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The Limits of Expertise 

School reform involves doing good things for kids, which explains the allure of ambitious 

solutions. The rub, of course, is that grand endeavors are complicated, with lots of moving parts 

and involving loads of students and schools. Expertise is so appealing precisely because 

reformers want to be sure that someone understands all of this well enough to make reform 

work—and to convince policymakers and parents to sign on.  

The challenge: expertise rarely works as advertised when it comes to public policy. This 

is why well-intended reforms so frequently encounter “implementation problems.” Perhaps the 

best summation of this phenomenon is the subtitle of Jeffrey Pressman and Aaron Wildavsky’s 

political science classic book, Implementation: “How Great Expectations in Washington Are 

Dashed in Oakland.” In their seminal account, Pressman and Wildavsky drily observed, “The 

‘technical details’ of implementation proved to be more difficult and more time- consuming than 

the federal donors, local recipients, or enthusiastic observers had ever dreamed they would be.”
1
 

Even thoughtful, popular reforms run aground. In recent years, school reformers have 

pushed states to adopt more rigorous teacher evaluation systems. This effort was embraced by 

major advocacy groups, deep-pocketed foundations, and famous professors, and was ardently 

championed by the Obama administration’s Department of Education. The push’s go-to talking 

point was lifted from The New Teacher Project's wildly influential 2009 study “The Widget 

Effect,” which noted that 99 percent of teachers were routinely rated “satisfactory”—even in 

districts with dismal student performance.
2
 That ludicrous result held even though teachers 

themselves report that five percent of their colleagues deserve an “F” for their performance.
3
  

Reformers insisted that new systems were needed, ones which would use value added test 

scores and structured observations to generate more rigorous evaluations. In Florida, when the 
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governor signed into law landmark reforms to teacher evaluation and pay in 2011, one prominent 

observer enthused, “Exceptional teachers will now be distinguished, celebrated and rewarded for 

their dedication and skill.”
4
 The Florida reforms mandated that all teachers be evaluated based on 

a set of formal classroom observations and student test gains (in every subject and grade).  

After a fierce fight for the new law, tens of thousands of hours spent observing and 

documenting teacher performance, and tens of millions of dollars spent on developing tests, the 

first year results were issued . . . and 97 percent of Florida teachers were rated effective. That 

sequence of events wasn’t unique to Florida. In 2016, researchers Matt Kraft and Allison 

Gilmour examined teacher evaluation results in 19 states that adopted new evaluation systems 

after 2009 and found that, on average, 97 percent of teachers were rated effective. An enormous 

investment of time, energy, and money had yielded remarkably little change.
5
  

It turns out that legislators can change evaluation policies but can’t force schools or 

systems to apply them in rigorous or meaningful ways. Even several years after policies were 

changed, Kraft and Gilmour reported that principals remained unsure of what poor teaching 

looked like, didn’t want to upset their staff, and didn’t think giving a negative evaluation was 

worth the hassle. The result: they didn’t bother to give negative evaluations. Worse, the whole 

effort wound up distorting a sensible intuition, producing enormous blowback, and politicizing 

the issue in a way that proved harmful to the agenda of the would-be reformers. 

A reasonable observer could conclude that what seemed like a sensible idea “doesn’t 

work,” and that the costs of teacher evaluation outweigh any benefits. True or not, the result is 

that grand failures—no matter how well-intentioned—can poison the well for more measured 

attempts.  
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The Limits of Expertise 

Why do smart, well-meaning efforts stumble? Well, first, this isn’t just about school 

reformers. The truth is that experts tend to fare poorly pretty much any time they’re asked to use 

their expertise to make predictions. The vast majority of expert stock pickers underperform the 

stock indexes; investors are generally better off if they decide which stocks to buy based on a 

coin flip, rather than on the advice of expert money managers. Heck, in 2007, Microsoft CEO 

Steve Ballmer predicted that software competitor Apple’s latest offering would fizzle – that its 

high price meant it would fall flat. “There’s no chance that the iPhone is going to get any 

significant market share,” he said. “No chance.”
6
 Since 2007, Apple has sold almost 1 billion 

iPhones.
7
 

Paul Meehl, a pioneer in expert psychology, reported a half-century ago that 

psychologists’ clinical predictions were less accurate than those made by simple algorithms 

which employed the same observable data the psychologists had.
8
 Meehl also reviewed studies 

showing that actuarial models outperformed experts in tasks ranging from predicting the 

recidivism of criminals, to medical diagnosis, to weather forecasting—and that was with models 

dependent upon data and computing power far more primitive than those available today.
9
 

 Behavioral psychologist Daniel Kahneman tells of an experiment gauging the ability of 

members of the Society of Mathematical Psychology to estimate the chance of successfully 

replicating the results of an initial survey. The statisticians greatly overestimated the chance of a 

successful replication when the follow-up employed a small sample size. They were also 

significantly off when asked to advise a hypothetical student on the number of observations 

needed to generate sound results. Kahneman concluded: “Even statisticians were not good 

intuitive statisticians.”
10
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In his book Expert Political Judgment, University of Pennsylvania professor Philip 

Tetlock asked 284 political and economic experts to make thousands of predictions over an 

extended period of time. In each case, he asked whether they expected the status quo, more of X, 

or less of X. The result? As journalist Louis Menand put it, “The experts performed worse than 

they would have if they had simply assigned an equal probability to all three outcomes . . . 

