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Social Justice Caucuses and the Fight to Transform Public Education 
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The nature of teachers’ work is often narrowly confined to the classroom, and educators are rarely 
represented in community organizing efforts for school reform. However, this analysis of the Movement of 
Rank-and-File Educators (MORE), a social justice caucus of the United Federation of Teachers in New York 
City, and the Caucus of Working Educators (WE), the social justice caucus of the Philadelphia Federation of 
Teachers, examines educator activists who see themselves beyond the classroom and the school as 
political actors working with students, parents, and communities to defend and transform public education. 
Through the conduct and analysis of twenty-five interviews with social justice caucus members and allies in 
MORE and WE from 2014 to 2018, over 125 hours of participant observation of meetings, as well as dozens 
of documents, this study finds that in enacting social justice unionism, teachers in social justice caucuses 
challenge the demobilization of service-style unions, the terms of educators’ relationships to members and 
communities, and the limitations of collective bargaining and the approach to grievances. Teacher activists 
have a unique practical knowledge as political change agents using collective power and a social justice 
agenda to fulfill a broader mission of what it means to be an educator and a union member. Instead of 
seeking solutions for improving public education elaborated by privatizers and mainstream policy makers, 
they fight for educational justice grounded in the power of the rank-and-file, collective social justice 
struggles, and broader bargaining demands that reach far beyond wages and benefits. 
 
 
 
  



 
 Building a Free University Through Student Organizing 
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Free college has entered the mainstream as an education reform supported by politicians and education 
scholars, with states such as Tennessee and New York implementing programs that claim to make certain 
public colleges tuition free. As a collective of students from the City University of New York, in our paper we 
will explore how we conceptualize a free CUNY and how it differs from the vision offered by programs such 
as New York State’s excelsior scholarship. We will also discuss how we have organized on CUNY 
campuses to build a movement towards a free CUNY, and how we have interacted with other organizations 
such as CUNY Rising and 7K or Strike, institutional bodies such as the University Student Senate and Board 
of Trustees, and movements such as campaigns to integrate the New York City public schools and abolish 
policing on the subway. This paper will critique the top-down reform of free college, and reconceptualize it 
from the perspective of a grassroots student organizing and the experiences of students at CUNY, a school 
where many students face food and housing insecurity. We will explore how free college is a more radical 
call when it emerges from student organizing, and necessitates free public transportation, housing for all, 
livable conditions for campus workers, and free food. 
 
  



Preparing School Leaders for Social Justice Through  
Democratic Practices and “Critical Consciousness” 
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School as community is a formative factor in improving both student achievement and attitude and in 
liberating the individual from the controlling weight of social control. The teacher’s role and influence are 
amplified in the child’s development and adjustment. The neoliberal assault on teachers misses an important 
point: teachers can play a critical role in the academic and social success of students. In the most 
successful schools teachers play multiple roles reinforcing the unity of social and emotional attitudes and 
behavior, and schools have close connections with the communities served.   
 
School leaders promoting environments conducive to empowering and producing “teacher leaders exemplify 
a paradigm shift with the decisions made by those working most closely with students rather than those at 
the top of the pyramid” (Terry, 2000). Empowerment is supported when school staff function in an 
atmosphere of trust and mutual respect that allows them to grow and thrive as professionals. This can only 
occur in an environment where all members of the community – teachers, counselors, students and parents 
feel comfortable with their colleagues and school leadership, and where they make decisions that matter in 
their classroom and in their schools (Rebora, 2008).  
 
Recognizing these connections, this presentation highlights the experiences of faculty in the Educational 
Leadership program at The City College of New York through curricular reconfigurations that focus on 
empirical research conducted at several NYC public schools about experiences of school staff engaged in 
innovative democratic transformative practices. The curriculum of the leadership program draws on this 
research and links leadership as an organizational function rather than an individual attribute, critical social 
theory, and critical race theory, and a commitment to addressing all forms of institutional privilege and social 
reality through Freire’s notion of “critical consciousness.”    
 



