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Abstract: Problem statement: A heralded federal imitative known as The NatioRalktnership of
Excellence in Education (NPEAT), dissolved shostfter being formedAn analysis of some causes
of the unexpected dissolution of NPEAT focuses on causes (1) compromises in the initial
competition for the partnership, (2) the fundingcimenism as grant or contract, (3) the behavioagl tr
of sunk costs, (4) the confirmation bias over th€TMF agenda, (5) confusion over mission as
implementation or inquiry and (6) the nature of atpership itself.Conclusion: Lessons for the
invention of future national partnerships for tieform of teaching are discussed such as No chHild le
behind or Race to the top.
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INTRODUCTION in order to have continued support from OERI
(Bradley, 1999b).

The National Partnership for Excellence and The Partnership, from its beginning in the Fall of
Accountability in Teaching (NPEAT), funded at 1997, was managed by a small group of Principal
$23million by the Office of Educational Researcld an Investigators, known as The Management Committee,
Improvement (OERI), was undertaken in 1997 with thewho had written and conceptualized the winning
promise that it would ensure the implementatioranf response to the Department of Education’s Broad
educational reform agenda set out earlier by aigad Agency Announcement (BAA). This announcement
group of scholars and policy-makers that calledliits called for the development ofa new national pastier
the National Commission on Teaching for America’sto study and implement the recommendations of the
Future (NCTAF). The partnership, however, wasNational Commission on Teaching for America’s

abandoned, unnoticed and without comment, less thalﬁurt]ure (NCTAF), WT:Ch hadb i}ssued its own repodrt,d
two years later and well before the allocated fundse What Matters Most, the year before. NPEAT responde

expended to the NCTAF recommendations with 39 projects sf it
. : : : own, each coordinated and led by one or more of the
The puzzling demise of the partnership can bePIs and organized as five inter-related R and D

attributed to at least six factors, some embeddete )

partnership’s flawed initial design and all contam programs. (1) standards a_nd assessments, (2) teache

lessons for other national educational reformeduc".ﬂIon and professpnal development, .(3)
recruitment, (4) restructuring schools as learning

initiatives. organizations and (5) partnership development
It is fair to say that NPEAT was never an By 1999 the NPEAT projects were

unqualified success during its short years of afmena reconceptualized with the result that 17 projecesew

despite the intrinsic merits of many of the 39 po§ it gjinyinated, half of the remaining 22 were substiti
undertook, the acknowledged eminence of its praicip o ified and the five programs were abandoned and
investi.gators and the substantial aqd dispropcxi_than replaced by three strands, as they were called-1.,
commitment of resources made to it by the Office Ofreacher Preparation and Recruitment, 2., Profeakion
Educational Research and Improvement (OERI) of theyevelopment and 3., Standards and Assessments. The
US Department of Education. There were, of coursepanagement Committee was also eliminated and

some bright spots in NPEAT's accomplishments-eventeplaced by the Policy Board, initially a peripHera
in its first eighteen months-but nevertheless NPEATadvisory body that had not met in the first yean &l
was forced almost immediately to revisit its designintents and purposes thereafter the Policy Board
(Bradley, 1999a) and make substantial changesdh eabecame NPEAT. Why were these costly changes

93



J. Social i, 6 (1): 93-98, 2010

required and what lessons are there for the coatinu rule “increments of two from any starting numbes” i
work of other nationally inspired reform initiatis@ announced confidently as the solution to the proble

There are two overarching principles that placeHowever, the rule in fact was “three numbers of
human decision-making and judgment at risk and botlincreasing magnitude,” which could have been
were implicated in NPEAT’s formation. Each is well determined had sequences that disconfirmed the “+2”
documented and a common feature of ordinaryhypothesis (e.g., by trying 4-6,) been tried. Thas,
reasoning and each played a role that weakened tlverong conclusion was reached, stemming from efforts
NPEAT initiatives and contributed to the need forto only confirm, not disconfirm, the initial hunch.
redesign (Plous, 1993). There are also six gersardl The six factors implicated in the dissolution of
inter-related factors embedded in these principlhes  NPEAT are inter-related and some are consequerices o
operated in specific aspects of NPEAT’s formatiod a the others.
execution.