Human beings who spend their lives studying the state of the world, in other words, are poorer 

forecasters than dart-throwing monkeys.”
11

 

Now, don’t misunderstand. Expertise is valuable and real. Dentists are experts at drilling 

teeth, welders at welding parts, and psychometricians at designing test questions. When you ask 

experts to perform precise tasks in which they have particular training, you’re better off than if 

you rely upon a non-expert. The confusion is when we think that specialized knowledge will 

make someone expert about complex efforts that stretch far beyond their technical mastery.  

Unfortunately, education reform is rarely a matter of applying discrete knowledge to a 

precise task. Instead, it entails guessing how people will behave, policies will change, and 

complex processes will unfold. That turns out to be extraordinarily difficult. In fact, perversely, 

expertise can actually hinder the kinds of thinking that make for successful reform. Why would 

that be? Why might expertise consistently backfire when it comes to steering big picture policy 

change? There are a few reasons. 

 

Overconfidence  

For one thing, people tend to overstate their confidence in what they know and do. For 

those who are accorded the deference due experts and who regard themselves as such, this 

overconfidence can go uncorrected. For instance, one 2012 study asked investors about their 
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financial acumen. Nearly two-thirds rated their financial sophistication as “advanced,” even 

though the participants scored just 61 percent on a financial literacy exam that tested basic 

concepts.
12

 Another classic example has to do with driving. When asked about their skill at 

driving a car, 80 percent of respondents will label themselves as “above average”—a level of 

expertise that is, statistically speaking, impossible.
13

 The 2016 presidential election was a case 

study in expert overconfidence. On Election Day, influential pollster Frank Luntz opined, 

“Hillary Clinton will be the next president of the United States.”
14

 A few weeks earlier, on 

October 18, Princeton professor Sam Wang declared, “It is totally over. If Trump wins more than 

240 electoral votes, I will eat a bug." A few days after the election, he ate a bug on CNN.
15

  

 

The sunk cost fallacy  

Economists point out the folly of considering “sunk costs” (e.g. resources that are already 

gone) when making decisions. Consider the example of moviegoers who stay to watch a terrible 

film in order to “get their money’s worth” from the ticket they’ve already bought. Sunk costs can 

distort behavior, especially for experts who have invested their reputations—and sometimes 

years or decades of their lives—championing a given policy. Experts wind up with every reason 

to judge the policy favorably, whatever the evidence or common sense might suggest to another 

observer. George Ball, an advisor in the State Department to both Presidents Kennedy and 

Johnson, offered a telling snapshot of how this can play out on a grand scale. Ball opposed the 

Vietnam War, telling Kennedy, “Within five years we’ll have 300,000 men in the paddies and 

jungles and never find them again.” Kennedy reportedly replied, “George, you’re crazier than 

hell. That just isn’t going to happen.”
16

 Later, in a 1965 memo to Johnson, Ball warned, “Once 

we suffer large casualties, we will have started a well-nigh irreversible process. Our involvement 



 

6 
 

will be so great that we cannot – without national humiliation – stop short of achieving our 

complete objectives.”
17

 As the adage has it, “In for a penny, in for a pound.” And experts who 

have championed a measure tend, naturally enough, to think that they’re right, that their critics 

are wrong, and to see facts and developments in this light. 

 

Expertise is partial and insular.  

When it comes to system change, expertise may only apply to a tiny sliver of what’s 

involved. Think back to our teacher evaluation example. There are certainly experts in the art of 

designing assessments to gauge student learning. And there are experts in using those results to 

calculate value-added scores for individual teachers. And there are experts in classroom 

observation techniques. And there are experts in training others to observe teachers. And there 

are experts in developing other kinds of student learning objectives. And there are experts in 

writing state laws in a fashion that will lead districts to implement them as intended. And there 

are experts in collective bargaining agreements that affect how teacher evaluation will work in 

practice. And… well, you get the idea. The reality is that a given policy change can easily 

involve a dozen or more kinds of expertise, while even the leading “experts” are expert in just 

one. This means that most of the decision-making is made up by the lead expert winging it, or by 

committees of experts negotiating elbowing, and squabbling over policy design and execution.  

 

Expertise can lead non-experts to switch their brains off   

This is less a problem with expertise, and more a problem with how expertise is received. 

