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Baltimore: Mayoral Control in Decline

The Baltimore example is not nearly as sanguine. In 1997, in response to poor educational 
performance and ongoing fiscal problems, the state legislature in Maryland altered the 
city’s charter, reducing the power of the mayor’s office to influence Baltimore schools. 
The new system, known as the city-state partnership, created a power-sharing agreement 
between the governor and the mayor. The two were to appoint a new nine-member board 
that would be given complete control over Baltimore schools.  

Prior to 1997, Baltimore had one of the longest and strongest forms of mayoral control 
of any city. The mayor controlled the school board through the appointment process. In 
Marion Orr’s telling narrative of Baltimore’s school politics, he argues that while techni-
cally the board appointed the superintendent, in reality, the superintendent served at the 
mayor’s pleasure. The school system essentially functioned as a department in the mayor’s 
office, subject to the same budgetary review guidelines as other city agencies.4  

Under mayoral control, schools became a source of mayoral patronage. The city’s black 
leadership increasingly relied on the school system as a source of middle-class jobs, and 
the mayor’s office relied on their support during the election season.5 Rather than use 
their electoral coalition to advance a clear reform vision, the mayors of Baltimore all too 
often short-changed the public schools. James Cibulka, in an issue of Education Next, 
argues that the decline of mayoral involvement in public schools began with the election 
of William Donald Schaefer (1971-1986), when the mayoral-controlled board became 
embroiled in a conflict with the black community.6 The political risks the mayor faced 
advancing an agenda and disrupting the status quo simply became too high. 

The decline of mayoral control in Baltimore suggests that the political dynamics of cities 
are critical to understanding the potential impacts on the educational system. When 
the mayor’s office assumes control with the support of a reform coalition, much like 
what happened in Boston, positive change can be expected. However, when the mayor’s 
electoral support is dependent upon the very people who have a stake in the status quo, 
change will be unlikely, if not impossible.

4.	 Marion Orr, “Baltimore: The Limits of Mayoral Control,” in Mayors in the Middle (see note 24), 27-58.

5.	 Ibid.

6.	 James Cibulka, “Old Wine, New Bottles,” Education Next 1, no. 4 (2001).
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Weak Hybrid 

In weak hybrid systems, the mayor appoints a minority of school board members and does 
not choose the superintendent. The remaining board members are either appointed by 
another city or state officer, or elected by popular vote. Power sharing between the governor 
and the mayor has become one option in urban districts where performance is particularly 
weak and is often coupled with more state funding. For example, in Philadelphia, the mayor 
appoints two of the five board members while the governor appoints the remaining three. 
In effect, electoral representation on the Philadelphia school board is a thing of the past.

Other weak hybrid systems attempt to increase mayoral influence in education while main-
taining electoral representation on the board. This system provides mayors with direct 
influence over board governance and decisionmaking, but they must cooperate with other 
board members to implement a reform plan. If the mayor is unable to garner the support of 
other board members, the same problems posed by traditional elected boards (for example, 
narrow constituent interests) are likely to continue. 

In addition, accountability remains dispersed in this model, undercutting one of the 
primary reasons for adopting alternative selection mechanisms for school boards. When 
reform fails to deliver promised results or the decisionmaking process breaks down, board 
members may blame one another for insufficient action. Fragmentation leads to conflict 
among board members, as they struggle to be responsive to their own constituency rather 
than work consistently to implement a reform vision.

Weak hybrid governance could promote better-coordinated services for children and 
families by creating a connection between city hall and the schools. Because the mayor 
gains a direct stake in the outcome of reform, he or she may bring leadership to education 
policy and facilitate the entrance of new participants into the school system, including 
business organizations, nonprofits, and other community groups with whom the mayor is 
better connected. 

Evidence from Philadelphia, including rising test scores and the implementation of an 
ambitious reform agenda, suggests mayors in weak hybrid systems can have a positive 
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impact. Yet scholars disagree as to whether a weak hybrid system can work. Michael Kirst 
of Stanford University suggests that while he supported granting control to Oakland’s 
mayor, the resulting compromise, a weak hybrid system, did not work.42 Three years after 
Mayor Jerry Brown gained formal powers over the schools, fiscal insolvency led to a state 
takeover.43 Without a majority of board members, the mayor lacks an incentive to dedicate 
significant resources to leading education. The political risks are high while the degree of 
mayoral influence remains low.

Informal Mayoral Influence

Of the five forms of board governance we have discussed in this section, informal mayoral 
influence is the only one that does not require that city hall have any formal legal authority. 
School boards in cities with informal mayoral influence are elected, either by ward or 
district, and accountability remains dispersed. Yet even without formal powers, mayors 
enjoy several tools to affect change in education policy.