The first principle is the behavioral trap of sunk The open competition factor: OERI, presumably and
costs as it is often called in the literature oomhn  naturally, thought the classic and tested benefita
decision-making and reasoning. It played anfree and open competition were important and worth
extraordinary role in the formation of NPEAT within introducing into the formation of NPEAT. There is a
OERI and within the expanding set of NPEAT widely accepted view that the best ideas and swoisti
proposal-writers. Nearly all signs that the parshgy  bubble up when the net for them is broadly castalhd
could not work as intended were ignored in the faice competent parties have an equal opportunity to
each party’s prior investments. The classic sungt co contribute to the solution. Two crippling problems,
effects occur when prior expenditures of time, nyone however, occurred in the case of NPEAT.
and other resources lead people to make choicgs the The first stemmed from the fact that large segment
would not otherwise make. In a bidding game for oneof the winning proposal were put in place at |dast
dollar, for example, where the top two bidders npsst  months before the Broad Agency Announcement was
their bid, even though only one wins the dolladdadrs made public. Thus, the true benefits of competition
will bid irrationally much more than a dollar for a were lost as several potential solutions for aomei
dollar, a decision they would never make were thety partnership were discouraged by the presumed fait
invested in their bids. Such was the case in ORI a accompli of the winning group. Perhaps more
NPEAT because the prior investments OERI and thelamaging, the winning group had to conduct much of
NPEAT proposers made in NPEAT clouded the clarityits early work in secret and on a confidential baius
of their subsequent decisions (to some extent wwar  depriving it of needed critical review and analysien
end of NPEAT both OERI and NPEAT employed within the proposed member organizations of the new
classic techniques to minimize harmful sunk costpartnership.
effects by having the people who made the initial  Apart from the unhealthy collusion that permeated
decisions not make the subsequent decisions. Botine competition, there was a second problem argd thi
NPEAT and OERI at the end put had put new leadersias whether a partnership should have been, or even
and decision-makers into place). could have been, constructed on the basis of a

The second overarching principle was thecompetition. There are, after all, only so manyureit
confirmation bias and it speaks to the intellectusrt partners out of which the envisioned national
of NPEAT and it was equally distorting. The educational partnership could have been constructed
confirmation bias is the tendency to attempt tospran  Some, by virtue of their centrality in the teaching
hypothesis through confirmation rather than throughprofession, cannot be left out so they would heae to
falsification or disconfirmation. More about thiaW in  participate somehow in several different competing
NPEAT's design and operation later, but generdlly i proposals and the competition would be hopelessly
operates to mislead investigators about the trfitth@ compromised at that stage. Thus, there was a
situation by promoting self-fulfilling propheciek.can  conceptual flaw at the outset and it was embedded i
be briefly illustrated as follows: Suppose the rthat the very notion of a competition, a competition ttha
generated the following three numbers, 2, 4, @pise  could not truly occur within and among a set of
discovered. The rule seems obvious-the numbers amrganizations that had to be part of any legitimate
incremented by two. There is a strong and likelynational partnership.
tendency to test this hypothesis with other segeenc There are two lessons here-the normal competition,
like, 8, 10, 12, then 14, 16, 18 and then perh&<2, an axiom of federal awards, may not always be the
24. If positive results are secured from each tb&t, most productive or sensible vehicle for an NPEAT
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venture, but if it is employed, then it must begedy  There was no evidence that any of them thought they
executed. And this leads to the consideration of d&ad agreed to a venture that might require them to
second problematic factor in the NPEAT initiative. change some goal or aspect of their own work. This
willingness to change one’s own work is, of course,

The time for reflection factor: The time interval precondition of any partnership and it requires
between the formal announcement and the submissiatonsiderable time to develop and explore new gmads
deadline was, on any theory, too short for the lohd accommodations.
careful analysis that was needed, let alone thd &in A rational plan for the induction of new teachers
political discussions that would also be neededrédt  into the profession, to take an example that eactner
a true national partnership. As it was, even witteast  organization accepted as a genuine problem, would
four months additional time, the winning proposersrequire modifications in (1) the school of educato
spent very little time on the conceptual issuesheir  advanced programs and post-graduate commitments,
proposal. Their time was spent and really had to b€2) the negotiated collective bargaining agreements
spent, on (1) building a coalition of university between school boards and teacher unions about
researchers and key DC based organizatiotransfer and bumping rights, (3) the state funding
representatives and (2) on the allocation of thed$u formulas for mentors, interns and schools of edanat
and the research tasks. The records of the Pl mgseti (4) the state’s license requirements for initiadl @enior
during the proposal development phase and budgéeachers, (5) school board and district policy @bou
renegotiation phase, indicate that substantiveersatf = mentors, interns, professional development and
logic, philosophy and fundamental contribution wereseniority, , (6) accreditation standards that rseldools
invariably set aside in the face of more pragmaticof education accountable beyond the degree program
matters of funding, proposal prose, strategy, efforand so forth. The nature of such mutually suppertiv
reporting requirements and the wishes and demaihds changes requires intense discussion and consultatio
some influential Pls and partners. and no provision for this was made, or could be enad