Claims of “expertise” have an uncanny ability to cause others to take things on faith. Economist 

Noreena Hertz has argued, “We’ve become addicted to experts. We’ve become addicted to their 
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certainty.” Hertz tells of an experiment in which participants received an MRI scan while making 

investment decisions, sometimes with input from an expert. When asked to think for themselves, 

investors’ brains employed the circuits that calculate potential gains and weigh risk.
18

 However, 

when “they listened to the experts’ voices, the independent decision-making parts of their brains 

switched off. [They] literally flat-lined.” The subjects outsourced the work their brains would 

normally have done. As Gregory Berns of Emory University, a coauthor of the study, puts it, 

“People have this tendency to turn off their own capacity for making judgments when an expert 

comes into the picture.”
19

 While this isn’t the “fault” of experts, it does mean that experts (and 

those who listen to them) get deprived of critical feedback. 

Experts possess very particular expertise—say, on how to observe teachers or design 

tests. But applying that expertise to a broad question requires stretching far beyond the specific 

areas and tasks in which they may be expert. Moreover, experts tend to overestimate how much 

they know, get unduly invested in their favored solution, place too much weight on partial and 

incomplete knowledge, and wind up not getting the feedback they need. The result is that 

reforms can get ahead of what is known, take on a talismanic import for enthusiasts, and then get 

undone by incoherent design and unanticipated blowback. That’s what happened with teacher 

evaluation. This happens more than we’d care to acknowledge or admit.  

There’s a phrase for what happens when lots of smart people embrace a course and 

convince themselves that naysayers just don’t get it: groupthink. A half-century ago, in the 

classic study that birthed the term “groupthink,” famed Yale University psychologist Irving Janis 

observed that the military and civilian leaders responsible for being surprised by Pearl Harbor, 

the Bay of Pigs invasion, the Vietnam War escalation, and the Korean War stalemate “were 

victims of what I call ‘groupthink.’” Crucial concerns and criticisms got drowned out by 
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consensus. As Janis put it, “Concurrence-seeking becomes so dominant in a cohesive in-group 

that it tends to override realistic appraisal of alternative courses of action.” He observed, “The 

more amiability and esprit de corps there is,” the more likely it is that “independent critical 

thinking will be replaced by groupthink.”
20

 It turns out that experts are hugely prone to 

groupthink, and this may more than wipe out any advantages their specific “expertise” holds 

when it comes to the realities of school reform.  

If expertise has a bad habit of leading us astray, then what? First off, recognizing the 

limitations and pitfalls of expertise doesn’t mean dismissing the value of expertise. It does, 

though, mean treating expertise more cautiously and taking more care to judge where and when 

expertise is helpful. And here’s the takeaway. Those decisions about when, where, and how 

expertise should inform policy? They are ultimately political determinations. That’s because they 

require judgment, reflection, room for airing competing concerns, and attention to how policy 

will play out in the real world. For all the positive things we associate with “expertise” and all 

the negative ones we associate with “politics,” using expertise to sensibly inform policy is 

usually more about the health of the democratic process than it is about the IQs of the would-be 

experts. 

 

The Common Core 

The Common Core offered an object lesson in how well-meaning experts and influentials 

can be undone by the tendency to overlook practical complexities, dismiss criticisms, and circle 

the wagons.  

After years of bitter battles over the Common Core, it’s hard to remember that advocates 

initially thought the whole thing was a no-brainer. The Common Core started out modestly 
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enough. When launched in 2009 and 2010, it was a document full of nice words about what 

students needed to learn in Math and English Language Arts. Hardly anyone had heard of it, and 

those few who had were all pretty much on board. It was sponsored by the National Governors 

Association and the Council of Chief State School Officers. It had eager philanthropic support; 

backing from President Obama, the teachers unions, and the U.S. Chamber of Commerce; and no 

obvious enemies. What could go wrong? 

The Common Core was designed to answer a straightforward challenge—how to get 

states to stop playing games with standards and student performance on No Child Left Behind 

Act-style testing. Under NCLB, states adopted very different standards, tests, and expectations, 

and state leaders realized they could post seemingly impressive results by adopting easy tests and 

setting a low bar for passage.  

That gave rise to the Common Core. Common standards would allow interested states to 

develop a common test and to set common expectations for student performance, eliminating the 

opportunity for states to game the system. It would make it simple to compare the performance 

of schools, students, and educators, as well as the effects of different instructional resources and 

strategies. And it would make things easier for families that moved across state lines by ensuring 

more consistent instruction. 

Even better, the whole thing would be voluntary, avoiding the old 1990s-era fights over 

national standards. States would be free to participate or not. And it was promised that the 

Common Core wouldn’t determine curriculum or how teachers taught—states, school districts, 

schools, and educators would still be free to make those decisions. Common Core advocates 

imagined that maybe one or two dozen states would run with all of this, and that the others 

would go about their business.  
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Yet, within a few years, this innocuous, reasonable, and expert-fueled enterprise would 

sour. Critics would denounce the Common Core as “ObamaCore,” linking it to President 

Obama’s controversial federal health care law. YouTube videos attacking Common Core 

homework would go viral. The fracas was especially striking because it was over frameworks for 

reading and math instruction—small beans compared to political clashes over health care, taxes, 

or terrorism. Why did things turn out this way?  

