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tion policy has been dominated by regulations, cate-

gorical programs, and technical assistance by higher
levels of government to stimulate or require lower levels to
make changes in policy and practice (Kirst & Jung, 1986).
There have been many metaphors to depict education pol-
icy within intergovernmental relations including marble
cake or a picket fence. The marble cake recognizes that the
federal, state, and local levels are not distinct, and policy
spills over from one level to another. The picket fence
metaphor is based on categorical programs like Title I or
special education whereby the federal and state levels try
to mandate or stimulate specific local programs. Each
picket in the fence includes administrators (e.g., vocational
education) at all levels of government, and auditors to en-
sure that federal/state funds are spent within a separate
picket.

Intergovernmental policies have more to do with legiti-
mating change or with structure than with the nature of
teaching or classroom practice. A useful metaphor is that
of an “ecology of games” that are largely separate, but do
interact and provide inputs to each intergovernmental
unit. For example, there is a state legislative game, a state
administrative game, a district and school administration
game, and a teaching game (Firestone, 1989). Each game
has separate players, rewards, inputs to other games, and
provides outcomes to other games. Programs from higher
levels are just one of many influences on the local school
district and classroom game. State programs interact with
local demands, local taxes, and needs of local board mem-
bers, local employees, and community groups.

Winning the local game for some players focuses on ob-
taining state categorical and general aid to create more
local programs. But many local administrators are not par-
ticularly rewarded in the intergovernmental game, so they
tend to tune out signals from the state or federal levels.
Teachers see their successes in terms of student learning or
just getting through the day. The publicity surrounding the
passage of an omnibus state or federal reform package is
not central to teachers’ lives. Consequently, this research
review highlights the limited influence of intergovernmen-
tal policy on classroom practice.

This ecology of games in education policy is one appro-
priate concept for the succession of attempts by higher lev-
els of government to leverage and change lower levels. It is
easier to use state regulatory policies to influence adminis-
trators at the local level rather than change classroom

The history of intergovernmental relations in educa-
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teaching. Some state policies employ mandates that outrun
the state’s existing technology and capacity at local class-
room levels. For example, attempts to require business-
oriented budget systems like Program Planning and Man-
agement by Objectives have left scant residue at the local
level (Tyack and Cuban, 1995). In sum, each governmental
level tries to maximize its sphere of influence by seizing
opportunities or rejecting higher level policies.

General Findings From a Decade of Research on
Intergovernmental Relations

Over the last 10 years, researchers have reached general
conclusions about intergovernmental relations.

(a) Power and influence in education intergovernmental
relations is not a zero-sum game whereby one level gains
and another level loses the ability to influence policy (EI-
more & Fuhrman, 1990b). For example, state curricular
frameworks can galvanize more local curriculum policy
making and leadership at the local level, so that the policy
making impact of all governance levels can increase simul-
taneously. For instance, state graduation standards in the
1980s became a required floor beyond which many LEAs
added courses. The dominant concept, then, is mutual in-
fluence among education policy levels, not zero-sum.

Some state mandates, for example, requiring a semester
of economics for high school students, are strongly directive
of local behavior. But mandates and rules have not been the
main strategy for states to guide or influence local curricu-
lar content. California curricular policies in science and so-
cial studies, for example, are not mandates and provide a
framework rather than prescribe a detailed list of content to
be taught. Moreover, many local districts use the state cur-
ricular framework as a springboard for their solution to a
particular local context. Much state policy is characterized
by low enforcement, imprecise policy directives, and local
initiatives. Many local districts not only complied with Cal-
ifornia’s 1983 reform law (SB 813), but also were building
on the state-based mandates to add new policies of their
own (Kirst & Yee in Massell & Fuhrman, 1994). In their
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study of six states (including California), researchers at the
Consortium for Policy Analysis in Education found that:

Local activism in reform has been noted in several stud-
ies of the reform movement. . . .This local activism takes a
variety of forms: staying ahead of the state and of peers
by enacting policies in anticipation of higher state policies
to meet specific needs, and using state policies as a cata-
lyst for achieving district objectives. (Fuhrman & Elmore,
1990).

