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Abstract

In this research, situated in a small urban district with a state-imposed school 
board, we analyze participation of community members during a three-year 
effort to improve schools. Through a qualitative analysis of forms of commu-
nity engagement, this article offers a framework for understanding participa-
tion. We present two overlapping continua of participation by community 
stakeholders in school board meetings. One continuum focuses on who 
initiates participation, and a second represents the impact of participation. 
We conclude that decision making by boards is often complex, reflecting 
public and private moves that include and exclude stakeholders. Ultimately, 
participation on school boards involves listening, communication, and trust.
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The state-appointed Education Empowerment Board was seated on a raised 
platform behind a long, curved desk facing an audience of community mem-
bers for the first time. Behind a small flag and black leather bible sat the 
board chair, an African-American attorney who had been selected for his 
close ties to the governor and his expertise in budgets and financial matters 
in public entities. To his left sat the secretary/treasurer, an older African-
American man, who worked closely with the state secretary of education and 
who had a long history in the district, initially as a teacher, then as a basket-
ball coach, a superintendent, and most recently as a consultant to the district 
for the state department of education. On his left sat Katherine Schultz, the 
vice chair, a white woman, and university professor with expertise in urban 
education. Although the secretary/treasurer had lived in the district once for 
a short period of time and worked there on and off over the past couple of 
decades, he no longer lived there, and no member of the board was consid-
ered a member of the community. All were registered Democrats in a county 
run by Republicans. Even though they had just begun to work together less 
than two weeks prior to this meeting, the three Empowerment Board mem-
bers presented a united front, frequently joking and smiling at one another.

Following the advice of their own solicitor, the board had instituted a new 
policy for this meeting that it was necessary for participants to sign up in 
order to speak during times designated for public comment. This policy was 
meant to impose order in the meetings, which under the former board (com-
posed of three Republicans) had been frequently contentious and lengthy, 
lasting well into the night. During the time for public comment on non-agenda 
items, members of the community rose to speak, offering their perspectives on 
educational issues to the new board. In response to a complaint about the 
past boards, whose members often sat in stone silence as community resi-
dents railed against their decisions to close schools and fire teachers, this 
new board attempted to interact with the community and respond to their 
queries. Some of the community members welcomed them to the district and 
informed them of their priorities and concerns. Parents spoke about the lack 
of textbooks, the deplorable conditions in the schools, the prevalence of fear 
and violence, and the large number of substitutes taking positions that should 
go to full-time teachers. The board members promised to visit the schools and 
procure funds to improve the conditions so that the children of Clarksville1 
would have the opportunity to be educated in a fair and equitable manner.

There were stories of the past era when Clarksville had stronger, more 
vibrant academic and musical programs, with several people repeating the 
phrase “Clarksville pride” to underscore their praise. The recent closing 
of schools and proliferation of charter schools was noted with a sense of 
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urgency. The district would collapse, community members explained, if the 
charter schools continued to expand. Nodding in agreement, the board mem-
bers promised to take these concerns seriously and explained that they were 
beginning to look into alternatives and responses. Several people were angry 
that there were no community members on the board and informed the board 
that this was wrong and should be remedied. The comment of one community 
activist and pastor brought silence to the room. This older African-American 
stood before the board, shaking with anger, and declared, “You are planta-
tion owners.” She continued that they should not be allowed to dictate the 
policies of the district, claiming that at least one of them should step down to 
make room for a resident who could speak for the community. The board 
members had no response to this comment, although they each took it in. 
(Field notes, March 2007)

Public outcry over educational policy, particularly in urban areas, has 
recently intensified as public officials have been forced to make difficult and 
unpopular decisions in response to budget crises. Citizens have rallied in 
Madison, Wisconsin, Detroit, Michigan and Chicago, Illinois among other 
locations in the U.S. to protest public sector cuts in education and the threat 
of the loss of collective bargaining. In Philadelphia, citizens have raised con-
cerns over the proposed dissolution of their district and the growing role of 
charter schools. Each of these battles reflects a different set of issues and 
priorities held by a range of stakeholders and participants. Almost daily there 
are editorials in print and online media about the state of distressed urban 
schools. Despite considerable attention and resources, there seem to be few 
solutions to the innumerable difficulties faced by urban districts, outside of 
individual innovative schools and occasional charismatic leaders. The contri-
bution of community members to the discourses and activities of policymak-
ing in local districts is rarely discussed, yet it can be argued that these 
stakeholders, especially long-term residents, have key interests in improving 
their schools.

This same public outrage had been present in Clarksville for years, shap-
ing the participation of the stakeholders in the district. Like other districts 
around the country, there was no agreement among the stakeholders in 
Clarksville about the goals for their district. For some, education was about 
improving the life chances of the youth in the city. For others, the school 
district represented an important source of patronage or the economic welfare 
of teachers. Community members counted on the school district to improve 
the fiscal outcomes for the community or the individual students. All pur-
ported to have the children and community’s best interest at the center of 
their decisions.



770  Urban Education 48(6)

This study, situated in a low-performing, small urban district, contributes 
to the discussion of community participation in public decision making 
through an analysis of the work of a state-imposed school board. The participa-
tion of the principal investigator (Schultz) on this state-appointed Educational 
Empowerment Board (EEB) created a unique opportunity to examine the 
many forms of interactions between district leadership and community mem-
bers. The EEB was appointed by the governor to make significant improve-
ments in the schools over 3 years. The opening vignette portrays the initial 
interactions of the community members and the board during their first 
school board meeting. This scene sets the stage for an analysis of participa-
tion by the community members, particularly in relation to decisions made by 
the board. Through an examination of interactions and discourses during the 
board meetings, this article explores the forms of participation taken up by 
community members in this public setting. An analysis of the nature of 
participation by community members illustrates the opportunities and con-
straints on public engagement in the governance of school districts.

In their ideal form, school boards are often described as “instruments of 
local democracy” (Hochschild, 2005, p. 325). However, as Hochschild (2005) 
and others (e.g., Allen & Plank, 2005; Meier, 2002; Wells, Slayton, & Scott, 
2002) argue, in reality school boards face many obstacles to enacting democ-
racy. Indeed, as Elliot (1959) wrote many years ago, “the school board’s 
primary functions . . . are to hire and support a competent professional as 
superintendent, defend against public criticism, and persuade the people to 
open up their pocketbooks” (p. 1033). Through a careful analysis of commu-
nity members’ interactions with their local school board, we argue for the 
importance of listening and trust in reconceptualizing democratic participa-
tion with school boards. If we see school boards as a critical location for 
meaningful participation by a range of citizenry, then we need to design and 
enact new forms of engagement.

