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ARTICLES

PUBLIC AND PRIVATE EDUCATION:
CONCEPTUALIZING THE DISTINCTION

CHARLES E. BIDWELL
ROBERT DREEBEN
The University of Chicago

Common wisdom and public discourse seem to suggest that there are two
types of schools, private and public. Policy debates, media outlets, and com-
parisons of outcomes on standardized tests and interscholastic athletic
competitions make use of the distinction. This essay argues that while such
a distinction can be helpful, it also tends to obscure differences in the social
organization of schools. Employing a sociological analysis and providing a
historical overview of educational developments, the authors focus on cen-
tralization versus decentralization of school controls and discuss the rami-
fications of a broad versus a narrow market niche for schools.

In this essay, we have two tasks. First, we will conceptualize the widely
used distinction between the public and private sectors of national systems
of education by searching for prime environmental and social organizational
dimensions along which the two kinds of schools may differ. Second, with-
in the terms of this conceptualization, we will evaluate the usefulness of this
distinction between school sectors for understanding the degree to which a
school produces achievement gains among its students. We will conclude
that the same environmental and social organizational dimensions apply to
both public and private schools. Consequently, observed differences between
them are matters of degree, rather than kind, reflecting tendencies for the two
sets of schools to occupy different locations in the property space formed by
these dimensions. These trends reflect differences of institutional history.
They are analytically important, but significant trends toward the conver-
gence of the two school types also are apparent.

The conceptualization that we present is couched at the organizational
level. It specifies mechanisms that should account for observed differences in
organizational form, instructional activity, and pedagogical outcomes between
public and private schools. We intend this organization-level analysis to com-
plement the individual-level analysis of the effects of public and private
schools on students’ cognitive achievement, which was the subject of the
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research of Coleman and his collaborators and remains the chief topic of sub-
sequent popular and scholarly discussion of the public-private distinction.

The public school-private school distinction has been taken for granted by
scholars and laypersons alike for much of the 20th century, receiving sporadic
attention from sociologists. In the 1950s, students attending the public and
private schools of Bay City, Massachusetts were studied by Alice and Peter
Rossi (Rossi, A. S., 1954; Rossi, P. H., 1954). The 1960s saw the publication
of The Education of Catholic Americans (Greeley & Rossi, 1966). Little of
significance followed these studies until the publication of High School
Achievement (Coleman, Hoffer, & Kilgore, 1982) and Public and Private High
Schools (Coleman & Hoffer, 1987). Since their appearance, the comparison of
American public and private schools has become a perennial topic for public
policy discourse and sociological research.

Although the public-private distinction has occupied a privileged place in
current policy debates, its pride of place has not been justified on conceptual
grounds, which gives our enterprise particular importance. For this reason, we
should ask what properties of school and school systems are conceptually
important for understanding why they take the organizational forms they do,
operate the way they do, and produce what they do. In other words, we should
ask whether the distinction has any bearing on schooling (Bidwell & Kasarda,
1980), its nature and quality, on the curriculum, instruction, learning, and the
character of schools.

We have no definitive explanation for the popular and scholarly interest in
comparing public and private education. Public policy concerns have been
sharpened by widespread criticism of the public schools in a period of conser-
vative political ascendancy and by a growing fascination with the uses of
social science research to design and assess the impact of policy.

As for the scholars, research in the sociology of education, like the whole
sociological enterprise, is acutely responsive to movements in the policy
domain. Moreover, the stress in recent studies on community as a key to
understanding differences in public and private schools has gained force as it
resonates with a broader literature on the social capital represented in commu-
nity-like networks of face-to-face interaction. These networks are regarded as
a key to the adaptiveness and productivity of organizations (Brown & Duguid,
2000; Cohen & Prusak, 2001; Lave & Wenger, 1991). No doubt there is fur-
ther resonance with the communitarian movement in social science (Etzioni,
1996).

For sociologists, the public-private comparison gains added significance
from efforts to conceptualize organizational environments and understand
how organizational forms and processes interact with the environment (e.g.,
Baker, 1992, on the political environment in which American Catholic educa-
tion developed). Among the most productive of these efforts has been the
attempt to situate organizations in their institutional environments. This effort
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began with the old institutionalism associated with the work of Selznick
(1957) and his students (Gusfield, 1955; Perrow, 1961; Stinchcombe, 1965;
Zald, 1970). Recently it has given rise to the neoinstitutional literature on
organizations, given its impetus by Meyer and Rowan (Meyer, 1977; Meyer &
Rowan, 1977) and DiMaggio and Powell (1983).