A Geospatial Analysis of Race and School Choice in New Jersey 
 

Ryan W. Coughlan, Assistant Professor, Molloy College 
 
A growing body of qualitative research demonstrates that privileged parents activate their economic and 
social capital to choose schools they believe will best situate their children for success (Makris, 2018; Roda, 
2018). As privileged families jockey for limited space in schools they perceive as “good,” children from 
families without the capital to engage in the school choice process are left behind (Lewis-McCoy, 2014). 
This study disaggregates school enrollment at traditional district public schools and schools of choice—
including charter, magnet, vocational, and private schools. Through a comparison of the school-age 
population living in a school district and the school enrollment of the traditional public schools in the 
corresponding district, the study uses geospatial statistics to determine the degree to which students are 
attending district-bounded schools in New Jersey. The study provides a corresponding analysis of 
attendance at neighboring schools of choice.  In addition to completing a statewide analysis of the 
correlation between race and the use of various systems of school choice, this study focuses on a subset of 
23 highly segregated communities that have become the focus of debate in Latino Action Network v. State 
of New Jersey. In these communities, 99.7% of variation in the proportion of the Black student enrollment in 
a district is explained by the proportion of the Black children living in a district, a slightly smaller proportion of 
variation in the proportion of Hispanic student enrollment is explained by the proportion of Hispanic children 
living in a district (98.5%), an even smaller proportion of variation in the proportion of Asian student 
enrollment is explained by the proportion of Asian children living in a district (93.8%), and a much smaller 
proportion of variation in the proportion of White student enrollment is explained by the proportion of White 
children living in a district (76.2%). These results demonstrate that White and Asian children use school 
choice more than Black and Hispanic children. 
 
 
 



To Choose To Not Be Included Is To Belong: 
A Dialogue About Representation and Agency in Research with Adult Immigrants 

 
Katherine E. Entigar, PhD Student, Graduate Center, City University of New York 

 
Asset and critically-oriented pedagogies such as culturally responsive/sustaining pedagogy, funds of 
knowledge, and Third Space begin with the premise of inclusion: educators must validate diverse students 
by acknowledging and incorporating these students’ cultures, languages, and histories into regular 
classroom practice. A parallel occurs in educational research that seeks to discover the voices of 
marginalized peoples through narratives, ethnography, and other data collection methods. But what if such 
meaning-making activities, in spite of the best intentions of the educators and researchers that utilize them, 
may inadvertently cause harm, perhaps even exclude those individuals that they seek to benefit? 
 
A mixed methods study conducted in New York City with adult immigrant ESL student participants in July 
2018 brought forward powerful insights and possibilities for alternative thinking in educational practice and 
research. Two findings emerged from the study: (1) participants sometimes found “inclusive” pedagogical 
practices in their ESL classes to be problematic, marginalizing, even offensive as they were asked to 
represent “X country/Y culture” in class presentations or respond to national or cultural stereotypes that 
emerged in class discussions; and (2) participants sometimes preferred to select a form of non-participation 
during the study itself, as a non-response during the survey phase and then in other forms in the transition to 
the focus group phase. This paper will explore these findings in depth, framing the discussion with much-
contested concepts of representation and agency in educational research and practice. It will then move to 
outline new directions for thinking about how education and educational research with adult immigrants may 
take place, in order that these individuals themselves might collaborate in defining how they are “included” 
and “belong” in the meaning making process, not as passive, essentialized cultural beings, but as agentive, 
visionary contributors to ongoing meaning-making in community with researchers and educators. 
 
 
  



Critiquing the edTPA: An Evolving Story 
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Dan Battey, Associate Professor, Rutgers Graduate School of Education 
Nora E. Hyland, Associate Professor, Rutgers Graduate School of Education    

 
In December 2019, a critique of the technical quality of the edTPA, an assessment of teacher education 
candidates required for licensure recommendation in at least 20 states, was published in a leading 
education journal. Within several weeks of publication, the paper received significant attention as well as 
public objection from the developers and administrators of the assessment, the Stanford Center for 
Assessment, Learning and Equity (SCALE) and Pearson Assessment. 
 
We will review the substance of the critique, detailing the very substantial misrepresentations of the reliability 
and precision of this high-stakes instrument, one that serves as a substantial contributor to teacher 
education accountability reform efforts. We will explain the rationale for making the case for a moratorium on 
the use of edTPA pending an independent technical review. 
 
We further will discuss what has ensued following the publication of this article as multiple actors have 
responded to the issues raised by the paper, including teacher education institutions, state departments of 
education, researchers, policy advocates, professional organizations including those who have endorsed 
edTPA (e.g., American Association of Colleges of Teacher Education (AACTE)), the SCALE/Pearson 
venture,  the press, and the authors and journal editors themselves. 
 