Our findings reported in this article are derived from a three and one-half-
years study of reform led by the Education Empowerment Board and super-
intendent in the Clarksville School District. The purpose of the larger study 
was to document both the past and current reform efforts in the Clarksville 
School District. Specifically, the study sought to investigate the historical, 
social, political, and economic events that preceded the 3-year term of the 
Education Empowerment Board; to record a range of stakeholders’ under-
standing of the events in the district; and to follow the key events that occurred 
during this period of reform, which occurred between 2007 and 2010.
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Research Literature
Participation
Over the last few years, the importance of public voice in shaping school 
reform has emerged as a popular theme in media coverage of education. For 
instance, an editorial in the New York Times argued that while mayoral con-
trol of the New York City public schools “has done much good . . . some 
fine-tuning aimed at giving parents and communities more access is in 
order” (“The Mayor,” 2009, p. 32). As lawmakers in New York and else-
where stress the importance of “seeking ways to guarantee greater access for 
parents and communities,” (“The Mayor,” 2009, p. 32), educational theorists 
and researchers continue to discuss what this public access and participation 
should look like.

Torre and Fine (2006) argue, “Participation lies at the core of democracy 
and justice” (p. 269). As such, it is no surprise that the discourse of participa-
tion is prevalent in educational reform (Anderson, 1998) and in research on 
public administration and school boards. Although many educators, scholars, 
reformers, and policymakers use the language of participation, there is rarely 
clarity about what this term actually means in public sites of decision mak-
ing such as school boards (e.g., Foley, 1998; Timney, 1998). Understandings 
of participation often vary even among those involved in the actual processes, 
leaving community members who seek to become engaged feeling frustrated 
and powerless. For instance, participation sometimes refers to involvement in 
the implementation of policy, as opposed to lobbying, which denotes attempts 
to change decisions (Timney, 1998). As Timney explains, while citizen par-
ticipation is generally voluntary, lobbyists are most often paid.

Apple and Bean (2007) write at length about the value of participation in 
their description of democratic schools. The authors argue that all members 
of a school community—professional educators, parents, local activists, and 
especially students—should have a say in school governance and policy 
making. In order to participate effectively, stakeholders must be as fully 
informed as possible and have opportunities to reflect critically upon ideas. 
Apple and Bean take pains to distinguish between true collaboration and the 
“engineering of consent,” explaining that attempts to engage stakeholders 
must be genuine and represent more than efforts to enlist community sup-
port for predetermined decisions. Similarly, Shatkin and Gershberg (2007) 
consider the circumstances under which school-site councils (SSCs) are 
likely to encourage parent and community participation in decision making. 
They find that some SSCs operate as “democratic dictatorships” whose prin-
cipals ultimately retain all control despite the SSC premise of community 
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engagement. When principals are willing to collaborate, however, and when 
some civic capacity already exists in the community, parents and commu-
nity members on SSCs are more likely to have an impact on decisions that 
are made about their schools.

There have been several attempts to articulate various kinds of participa-
tion in public settings. In his outline of the most common approaches that 
public managers take to public participation, Thomas (1995) claims that 
managers frequently retain control over decisions and carefully orchestrate 
the moments where citizens are invited to participate. He asserts that public 
managers tend to take the attitude that it is best to exclude citizens from deci-
sion making short of a threat of public protest. Jenkins, Andolina, Keeter, and 
Zukin (2003) delineate three dimensions of participation: electoral activity, 
civic activity (e.g., volunteering), and political voice (expressing public opin-
ions). Warren (2011) describes the success of a dual approach to participa-
tion. He finds that community organizing groups must work both externally 
to schools in order to demand change and hold systems accountable and also 
internally, collaborating with teachers and principals to improve teaching and 
learning. In addition, this approach must occur at several levels, with com-
munity organizers seeking to establish collaborations between state officials, 
local stakeholders, relevant scholars, and educational activists. Several 
researchers elaborate how public managers often distinguish between routine 
decisions where expertise is important and decisions that affect public life. 
Participation in public entities such as school boards is often precipitated by 
conflict (e.g., Oliver, 2001).

Participation can be analyzed according to participant roles and responsi-
bilities, as well as purposes, timing, and location. Participation includes talk 
and silence, listening and trust (Schultz, 2009). Linguistic anthropologists 
use the concept of participation to analyze the forms of social organization that 
are made possible through verbal and nonverbal interactions (e.g., Goffman, 
1974, 1981; Goodwin & Goodwin, 2004). For instance, Goffman (1981) pro-
posed the concept of “participant framework,” which includes the positioning 
or the total configuration of all participants in relationship to a speaker’s talk. 
He defines participation status as the social group’s perspective on the rela-
tionship between the speaker and the speaker’s utterance. Taken together, the 
collection of participation statuses form a participation framework within 
situated activities (see also Goodwin & Goodwin, 2004). This framework 
allows for the analysis of talk and participation in public gatherings such as 
school board meetings. It emphasizes the need to attend to talk and silence 
and multiple participants’ roles in discussions and decisions.
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State Takeover of School Districts and Community Engagement

Beginning in the mid-1990s, there were numerous takeovers of large urban 
districts by mayors and state governments. Districts are taken over for a 
variety of reasons including fiscal mismanagement, academic failure, poor 
administration, and deteriorating infrastructures (Wong & Shen, 2003; 
Ziebarth, 2002). While initially most takeovers were enacted because of fis-
cal insolvency and/or poor management, in recent years state takeovers have 
occurred primarily for academic reasons (Wong & Shen, 2003). Although 
there is little research on the impact of state takeovers, one clear conclusion 
is that fiscal difficulties seem to be resolved more easily than the challenge 
of raising academic achievement (Wong & Shen, 2003; Ziebarth, 2002). For 
instance, after 10 years of managing the New Jersey City Schools, the 
Education Law Center reflected, “What's so tragic here is not the takeover 
but the fact that in ten years we know very little about what happened, what 
works, and what didn’t work. All you’re left with are anecdotes from differ-
ent interest groups” (“N. J. plans to end,” 1999, p. 11 in Wong & Shen, 
2003).

Most research on state takeovers of school districts tends to focus on the 
impact of this reform on fiscal management and student achievement; 
researchers rarely address the role of local stakeholders in the reform process 
in districts under state control. One notable exception is the research con-
ducted by Research for Action (RFA), a Philadelphia-based, nonprofit orga-
nization, as part of its study of Philadelphia’s recent school reform efforts. 
This report found that the School Reform Commission (SRC), Philadelphia’s 
state-imposed school board, failed to develop structures through which stake-
holders could actively participate or voice their concerns (Useem, Christman, 
& Boyd, 2006). For instance, school board meetings—the single forum for 
public comments—were constrained in several ways. Rules for speaking at 
meetings were prohibitive, as speakers had to sign up ahead of time, provide 
multiple copies of their comments, and limit their remarks to three minutes. 
Moreover, SRC members usually listened silently and failed to seek com-
munity feedback. The lack of parental input was particularly notable when 
the SRC assigned 86 schools some form of significant intervention, including 
outside management and charter status. Parents “had no say in the assignment 
process and . . . were not given a choice about which model or school they 
would prefer for their children” (Useem et al., 2006, p. 6).

Similarly, community organizations have had little input in reform deci-
sions in Philadelphia. During the initial time of the state takeover, all com-
munity groups who desired involvement were required to enter into formal 
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partnerships with the district, with signed contracts that established clear 
objectives and responsibilities. Although this move reflected a desire to reach 
out to community groups, it also allowed the district to co-opt these “tradi-
tionally independent ‘voices’” into their own agenda (Gold, Cucchiara, 
Simon, & Riffer, 2005, p. 9). In addition, the school district hired many com-
munity leaders in a move that recognized their expertise but perhaps limited 
their ability to protest district policies (Useem et al., 2006).