Mayors in Sacramento and Los Angeles, for example, endorsed slates of candidates in school 
board elections—winning majorities on both boards.44 The use of endorsements remains 
a relatively new strategy, so little is known about its long-term effectiveness. Without the 
power to remove board members who oppose the mayor’s reform agenda, the mayor may 
lack the leverage to advocate for significant reform.  

In addition to endorsements, mayors also exercise influence within the larger civic 
community. With their greater political capital, mayors may mobilize a city’s resources and 
focus public attention on the educational system by, for example, setting up a public com-
mission to study issues affecting children. 

Lacking formal authority though, the mayor’s influence may be insufficient to overcome 
the intense barriers to real reform. Furthermore, mayoral interest may wane over time, 
particularly because systemic reform requires a sustained effort before results are seen—a 
political risk that mayors may be unwilling to make. 

42.	 Personal communication, August 3, 2007.

43.	 Dean E. Murphy, “Dream Ends for Oakland School Chief as State Takes Over,” New York Times, June 8, 2003. 

44.	 Michael W. Kirst, Mayoral Influence, New Regimes, and Public School Governance, CPRE Research Report Series, RR-049 
(Pennsylvania: Consortium for Policy Research in Education, 2002).
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Informal influence, however, shows potential for bringing greater coherence to board policy, 
broadening civic participation in school reform, and facilitating connections between 
schools and other city services. In particular, the mayor’s connections with business, foun-
dations, and other community organizations may build the civic capacity for sustained 

reform.45

Critiques of Mayoral Control

Opponents of mayoral control suggest that appointed boards are less democratic, more 
subject to patronage, and less responsive to traditionally underrepresented neighborhoods. 
Supporters argue just the opposite, that mayoral control increases public involvement and 
accountability in education because the mayor’s constituencies are broader and a higher 
percentage of the citizenry vote in mayoral elections. While participation rates are higher 
in the politics surrounding city hall, they are also more diffuse in that the mayor is ac-
countable to the public for a range of city services, not just education. If mayoral interest in 
education wanes over time but the mayor continues to perform well in other areas of gov-
ernance, accountability for the schools will remain weak. For example, Baltimore’s mayor 
William Donald Schaefer was re-elected three times between 1971 and 1986 (and then 
elected governor), largely based on his record of successful downtown redevelopment. But 
by most accounts, his leadership over the schools was “regarded as weak and ineffective, 
his greatest failure”.46

Increased patronage is a concern that supporters of mayoral control should not dismiss. 
While the rise of a new breed of mayor in cities across the U.S. gives hope to some that 
political corruption in city hall has ended, examples of political patronage in the schools 
can be drawn from recent history (see, for example, Chicago and Baltimore).47

Furthermore, one of the primary justifications for mayoral control is to ensure that narrow 
interest groups do not dominate education policy. Yet there is little evidence that suggests 
that in the long term mayors are any more resistant to interest group pressure than elected 

45.	 Marschall and Shah, “Policy Churn.”

46.	 Quoted in Orr, “Limits of Mayoral Control,” 37.

47.	 See Wong et al., The Education Mayor, for a description of this “new-style mayor.” For a good account of school politics 
in Chicago, see Paul Peterson, School Politics, Chicago Style (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1976).
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boards. In fact, some mayors draw directly on the support of school employee unions, 
which raises the question of whether they can lead a reform-minded agenda and fix the 
precarious financial situations of most urban school districts.48 Even in the absence of a 
union-dominated electoral coalition, it seems likely that once organized interests re-group 
around the new governance arrangement, their power to influence school policy will 
continue. 

In sum, reforming school governance, and ultimately affecting change in student outcomes, 
requires more than reducing the power of existing organized interests; it requires the in-
stitutionalization of a new, broad-based reform coalition such as the one a mayor needs to 
lead a city, a coalition willing to reach out to a variety of stakeholders while also maintain-
ing a strategic and visionary reform agenda.  

Ultimately, the effectiveness of any governance systems depends on both the institutions 
and the policymakers involved. Changing the governing arrangements may lead to more 
effective governance if the newly enabled policymakers use their authority to streamline 
policymaking, increase the transparency of decisionmaking, and ensure accountability for 
school processes and outcomes. There is scant evidence that suggests that mayoral control 
necessarily leads to these outcomes. Furthermore, the success stories most cited by the lit-
erature—Boston, Chicago, and New York—are more complex than they appear, and what 
impact they have had is the result of the leadership tenure of one mayor. Little is known 
about what will happen to the educational system once a new mayor comes into office (as 
will happen in New York when Bloomberg’s term ends in 2009). 