 
 
 
  



Encouraging Productive Disruption:  
Developing Civic Capacities in Urban High Schools 
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Sigal Ben-Porath, Professor, University of Pennsylvania  
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Effective citizens are those who can raise their voice and organize with others to pursue a shared goal, and 
civic action is often fundamentally characterized by disruption of an ineffective, discriminatory, or 
problematic social status quo. Schools, as the main public institutions encountered by the vast majority of 
young people in the United States, do a great deal to support the development of civic capacities, but the 
opportunities they provide are not equally allocated, and their distribution tracks other gaps in education, 
such as those in funding, attainment and achievement. 
 
Drawing on our two-year ethnographic study in two urban high schools, this paper explores opportunities for 
developing two key aspects of civic participation among students: voice and the capacity to organize. We 
contend that a fundamental aspect of civic capacity building is rooted in allowing and cultivating spaces for 
what we term ‘productive disruption’ within the school setting and instructional practices. Focusing on 
schools that serve low-income and minority high school students, who tend to rank at the lower range of 
formal civic engagement and participation both as youths and as they transition to adulthood, the study 
explores both instructional and extracurricular settings as contexts for civic learning. Through observations 
within classrooms, curricular and extracurricular spaces, as well as student and staff interviews, we 
examined opportunities that existed for students to express and develop their civic and political capacities, 
students’ views of themselves as civic and political actors, and their sense of civic and political efficacy. We 
identify practices that support the development of civic capacities and point at opportunities—both taken and 
missed—to help high school students embrace their civic roles. We present ways in which public or charter 
schools, including those serving historically marginalized and underrepresented youth, can provide 
opportunities for students to develop civic capacities within their current structures and constraints. 
 
 



Divided Democrats: 
Equity, Accountability and the Debate Over Education Reform and Social Justice 

 
Patrick McGuinn, Professor, Drew University   

 
This paper traces the contours of the debate inside of the Democratic Party over the place of “neoliberal” 
education reforms in closing racial and socio-economic achievement gaps and promoting social justice. For 
most of the second half of the twentieth century, Democrats were united behind a shared vision of education 
reform--a vision centered on promoting greater equity by providing federal funding for compensatory 
programs in and around high poverty schools. This focus on educational inputs dominated most Democrats’ 
thinking until the 1990s, when Bill Clinton was elected president as a moderate “New Democrat” and 
promised to bring a new emphasis on “neoliberal” reforms such as standards, testing, accountability, and 
school choice to federal policy. With support from influential anti-poverty and civil rights groups, Clinton laid 
the philosophical and policy foundation for a new “accountability paradigm” that would add a new focus on 
educational outputs to federal education policy. In recent years, however, Democrats' support for 
accountability and choice seems to have waned, with most of the party's leaders in Congress and its leading 
presidential candidates emphasizing instead the equity paradigm's call for more spending and supplemental 
programs for schools. The leading candidates for the 2020 Democratic presidential nomination have all 
called for large increases in federal education spending, raising teacher salaries, and expanding pre-school, 
and most have announced their opposition to charter schools and test-based accountability. The significant 
intra-party divisions within the Democratic Party have received little attention from scholars despite their 
enormous import for the future direction of education policy in this country. It is clear that we must more fully 
understand the dynamics which have led two dramatically different visions of school reform to develop inside 
of the Democratic Party if we are to develop more effective responses to the considerable challenges of 
educational inequity and social injustice which remain before us.  
  



The “Wild, Wild West” of Charter Schools:  
Why is Michigan so Unique? 