In sum, school officials in Philadelphia felt that the urgent need for change 
outweighed the need for more democratic decision-making processes (Useem 
et al., 2006). In fact, one district official described CEO Vallas’s attitude as, 
“I’m not going to pretend to ask you for your input when I know how to run 
this” (Useem et al., 2006, p. 14). While the superintendent and Empowerment 
Board in Clarksville expressed a different sentiment and direction, constantly 
stressing the need for community involvement as we describe below, the suc-
cessful engagement of local stakeholders is a complex process that depends 
to a large extent on how power is distributed and how opportunities for par-
ticipation are structured in the district.

Research Context and Design
Local Context

Located on the edge of a large urban center, in recent years Clarksville has 
been plagued by an economic downturn due to a loss of an industrial and 
manufacturing base that has lasted decades and resulted in the disappearance 
of its middle class. Currently, nonprofits are the largest employers in the city. 
As a consequence of the depleted tax base and the introduction of charter 
schools, the Clarksville School District has wrestled with many of the same 
critical issues that challenge urban districts across the United States. A mix-
ture of politics, fear, and hopelessness has been at the center of all decisions 
in the district for over 20 years. Dominated by a strong Republican political 
machine since 1875, in the latter part of the twentieth century the city 
became and remains a majority African American city with African 
Americans making up more than 70% of the population. In the recent past, 
Republican Party politics shaped who was hired in local positions and had a 
strong impact on the schools through a state-appointed Special Board of 
Control put into place by a Republican governor when the schools were in 
financial and academic distress. A legal ruling in 2007, led by the Democratic 
governor, found that the three-member Control Board had repeatedly vio-
lated the state school code by increasing the structural debt of the district, 
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hiring unqualified teachers, maintaining inaccurate records, and failing to 
document incidents of school violence. This decision led to the creation of 
the new Education Empowerment Board composed of three Democrats to 
oversee the distressed district of only 5,000 students. This board governed 
the district until August 2010, when control of the schools was returned to 
an elected board. The research for this article took place during the three and 
one-half-year tenure of the EEB during which time Katherine Schultz was a 
member of the three-member board, giving the researchers unique access to 
information about the district’s policies and practices.

Data Collection
The research draws on historical documents, interviews with a wide range of 
stakeholders, and observations of various events in order to examine the 
nature of stakeholder engagement and opportunities for community partici-
pation in board-level policymaking. From October 2007 until June 2010, 
researchers conducted one to three semistructured interviews with over 50 
stakeholders in the school district. These stakeholders include reporters, 
teachers, administrators, former board members, parents, students, and com-
munity members. Stakeholders were initially identified by their public par-
ticipation in the school district; as the study continued, we identified new 
participants through community nomination by research participants and 
community members.

Initially, the interviews focused on the individual’s history with the dis-
trict, the participant’s understandings of issues facing the district, and his or 
her vision for its future. After the initial period of data collection, community 
engagement emerged as a significant issue in the district and questions were 
added to address this topic specifically. Individuals were asked how they 
characterize “insiders” and “outsiders” in the city and how a person’s posi-
tion in the community affects her ability to influence change. Follow-up 
interviews were conducted periodically with individuals who were actively 
involved in the district’s reform process, and these individuals were asked to 
reflect on what had changed in the city or district since the first interview.

In addition to interviews, the researchers attended Empowerment Board 
meetings twice a month for the study period. As the principal investigator 
Katherine Schultz was a member of the Empowerment Board, her field notes 
reflect that perspective. Kathryn McGinn was a member of the audience and 
focused on the “public comments” portion of the meetings, as these com-
ments provided an opportunity to document the interactions among commu-
nity members and the Empowerment Board. As an Empowerment Board 
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member, Schultz was also present at meetings relating to legal matters, per-
sonnel decisions, and property issues. Both researchers had occasion to 
participate in a range of other public meetings, including superintendent’s 
advisory board meetings, curriculum mapping meetings, the state of the city 
address, and local campaign meetings for the democratic primary.

Researchers analyzed newspaper and journal articles about the district. 
Editorials and letters to the editors in local papers provide insights about 
community members’ viewpoints, and feature articles reflect issues that are 
subject to current debate and discussion in the city. Researchers also drew on 
other documents, including board meeting agendas and minutes, ballot initia-
tives, budget data, contracts, professional development materials, papers 
relating to lawsuits, property insurance and information, and programs for a 
variety of school events. These materials were used to generate codes and 
triangulate the data sources in the analysis.

Data Analysis
Using grounded theory, we began our data analysis with open coding of our 
data in order to identify salient themes, a process outlined by Creswell (2007). 
As we examined our data, community engagement emerged as a significant 
issue. Next, we used atlas.ti to apply axial codes to our interview transcripts 
and field notes, focusing on both forms of and barriers to community engage-
ment in the district. Through this process we developed coding paradigms to 
further explore our findings. We created a descriptive table that displayed 
forms of participation and barriers to participation by each stakeholder group.

This descriptive table was the starting point for the development of our 
typology of participation (see Figure 1).

Access, Roles, and Ethics
While both members of the research team endeavored to become involved 
in a variety of ways in the Clarksville School District, we were still largely 
regarded as “outsiders.” First, Clarksville is a small city and to be truly 
regarded as an “insider,” one needs to be born and raised in the community. 
In addition to being relatively new to the district, our race marks us as outsiders. 
We are White, and the majority of Clarksville residents are African American. 
Interestingly, the topic of race rarely came up explicitly during interviews. 
Though some participants described their understanding of the racial dynam-
ics of school reform in Clarksville, the majority of interviewees did not. We 
are not certain if individuals are reluctant to talk to us about race because we 
are White or because of the loaded nature of the topic in general.
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Stakeholder 
Category

Forms of Participation Barriers to Participation Number of 
Stakeholders 
Interviewed 
in Category

Current district 
administration

Example: 
Superintendent holds 
open budget meetings 
with the community.

Example: Some 
community members 
resent the board 
and superintendent 
because they are 
“outsiders.”

13

Past district 
administration

Example: Past board 
members listened 
unresponsively to 
parents at meetings.

Example: Past board 
members lost some 
community members’ 
trust by bringing in a 
for-profit company to 
run schools.

4

Public school 
parents

Example: Parents 
attend board meetings 
or parent-teacher 
organization meetings 
to address specific 
issue(s) regarding their 
own children.

Example: Parents have 
had their own bad 
experiences with the 
schools where they are 
sending their children. 

4

Charter school 
parents/staff

Example: Charter 
school parents 
participated in 
organized protests 
against a proposed 
cap on charter school 
enrollment.

Example: Some 
community members 
view charter schools 
as the “enemy” of 
public schools and 
this perception limits 
collaboration between 
charter and public 
schools.

4

Politicians Example: State 
government officials 
make many decisions 
that impact public 
schools in Clarksville.