INSTITUTIONAL SECTORS AND SUBSECTORS

For most sociologists of education, the term sector has been applied specifi-
cally to the distinction between public schools and the varieties of private edu-
cation. However, for students of organizations, it has a broader denotation that
directly addresses relationships between organizations and their institutional
environments. We begin our discussion with these relationships.

Consider the differentiation of modern societies into institutional sectors.
Scott, Meyer and their colleagues (1994) define institutional sectors as sets of
organizations that are devoted to the same array of productive activities,
emerging, persisting, and dying in socially ordered environments. Their
approach is reminiscent of Parsons (1951) on the differentiation of modern
societies into functionally distinct domains of socially organized activity. Each
sector has its own institutional history and its own organizational forms. Each
also has a distinct environment, with respect to both formal control and regu-
lation and market conditions.

Sectors can be divided into finer and finer subsectors, until one reaches a
limit of analytical usefulness. Our concern is with education as an institution-
al sector of American society, that is, as the set of organizations that either pro-
vides educational services or that interacts with these providing organizations,
and with two of its principal subsectors, the public and private systems of ele-
mentary and secondary education.

We first consider matters of institutional history, with particular attention
to the circumstances under which the institutionalized differentiation of the
two subsectors developed. Next, we discuss how the institutional environ-
ments of these subsectors have affected their organizational forms, with par-
ticular stress on the regulatory and market-ordered characteristics of these
environments. Subsequently, we turn from the level of subsectors to the local
schools that are situated in these environments, the places where the work of
teaching is done. We ask how the market locations and organizational forms
of these schools affect the capacity of their faculties and administrators for
organizational learning and, consequently, affect the degree to which their stu-
dents are taught effectively. We go on to consider how these relationships may
be affected by the selectivity of a school’s inputs of students, personnel, and
materials and the degree to which a school is chartered, in the sense of having
a distinctive mission or of providing a distinctive brand of education.
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HISTORY

We begin with colonial New England. In the colonies, educational responsi-
bilities were vested in parents, following English practice (Cremin, 1970).
Renaissance traditions identified the household “as the primary agency of
human association and education” (Cremin, 1970, p. 124), and teaching,
accordingly, made up a portion of women’s child-care responsibilities in the
home (Perlmann & Margo, 2001). In 1642, for example, the colonial govern-
ment passed “a law requiring masters of families to teach their children and
apprentices to read” (Morgan, 1944, p. 87) and to oversee how satisfactorily
parents carried out their didactic functions “concerning their calling and
employment of their children, especially of their ability to read and understand
the principles of religion and the capital laws of this country” (Cremin, 1970,
p. 124). And when some towns appointed a woman to be a dame school
teacher, a hitherto solely domestic activity took on a public coloration through
acts of legislation and their enforcement through an authority located outside
the household.

The distinction between the family and government authority had its ori-
gin in the provisions of the Elizabethan Statute of Artificers, which regarded
the household as the most fundamental educational unit, and the Poor Law of
1601, which recognized the need for agencies outside the household (e.g.,
workhouses). Kaestle (1973), for example, referred to usages dating from the
English Renaissance that distinguished lessons offered in a classroom from
individual (tutorial) lessons, and education designed for the “public good” as
distinct from personal gain. Using modern language, we would apply “pri-
vate” to the realm of the family and “public” to the society outside it. But the
modern distinction made little sense at that time because all social functions
were subsumed under the religious authority of the colony, and the household
itself was the site of economic, religious, domestic, recreational, and educa-
tional activities that had not (yet) become differentiated into separate spheres.