While there’s no need to rehash the Common Core debate, it’s worth noting that there 

were real issues to discuss (contrary to what supporters frequently insisted). For instance, the 

Common Core called for a series of major “instructional shifts.” The shifts stipulated that 

“informational texts” (not fiction or poetry) should account for 50 percent of reading in 

elementary school and 70 percent of reading by the end of high school. They posited that “close 

reading” of the kind favored by postmodern literary critics should be the default model for 

reading instruction. They suggested that “conceptual math” (with the picture-heavy instruction 

that became fodder for those YouTube videos) should be the foundation of math instruction. 

Advocates cheered these changes; critics blasted them. The point is that reasonable people could 

disagree about them—yet advocates routinely dismissed the concerns as evidence of confusion 

or malice. A 2014 account on National Public Radio observed,  

As much as supporters emphasize the democratic origin of the standards and count out 

the dozens of experts and teachers who were consulted, the Common Core math 

standards were ultimately crafted by three guys whose only goal was to improve the way 

mathematics is taught. That, some experts argue, is what makes the Common Core better 

than the standards they've replaced.
21

 

 

The Common Core’s problems started with what seemed to its creators and backers as a 

huge victory. In 2009, the Obama administration decided to make the Common Core a key 

element in its $4.35 billion Race to the Top program. States which promised to sign onto the 
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Common Core had a big leg up. The U.S. Department of Education proceeded to spend $350 

million in Race to the Top funds to create new Common Core-aligned tests, and then pushed 

states to adopt the Common Core if they wanted relief from NCLB’s accountability mandates. 

This didn’t make the Common Core a federal program, but it did mean that Washington’s 

fingerprints were all over it—and that it raised questions of slippery slopes. Supporters, though, 

took to dismissing such concerns as baseless and misleading. 

It wasn’t just Obama’s team making the whole endeavor seem less than wholly voluntary. 

There was the avid support from major foundations, most famously the Gates Foundation, the 

U.S. Chamber of Commerce, and companies like Exxon Mobil. These insistent efforts led to 

more than 40 states signing on, but without much grassroots understanding, enthusiasm, or 

support. There was no public consideration, legislative debate, or media scrutiny. Mostly, state 

boards of education quietly voted to adopt the standards. The Common Core was a fait accompli 

before most had ever heard of it.  

Advocates thought this meant things were going swimmingly. They were only too happy 

to sidestep messy, “political” distractions. The biggest mistake the Common Core advocates 

made was refusing to acknowledge or engage their critics. Remember, for better and worse, 

public education is a profoundly public enterprise. It involves other people’s kids, money, and 

communities. But experts tend to imagine they have a truer or more elevated understanding of 

things, and can get frustrated—or resentful—when told they need to keep answering criticisms 

they deem unimportant or misguided. The designers and champions of the Common Core fell 

into the trap of regarding their own efforts as principled and their critics’ concerns as “political.”   

Once one sees things that way, it’s hard to imagine that anyone would see them 

differently or that any serious opposition could arise. As Bill Gates told the Washington Post in 
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2014, after things had blown up, “These are not political things. These are where people are 

trying to apply expertise” to make education better.
22

 If you think of trying to change what 

millions of kids are taught as just a matter of “applying expertise,” you’re not going to anticipate 

or understand pushback.  

When critics argued that the Common Core was federally imposed, supporters could have 

acknowledged how Washington had elbowed its way into steering a state-led initiative, conceded 

the problem, and discussed ways to address that. When critics complained about the adoption 

process or the instructional shifts, their concerns could have been taken as a warning and a 

chance to address potential problems. Instead, advocates were eager to declare the debate over 

and move on to reshaping tests, curricula, homework, and teacher preparation. But advocates 

were wedded to their know-how and their strategy, and they just couldn’t bring themselves to 

concede that fair-minded people might have a problem with their effort.  

Advocates instead mostly characterized critics as ignorant kooks and misinformed 

cranks. Then-U.S. Secretary of Education Arne Duncan famously told the nation’s newspaper 

editors that critics were a tinfoil-hatted lunatic “fringe” and the nation’s state superintendents 

that critics were “suburban white moms” fearful they’d learn that their precious babies weren’t as 

special as they’d thought.
23

  

As the Common Core’s polling numbers steadily eroded, foundations spent millions on 

“push-polls” that would inevitably report that 80 percent or more of the nation supported the 

Common Core. The pollsters managed this by asking questions like, “Do you support states 

voluntarily adopting high-quality, rigorous reading and math standards?” The problem with the 

push-polling was that the doubters didn’t necessarily agree that the standards were high-quality 

or voluntary. It allowed the advocates to stack the deck, then reassure themselves that everyone 
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was with them. Unable to imagine there was any real basis for opposition, supporters were 

disinclined to reflect on any missteps—instead they championed the Common Core via 

euphemism. In a telling, chuckle-inducing example, the Huffington Post in 2014 compiled videos 

of President Obama touting the Common Core in 13 high-profile speeches—but without ever 

calling it by name.
24

 

The missteps took on a special poignancy because, by themselves, standards are kind of 

like the mission statement on the wall of a McDonald’s or a Burger King. You know, where they 

promise fast and friendly service, quality ingredients, a welcoming environment, yada yada. 