Example: There is a 
lack of communication 
among city 
government, the 
school district, and 
other community 
organizations, which 
slows reform.

1

Teachers Example: Some 
teachers participate 
in advisory board 
meetings with the 
superintendent.

Example: Teachers 
describe feeling like 
“pawns” in a larger 
political game, which 
deters many from 
participating in reform 
efforts.

6

(continued)
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Figure 1. (continued)

Community 
Organizations

Example: Local 
non-profit hosted an 
education summit.

Example: Different 
community 
organizations are 
competing for grant/
district money and 
do not cooperate/
communicate with 
each other.

6

Local 
University

Example: Faculty 
members worked with 
district teachers to 
develop curriculum.

Example: University 
has a history of bad 
relationships with 
community; community 
members distrust 
university’s actions in 
the district.

1

Community 
Members

Example: Community 
members were invited 
to give input on hiring 
new superintendent.

Example: Historical 
dominance of 
Republican machine 
leads people to believe 
that nothing gets done 
without the support/
approval of Republican 
officials

5

Partnership 
Schools

Example: Arts 
organization was 
able to open a school 
after developing an 
open relationship with 
state government, 
Empowerment Board, 
and superintendent.

Example: Arts 
organization did not 
seek approval of 
community leaders 
before starting; this 
lack of communication 
stalled the process 
because of community 
resistance.

1

Figure 1. Participation by stakeholder group.

In addition to their regard of the research team as outsiders, some people 
may have been wary of speaking honestly about the school district because of 
Katherine Schultz’s position on the Empowerment Board. While most people 
we interviewed seem to speak freely about their experiences in Clarksville, 
some district employees may have worried about giving their honest reflec-
tions on the district because they saw Schultz as their boss, although in reality 
only the superintendent reported to the Board. As a result, we may not have 



Schultz and McGinn 779

heard people’s candid criticisms or concerns about policy decisions made by 
the Empowerment Board.

In some respects, this project can be considered a form of practitioner 
research (see, Cochran-Smith & Lytle 1993, 2009) or action research. As an EEB 
member, Schultz had unusual access to insiders’ perspectives on issues such 
as opportunities for public engagement and public involvement in decision 
making. At the same time, the state laws mandated that all decisions requir-
ing a vote be deliberated in public, so many of these conversations occurred 
during publically held board meetings. Schultz made it clear to her colleagues 
and to all of the participants in this study that she was engaged in documenta-
tion of the meetings. If there was ever a conflict in roles, she always privi-
leged her responsibilities as a board member. As a member of the 
Empowerment Board and a researcher for this project, she was always pain-
fully aware of the opportunities and limitations of her role as a board mem-
ber. Change at a district level is nearly always slow and deliberate, and that 
slow process was reflected in the board’s actions and documented in this 
research article. For this article, we chose to focus on the opportunities and 
constraints placed on community participation in this district.

While most people involved in the district reacted positively to this 
research, there were some stakeholders who were both suspicious and 
unhappy about the project, most often because they were suspicious about 
research in Clarksville in general. A few individuals declined to participate in 
interviews. Others participated, but they also articulated their concerns dur-
ing the course of the interview. For example, a local pastor told us he found 
the idea of the project “distasteful,” and that while he liked Schultz, he wor-
ried that she was exploiting the district by doing this research (Interview, 
April 24, 2008). One of Schultz’s fellow Empowerment Board members also 
expressed frustration with the amount of research that has been done in the 
school district, explaining, “One of the things that I will not vote for again is 
more studies of this district. This district has been a laboratory for more 
experiments than I think any district should have been [. . .] We’ve been prod-
ded and poked enough to last a lifetime” (Interview, November 5, 2008). 
Both members of the research team take these concerns seriously. Much has 
been written about the potentially imperialist nature of qualitative research in 
which “outsiders” study “others” and represent their voices in a variety of 
forms (e.g., Fine, 1998; Wolf, 1994). While there is no easy solution to this 
problem, we are committed to privileging “insider” voices and knowledge in 
our research, and to producing work that can be used to help this district and 
others like it. Our goal is to demonstrate this commitment through our 
research methods and writing.
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Findings

In his analysis of public participation in meetings run by public managers, 
Thomas (1995) describes five approaches that all reflect managerial control 
over decisions. He explains that public managers tend to distrust citizen input 
and, as a result, tightly manage decision-making processes so that the out-
comes reflect their own goals. Our analysis of the community participation 
in the decisions made by the Education Empowerment Board reveals a 
similar pattern. Although the state-appointed board publically stated its 
commitment to the Clarksville community, enacting a democratic and par-
ticipatory stance proved more difficult as described below. Rather than find-
ing distinct categories of participation shaped by public managers, we 
discovered that there were two overlapping continua of participation by 
community stakeholders in the board meetings. In contrast to other analyses 
of participation in public processes, we found the forms of participation were 
not all determined by the manager or board alone. One continuum focuses on 
who initiates the participation, with the initiation by the stakeholders them-
selves on one end to invitation by the board and superintendent on the other. 
A second continuum represents impact of the participation and goes from no 
impact (or decisions are made ahead of time before soliciting input) to strong 
impact. (see Figure 2)

Examples of specific points along the continua are noted in the figure 
and discussed in detail below. Rather than discrete categories, each of these 
examples illustrates the complexity of participation.

Listening but not Hearing
The new Education Empowerment Board began its meetings by confronting 
the perilous financial position of the district. One source of this trouble was 
the high proportion of students enrolled in charter schools. At the time the 
EEB was formed, over half of the district’s students in kindergarten through 
eighth grade were enrolled in charter schools, which made it impossible to 
maintain the district infrastructure to support the remaining buildings and 
students in the noncharter public schools. A resolution was drafted for the 
EEB members that proposed a cap on the number of students in charter 
schools at the current level and the cancellation of proposed expansion of 
these schools. The board was concerned about the rapid and unchecked 
growth of the charter schools under the previous control board and the 
related increasing cost of special education payments to the charter schools.
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Figure 2. Continua of participation by community stakeholders.

The board meeting to consider this proposal was held at the standard time 
in the boardroom located in the district office. Hours before the meeting 
began, busloads of parents and children, brought in by the largest charter 
school, filled the hallways. Police officers, local representatives, reporters 
from regional newspapers and the local TV channels, along with the com-
munity members, teachers and administrators who regularly attended the 
board meetings joined them in search of seats. As the members of the EEB 
and the district administration filed into the boardroom it became immedi-
ately clear that the meeting should be relocated to the larger high school 
auditorium. After a short break to reconvene, the meeting opened in its new 
location.

The three-member board patiently listened to the hours of heated and 
often loud testimony for and against the cap on charter school enrollment. 
Parents, students, politicians, charter school advocates, administrators, and 
community members gave impassioned testimony about the success of their 
charter schools, emphasizing safety. Others spoke about the growing threat 
of the burgeoning charter school movement for the rest of Clarksville’s youth 
and families. Although the EEB listened closely to the speeches for several 
hours, in their executive meeting prior to the pubic meeting, they had already 
informally made up their minds to vote for the cap. In this instance, the com-
munity was invited to give input into an issue about which they felt strongly, 
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yet from the beginning nearly everyone knew that the board had already 
come to a decision.

