood of implementation of any alter
natives that challenge and undermine the power of the traditional institu-
tions is very low. 

One should also keep in mind that both the U.F.T. and the Central Board 
are banking on this project. The union has an institutional stake in SBM/ 
SDM and is committed to seeing it achieve solid results for reasons that have 
already been discussed. This paper suggests that we may look towards 
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SBM/SDM with a certain amount of cautious optimism knowing that, at 
this time, it is unlikely that more radical reform efforts will be implemented. 

Final Questions: Where do we go from here? 
Beyond the central question that motivated this research on school-based 
management/shared decision-making in New York City—what can it offer 
New York City schools?—there are other questions that should be addressed 
by those individuals concerned with improving the quality of education in 
general, and for New York City students in particular. 

Because implementation of SBM/SDM in New York City is characterized 
among other things by extraordinary union support, it would be useful to 
explore the effect that the involvement of the U.F.T. will have on the quality 
of educational programs at the school level. In other words, is the U.F.T. 
distorting the potential benefits of a reform strategy such as SBM/SDM 
through its influence on and connection to the chancellor? 

All efforts to reform our education system should be held accountable to 
standards that will allow interested individuals to judge the merits and 
shortcomings of the program. SBM/SDM is no exception. Although schools 
are required to include accountability mechanisms in their SBM/SDM 
proposals, are they too broad and undefined to ensure that SBM/SDM will 
be evaluated in a useful and objective manner? 

Also, given the likelihood that funding for SBM/SDM will not be 
sustainable over the coming years, how many schools will be able to 
maintain the ethos or organizational culture that helps to unify the goals of 
the school after a concrete, financial incentive is removed? 

Finally, incentives will have to be created to encourage the agents to act 
in a manner that maximizes the quality of the services they provide. Is 
SBM/SDM able to create a system of personal incentives that motivates 
individuals to improve upon the quality of education offered and, if so, 
what may this system look like? 

By exploring these questions, we will be in a better position to evaluate 
the effects that school-based management/shared decision-making will 
have in New York City schools. 
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