(b) Deregulation per se (perhaps even including abolish-
ing state codes) does not result in widespread significant
local policy change (Fuhrman & Elmore, 1994). Additional
policies and capacity building usually are needed to utilize
the flexibility and creativity that deregulation may stimu-
late. This implies that elimination of state code sections
should be supplemented with other policies such as tech-
nical assistance. Changes in state or federal regulatory pol-
icy interact with wide variations in local capacity and
context. The impact of deregulation will vary depending
on many local factors, and there may be no central ten-
dency of local responses.

Different policy designs, however, can alter local re-
sponses. For example, blanket waivers have more potential
impact than rule-by-rule waivers. Blanket waivers broaden
the local horizon for change (Fuhrman & Elmore, 1992).
Often LEAs are unaware that some desired local changes
do not require a state waiver. In South Carolina, for exam-
ple, one half of the changes undertaken in the wake of a
flexibility program could have been implemented prior to
deregulation (CPRE, 1992). But automatic sweeping dereg-
ulation may stimulate change because it broadens the hori-
zon for planning change, and removes constraints more
thoroughly than rule-by-rule waivers.

(c) States use differential regulatory strategies whereby
some districts are granted more or less regulation depend-
ing on performance indicators and fiscal problems. The
consequences of state differential treatment strategies are
highly dependent on their designs and the local context.
The less successful schools may be the most in need of
deregulation, but some states restrict waivers to high per-
forming schools (CPRE, 1992). The takeover of low-per-
forming local districts by states has had little direct impact
on schools (Fuhrman & Elmore, 1992). The consequences
of state takeover depend in part on the capacity of the state
agency, and whether it can assist or broker meaningful
help. State takeover of local school districts like Jersey City,
New Jersey, does provide better fiscal control and solvency
in LEAs that have been near bankruptcy or using ques-
tionable fiscal practices. But unless the intervention is
specifically designed to focus on instruction, the state pres-
ence is typically not felt beyond the central office. In sum,
deregulation supporters assume particular types of local
responses, but not much is known about the impact of
large-scale block grants or massive repeal of state codes.

(d) Several states and localities have attempted to use
sanctions and incentives to stimulate desired change or
performance. But incentive systems are still in the trial-
and-error stage. It is very difficult to obtain sufficient po-
litical support for sanctions on teachers or schools, such as
decreasing teacher pay or removing categorical funds.
Using state assessment systems for rewards or sanctions at
the school level has raised serious questions about the reli-
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ability and validity of state assessments for such purposes
(Olsen, 1995; Elmore, Abelmann, & Fuhrman, in press).
Teacher salary schedules have not changed in decades and
continue to include academic credits beyond the BA and
years of service. In sum, intergovernmental incentive sys-
tems are exceedingly complex to design if policymakers
desire to have consistent effects on schools and students
(Odden, 1995).

(e) Many recent curricular reforms (e.g., NCTM stan-
dards) are not clearly specified in terms of expected LEA
and school implementation. State standards and frame-
works have been promulgated in general terms with con-
siderable local latitude (see the standards statements under
U.S. Department of Education grants). Though teachers
may complain that such general policies fail to give sulffi-
cient guidance for instruction (e.g., see Elmore, Fuhrman,
and Abelmann, forthcoming), they still may have an effect
on practice by shaping attitudes about content and perfor-
mance. For example, state curricular policies can change
the local discussion and inject new concepts and thinking
into local policies. This is another example of how inter-
governmental relations need not be a zero-sum game. State
policies can provide knowledge that creeps into local prac-
tice over time such as the use of student portfolios in
Vermont (Cohen & Spillane, 1993). Curricular reform net-
works that are started and supported by government, but
not part of government, have changed classroom practice
(Floden, 1995; O’Day, 1995; Murnane, in press). These re-
form networks such as the California Science Improvement
Network (CSIN) can build teacher capacity, reorient staff
development, and seep into the classroom (CPRE, 1994;
Elmore & Fuhrman, 1994). Policymakers get more impact
by using “push” factors like assessments and frameworks
in conjunction with “pull” factors like incentives and
demonstrations. Some package of these policies has more
potential than stand-alone policies to help classroom-
practice.