Whether restaurants actually deliver on all this, of course, usually has little or nothing to do with 

those words hanging on the wall. What matters is what people are actually doing. It’s the same 

thing with standards. The overconfidence of advocates led them to dismiss the importance of 

those things which would determine whether their project actually delivered. 

Even Common Core advocates conceded that the new standards would matter only if 

they led to changes in testing, curriculum, and instruction. Bitter fights to adopt standards are 

self-defeating if they come at the expense of the support needed to make those other changes. 

This is where the Common Core’s early victories proved to be pyrrhic ones. By 2016, just 20 of 

the 45 Common Core states were using a Common Core-aligned test. That number had fallen 

precipitously since 2012. The whole exercise had become a poisoned brand and fodder for late-

night comics. So much for the promise that the nation’s schools would be fundamentally 

transformed by nonpolitical, far-seeing experts. 
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Race to the Top 

In early 2009, Congress enacted the $900 billion American Recovery and Reinvestment 

Act (ARRA)—known, colloquially, as “the stimulus.” The ARRA included more than $100 

billion for education, including $4.35 billion earmarked to the Obama administration’s (soon-to-

be) signature Race to the Top initiative. 

Now, Race to the Top amounted to much less than 1 percent of what K‒12 schools spend 

across the U.S. each year. But glowing press and the allure of free money combined to turn the 

exercise into catnip for state leaders. Media outlets were infatuated: Education Week ran stories 

with titles like “Racing for an Early Edge,” and national newspapers ran op-eds with headlines 

such as USA Today’s “Race to the Top Swiftly Changes Education Dynamic” (penned by former 

Republican Senate majority leader Bill Frist).
25

 A news search finds that there were more than 

19,000 mentions in 2009‒10, dwarfing even the mentions of “single-payer health care” during 

the midst of the debates over Obamacare! 

Some of the enthusiasm was certainly deserved. Race to the Top was fueled by admirable 

intentions, designed by smart people, and reflected a great deal of fashionable thinking on school 

improvement. In theory, it had much to recommend it. 

In practice, things turned out very differently. The actual ARRA legislation specified 

only that the federal government should encourage states to improve data systems, adopt “career-

and-college-ready” standards and tests, hire great teachers and principals, and turn around low-

performing schools. Beyond that, the Obama administration enjoyed enormous discretion. It 

could have opted for humility and designed a program that told the states, “Give us your best 

ideas, and we’ll fund the states that are pioneering the most promising approaches.”  
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Instead, the administration’s highly-regarded experts devised 19 “priorities” that states 

seeking funds would be required to address. States could earn points in each category by 

promising to follow administration dictates, with the most successful states winning the cash. 

Few of the priorities entailed structural changes. Instead, they mostly emphasized things like 

professional development, ensuring an “equitable distribution” of good teachers and principals, 

“building strong statewide capacity,” “making education funding a priority,” and so on. Perhaps 

most fatefully, as we noted a couple pages back, states could ace 3 of the 19 priorities by 

promising to adopt the brand-new Common Core and its federally funded tests.
26

 

Race to the Top’s bureaucratic demands were so onerous that the Gates Foundation 

offered $250,000 grants to 15 favored states to help hire consultants to pen their grant 

applications.
27

 Racing to meet program deadlines, states slapped together proposals stuffed with 

empty promises. States promised to adopt “scalable and sustained strategies for turning around 

clusters of low-performing schools” and “clear, content-rich, sequenced, spiraled, detailed 

curricular frameworks.” Applications ran to hundreds of jargon-laden pages, including 

appendices replete with missing pages, duplicate pages, and support from anyone who might 

sign a paper pledge. As one reviewer described it to me, “We knew the states were lying. The 

trick was figuring out who was lying the least.” 

To be fair, Race to the Top’s masters were not getting much clear or useful feedback 

from the field. The media swooned for the competition, yielding mostly uncritical puff pieces. 

State leaders were afraid to say anything critical; winners didn’t want to bite the hand that feeds, 

while officials in losing states didn’t want to do anything that might bring retribution. Advocacy 

groups and funders were mostly part of the Race to the Top cabal, supportive of the effort, and 
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eager to stay in the Obama administration’s good graces. The result was a dearth of critical 

feedback or honest assessment, even if Department of Education staff had been inclined to listen.  