Schools as entities outside the household had barely emerged. Reading
instruction took place in the home with mothers teaching their own children,
and in dame schools, neighbors’ children as well. Parents also were enjoined
to train their children for a trade; should they fail to do so, the state could order
children apprenticed to another family to provide appropriate instruction.
Pursuant to church doctrine, the famous Old Deluder Satan Law of 1647 stip-
ulated that when townships increased to a size of 50 households, they “shall
then forthwith appoint one within their town to teach all such children as shall
resort to him to write and read” (Cremin, 1970, p. 181), with sanctions for
non-compliance duly noted. The rationale for the Law was straightforward: “It
being one chief project of that old deluder, Satan, to keep men from the knowl-
edge of the scriptures, as in former times keeping them in an unknown tongue”
and to cloud the Original “with false glosses of saint-scheming deceivers”
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(Fischer, 1989, p. 132), teaching children to read the Bible in English in order
to understand and observe the religious principles of the colony was a matter
of the highest priority. Note that this law mandated a teacher, not a school. In
smaller places, the implication was that education need not transpire inside the
venue of a school building. In larger places, with 100 or more households, the
law required the establishment of a grammar school for the preparation of
ministers; although the historical record shows that very few were built over
the next century, and in both smaller and larger places, compliance was poor.
Demos (1970), for example, indicated that Plymouth showed little interest in
founding or running schools in the first 40 years of the colony’s existence. At
the same time that teaching and schooling were legally mandated, there were
“numerous arrangements whereby ministers, schoolmasters, and school dames
set up shop independently, attracted such pupils as they could, and collected
tuition from parents” (Cremin, 1970, p. 184).
Cremin (1970) notes that

schooling went on anywhere and everywhere, not only in schoolrooms, but
in kitchens, manses, churches, meetinghouses, sheds erected in fields, and
shops erected in towns; that pupils were taught by anyone and everyone, not
only by schoolmasters, but by parents, tutors, clergymen, lay readers, pre-
centors, physicians, lawyers, artisans, and shopkeepers [adding] that educa-
tion became increasingly a matter of “public concernment” in the colonies.
(pp. 192-193)

But education was not to be confused with schooling; education was an
indivisible element in a broader process of cultural transmission across gener-
ations (Bailyn, 1960) that did not depend simply on schools. A variety of
incipient forms of educational arrangements existed at this time that modern
(but not contemporaneous) usage would identify as public and private: private
in the senses of family based and of entrepreneurial; public in the senses of
non-familial and state directed. Because public referred to what was nonfamil-
ial, the public realm contained private entities, such as venture schools, not
just governmental ones (the latter consistent with 20th century usage). By the
mid-18th century, reading instruction offered by women in town-supported
schools increased in prevalence; and this development was accompanied by
the formation of higher level schools in which writing and other useful sub-
jects, like ciphering and bookkeeping, were taught (Perlmann & Margo,
2001). But lest we confuse modern and colonial usages of public and private
(Bailyn, 1960), we should emphasize how the distinction had little meaning
several centuries ago because the two were so intermingled. While we can
readily identify household responsibility for educating children, both for their
salvation and for preparing them to find a vocation and earn a living, the lat-
ter representing a moral as well as a practical responsibility, we must also rec-
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ognize the explicit influence of Bible, church, and state on the conduct of par-
ents (Morgan, 1944). In warning against presentist interpretations of the past,
particularly rampant in Progressive accounts of American educational history,
Bailyn (1960) indicated that the boundary between the family and its sur-
rounding community was hazy at best, blurring the distinction between public
and private.

The second half of the 17th century witnessed the youth of the period
dealing with the hardships of colonial life differently from their parents by
showing greater independence (Bailyn, 1960). Concern developed about the
decline in community control and in the ability of parents to restrain their chil-
dren within the bounds of traditional family life. Starting with the 1647 legis-
lation, reliance on schools increased gradually, transferring “the maimed func-
tions of the family to formal instructional institutions” (Bailyn, 1960, p. 27).
In effect, the colonists relied on legislative action to cope with what were con-
sidered to be failures by families to raise their children in conformity to reli-
gious and social standards. During the same period, the decline of indentured
service for employing labor meant that masters became more reliant on young
apprentices to get out the production and accordingly spend less time on moral
instruction and more on the practical. As the familistic quality of traditional
apprenticeship declined, its more utilitarian aspects came to the fore.

In all, there took place a reduction in the personal, non-vocational obliga-
tions that bound master and servant and a transfer of general educational
functions to external agencies. With increasing frequency masters assigned
their apprentices to teachers for instruction in rudimentary literacy and in
whatever non-vocational matters they had contracted to teach. (Bailyn,
1960, p. 32)

The advent of evening schools for apprentices in the late 17th and early
18th centuries was a response to the decline in practical and especially moral
instruction taking place in familial settings: homes and tradesmen’s shops.
One effect of this development was efforts by sectarian groups to further their
religious interests by establishing schools, the financing of which became an
issue of high priority. The efforts at finance were numerous: benefactions,
rents, land sales, payments in kind, gifts of community property, and so
forth—all tending to be insufficient. These efforts were public in a modern
sense in that funds were raised through market transactions (like sales and
rents); they were also private in another modern sense: they entailed individ-
ually owned property. The instability of funding stimulated the gradual intro-
duction of local community taxation in some places, to supplement but not
replace the various forms of unstable financing already in existence. While
taxation did not guarantee adequate support, it nevertheless added another ele-
ment of publicness (as well as of stability) into the financing of education in a
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sense consistent with our modern understanding of governmental support
being public. And in due course, schooling supported by taxes would become
the key criterion for judging whether schooling was public.