This short time period for the actual writing bet in NPEAT as it was designed and in the deliverable
proposal and for the building of a fragile coalitio schedule approved and required by OERI.
meant that some issues could not be resolved. Thus, The lesson is obvious and related to the sunk cost
NPEAT began without a coherent agenda or arrap-the time needed must be allocated and fundianen
accepted theory of action to guide its work. Itfact, issues resolved before the work is so compromilsat t
had within it at least two competing views of whitat it cannot succeed. One fundamental issue, the afbore
was to be (discussed below), but apart from thateth another ultimately unresolved problem, was theustat
was no time for the full discussion among the 3gqut  of the NCTAF agenda itself.
leaders to determine how each related to the otliers
was well into the first year before the full groapPls  The status of the NCTAF agenda factor: The
even met each other to discover what each waselationship between the NCTAF and the NPEAT
proposing to do or had initiated. agendas was a perplexing issue. The confusiordessi

It was not the case that this problem wentin the coexistence of two competing NPEAT goalg--(1
unrecognized, but that the time lines and financiathe study of the NCTAF agenda and (2) the
constraints did not allow the kind of consistendan implementation of the NCTAF agenda. NPEAT was to
penetrating discussion all acknowledged neededki® t do research and wanted to do research, about the
place. This meant that the five initial programgeveot = NCTAF agenda, but apparently only to confirm it, so
really entities of any kind as no time could beegito  that it could be implemented. This led to a strakigel
building them and crafting a point of view and sea  of research in which parties with vested interestse
integrated work for each and by each. NPEAT in factesearching the value of their own organization’s
could never get past the fact that it was littlerenthan  contributions to the overall NCTAF goal of providia
39 separate projects. competent, qualified and caring teacher for evduijdc

More problematic and stemming from the samein the nation’s schools. The National Board for
lack of time for reflection and analysis, was thetfthat  Professional Teaching Standards (NBPTS), the
the partnering organizations had even less time tdlational Council for the Accreditation of Teacher
grapple with what it would mean for them to form a Education (NCATE), the American Association of
partnership to accomplish the NCTAF agenda. At,bestColleges of Teacher Education (AACTE),
each thought NPEAT was a way for each partneNCREST/INTASC, the Holmes Partnership, for
organization to accomplish some purpose of its ownexample, all had a hand in determining the validity

95



J. Social i, 6 (1): 93-98, 2010

value of their own organization’s work for the mettdl  sunk cost trap of other aspects of NPEAT, the emntr
partnership. This kind of contamination of research mechanism dominated and distorted NPEAT’s work.
and advocate would not stand scrutiny ultimatelg an The distortion occurred because the deliverable
ordinarily would make no sense as it violates manyschedule was unforgiving and did not permit Pls to
research canons. But it made a kind of sense it  capitalize on new developments in their work ang th
of NPEAT were to simply confirm the NCTAF fruits of other's work. Moreover, it forced premegu
propositions and to devise ways to support thealecisions about the work that limited the work’s
propositions rather than test them. It also mehat t potential. Consequently, NPEAT's few
little effort was made to falsify the NCTAF accomplishments were below the standard we usually
propositions, to disconfirm them and thus an esaslent find in creative work that isn’t over until the atibn is
ingredient in scientific and intellectual advanceme found. The contract regime wasted time, because tim
was sometimes bypassed. had to be devoted to deliverables that were metaly