A second striking example of this type of participation occurred at a very 
different regular Empowerment Board meeting when none of the board 
members were present. On August 14, 2008, McGinn arrived about 15 min-
utes late for an Empowerment Board meeting. When she looked in the board-
room, she saw almost no one in the audience and no board members seated in 
front. Instead, the superintendent, Dr. Johnson, a middle-aged African 
American man, sat with all of the participants at the board table: Two local 
ministers (an African American female and a white male) who came to nearly 
every meeting, as well as two African American women who were infrequent 
participants. Sitting in the hallway, listening in and trying to figure out what 
was going on, McGinn heard Dr. Johnson go through what sounded like a 
meeting agenda, with the notable difference that people were encouraged to 
comment as he noted each item, rather than waiting for the designated time 
for public comments. During regular meetings, community members were 
required to arrive ahead of time to sign up and speak. They were called to 
come up to a podium and state their name and address for the record before 
they commented on the agenda. The comment period preceded the discussion 
and questions by the board members about the issues. Eventually, McGinn 
decided that this was indeed an Empowerment Board meeting, and she went 
into the boardroom to observe. The meeting lasted for several hours, as the 
community members engaged Dr. Johnson in lengthy discussions about 
every item on the agenda. After the meeting, McGinn learned that since none 
of the Empowerment Board could make the meeting that night, Dr. Johnson 
had asked the few people in attendance to sit with him at the board table, and 
he decided to lead a more informal meeting (Field notes, August 14, 2008). 
Many participants claimed that this was the first time they had sat at that 
table.

Although Dr. Johnson stated repeatedly that he views himself and his staff 
as “an intervention team” whose purpose is to “build the capacity of the 
city” (Interview, December, 7, 2007), and while he certainly engaged the 
community in a discussion about board policy on this particular evening, 
the stakeholders’ input had no real impact on the agenda items or the 
Empowerment Board’s eventual vote on those items. Each month there are 
two meetings: a conference meeting where initial discussions are held about 
the agenda items and board members and community participants are encour-
aged to raise questions. The items are often revised and sometimes removed 
during the following week before the second meeting, which is called the 
“public” or voting meeting. This meeting on August 14 was a “conference” 
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meeting. A comparison of agendas from the conference meeting on August 
14 and the subsequent public meeting on August 21 shows that no changes 
were made as a result of community input, although new resolutions were 
added to the agenda, as is typical between conference and public meetings.

Even though the superintendent and the community members present at 
the meeting engaged in a conversation about relevant issues in the district, the 
community’s participation had no direct impact on the board’s final vote on 
items in the agenda. In fact, as a board member, Schultz did not learn about 
the structure of this meeting until after the meeting and this final vote, when 
she went over field notes from the research assistant. Given the press of time 
and the urgency of several budgetary and programmatic issues, the superin-
tendent simply forgot to describe the planning meeting and its results to the 
board members. While Dr. Johnson welcomed community members at the 
board table and respected their perspectives, truly meaning to give them 
access to decisions at the district level, these stakeholders were not actually 
full partners in the conversation. Though the superintendent’s desire to 
engage the community is certainly sincere, on this particular occasion, like 
the louder and more impassioned initial example, the stakeholders’ participa-
tion appeared to be more for show than for substantive purposes. In both 
examples, the participation was initiated for the most part by the stakeholders 
themselves and resulted in little or no change.

Listening and Responding to Stakeholder Input
Although district officials do not take local stakeholders’ input into account 
in their deliberations on every issue, sometimes there are authentic opportu-
nities for community members to participate in microlevel decision making. 
For example, stakeholders had an impact on the Empowerment Board’s deci-
sion not to sell district property.

Relatively early in the Empowerment Board’s tenure, a community leader 
spoke during the public comments portion of a board meeting, urging the 
board not to sell school district property and to reopen Hughes Middle School 
immediately. In response to the growth of charter schools in the district and 
the decline in enrollment, several schools had been closed in one section of 
the city. Many community members and groups were particularly concerned 
about these school closures. In fact, at the first informal meeting the new 
board had with community members, several residents stated that the reopen-
ing of schools should be a district priority. Hughes Middle School had been 
closed for repairs by the prior superintendent one year earlier. One commu-
nity leader argued that there were no public schools on the west side of the 
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city, and he worried “where are we going to send kids later down the road?” 
(Field notes, September 27, 2007). In this community there were tensions 
between youth on the east and west sides of the city; community members 
were concerned not only about the distance their children would have to 
travel, but also about the possibilities for violence especially among members 
of rival gangs. At the next board meeting, a local pastor echoed these con-
cerns, arguing that “getting rid of capital assets” is “shooting ourselves in the 
head for the future.” He, too, was alarmed that there would be no schools on 
the west side of Clarksville, and he implored the board to understand that 
selling school property is the equivalent of “selling the community” (Field 
notes, October 18, 2007).

At the following board meeting, the board chair explained that the district 
needed an additional US$1.3 million to address a large deficit incurred by 
the prior board, and selling property was one of the only viable means to 
acquire additional funds. He added, however, that the board would explore 
any opportunities that would allow the district to hold on to these assets 
(Field notes, October 25, 2007). During an Empowerment Board meeting a 
month later, the superintendent added that the Empowerment Board had met 
with community members to talk about selling property, elaborating that the 
board was working to find alternative sources of revenue (Field notes, 
November 25, 2007).

Ultimately, the Empowerment Board was not able to reopen all the district 
school buildings that were closed, although they endeavored to sell district 
assets only as a last resort. The district, however, raised money to renovate 
and reopen Hughes Middle School as the site for one of its new small partner-
ship high schools in the fall of 2009. The district put significant funds into 
renovating the building, and the superintendent referred to the refurbished 
building as a “dream come true” (Field notes, September 10, 2009). Although 
the board was not able to do what many community members hoped for and 
did not reopen all of the district buildings, the input of local stakeholders 
shaped the board’s decision-making processes and priorities about the issue. 
In this case, community members initiated their participation in several dis-
cussions, which resulted in a policy that reflected their priorities.

Inviting Feedback, Failing to Use It
There were several times when community members were invited to partici-
pate in decisions and, ultimately, despite the intention to act based on their 
deliberations, their feedback was not used.

In the spring of 2010, the superintendent accepted a job as the superintendent 
of a larger midwestern urban district. His negotiations for this position were in 
the local news for a few months prior to his final decision because it was 
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contingent on state-level negotiations around the future of the Education 
Empowerment Board in this district. The vice chair, Schultz, was appointed as 
the chair of the search committee to select a new superintendent and given a 
relatively short time period to do so. As an initial step in this process, she con-
vened a group of community members who represented the various stake-
holder groups in the city. This mirrored the process the Empowerment Board 
had successfully used before hiring the prior superintendent and was a pivotal 
moment when the community felt their voices were heard and respected in a 
critical decision-making process. The meeting to gather input on the next super-
intendent was held in a community room of the local hospital and was well 
attended. The participants took their involvement in the process seriously and in 
the two-hour discussion, they eagerly contributed their perspectives of the 
qualities they desired in the next superintendent and their priorities for how 
the search should be conducted. The comments were carefully recorded by the 
vice chair and the head of human resources for the district.