The context of teachers is very different in reality from
how many policymakers view intergovernmental impact
on classroom practice (McLaughlin & Talbert, 1993). Con-
sequently, policy needs to be designed from a view in-
side the classroom looking outward rather than from
top/down intergovernmental structures. This classroom
context/practice view indicates that capacity-building
policies such as staff development are crucial if they pro-
vide teachers with coaching, follow-up, and professional
communities for mutual assistance (McLaughlin & Talbert,
1993).

(f) State and local education agencies are slow to adapt
to new policy goals. State Education Agencies (SEAs) are
not well structured or well prepared to help implement
and sustain systemic reform (Lusi, 1994). SEAs are orga-
nized primarily along categorical or special-purpose units
that inhibit policy alignment and comprehensive ap-
proaches. These segmented organizations need to be recast
into shared understandings, roles, and tasks that flatten the
hierarchy. Comprehensive reform requires policy coher-
ence and treatment of holistic problems, so SEA teamwork
and collaboration are crucial. Because even aligned state
policies cannot be expected to have consistent local effects,
adjustments will be needed for diverse local contexts.

Most local central offices suffer from the same frag-
mented structural and operational problems as SEAs (El-
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more, 1995). Until the effective-schools movement in the
1970s, local central offices paid scant attention to curricu-
lum and instruction. District structures resemble geologi-
cal accretions over many years, and are not monolithic
(Cohen, 1982). State policy is just one of many influences,
and LEA central subunits react differentially to policies
from higher levels. In some LEAs, Title I central units are
leading new practice, but in others they are a dominant
unit that inhibits attention to new state assessments or cur-
ricular framework. Some central offices are strong in sci-
ence standards leadership, but weak in math or some other
subject.

Districts find it difficult to work intensively on all sub-
ject-matter areas at once. Moreover, districts are beginning
to reduce reliance on staff development that is not aligned
with subject-matter reform concepts. Districts report more
interaction with intrastate and interstate teaching and sub-
ject-matter networks such as the Urban Math Collaborative
(Floden, 1995). Some SEAs have utilized their support of
these networks as a way to amplify their impact and com-
pensate for lack of highly qualified SEA employees. These
teacher networks have considerable promise for changing
classroom practice, but they often need sustenance from
federal or state funds. For instance, California Science Im-
provement Network (CSIN) was started by the California
State Department of Education and is now nurtured by the
University of California. This network helps elementary
teachers improve their science instruction including coach-
ing and follow-up among local teacher colleagues, as well
as science experts from around the state.

Current Intergovernmental Issues

Much current debate, particularly at the federal level, fo-
cuses on replacing categorical grants for special purposes
(e.g., vocational education) with block grants that state and
local authorities could use for any purpose. Categoricals
developed largely in isolation of each other, which rapidly
led to a local and state disease called “hardening of the cat-
egories.” Most of the categoricals initially were not di-
rected at the core classroom technology for curriculum and
instruction. Special education and Title I, for example, re-
lied significantly on “pull out” programs that were not in-
tegrated well with core subject instruction (Doyle &
Cooper, 1988).

Some states in the 1970s followed the 1965-1970 federal
categorical growth by creating many of their own. SEAs
became more regulation oriented as they enforced the fed-
eral and their own categoricals. Categorical policymakers
and administrators became adept over time in finding en-
forcement and influence techniques that helped federal/
state grants come closer to their intended local purposes
(Kirst & Jung, 1986). Such techniques included federal/
state field audits, law suits, socialization of state and local
administrators hired with categorical funds, and gradual
infusion of categorical purposes within the standard oper-
ating procedures of schools. There was a proliferation of
regulations, rules, monitoring, and auditing. This trend pe-
riodically resulted in agitation for deregulation, waivers,
and block grants as evidenced in the Reagan education
program.

As this categorical enforcement “success” was becoming
more evident, concern shifted to the alleged negative cu-
mulative and aggregative impact of the totality of categor-
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ical grants. But studies by SRI and others indicated that
LEAs had become “accustomed” to handling the numer-
ous federal categories and were not overburdened by reg-
ulations (Knapp, 1983). The Reagan Administration
attempted to consolidate most federal categoricals, but was
rebuffed by the Democratic Congress, and ended up with
only minor consolidations (Finn, 1983).

