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EDUCATION GOVERNANCE IS A PERENNIAL TOPIC OF INTEREST AMONG STATE EDUCATION 
policymakers. In the last two legislative sessions alone, 43 states have enacted over 175 pieces of 
legislation related directly to some aspect of education governance arrangements, reforms, or redesigns. 

As community college trustees seek to navigate and inform governance reform efforts, they would 
be well served to keep top of mind some of the reasons legislators, agency heads, and gubernatorial 
staffers are often drawn to governance as a policy topic. When state and system policy and political 
leaders consider how to structure education governance arrangements, they often do so with an 
eye towards the dual purposes of finding system efficiencies and supporting desired statewide and 
institutional performance outcomes.
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But what drives this interest in governance, and what 
assumptions about how governance works and the role it plays 
in outcomes are underlying policymaker interest? Through our 
work at Education Commission of the States, we’ve engaged 
hundreds of state and system policy leaders in their requests 
for information about, and guidance on, education governance. 
Across these engagements, several articulated assumptions — 
and a few unarticulated ones — emerge and provide insight 
as to why education governance conversations are a constant 
feature of policy dialogues. 

First, the articulated assumptions that drive policymaker interest 
in education governance.

Assumption 1: Governance arrangements matter. When 
leaders inquire about governance models across the early learning, 
K-12, postsecondary, and workforce development spectrum, they 
are often starting with a desire to improve student-level outcomes 
in their state education systems. And they are operating with 
an assumption that governance arrangements not only ought to 
but do impact a range of system and institutional performance 
indicators. Yet the evidence base that any one specific governance 
arrangement impacts education and policy outcomes is scant, with 
the majority of evaluative studies suggesting inconclusive results. 
Evidence-based or not, a strong belief that “governance has to 
matter” is driving interest in governance reform. 

Assumption 2: Governance can be fixed and should 
be “fixed.” Policy leaders often assume they are chasing an 
optimal steady state for education governance. There is a sense 
among many state political and educational leaders that there 
is a way their state “should” be doing education governance — 
and that “should” often is defined as something their state isn’t 
currently doing. Moreover, there is an articulated desire to find 
this steady state and move on, that governance arrangements 
are something to fix, and that they also remain fixed. If only, the 
driving narrative goes, we could find the optimal setup of our 
governance structures, we could leave them alone and move on 
to other policy areas.

Assumption 3: Alignment across educational systems is 
desirable. Alignment is one of those words in our education 
policy lexicon that lacks clear and consistent definition or 
operationalization. But as an opaque goal for policy change, 
alignment has utility. Seeking to “align educational systems” 
allows reformers to articulate a goal for policy change that has 
few detractors and faces almost no counter-proposals; the “anti-
alignment” constituency is nonexistent. In part for this reason, 
aligning educational systems has become the north star for many 
governance reform discussions. Alignment has in many cases 
become the end goal itself, not the means to an end that involves 
student outcome changes. 

In addition to these three reasons policy ecosystem denizens 
are interested in governance reforms, two others aren’t so openly 
discussed — but are important for individuals in policymaking and 
institutional leadership circles to understand.

Unarticulated Assumption 1: When you can’t buy another 
chair, move around the chairs you’ve got. Funding is often 

tight for state postsecondary education budgets, and new money 
is rarer still. When politically influenced policymakers confront 
indefensible education outcomes for too many students and 
a political necessity to be seen “doing something” to address 
education outcomes, what better way than to seek governance 
reform and rearrange bureaucratic structures? In constrained 
fiscal environments, structural reforms take on increased 
currency to seemingly be addressing systemic underperformance. 

Which leads into the second unspoken reason governance 
remains a popular topic for policymakers. 

Unarticulated Assumption 2: Governance reform can 
be a low-cost political winner. There are several ways that 
governance reform can be viewed as politically advantageous. 
For instance, advocating for, let alone actually implementing 
governance change can have low upfront costs. Reorganization 
planning, shuffling administrative agencies, etc. aren’t the types 
of things that come with huge budget requests and often fall 
under the radar of mainstream policy coverage. 

Additionally, in an era of accountability, it’s easy to avoid 
any when proposing governance changes. While alignment as 
a concept is simple to understand, state education governance 
arrangements themselves can be complex and opaque to those 
outside the field. Therefore, it is very difficult for the average 
person to easily track changes or proposed changes to these 
systems, to understand what impacts those changes may 
have, and to hold — in any sense — those who drove change 
“accountable.” These circumstances represent the opposite of 
issues such as changes in state financial aid, where the bottom 
line of per-student funding is digestible by a wide audience of 
education constituents.

Taken together, these five assumptions offer some 
perspective on the drivers of state leaders’ attention to 
education governance. How we choose to structure public 
systems matters. It sets formal and informal expectations of 
behaviors and professional norms, signaling values that are 
important and setting expectations of interaction between 
various agencies, systems, and institutions. Any search for an 
optimal way to govern education systems should be secondary 
to a focus on governing those systems effectively to support 
student outcomes and meet other state goals. 

To learn more about how postsecondary governance is 
structured in your state or the District of Columbia, please 
visit the Education Commission of the States Postsecondary 
Governance resource page at www.ecs.org/50-state-comparison-
postsecondary-governance-structures/.
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