The competition rewarded grant-writing prowess and allegiance to the fads of the 

moment. Indeed, a number of the dozen winners clearly trailed the pack on the hard-edged 

reforms that Race to the Top was supposedly seeking to promote. When it came to state data 

systems, charter school laws, and teacher policy, winning states like Ohio, Hawaii, Maryland, 

and New York finished well back in the pack on rankings compiled by the Data Quality 

Campaign, the National Alliance for Public Charter Schools, and the National Council on 

Teacher Quality.  

In the end, the effort suffered for its emphasis on promises rather than accomplishments, 

ambiguous scoring criteria, and murky process for selecting and training judges. The reliance of 

winning states on outside consultants and grant writers also meant that the commitment of key 

legislators, civic leaders, or education officials was lacking. However expert the design of the 

program and the various reforms might be, it couldn’t compensate for this litany of real-world 

bumps. 

It was no great surprise that every one of the dozen winning states came up short on its 

promises. As early as June 2011, the U.S. Government Accountability Office (GAO) reported 

that the winners had already changed their plans 25 times. That same GAO report noted that 

officials were beset by challenges that included “difficulty identifying and hiring qualified staff 

and complying with state procedures for awarding contracts.” In 2012, the Obama-friendly 

Center for American Progress (CAP) reported, “Every state has delayed some part of their grant 

implementation.” As they sought to hit federal timelines, states fumbled on everything from the 

Common Core to teacher evaluation. As CAP researchers said one Florida reporter told them, 
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regarding the fateful teacher evaluation policies that ran into such trouble, “Only a handful of 

districts feel like they’re prepared to do [new teacher evaluations]. Most feel like they’re 

rushing.”  

The whole effort had been launched in a fever dream of enthusiastic promises, crafted to 

satisfy the demands of enthusiastic federal officials. The Economic Policy Institute observed in 

2013, “A review of the student-outcome targets set by states…reveals that all are extremely 

ambitious, but virtually none is achievable in any normal interpretation of that term.”
28

 

Despite a mediocre track record of school improvement, Ohio was a winner, partly for its 

“simple, yet bold, long-term aspirations,” including “a near-100% high school graduation rate 

from schools teaching at internationally competitive standards,” elimination of achievement 

gaps, and higher-ed completion rates “that are among the highest in the nation and world.”
29

 In 

spring 2015, the Columbus Dispatch observed, “Four years and $400 million later, Ohio has met 

one of five goals for the federal Race to the Top grant program.” Like all the other states, Ohio 

still received its full complement of funds. 

As Drew University political scientist Patrick McGuinn noted early on, in 2010, “It is one 

thing for RTT to secure promises of state action, another thing for states to deliver promised 

action, and another thing entirely for their action to result in improvements in educational 

outcomes.”
30

  

In pushing states to hurriedly adopt new evaluation systems that specifically used test 

results to gauge teachers, Race to the Top ensured that many not-ready-for-primetime systems 

would be hurriedly rolled out and entangled with the Common Core and its associated tests. The 

most telling example may be in New York, where the simultaneous effort to change testing and 

accountability fueled intense concerns about how the tests would affect teacher job security, 
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engendering fierce backlash and strong teachers’ union support for the “opt-out” movement, 

which encouraged families to boycott testing. 

Race to the Top’s emphasis on expansive promises forced reviewers to try to divine the 

hearts and minds of state officials. A simpler course could have emphasized actions intended to 

remove obsolete impediments or regulations. Such a course reflects a more humble vision of 

expertise—one more focused on helping states extricate themselves from yesterday than at 

telling them the recipe for succeeding tomorrow.  

It is easy for the fact of a new program to capture the public imagination, but what 

matters in a realm as complex as schooling is how programs actually work. In 2009 and 2010, 

proponents cheered Race to the Top as a singular triumph—enthralled by the notion that 

“reformers” had stormed the nation’s capital and, by deploying their savvy expertise, had 

propelled the nation into a new era of school improvement. Yet, five years on, even a well-

wisher could conclude that Race to the Top did as much to retard as to advance its laudable 

goals.  

 

Court-Driven Reform 

Politics is messy, slow, and rife with deal-making and personalities. That can all seem 

deeply off-putting to experts taken with the clarity of their insights and the rightness of their 

solutions.  Meanwhile, courts summon images of savvy attorneys and wizened judges.  So 

perhaps it’s no surprise that self-certain reformers have increasingly looked to the courts as a 

way to bypass the political process.  
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The most visible such effort in recent years was the lawsuit Vergara v. California, in 

which nine Los Angeles students charged in 2012 that the state’s teacher tenure, due process, and 

seniority policies violated the state constitution. 