At a state level meeting the next week, however, a decision was made to 
put the hiring process on hold until the fate of the empowerment legislation 
was worked out. During that time period, the empowerment legislation was 
up for renewal and hotly debated, placing the future composition of the board 
and political control of the district in flux. The expected outcome was that the 
board would go from three state appointees (all Democrats in a Republican 
district) to one state appointee and two local appointees or that it would return 
to the elected board. The group at the table, which included advisors to the 
governor and board members, concluded that it would be difficult to find 
someone to take on the superintendent’s position without a clear idea of the 
composition of the next board. This could lead to a short tenure for the super-
intendent who could easily be fired if he or she was a member of the wrong 
political party or had the wrong allegiances in this highly politicized district. 
Although the input of the community was not forgotten, it was set aside when 
the current board made the decision to hire an interim superintendent. As a 
result, although the original intent of the board was to solicit authentic par-
ticipation for the hiring process, the community input for this decision was 
ultimately not used in making the decision.

Effective Invitations and Forms of Participation
Although Clarksville stakeholders did not often have a voice in state-level 
deliberations, there were occasions when local participation was understood 
as essential to the achievement of favorable outcomes in state-level deci-
sions. In particular, during the 2009-2010 academic year, the Empowerment 
Board and superintendent repeatedly called on Clarksville community  
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members to lobby their state representatives for adequate school funding as 
part of the state budget.

As one of the poorest and most under funded districts in the state, with 
failing schools that were always near the bottom of the rankings, during the 
time of the research Clarksville received significant state resources to 
improve the teaching and learning in the schools. This money was tied to the 
board’s and superintendent’s careful oversight of the finances and academic 
programs, and this funding was necessary for their ambitious plans. During 
the summer of 2009, the state government faced a budget deficit well into 
the hundreds of millions of dollars. Raising taxes alone would not balance the 
budget; in fact, the superintendent explained that to make up the shortfall, 
taxes would have to increase by 175% (Field notes, June 5, 2009). Nearly 
every day, the newspapers reported that the state government would have to 
cut services in order to balance the budget. Anticipating a reduction in their 
allocation that was essential to meet the payroll and move forward with their 
plans, the superintendent and Empowerment Board implored community 
members to contact their representatives and make their voices heard at the 
state level. For example, during an Empowerment Board meeting at the end 
of the summer, the superintendent explained that the district was facing a 
“tremendous problem” with their cash flow, as 75% of Clarksville’s funding 
came from the state. The board secretary added that in his 40 years in educa-
tion, this budget situation was the “most dire” he had ever seen. He encour-
aged parents and community members to take a closer look at the budget and 
to make phone calls, remarking, “We [the administration] have done what 
we can do, the difference now is with the parents and the community” (Field 
notes, August 13, 2009).

The state budget crisis was a recurrent theme in meetings during the fall of 
2009, with the superintendent and Empowerment Board explaining repeat-
edly to the community that all board resolutions were ultimately contingent 
on adequate funding from the state. The board secretary, who was a consul-
tant to the state secretary of education, outlined aspects of the state budget to 
community members. For instance, during a December board meeting, he 
stressed the importance of community involvement in the budget process and 
in the district in general. He explained that when the state applied for federal 
grants in education, and when the state decided how to apportion any federal 
dollars it received, officials looked at the level of community involvement in 
different districts. He emphasized the need for local stakeholders to become 
engaged in the district, arguing that federal grants could “bring an unprece-
dented level of funding,” but that the community was limited by “the para-
digms [of non-participation] in our mind” (Field notes, December 17, 2009).
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By the spring, both the state and district had received a number of grants, 
and the funding situation was not as grim. However, the state still faced a large 
deficit and budget cuts continued to be a constant concern. While it is difficult 
to know how many community members contacted their representatives and 
lobbied for funding, it is important to note that the board members and super-
intendent repeatedly tried to explain the budget situation to the community 
and encouraged local citizens to become involved. The district administration 
and board genuinely believed that the engagement of community members 
could have a significant impact on funding for Clarksville schools. The 
involvement of community members was not simply for show; rather, their 
participation was viewed as a crucial element of the budget process. As the 
administration and board began to construct the next budget, they invited 
community members to open meetings to discuss funding priorities.

The Complexity of Participation: A Telling Example
While the examples presented above are useful in illustrating various types 
of participation, it is important to note that participation actually occurs in a 
range of forms that fall along the two continua, rather than discrete catego-
ries. Most decisions are not simply located at one end of the participation 
spectrum or another. In practice, decision-making processes are often long, 
complex, and multilayered, reflecting several public and private moves that 
variously include and exclude, invite, welcome, or tolerate community input, 
and respond positively or with a deaf ear.

Community engagement regarding the development of a professional soc-
cer stadium within the limits of the Clarksville School District is a telling 
example that helps illustrate the complexity of participation in school board 
decisions.

Negotiations to bring professional soccer to Clarksville date back to the 
early part of the decade, when the governor endorsed the plan in the summer 
of 2007. In December 2008, the stadium developers came to the Empowerment 
Board to ask the district to approve the expansion of the tax-exempt zone 
where the new stadium was sited. Though the developers had the approval of 
the county and the city for the expansion, state law required them to receive 
approval from the local school district. The entire zone, including the expan-
sion, would save the developers US$1.8 million in sales taxes, with the area 
of expansion representing US$320,000 of the total savings. With US$85 mil-
lion in public funds already pledged to the developers, and with a history of 
business deals at the city, county and state level not contributing to the 
Clarksville School District, stakeholders were wary of granting this approval.2



788  Urban Education 48(6)

We begin with a discussion of local stakeholders’ participation during the 
process of bringing a soccer stadium to Clarksville in which community 
members initiated participation in the decision making or were invited to give 
input, but were rarely heard. Next, we describe a community meeting hosted 
by the Empowerment Board when local stakeholders actively participated in 
deliberations over the tax-exempt status of the soccer stadium. At this meet-
ing, board members invited community members to speak and responded in 
the moment to concerns. We contend that this meeting represents the most 
desirable type of opportunity for local stakeholders to participate authenti-
cally in district decision making.