NCTAF's recommendations were after all only ameans to larger ends. Valuable time was spend makin
set of hypotheses about how the nation should pbce a polished and reimbursable deliverable out of a
to meet high standards. The hypothesis, announsed sesearch design that inevitably had to change, or
propositions by NCATF, was that the NBPTS, INTASC making a deliverable out of a limited literatureass
and NCATE standards were what mattered most fothat subsequently had to updated and extended. Much
improving the nation’s schools and they should beime was wasted in evaluating products, or pre-
required and aligned with each other. It remainad aproducts, that were merely means to larger ends and
open question whether NPEAT's role was to test thisxad no other point than being a deliverable thatldo
hypothesis, or simply assume it was true and moveauthorize a funding stream. The entire contract
toward the research that would be needed to impleme mechanism assumed a predetermined linear prognessio
it. There would always be profound dissatisfactoon  of thought. Such neat progressions rarely charaeter
the part of those-within and outside NPEAT and OERIscholarly activity and development at the “cutting
-- who thought NPEAT’s role was one and not theedge.” The logic of discovery is understood to be
other. Thus, NPEAT had within its community of different from the logic of justification, the latt being
researchers and partners a lurking tension abaut thmore amenable to a linear predetermined sequence of
fundamental status of NCTAF. It remained unresolvedhe story that follows the discovery, not preceitieEhe
partly for the reasons other fundamental issuese werNPEAT researchers clearly saw themselves and
unsettled in the first months of NPEAT. But it wast  properly so, in a logic of discovery mode and were
entirely over the lack of time, because the cowfusi simply frustrated and unable to comply with thedhee
also originated in OERI's own ambivalence about themake substantial investments in inconsequential
status of the NCTAF propositions and whether NPEATdeliverables (even though they had agreed to dotlgxa
should genuinely subject them to scientific scrptim ~ that). So, by and large, they didn't submit their
move on to their policy implementation. deliverables on schedule.

The lessons here are of two sorts-it is wise tihese Apart from the poor fit between the demands of the
fundamental questions early in the enterprise &ansl i NPEAT work and the requirements of a contract
wise to avoid the intellectual error of seeking yonl funding mechanism, there were serious implementatio
confirmation when the rewards from disconfirmation problems with the management and logic of the
efforts are richer and more lasting. contract mechanism, largely on the part of OERI sgho

own interests were also not well-served by the
The contract mechanism factor: The fact that OERI predetermined linearity of what it had agreed tbhe T
employed a contract mechanism is consistent wigh thunderstandable efforts on OERI's part to amend the
view that NPEAT's purpose was to confirm the scopes of work, add new deliverables outside the
NCTAF propositions because the contract presumeagreed upon schedule, improve the work, respond to
that someone actually knows beforehand what th@ew national priorities were also signs that thetiact
products should look like. This would be the onfisis  mechanism had failed-yet it persisted as anothek su
upon which the specifications for the products ddu#  cost.
written and their delivery engineered. Howevemvis The lesson, almost too obvious to state, is that
abundantly clear that no one knew beforehand thehen all parties come to see that they have emgloye
specifications for the NPEAT outcomes and thus thean inappropriate mechanism, a mechanism that is so
contract mechanism was seen quite early on tolbe iflawed for the purposes to which it is being ptie t
suited to everyone’s purposes. Even so, followimg t mechanism should be changed. And if it cannot be
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changed, the mistake should not be repeated @roblems-perhaps because confirmation was so
perpetuated. confidently expected.

On another view, not necessarily incompatible with
The factor of implementation or inquiry: The the first view, NPEAT was about building a national
NCTAF propositions were not in fact given much partnership of stakeholders in the NCTAF agenda who
attention in the design of NPEAT other than as arwould use NPEAT as common ground on which to
“invisible hand,” or general guide, that eliminated negotiate the changes each would have to makesin it
competing policy initiatives like alternate routés  own operations so that the NCTAF agenda and goals
certification, vouchers, Teach for America, chartercould be accomplished. Whether NPEAT was that
schools, alternative accreditation approaches, lik@artnership, or simply the means of building that
TEAC, or unregulated private school achievementpartnership, was unresolved, but it was clear teay
While the fact of NCTAF played a key role in wheathe little of the early NPEAT investment was directeédhe
NPEAT'’s point was confirmation, the principal issue construction of a genuine partnership of stakehslde
that remained unresolved and a source of tensitmrwi  The organization, for example, was not able to fimel
NPEAT (and between NPEAT and OERI) was whethettime to debate or approve any bylaws for itself, diol
NPEAT was fundamentally about (1) building andit convene the partner organizations or stakehslémar
designing an enduring national partnership, (2ndei the purpose of building an organization, both ofclih
that partnership, or (3) a research undertaking omight be seen as preconditions for building a
guestions raised in some way by NCTAF's partnership.
recommendations. The view that NPEAT was about building a