During the late 18t and early 19t centuries, different kinds of schools
began to populate the landscape. Tolley (2001) indicated that they gained
financial support in several ways: by tuition payments, by funds raised by
sponsoring groups, and by towns. Among these were the academies (also
called seminaries), “incorporated to ensure financial support beyond that
available through tuition alone” (Tolley, 2001, p. 227). Support through tuition
alone was the hallmark of venture (entrepreneurial) schools (Seybolt, 1935).
Academies, as well as dame schools for young children and specialized
schools serving older populations that provided training in practical and com-
mercial subjects, operated in a market. They advertised in newspapers and dif-
fered from the more familistic forms of education available in the colonial
period. Although disputes among scholars have simmered over the similarities
and differences among venture schools, Latin schools, and academies, the fact
remains that they differed within and among themselves in curriculum, financ-
ing, and denominational affiliation. They were alike in that they responded to
consumer demand and were part of a public economic domain not controlled
by the state (though there were examples of academies established by state
legislation (Tolley, 2001). Kaestle (1973) described a similar phenomenon in
late 18th century New York City: tuition-based pay schools, available to the
poor as well as to the more well-to-do (even though the latter often availed
themselves of private (tutored) instruction at home. In the usage of the time,
these schools were considered public because instruction was classroom
based, not private because they were tuition based. Tuition-supported financ-
ing, of course, is now regarded as a defining property of private schooling.

According to Reese (1995, p. 7), Samuel Adams in 1789 promoted a
“System of Public Education” in Boston. A committee of “distinguished citi-
zens” supported a law for the election of what would become “the first formal
school board in an American city” that “would administer and supervise pub-
lic education, inspect the schools, hire teachers, and set the school curriculum
and schedule” (p. 7). The committee comprised members of the commercial
elite who designed schools that served their interests (e.g., by stressing
English and practical and commercial subjects over the classics) and restrict-
ed entry to children who already had been tutored, attended dame schools, and
could read and write. Despite the selectivity of these schools, the education of
the poor also grew in salience: poverty, pauperism, and vagrancy frightened
the merchant elite of Boston. Similar apprehensions were experienced in New
York City, as well as in other cities. Kaestle (1973) reported that well-to-do
New Yorkers believed that “public education meant an experience that would
impress on young men their public responsibilities and give them the abilities
to act as public figures” (p. 18); that is, according to the collective good rather
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than to personal gain. Remedies for the problems of the poor were also sought
in philanthropically supported charity (or free) schools and in Sunday schools
founded by evangelical churches.

After the War of 1812...the elites who made up the School Committee, like
town notables across the eastern seaboard, debated whether taxpayers
should educate the poor by creating primary schools. Should the children of
all social classes attend Boston’s system of schools? (Reese, 1995, p. 10)

In the late 18th and early 19th centuries, the idea of schools controlled by
secular political authority began to take root in debates over who should be
educated with taxpayers’ money, what kinds of schools (e.g., free, charity,
common, pay) should benefit from government support, and what kinds of
expenses (e.g., salaries, buildings) should be the government’s responsibility
(Kaestle, 1973). This notion of public has a meaning we clearly understand
today. And to the extent that issues of equality began to infuse the discussion,
there is still another meaning of public that pertains to the idea of citizenship
and rights to social, political, and economic participation.

With so many ways to define public and private in the 18th and 19th cen-
turies, distinguishing sharply between public and private schools at that time
appears less than useful. In New York, for example, both the state and the city
supported denominational schools, and in the bitter controversies between
Bishop Hughes and both the Free and Public School Societies (both Protestant
groups), Hughes fought hard for financial support from the government
(Kaestle, 1973; Ravitch, 1974). While in the vocabulary of the 1840s, public
and Catholic schools were clearly contrasted (Kaestle, 1973), it was not clear
whether Catholic was equated with private. But in light of the religious and
ethnic conflicts at the time, for Bishop Hughes and his supporters, given their
hostility to the nascent system of common schooling, public meant Protestant
(Ravitch, 1974). In the United States, we now think of Protestant as well as
Catholic, Jewish, and Islamic schools as private; though in the Netherlands,
for example, where the national government supports religious schools of all
confessions as well as secular schools, they can all be considered public.