Categorical issues and regulation began to recede from
the spotlight of intergovernmental concern around 1983
when the state reforms featured higher academic stan-
dards for all pupils and the core curriculum. Later in the
1980s, categorical programs became a concern because
they were not well integrated or aligned with high acade-
mic standards and systemic reform. Categorical restructur-
ing and deregulation was a major focus of the 1994 ESEA
reauthorization, and currently is being discussed by Re-
publican Congressional leaders through block grant legis-
lation.

The Clinton Administration has tried to link and align
categoricals with national academic standards. For exam-
ple, Title I achievement gains are to be measured using
more challenging state assessments rather than nationally
normed basic skills tests. But national Republican leaders
have emphasized eliminating categoricals altogether
through flexible block grants to states or localities. The cur-
rent pro/con arguments about categorical programs are
many sided. Supporters contend that categorical grants
protect client groups that states and localities tend to ne-
glect, and decategorization has historically been linked
with funding cuts because there are few special interests
that support untied funding. Opponents stress that cate-
gorical grants fragment the approach to cross-cutting prob-
lems like education standards, prevent the reallocation of
funds from ineffective programs, involve excess overhead
costs, and lead to excessive federal and state intrusion in
local decisions.

What enlightenment can research provide this political
and conceptual debate? Categorical grants can have a last-
ing impact upon local schools (Kirst, 1982; Elmore &
Fuhrman, 1990; Fuhrman & Elmore, 1990). For example,
policies can promote change in organizational structure
including added personnel layers (e.g., vocational special-
ists or aides) or “pull out” teaching structures under
Chapter I. These instruction methods or organizational
changes require a new layer of specialists that can be or-
ganized into a constituency for maintenance of the “pro-
gram.” Categorical grants also have a strong influence on
pupil classification and the definition of specialities in
teaching. For instance, certificates for teaching remedial
reading or bilingual education differentiate the specialist
from the regular classroom teacher. They are necessary to
assure federal funds are used for special programs and
constituencies.

On the other extreme, categorical programs have little
influence on the extent and nature of curricular coverage of
specific topics or on teaching methods or strategies—e.g.,
individualization of instruction or inquiry methods. A
study found that new math concepts and science inquiry
methods promoted by the federal government in the 1960s
had vanished from the vast majority of schools (Stake &
Easley, 1978). Teachers initiate most classroom talk and or-
chestrate classroom interaction around brief factual ques-
tions (Goodlad, 1984).
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These probable low-impact areas are the most difficult
for federal and state governments to monitor or create po-
litical constituencies for program maintenance. Other di-
mensions such as federally sponsored in-service training
could have some impact or leave a residue, but have been
small scale since NSF programs in the mid-1960s.

The school-level impact of block grants is more difficult
to discern because unrestricted dollars cannot be easily
identified. They become part of the general support base of
an organization and will free up dollars for other purposes.
In 1981, the Reagan Administration succeeded in consoli-
dating 28 federal categorical programs into a Chapter 2
ESEA block grant. Field studies indicate that Chapter 2
was used for nonrecurring expenditures like computers
that were not part of an articulated school improvement ef-
fort (Kirst & Jung, 1986). This small block grant ($800 mil-
lion) did reduce local administrative burden, but local
parents had less influence on spending decisions than
under categorical grants. Classroom impact is unknown,
but recent studies suggest that increased local flexibility
over small amounts of money not accompanied by local ca-
pacity building is unlikely to have much school or class-
room impact. Larger block grants may have more potential
for changing practice, but there are no data to support ei-
ther a positive or negative case.

Conclusion

It is a long way from a federal or state grant to thousands
of classrooms. Policies create a skeleton or shell within
which classroom practice can change, but much more than
policy is needed to alter instruction for most classes (see
the Cohen and Elmore articles in this issue). Moreover,
policies need to be much more robust and sophisticated
than most traditional approaches that stress solely either
regulation or deregulation and block grants. Policymakers
must also not lose sight of the realities and context of the
classroom teacher. Intergovernmental policies can help es-
tablish favorable conditions for teachers who are operating
in their own varied contexts, but policy is only one of many
influences concerning how teachers respond to students in
their classrooms.
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