Education policy in the US is generally groundedpartnership was complicated by the fact that this w
on political consensus and the wishes of powerfublso the view of the Holmes Partnership, one of the
constituent groups. NPEAT, on one view, was aboulNPEAT partner organizations, but a latecomer to the
grounding education policy in research findingsheat coalition that wrote the winning proposal. In fatite
than on this well-meaning political consensus. ThusHolmes Partnership was a potential and declared
NPEAT would provide a common ground where competitor for the NPEAT award before it joined wit
contentious political issues, like social promotion the winning coalition. In a sense, the original litiman
class size, could be evaluated, grounded in solitheld the view that NPEAT was primarily an R and D
research and settled once and for all. This was theffort, while the Holmes “interlopers” held the wie
value-added of the NPEAT agenda. The policythat NPEAT was primarily about building a partnépsh
community would finally have authoritative evidence The OERI staff seemed also to hold the partnership
for its policies, particularly the policies recommaded view but expressed it covertly through their
by NCTAF. This was what $23 million was to dissatisfaction with the sometimes parochial amdova
purchase-or at least a promising beginning toehalt NPEAT research agenda.

Two problems were apparent in this view-one, it With the policy board replacing the management
would take more time than the NPEAT funding cyclecommittee and becoming NPEAT in 1999, so to speak,
permitted to add this value and second, it wasctestr it seemed that the partnership view of NPEAT had
what the organization members of the partnershiprevailed, but this would be in name only. It reneai
would do with research results that challengedrtheiunclear how deep the commitments of the partner
own agendas (e.g., how could AACTE deal with aorganizations were-rarely did the most senior
potential research result that showed no particularepresentatives of the partner organizations ppatie
value-added benefit of university-based teachein NPEAT meetings as they had in other key forums,
education, the core activity of its members, or howfor example. There was no evidence that any of the
could NBPTS deal with a potential finding that the partners was willing to discuss modifications in
students of NBPTS teachers were not superior teherished policies if such were found to be necgssa
students of non-NBPTS teachers, or NCATE withachieve the NCTAF goals. The critical and defining
findings that graduates from accredited educatiorconditions for a genuine partnership, versus a
schools were less competent than graduates afollaborative or cooperative, were not met by the
unaccredited education schools, or even from tf@se “partners” so it remained unclear whether the bogd
schools denied accreditation by NCATE). Neither ofof a lasting partnership to ensure that each Araaric
these problems was fully addressed although much cftudent has a caring, qualified, competent teaalzer
the NPEAT work proceeded as if these were notwhat NPEAT actually meant to do.
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The lesson, like those before, is that these CONCLUSION
alternative views of NPEAT needed to be reconciled
and that it was unlikely that “business as usual” o A final word: The question naturally arises whether
“business as revised” would effect the resolution. these factors, once evident, could have been stk
earlier and perhaps have helped NPEAT avoid the
The transparency and authenticity factor: One  disruptive and costly redesign efforts it was farde
aspect of leadership is that leaders act as thpgotx undertake and to stave off its premature endingmFr
their followers to act. NPEAT accepted a nationalthe review of the record, the NPEAT organizatiorsywa
leadership role in which it would, at some poirdka quite understandably, driven by the need to win the
large segments of the teaching profession to remov®ERI competition and thereafter to trim the aci@atto
barriers to progress and implement some researchednsure that funding would be continued. These needs
based policy recommendations. Its moral authoifty, following the logic of a Maslow hierarchy, simply
you will, to command the respect needed to motiitate drove out, or pre-empted, the higher levels ofvigti
partners to make these changes would be severetilat would have been needed to absorb and respond t
weakened if it could not remove the barriers (citedthe problematic factors described above. Once again
above) to its own progress. None of these issues wahis is not to say that there were not some brigluts
unknown to NPEAT and OERI and all were understoodn NPEAT’s accomplishments-even in its short life.
to be barriers to the goals NPEAT hopes to achi¢ee. Many of the NPEAT investigators never lost theirywa
everyone acted as if nothing could be done abarhth with regard to these six factors and their projedgtisbe
the contract could not be converted to a granseen as lasting contributions to the field. It rdyoto
mechanism, time limits were unmodifiable, the fundssay that there are lessons to be learned in tmeatown
were only available at this moment, origins coudlime  of this once promising partnership that would apply
revisited, rules could not be changed and so fanith- equally to those who would seek to implement a non-
so the trap of sunk costs grew deeper. NCTAF reform and renewal agenda for schools that
The lesson is that NPEAT, if it was to be aleave no child behind.
partnership or even a catalyst for a partnershgo, laad

to be what it would ask others to be. As part atth ACKNOWLEDGEMENT
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