Judge Rolf Treu initially ruled for the plaintiffs, finding that the policies stuck poor and 

minority students with lousy teachers who are almost impossible to fire. Treu noted that 

California’s tenure, due process, and last-in-first-out policies have made it tough to terminate 

even the one to three percent of California teachers deemed “grossly ineffective.” Treu noted that 

dismissal of a single teacher can take up to a decade and cost upwards of $450,000 and remarked 

that the evidence presented in his courtroom “shocks the conscience.”
31

  

Reformers greeted Treu’s verdict with great enthusiasm. As one influential California 

Democrat told me, “It’s all about evidence. The rules of the courtroom force it. That’s the great 

thing about the courts. It’s all about the research and the truth. It’s amazing to see. The politics 

and the arm-twisting are out.” After all, experts tend to believe that their views are objective and 

scientific—so the ability to bypass the political process is not only convenient, but also easy to 

rationalize as virtuous. 

The problem, aside from little questions of democratic legitimacy and public support, is 

that judges may not be equipped to answer complex policy questions or reform public agencies. 

In a telling illustration, University of Colorado professor Josh Dunn has observed that a court-

ordered desegregation program in Kansas City cost more than two billion dollars between 1985 

to 2000, yet “every indicator of both segregation and student achievement in Kansas City got 

worse. In 2001, after the plan’s failure, the plaintiff’s attorney confessed that the problem was 

that no one ‘understood the problems of scaling something up to a district wide remedy.’ [In 

fact,] the district superintendent at the time the remedial program was ordered opposed it, saying 
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that it was too ambitious and the district could not hope to effectively implement it.…Even 

though Judge Clark was well aware of these concerns, the overweening confidence of the 

plaintiffs’ expert witnesses helped to override any doubts he might have had.”
32

 

Dunn puts it well: “For those wishing to use the courts to reform education, I bring bad 

news: courts are not good at it. Attempts to use courts to reform public institutions have largely 

failed, and education is the principle example . . . The history of education litigation could be 

summarized as one of good intentions leading to bad results.”
33

 After all, the judges expected to 

distill the truth of bitter school reform fights don’t possess a lot of expertise in statistical 

analysis, education, or the finer points of social policy. 

While they lack the “nonpolitical” and “expert” veneer of the courts, their very messiness 

is why legislatures are where school reform is responsibly addressed. Legislatures are where 

elected representatives write the laws by which citizens agree to abide. Legislators can negotiate 

and compromise; incorporate evidence, ideology, and experience as they see fit; and rewrite laws 

at a later date. They represent a range of views and concerns, and they can be voted out of office 

if their constituents disapprove of what they’ve done.  

Courts lack all of these qualities. Courts are places where laws are applied to specific 

cases. Courts are poor venues for finding compromise. Judges are typically appointed with little 

in the way of democratic accountability. They’re usually trained as lawyers and their expertise is 

in case law and legal processes. Judges cannot readily revisit or modify former decisions. School 

reformers are dealing with complex issues rife with unintended consequences—exactly the kind 

of thing that courts are ill-designed to handle.  

All that said, what about the 1954 Brown v. Board of Education decision and the 

landmark blow it struck for educational equality? First, note that Brown was about access. Courts 



 

21 
 

are actually pretty good at addressing access. In Brown, the Supreme Court said that the regime 

of “separate but equal” ratified by Plessy v. Ferguson six decades earlier was inherently unequal 

and that states could not deny black children access to “white” public schools. (Even on that 

reasonably uncomplicated question, keep in mind that, for more than a decade, Brown barely 

moved the needle on school integration. The verdict was symbolically powerful but it took a 

series of cases over two decades, and eventually passage of the Civil Rights and Voting Rights 

Acts by democratically elected members of Congress to even start accomplishing the relatively 

straightforward task Brown set out.)  

More fundamentally, school reform is usually about quality rather than access. And the 

courts tend to be an especially flimsy lever for changing how schools run programs, hire and 

evaluate teachers, or deliver instruction. Keep in mind that, when it comes to school reform, 

court edicts are not self-enforcing. This is an easier problem to address when it concerns 

access—are students being allowed to attend this school or are they allowed to enroll in that 

class. When it gets to more qualitative decisions, things get murkier. And that makes things 

difficult. 

When courts issue directives that states need to change things like staffing, hiring, or 

accountability systems, the legislature may or may not comply. It may be unable or unwilling to 

enact the changes, and judges don’t possess the authority to “make” legislatures adopt new 

policies. If the legislature does comply, the judge has to determine whether the changes are 

satisfactory. If not, he'll tell the legislature to try again. And so on. Meanwhile, school systems 

need to figure out what to do about policies, practices, and contracts. Given the uncertainty and 

foot-dragging, decisions like Vergara are more likely to yield bureaucratic paralysis than 

dramatic action. Consider New Jersey, which is in its fifth decade of back-and-forth in equity 
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finance litigation. The legal headaches and squabbling have fostered confusion, compliance, and 

timid leadership. 

Experts can also be blind to the unanticipated consequences of their “victories.” Once 

judges start dictating educational practice, for instance, there’s no reason to stop at tenure laws. 

And there’s no reason to assume that today’s plaintiffs will like the substance of future verdicts. 