Characteristic of this age is the multiplicity of meanings residing in the idea
of public. The emerging tax-supported schools clearly fit our modern definition.
But schools supported by tuition payments, philanthropic contributions, sub-
scriptions, and religious sponsorship also met criteria of what public encompass-
es: for example, exercising choices in a market of competing providers of
schooling, or nation-building by maintaining and expanding citizenship. In the
19th century, the idea of publicness came to signify a movement of schools into
the domain of the state, into that of the market, and into the civil society. It was
marked by a concern with public welfare in the sense of the whole, but also with
the welfare of more parochial groups, such as schools devoted to the interests of
religious denominations transcending the household.
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The mid-19th century witnessed the establishment of a variety of schools
with mixed public and private characteristics (in the 20th century sense), the
academies of the period being cases in point. These were incorporated schools
(Tolley, 2001) to which tuition was also paid. Most were under religious aus-
pices, both Catholic and Protestant, but also offered secular curricula. Their
student bodies were diverse, both in socioeconomic terms and in drawing stu-
dents from multiple locales, and in that sense cosmopolitan (Beadie, 2001). As
to funding, Leslie (2001) commented that “in some cities Catholic challenges
for public funds prompted clearer private/public distinctions, outside cities
mingling private and public funds remained second nature” (p. 265). The
impetus for tax-supported secondary schools, however, developed in the latter
part of the 19th century from urban origins, not as an outgrowth of the rural
and small-town academy movement, even though the academies sought fund-
ing from the state. Macro-economic forces that spurred the growth of an
urban, white-collar middle class were probably the main reason for the expan-
sion of urban high schools at this period and later their spread to the country-
side. Leslie (2001) observed that

The public/private and religious/secular distinctions solidified after the
Civil War. The Fourteenth Amendment provided a constitutional tool to sep-
arate church and the states (no longer only church and “the state”) while
growing Catholic power fueled the issue emotionally and politically.
Labeling high schools “public” and academies “private” began to have
meaning. (p. 267)

And with the later decline of academies, the distinction extended to the
differences between other kinds of schools that we now familiarly and without
confusion label as private (both religious and secular) and public.

In sum, the term private is less than helpful in tracking historically the 20th
century distinction between public and private. In the American colonial con-
text, the description of education as a household (both parental and apprentice-
ship) function captures the phenomenon. A break from the household provision
of education came with the development of tuition-based venture schools, exist-
ing in a market and dependent on consumer demand. This invention created a
social reality to which the terms public and private gained relevance. The mean-
ing of these terms expanded as new contingencies arose in the realm of educa-
tion; among them the multiplicity of types of school sponsorship and the search
for devices to create financial stability (Tolley, 2002). Apposite examples were
the decision by some schools to solicit state, community, and philanthropic sup-
port and by states to undertake the provision of education.

As the public-private distinction became sharper and more widely
acknowledged, its bases narrowed because the social realities that had given
rise to the varied criteria of the public and private in education disappeared.
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Education left the household. Most of the small entrepreneurial schools van-
ished. The academies and seminaries, with their multiple modes of financing,
gave way as the high school came onto the scene. Schools as collections of
classrooms became the dominant organizational form, regardless of how they
were owned or financed. By the beginning of the 20th century, the public-pri-
vate distinction was firmly institutionalized, with a meaning that now was
taken for granted. In essence, the distinction denoted, and continues to denote,
a difference of formal control and regulation; namely, ownership by govern-
mental or non-governmental entities.

Acknowledgement of the legitimacy of the public-private distinction, so
understood, has been accompanied by the belief that the public schools pro-
vide schooling that is at once an entitlement and a duty of citizenship and, for
both reasons, must be universally accessible. Within the broader frame of state
oversight, in the private subsector the citizenship duty can be fulfilled in
schools devoted to the particular interests of persons, families, and groups.
Consequently, the public and private subsectors differ in the scope of govern-
mental control and regulation to which they are subordinate and in the degree
to which their missions, curricula, and instruction are responsive to many or
few particular interests. In the public subsector, governmental control is more
pervasive and the particular interests often more numerous, but often also indi-
vidually less binding.