Solicitation of Input Without Consequence
The participation by community members was perhaps most ineffective 
when the board first introduced the issue to the community. At the end of the 
final Empowerment Board meeting of 2008, the board chair asked if there 
were any additional issues to address. The district’s attorney explained that 
there was, in fact, one piece of business that had come to her attention. As 
everyone was aware, a major-league soccer stadium was going to be built in 
Clarksville on a parcel of land that had been designated tax-exempt by the 
state government. As it turned out, five acres of that land had not received 
the tax-exempt status, and as a result the stadium developers needed permis-
sion from the three tax-levying agencies of Clarksville, one of which was the 
school district, to include that five-acre parcel in their development. The 
board members looked thoughtful and asked if there was anyone in the audi-
ence who could speak for the stadium developers. An older white man wear-
ing a suit and tie came to the podium and explained that he represented the 
development corporation. The board members asked him a number of ques-
tions regarding what the school district would get in return for their approval 
of the tax-exempt status. The representative replied that the stadium develop-
ers wanted to work in partnership with the district to help the students of 
Clarksville. The superintendent interjected that he had been disappointed 
with his past interactions with the organization, as the developers had ini-
tially promised the district that they would initiate soccer teams in the district 
and provide coaching and equipment—promises that never materialized. 
There was a public discussion among the board members who agreed that 
they needed to see a plan in writing that delineated how the stadium develop-
ers planned to work with the district. Moreover, the board members felt the 
community deserved to have more input into this decision. The board mem-
bers and superintendent emphasized that they were interested in financial 
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support that would directly help the students of the district in academic as 
well as athletic arenas. The chair suggested that the Empowerment Board 
hold a special hearing in a week and a half in order to hear from each con-
stituent, including the stadium developers and the community members. The 
board members quickly agreed on a date and time, and the meeting was 
adjourned (Field notes, December 18, 2008).

Sitting in the audience and watching these events unfold, McGinn was 
struck by how calmly the board handled this request and how smoothly they 
went about scheduling a follow-up meeting. Reflecting on the meetings she 
had attended during the prior year and a half, she suddenly realized that the 
meeting had proceeded a little too smoothly. Sure enough, after the meeting 
she checked in with Schultz, who told her that the board had been informed 
of the request just prior to the meeting and had carefully orchestrated their 
response. McGinn gleefully replied, “I knew it!” and was quickly hushed by 
Schultz, the vice chair, as the community members in attendance seemed 
fully convinced by the performance. Many individuals came up to the board 
members after the meeting to shake their hands and thank them for creating a 
time and space for the community to be involved in the decision (Field notes, 
December 18, 2008). It was one of the most positive meetings of the year; 
community members felt that the board had stood up to the outsiders on their 
behalf. Finally, both sides seemed to be of one accord.

To be fair, while the board’s performance was planned ahead of time, it 
was also sincere: they did want more input from the community before enter-
ing into any agreements with the soccer representatives. They desired com-
munity feedback in order to decide what to ask for in exchange for the 
tax-exempt status. At the same time, by presenting the situation in the way 
that they did—as an unfolding public process—the board ensured that they 
would have the community’s support as they moved forward. In addition, by 
acting as though they were thinking through the issue on the spot, the board 
members essentially hid their access to information and prior interactions from 
the community. Acting according to the law and refraining from making 
decisions out of the public eye, they were able to conduct business in public 
while seeking to make a considered decision. Although the board members 
pretended to deliberate about the situation in a public forum, they had already 
formulated their responses in a private meeting without voting on it. In this 
sense, while the community members both initiated and were invited to give 
input, they did not have an impact on the decision to schedule a hearing, 
which was made ahead of time out of the public purview.
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No Invitation to Participate in Decisions

Local stakeholders knew that many decisions were made at the state-level 
about the soccer stadium; however, they did not necessarily know the exact 
nature or content of these deliberations. As a report in a local magazine 
explained, “The story of how soccer came to Clarksville isn’t just—or even 
mostly—a story about soccer . . . it’s a tale about politics . . . money, insider 
connections, and the sorts of backroom deals that are fairly typical of how 
things get done in [the state].” In fact, the public funding for the stadium 
came in the form of state aid that was “tucked into various cracks in the 
budget that didn’t require votes for approval” and city and local contribu-
tions that did not require any “messy public referendum.”2

At an Empowerment Board meeting in October 2007, a community leader 
raised the issue of the soccer stadium to the board. Bernard Davis, head of a 
local activist group, told the board and the superintendent that he believed the 
district was “kept in shadows” with regards to state budgeting issues. When 
he asked if the district had an opportunity to discuss the impact of tax-exempt 
zones with local or state officials, the board chair assured Mr. Davis that the 
board would engage in these conversations. Mr. Davis warned the board that 
city hall was “selling [Clarksville] down the drain” in the negotiations with 
the soccer stadium (Field notes, October 25, 2007). The issue of the soccer 
stadium was not raised again at an Empowerment Board meeting until April 
2008, when Mr. Davis asked the board about the status of their talks with the 
stadium developers. The board chair said he had met with the developers who 
spoke in “broad strokes” about their potential involvement with the school 
district, explaining that they did not have their own finances in order yet, and 
they were not in any position to make assurances to the district. Mr. Davis 
expressed his hope that the stadium developers would be more helpful to the 
district than other enterprises—such as a casino—that had come to Clarksville 
in recent years (Field notes, April 17, 2008).

Although a total of US$85 million of public funds had been pledged to the 
stadium developers, the issue of the stadium was only raised twice by a single 
person at board meetings from the time the Empowerment Board was 
appointed to office (March 2007) to the time the developers came to the dis-
trict with a request for a tax exemption (December 2008). While Mr. Davis 
clearly had some knowledge of the state-level deals that were taking place, 
other community members present at meetings either did not know about the 
impact of the state’s decisions on the district or did not feel inclined to address 
the issue. In this case, the Empowerment Board did not hide or keep informa-
tion from stakeholders; however, decisions about the soccer stadium were 
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made by businesspeople and state officials who were removed from the dis-
trict. Although many stakeholders in Clarksville certainly knew decisions 
had been made about the soccer stadium at the state level, they did not (and 
could not) know the exact nature of these deliberations, nor did they have a 
forum in which to become involved in the discussion. Though the governor 
stated repeatedly that the stadium was “going to change the face of 
Clarksville,” decisions about the stadium were made on behalf of—and not 
by—the people of Clarksville. In this sense, the lack of dialogue about the 
soccer stadium at Empowerment Board meetings represents ineffective and 
uninvited participation by local stakeholders.

At the Crossroads of Invited and Effective Participation
After the stadium developers requested tax-exempt status for an additional 
five acres of their site, the Empowerment Board convened a special meet-
ing to allow community members to speak directly with the stadium devel-
opers. This meeting was well attended—every seat in the boardroom was 
taken—and members of the audience included parents, pastors, a state 
representative, concerned community members, and local activists. The 
board structured the meeting so that the stadium developers began with a 
presentation of their plans to support the school district in exchange for 
the new status, followed by questions and comments from community 
members.

The developers presented several ways in which they planned to contrib-
ute to the district, which included the initiation of soccer programs at the 
middle- and high-school levels, hosting summer camps, and providing intern-
ships. The CEO and Operating Partner of this branch of Major League Soccer 
explained to the audience how the soccer stadium would bring many new 
businesses and revenues to Clarksville, and he concluded by remarking, “No 
one cares about this community more than us.” There were cries of outrage 
from the audience at the audacity of this statement (Field notes, December 
30, 2008).