Indeed, within days of Treu’s verdict, Kevin Welner, a professor at the University of Colorado 

and a vocal critic of the agenda embraced the plaintiffs, lamented the decision but enthused 

that courts could now use the precedent to micromanage transportation and buildings, restrict 

school choice, dictate accountability practices, and much more.
34

 If the courts did so, many who 

cheered Vergara could wind up feeling very differently about the role of the courts. 

What ultimately happened with Vergara, anyway? After millions in legal fees, four years 

of drawn-out activity, and distracting back-and-forth, Treu’s verdict was overturned by the Court 

of Appeals. The whole endeavor proved to be a courtroom circus. The democratic process is 

painfully frustrating and slow, but it’s also how we can marshal the public agreement and 

feedback that gives ambitious reforms a fighting chance to succeed.  

 

Concluding Thoughts 

When doing something important, there’s a natural inclination to seek out expertise 

which can ensure that we’ll do it “right.” That’s true whether we’re talking about car problems, 

dental hygiene, or designing a literacy assessment.  In each of those cases, the impulse is a 

healthy one. Here’s the thing: each of those examples involves specific mastery applied to 

concrete tasks. This kind of expertise doesn’t entail a lot of mastery of moving parts; interplay of 
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competing values; or anticipating how thousands of educators, students, and families may 

respond to proposed changes.  

When it comes to school reform, all of those things are required. As a result, expertise 

can quickly be overwhelmed, even when it doesn’t offer incomplete or misleading guidance. Put 

another way, policymaking involves a complex systems of human beings with conflicting values 

and priorities. This the realm of politics, not expertise.  While those enamored of expertise tend 

to disparage “mere” politics as no match for technical competence, a true appreciation for 

expertise recognizes just how partial and problematic is the guidance it can offer when it comes 

to the vagaries of education policy and large-scale school reform.  

In the end, grand reforms tend to be governed by the impulses and wishes of their 

champions, and to suffer from the inability of enthusiasts to recognize or acknowledge when 

plans are going south. In light of this, as suggested by the three examples recounted above, there 

at least three cautions worth keeping in mind.  

First, reforming schools and school systems is always an inherently political act. Pushing 

to change what children learn or how teachers are judged will always hold out the possibility of 

raising questions, concerns, and unease. The odds that reform will do so are magnified when it 

seems to be imposed by outsiders. This tension was critical when it came to the Common Core, 

and has been equally so in reform hotbeds like Newark and New Orleans. And the notion that 

courts can neatly or efficiently resolve these questions, in ways that will have lasting effects, is 

one that’s largely at odds with experience. This argues for the benefits of placing more weight on 

the value of real, local political engagement, even if that means reform is likely to be slower and 

more incremental. 
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Second, experts have a problem. They know they’re expert, and so are often caught off-

guard when their expertise is overwhelmed. Worse, their expertise and confidence lead them to 

discount criticism as evidence of confusion or malice. When it comes to large projects of societal 

reform, unfortunately, expertise is far more ephemeral, ideologically freighted, and limited than 

what we’d like to think. Thus, the architects of Race to the Top were so confident in the rightness 

of their design, that they found it hard to regard criticisms as anything other than second-

guessing and naysaying. Consciously leavening teams with dissenting points of view, and 

working to see that resulting concerns are addressed rather than marginalized, may help mitigate 

some of these tendencies. 

  Third, even if experts are inclined to listen, those who might offer useful criticism can 

sometimes be struck mute. Especially when expert-fueled reforms are supported by the U.S. 

Department of Education and major foundations, as with Race to the Top, potential critics may 

find it easier to stay mute than to speak up and invite pushback. In this way, the overconfidence 

that always threatens to ensnare experts is reinforced and amplified by acquiescence. That this 

was not the case with the Common Core helps illuminate the twin risks to reform: the risk that 

vocal criticism will emerge, and the risk that it won’t.     

Finally, things are made more complicated still by America’s Madisonian system of 

government and our Tocquevillian norms. Put simply, America is designed in ways likely to 

frustrate expert-fueled social policy. Expertise works best when it can command obeisance; 

that’s hard to come by in the American system. The Common Core, whatever its merits or 

failings, would likely have fared better in a nation where it was deemed appropriate for the 

education ministry to simply impose it—whether there was no need to cajole 50 states to play 

along. Similarly, Race to the Top’s complicated machinery might have fared better if it wasn’t 
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dependent on enticing states to opt in, and then on their willingness to do what they’d promised. 

Whatever its abstract merits, top-down expertise faces challenges in the American system that 

would be less problematic if practiced in France—or Cuba. Well-meaning reformers should be 

forewarned. 

Expertise works best in predictable settings. Public policy is filled with value-laden 

debates, the vagaries of astonishing societal complexity, and feedback loops that can easily 

overwhelm and negate even the most studious planning and careful calculation. This is why so 

many different expert-derived education reforms so often wind up earning the same simple 

sobriquet: “Whoops! That’s not what we meant to do.” 
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