An important organizational element in the scope of governmental control
and regulation, particularly in light of the idea of the citizenship entitlement to
schooling, centers on the ability of schools to select their student populations. In
the 20th century, it has come to be generally the case that schools in the private
sector are free to select who attends them; in the public sector, tax-supported and
government-controlled schools are customarily not free to select. There are,
however, notable exceptions to this generalization, with the New York City pub-
lic schools providing numerous cases. Here we find places like the Bronx High
School of Science, Stuyvesant, and earlier Townsend Harris; Music and Art,
Needle Trades, and Culinary Arts High Schools. These examples represent
schools that vary according to student interest, artistic talent, and academic abil-
ity, some of them requiring competitive examination for entrance.

Aside from these exceptions, which exist in other locations as well, the
principle of admission to schools in the public sector is residence in a speci-
fied catchment area. The fact that schools can select their student populations
means they are in a position to adapt their curricular and instructional pro-
grams to the characteristics of the student body; that they can reduce potential
disjunctures between school program student interests. These advantages
accrue because wherever schools can choose students, students can choose the
school. Public schools, by contrast, and with the exceptions noted, must take
all comers. The selection process then gets shifted to diverse local real estate
markets and away from the school.
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ENVIRONMENTS OF CONTROL

Having completed our historical overview, we turn to the consequences of
these differences for the external environments of control in which American
elementary and secondary schools are found. The control of an organization’s
activities may be exerted through formal internal regulation, through market
discipline, and through external laws and administrative regulation—all
important components of both public and private schools. We propose that the
environments of control in which public and private schools exist create
greater pressures for the standardization of organizational forms and proce-
dures in the public than in the private subsector. These pressures have three
sources: bureaucratic formalization and consequent standardization of proce-
dures; the organization of markets for personnel, students, and textbooks; and
exposure to mandated innovation. Our analysis centers on individual schools.
As we have noted, certain private schools, as well as public ones, are parts of
larger systems, as is true of diocesan Catholic schools, or under some sort of
supervision by an external body, as is true of many Lutheran schools. Because
of our central interest in how control affects the workings of classrooms, we
will treat these larger systems as part of the environment of the schools that
they contain and their structures of control as part of the external control of
these schools.

As our historical review shows, by the middle of the 19th century, diverse
arrangements for schooling had converged on a state-run system, marked by
what Meyer (1983) called “fragmented centralization.” With time, the central-
izing tendencies extended into the private subsector, though less pervasively
and with less force. Although the effective formal control and funding of the
state-run schools, like that of the private schools, was in local hands, by the
early years of the 20th century the entire educational sector displayed what
Rowan (2002b) termed an “industry standard” (p. 5). That is, appearing
throughout both public and private elementary and secondary education were
English language instruction in the same secular subjects, conducted in grad-
ed classrooms of similar layout.

Similar teaching and other specialties also emerged, along with conven-
tional understandings about training and entry, forming a common occupation-
al structure for K-12 education. This structure provided the basis for a com-
mon set of practices for recruiting, hiring, and retaining staff. Organizational
and substantive diversity in the supply of education now was concentrated in
the small private subsector, which, however, remained substantially con-
strained by the industry standard.

In the past two decades, the public subsector’s control environment has
become less fragmented and more centralized. Control over funding has
moved away from local bodies toward state and federal agencies. More impor-
tant, public schools and systems are exposed to increasing pressures to
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account for student learning. These pressures have resulted, in statewide test-
ing programs that carry performance sanctions of some force, state adminis-
tered incentives for improved instructional performance as measured by
achievement test scores, and an increasingly central role in evaluating schools’
performance for the testing programs of private agencies like the Educational
Testing Service and ACT.

Consequently, public schools and school districts have become more
bureaucratic and hence more standardized, in at least three senses. First, they
have experienced increasing formalization that extends into the technical core
of the school to affect, for example, staff recruitment and evaluation, curricu-
la, and student management. Second, the formal rules of procedure in these
areas are universalistic, so that exceptions and deviations, whether or not they
are adaptive, are hard to make. Third, this formalization and universalism now
extend into the evaluation of instructional performance. This trend makes the
key performance indicators, many of them linked to external incentives and
sanctions, such as achievement test scores, and rates of college attendance,
visible and significant in the eyes of school and system administrators and rel-
evant public actors. These changes have converged to place substantial limits