When it was their turn to speak, community member after community mem-
ber told the developers that they could not build their stadium “on the backs of 
our children.” Not only was the community unhappy about the last-minute 
nature of the developers’ promises, local stakeholders also decried the develop-
ers’ lack of support for academic programs. For example, a local resident told 
the developers, “We got ball [already].” She explained she was concerned 
about Clarksville students’ reading and math proficiencies, not their soccer 
skills, and she wanted the developers to present plans that would help educate 
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the children. Another resident and community activist voiced his frustration 
that the developers left the school district out of their original plans. He told the 
board that the stadium was farther along than they realized, and the district had 
been initially excluded from the plans. This same leader also pressed for sup-
port of academic programs, and he told the developers that while he was in 
favor of business partnerships and growth, he did not support the developers 
profiting off of Clarksville but leaving “our young folk for the cemetery or the 
jail.” While Clarksville’s state representative defended the good intentions of 
the stadium developers, he argued that they were set up by a “system that puts 
kids last.” He urged the developers to help provide for the children of Clarksville 
what they would want for their own children. Finally, many community mem-
bers encouraged the board not to grant the tax exemption in order to send a 
message to the “powers-that-be.” For instance, a local resident and activist 
urged the board to “not bail these people out.” A local pastor added that refus-
ing to grant the exemption would show those in charge that they can’t “walk all 
over us in the future” (Field notes, December 30, 2008).

After almost two hours of discussion, a representative of the stadium devel-
opers addressed the board a final time. He apologized for the urgency of the 
developers’ request and for the inadequacy of its initial form. He stated that 
the developers had decided to withdraw their proposal for the inclusion of the 
five extra acres in the stadium’s tax-exempt status, with the understanding that 
the developers would like to continue to work with the district in order to cre-
ate a more suitable partnership. The board chair was genuinely surprised and 
told the developers that the board appreciated the gesture because it would 
lead to a “fruitful partnership” that would “start on equal footing.” The chair 
ended the meeting by accepting the developers’ withdrawal, as well as their 
commitment to work with the district (Field notes, December 30, 2008).

While it is difficult to know the exact impact of the community feedback 
on the stadium developers’ plans, the meeting was an opportunity for local 
stakeholders to engage directly with the Empowerment Board and the stadium 
developers themselves. Both the board members and the developers endeav-
ored to explain the issue regarding the tax-exempt status in as clear a manner 
as possible to the community, ensuring a greater degree of transparency. 
Community members questioned the stadium developers directly and 
expressed their opinions on the issue in no uncertain terms. The developers 
did follow up on their promises to engage with the school district, even send-
ing their community liaison to work full time in the administration building. 
The following summer, a soccer program was initiated in the high school. 
Drawing on clear and accurate information, stakeholders both initiated and 
were invited to participate in such a way that their input seemed to change the 
course of the decision.
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Conclusion: Listening and 
Trust in Community Participation

We conclude that there are not single roles for community members in pub-
lic decisions. Participation in school board deliberations is a complex process 
involving listening and trust. When school board members or public officials 
in general invite input but fail to use it, they are not truly listening to the 
community. Without this interchange or dialogue, there is no active partici-
pation, and board members may end up breaking the implied trust of the 
stakeholders. Further, participation is not only invited, at times it is initiated 
by the stakeholders themselves, and this initiation is often either tolerated or 
dismissed. The nature of participation is shaped by who initiated the engage-
ment and how it is received.

In a district where the community represents the only stable group of par-
ticipants in school governance, and the board and superintendents change 
according to the political currents, it is critical to draw on community knowl-
edge, experience and expertise in school district decisions. Moreover, in a 
district under state control—where local stakeholders do not have seats 
around the board table—it is even more essential to find deliberate ways to 
incorporate community voices into decision-making processes, as the insider 
insights these stakeholders have to offer may otherwise be overlooked. This 
participation cannot be confined to a single form of interaction; rather, it 
often involves several layers that occur both in the public eye and behind the 
scenes. Mandated public involvement in every decision is unrealistic. Keeping 
the public out of all decisions except those that engender public protest is 
unwise. This discussion of participation in a single district suggests how 
school boards might nurture democratic deliberately and thoughtfully invit-
ing the public to take part in decision-making processes.

While Schultz made it a priority to listen closely to the community from 
her first day in the district, there remained several barriers for actually using 
the knowledge, insights, and experience gained from these interactions. 
Despite the fact that the EEB members spent countless hours each week in 
the district, they were not residents there and did not have the time to build 
relationships and trust with community members to convince them that their 
actions would truly reflect the community’s desires. In a time of scarce public 
funding and multiple constraints from federal and state mandates, coupled 
with years of poor conditions for teaching and learning and little professional 
development or support, each decision made by the board reflected compet-
ing priorities, including those articulated by several vocal community mem-
bers. Despite attempting to take a listening stance, the board members often 
were unable to explain adequately either the decisions or the decision-making 
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processes because of confidential conversations at the state level or even a 
lack of access to all of the information on the part of board members. This is 
one of many examples of work in the public sector where the reality of day to 
day decisions falls short of the hoped for ideal.

After two years, the superintendent left Clarksville and the legislation guid-
ing the appointment of the Education Empowerment Board expired. With the 
state legislature unable—or unwilling—to rewrite or renew the empowerment 
act, Clarksville’s elected school board resumed control over the school district 
for the first time in 14 years. While some community members lauded the 
district’s return to local control, for many Clarksville residents this shift in 
power represents one more change in a district characterized by chaos. No 
matter how one regards this most recent upheaval in the district, it does under-
line the importance of community engagement in school reform. Though the 
leadership may change, the people of Clarksville continue to have a vital stake 
in the education in their city—all the more vital because the members of the 
Clarksville community are the one constant presence in the district.

Implications: Toward Authentic Participation
We conclude this article by proposing ways in which school district leader-
ship in small urban centers such as Clarksville might work to engage the 
community in school reform and governance.

• Begin by creating an atmosphere characterized by trust and listening 
where stakeholders regularly have the opportunity to participate in 
authentic decision making, while learning the necessary leadership 
skills for taking on important roles in the district.

• Create opportunities for stakeholders to come together to discuss 
pertinent issues and share relevant information with all parties in 
terms that everyone can understand.

• Solicit community input only when intending to use it: commu-
nity members will not contribute time/ideas if they do not feel their 
voices are valued.

• While not all administrative deliberations can occur in public, mak-
ing these discussions public when possible allows community mem-
bers to understand the rationale behind decisions, helps community 
members to participate more constructively in conversations, and 
leads to greater transparency.

• Identify community leaders and create an open dialogue with them, 
keeping them abreast of policy developments at both the state and 
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local levels, and listening to their input about issues important to the 
people they represent.

• Provide education or training for community members to under-
stand and contribute to the more complex aspects of managing a 
school district such as budgeting. Offer opportunities for commu-
nity members to develop leadership skills, political expertise, and 
knowledge of how to participate in management decisions at the 
school board level. This might begin in local high schools as prepa-
ration for meaningful and sustained civic engagement.

Community members have a clear stake in the education of their youth. They 
also have lived knowledge of the history, political, and social context of their 
communities. At the same time, especially in high poverty and under resourced 
areas, community members may not have the education or expertise to par-
ticipate fully in critical conversations that affect the lives of their children. 
Inviting the community into public decisions requires trust in the value of 
local knowledge. If school boards truly value the participation of their com-
munity, then it is necessary to establish new ways of listening and to re-envision 
the nature of participation at local school board meetings.
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