What does all this suggest for school districts considering mayoral control? In reality, the 
picture is neither as rosy as proponents claim nor as bleak as critics allege. For districts 
facing serious governance challenges, such as fiscal insolvency, persistent low academic 
achievement, high leadership turnover, and low public confidence, the mayor’s leadership 
may provide the jolt needed to shock the system into improvement. Because the leadership 
potential of the mayor is so important, cities with weak mayors (both institutionally, politi-
cally, or personally) will not succeed under mayoral control. Furthermore, support among 
key actors, including the city legislative delegation, the state, and others, is critical. Yet, 
as the analysis here makes clear, even weak mayors may make a difference by expending 
political capital in support of the schools.

48.	 Paul T. Hill, “Getting Hold of District Finances: A Make-or-Break Issue for Mayoral Involvement in Education,” Harvard 
Educational Review 76, no. 2 (2006): 178-285.
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Both formal and informal interventions are risky for mayors. By getting involved in the 
schools, mayors are investing their capital in a volatile and uncertain venture. School 
systems are notoriously difficult to change and some constituents are likely to be offended 
by any reform effort. When provided formal authority over the school system, mayors 
assume responsibility for budgets that are not transparent and are difficult to understand. 
Sometimes, a mayor’s political skills are up to confronting the many challenges facing 
urban schools, but other times, they are not.

While mayoral control may provide momentum for change, it does not guarantee sus-
tainability. In the next section, we discuss other alternative governance reforms that may 
provide some of the benefits of mayoral control while avoiding its pitfalls. 

Additional Governance Options
Mayoral control is not the only alternative governance structure for public education. A 
local school district, and therefore the board that governs it, is a creature of state gov-
ernment and can be reconfigured via legislation at any time. Though an elected board is 
the typical arrangement, states have tried many alternatives, particularly for districts with 
long-standing performance and financial problems.

States have intervened by appointing state administrators who governed without any board 
oversight, by replacing superintendents while leaving boards intact, by hiring private 
firms to operate districts, and by reducing local boards to advisory status. States have also 
combined existing districts—effectively making a healthy district the receiver for a troubled 
district’s schools—and split off parts of existing districts to make new ones. At least one 
state, Pennsylvania, has changed a district’s powers, requiring Philadelphia’s board and 
superintendent to experiment with providing schools in many different ways, including 
entering contracts for provision of instructional services. States could also appoint local 
boards composed of university, foundation, religious, business, and neighborhood leaders 
to oversee public schools.

Another possible approach to changing district governance is to re-define the powers vested 
in local boards. A decade ago, IEL recommended that states re-define local board roles to 
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focus only on policy, not administration.49 Local boards are now ultimately responsible for 
every aspect of district policy, from curriculum and the purchase of textbooks to teacher 
hiring, administrator hiring and promotion, and compliance with state and federal laws. 
States could re-allocate responsibility so that school boards have only a few key powers.

One way to limit board powers is to define them sharply; for example, the board has power 
only to (1) appoint the superintendent, (2) assess the performance of individual schools, 
(3) determine whether new schools are needed in particular neighborhoods, (4) decide 
which schools should continue operating and which should close, (5) re-assign teachers 
from closed schools to new schools, and (6) replace the superintendent. States could also 
eliminate district boards’ control of budgets by requiring that all money be allocated 
directly to schools on the basis of enrollment, and eliminate district-level hiring of teachers 
by making individual schools the employers. 

States could also dramatically change board roles by putting local districts into competition 
with one another. If, for example, two different boards had the power to operate schools 
in one city, the boards would be forced into competition with each other. This could force 
boards to try to use funds as efficiently as possible, provide the best working conditions for 
teachers, and create new schools to meet the needs of newcomers or dissident parents. 

Such options would profoundly change local governance, and would make it harder for 
boards to hide budget problems or ignore educational failures in certain schools. But like 
any governance arrangement, these favor some interests over others and raise their own 
problems. Localities that are trying such ideas often find that their district central offices 
are built for compliance assurance, not performance-based oversight, and lack the data 
or expertise to judge individual school performance. Places like Chicago, New York, and 
Philadelphia are working hard, but sometimes failing, to create such capacities. 

Though each of these options can change the quality of decisionmaking about local schools 
by breaking existing political patterns and empowering new actors, any of them can 
develop problems of their own. Every governance arrangement strengthens some interests 
and allows someone to dominate policy. Ultimately, at least some local groups will feel shut 
out and complain that district leaders are secretive or biased.

