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Cutting Through the Fog of Misleading Data

The greatest barrier to a factual understanding of local school performance is the widely held
perception that all is well. Surveys have repeatedly shown that most people understand that
there are problems with public education but they believe that their local school or district is
the fortunate exception. The evidence, however, is often otherwise and sometimes
shockingly so. Most school districts have at least one failure factory-an unsurprising fact in
light of the national statistic s. Again, the National Assessment of Educational Progress
("The Nation's Report Card") has for decades found that two out of three students have not
mastered reading by the end of the fourth grade.46
People think they are informed about their local schools because they often see reports in
the local news. In truth, most of this information is a product of the well-funded efforts by
school districts to build their image. Just like other large organizations, most school districts
have a public relations officer and many have fully staffed PR offices. Their job is to
propagate the good news and mitigate the bad. It is not uncommon for education reporters
to move into the better paying district PR positions-further muting any unflattering
coverage by the media.
School PR is no small enterprise. Most of what local people know about their local schools
comes directly or indirectly from the steady stream of news releases that originate with the
schools themselves. A PR office in a large district may have a staff of 10-15 or more. There
is a National School Public Relations Association with chapters in 33 states. In addition to
the organized PR efforts, parents and others in contact with sc hool personnel and facilities
typically form favorable impressions with regard to matters unrelated to student learning. All
contribute to a sense of public satisfaction.
Prior to the 2001 No Child Left Behind Act, school district accountability for student
achievement was optional. In most states, local school performance data was compiled and
often reported only to the local school board. Most people, including most school board
members, simply trusted that district leaders were monitoring school performance and
ensuring that schools were doing all that could be done-given the available resources.
In retrospect, the acceptance of unaudited self-reports from schools may have signaled a
certain public complacency about schooling outcomes. Inevitably, such reports maximized
the good and minimized the bad and the ugly, thus the public and even school board
members rarely understood the full dimensions of student achievement issues prior to recent
years. School district control of local performance data and messaging have all contributed
to the regulatory capture phenomenon.
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