49.	 Danzberger, Kirst, and Usdan, School Board Governance.
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As this is written, Seattle leaders are hopeful that a new superintendent and board will work 
well together and solve the district’s problems of low-performing schools in high-poverty 
neighborhoods, declining enrollment, labor unrest, and structural deficits. No one is likely 
to press for profound governance changes with new leadership in place. There may be no 
strong demand for governance changes for several years. However, based on the experi-
ence of districts around the country, it is possible that Seattle will again lose confidence in 
its public education governance system some time in the next decade. At that time, options 
such as these will again be considered.  

The politics of education reform is here to stay, despite the efforts of many to insulate the 
schools from what is seen as inept politicians. Based on our study of these issues, we offer 
three options here that show particular promise for the Seattle Public Schools system. The 
first two would require new state legislation, but the third would not. 

Option #1: Limit the School Board’s Responsibilities

One of the key reasons school boards have come under attack is their inability to focus 
on policymaking and governance rather than implementation and management. 
Micromanagement is not just a problem of poor leadership but often times directly related 
to the increasing number of responsibilities federal, state, and local authorities require 
boards to act upon. Virtually all experts agree that high-functioning boards limit their 
participation in the schools to setting system-level policy, not micromanaging or catering 
to constituent demands.50 By limiting school board responsibilities, districts could insulate 
boards from the political pressures of narrow interests, each seeking a political champion 
for their cause. It would also ensure better board-superintendent relations, as the responsi-
bility of each actor would be well defined and turf wars could be minimized.  

50.	 See Twentieth Century Fund, Facing the Challenge: The Report of the Twentieth Century Fund Task Force on School 
Governance (New York: Twentieth Century Fund Press, 1992); Danzberger, Kirst, and Usdan, Governing Public Schools: New 
Times, New Requirements (Washington, DC: Institute for Educational Leadership, 1992); McAdams, What School Boards Can 
Do.
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Option  #2: Use Mayoral Control as a Transition Strategy

Our review of other cities’ experiences with mayoral control suggests that while it may not 
be an effective strategy in the long term, it can indeed jump-start reform efforts in a city. 
Mayors can engage a coalition of actors that support reform, brining non-traditional actors 
into the process. By doing so, mayors expend their political capital for schools and build the 
city’s capacity for change. In places like New York and Chicago, the mayor’s strong position 
allowed them to reach new deals with interest groups like teachers unions and others to 
support school improvement. By enacting mayoral control as a transition strategy, Seattle 
would sidestep many of the unanticipated consequences of mayoral control while taking 
advantage of its benefits.

Option #3: Create an Independent Community Oversight Board

In the end, our study of governance reform in urban education suggests that any long-term 
reform agenda needs the support of the diverse range of stakeholders concerned with 
education. While the Seattle School Board prizes its commitment to community involve-
ment, this involvement all too often results in micromanagement and turmoil. As a result, 
we suggest the creation of an independent community oversight board that would better 
engage the civic community of Seattle, including those often unheard in the current gov-
ernance system. This board would act to ensure that problems are identified not buried, 
and reforms initiated are carried through their implementation. It would provide a conti-
nuity that the current board lacks because of electoral and superintendent turnover. The 
independent oversight board would not exercise governmental authority but would be an 
interest group that maintained a broad city-wide perspective, rather than representing only 
a neighborhood, school employees, an ethnic group, or a particular school. 
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Conclusion  
This report has highlighted a range of reforms that aim to improve the governance of urban 
school districts. Why do elected and appointed boards face similar governance challenges 
in the long run? One reason emphasized here is that the political dynamics under both can 
be identical. In some districts with elected boards, such as Houston (which received the 
Broad Prize for Education in 2002), a reform-minded board can take power and provide 
the leadership necessary to develop a reform vision. Likewise, mayors elected on the basis 
of a mandate to reform the public schools can provide a catalyst for change, moving a 
troubled district in new directions. In both cases, the sustainability of reform is very fragile 
and can be changed in an instant as a result of shifting political dynamics. Rather than 
pretend that mayoral control will improve the politics surrounding education, a long-term 
solution would ensure that civic participation in school affairs would increase, enabling 
no single interest to dominate school politics and reducing the fragility of the governance 
system that all too often brokers among demands rather than leading schools in new direc-
tions. It takes a city to improve educational governance, and it is time we considered how 
the politics surrounding urban education can sustain rather than hamper reform
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