 
Angelina Quezada, Master’s Student, Grand Valley State University 
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Research suggests that charters across the country tend to locate in low-income, urban areas, serving 
historically disenfranchised students (Casey, 2015). While the success of charters continues to be a matter 
of debate, research suggests that some students of color in low-income neighborhoods have benefited from 
charter schools (Logan & Burdick-Will, 2016; Cohodes, 2018). Despite national trends, Michigan’s charter 
system does not appear to follow the same pattern and is unique among other states. First, it has the most 
for-profit charters in the nation (80%). Second, charters, specifically National Heritage Academies (the fourth 
largest for-profit charter network in the nation), are better serving non-poor students outside of urban areas 
(Dynarski et al., 2017; Koller & Welsch, 2017). Thus, this study seeks to understand Michigan’s uniqueness: 
how exactly does its charter system differ from other states, and if this accounts for its mixed outcomes? We 
hypothesize that the answers to these questions might be found by tracing the development of accountability 
structures (or the lack thereof) and how these structures align with the aims and purposes of charter school 
stakeholders. We suspect that very loose accountability structures are necessary for charter advocates to 
promote their agenda and narrative. To explore this, we look at the development of two of the state’s top 
charter school authorizers: Grand Valley State University and Central Michigan University. To better 
understand how university authorizers work as accountability structures, we employ historical analysis to 
sequence their development and to identify key actors and their motives. We then use discourse analysis to 
examine the websites and brochures of authorizers, charters, and advocacy groups to determine whether 
there is a relationship between Michigan’s “charter narrative” and the ways in which the state keeps schools 
accountable. We hope that our findings will shed some light on why quality can vary so vastly from school-
to-school and, as a result, recommend policymakers to start regulating what some have called the “Wild, 
Wild West” of charter schools. 
 
 
  



Union-Management Partnerships and Educator Collaboration:  
An Alternative to Neoliberal Public School Reform 

 
Saul Rubinstein, Professor, Rutgers University   

John McCarthy, Assistant Professor, Cornell University   
 
Over the past two decades neoliberal market reforms in secondary education have not produced the 
results promised. This paper presents an alternative approach based on union-management 
partnerships at the district level and resultant collaboration between administrators, union leaders and 
teachers in public schools across the country.  We present research from a national study on the 
impact of union-management partnerships and educator collaboration in public schools across the 
country. Our database includes over 5000 educators and 450 schools in 25 school districts in six 
states: California, Illinois, Maine, Massachusetts, Minnesota, and New Jersey. The data show 
improved outcomes for students, lower rates of teacher turnover, higher levels commitment to the 
profession, particularly in lower income districts. In doing so the paper establishes collaborative school 
reform as a proven alternative to neoliberal governance. 
  
The paper also explores the practice of implementing and scaling this model across New Jersey 
through the creation, over the past six years, of the NJ Public School Labor-Management 
Collaborative. This institution is an effort by leaders in NJEA, NJ-AFT, NJ School Boards Association, 
NJ Association of School Administrators, NJ Principals and Supervisors Association and Rutgers 
University to encourage and facilitate greater collaboration among unions and management at the 
state and district levels to strengthen and improve teaching and learning across New Jersey. The state 
leaders of this Collaborative meet regularly and have been working together to create formal union-
management partnerships across districts and within schools to foster greater collaboration among 
educators. To date, 23 New Jersey districts covering 128 schools and employing over 7600 teachers 
have attended workshops organized by the Collaborative to build capacity for collaborative work, 
priority setting, joint decision-making and problem solving, strategic planning, and organizational 
change. The Collaborative is trying to build an infrastructure in the state to expand capacity and reach 
a critical mass of districts statewide.  

  



The Narrative of Failure:  
How Education “Reform” Thrives on Deception, Myth, and Political Misdirection 

 
Hal Salzman, Professor, Rutgers Edward J. Bloustein School of Planning & Public Policy 

 
The American education system has been failing rapidly for more than a half-century, imperiling national 
competitiveness such that, according to Presidential and Congressional studies, it is comparable to an 
invasion by a hostile foreign power and a category 5 hurricane.  Economic consequences first forecasted as 
putting the nation far behind the Soviet Union now find the U.S. trailing China, India, Finland and Estonia, 
among others. Seldom asked is how the nation can be constantly on the precipice of educational and 
economic failure through both boom and bust cycles, through the rise and fall of other nations, and how 
these critiques can be considered credible despite every reliable metric showing steady, if slow 
improvements in student educational performance and national technological prowess?   
 
This paper begins with an examination of the Sputnik myth—of the comparative disadvantage to Soviet 
education and its science and engineering workforces—and then those of the following decades, with Nation 
At Risk’s and NSF’s claimed science and engineering shortages and competitiveness deficits, later 
refashioned as impending disadvantage to China and India in the failure narratives of the 2000s (Rising 
Above the Gathering Storm, NCLB, international testing/failures (PISA, TIMMS), and their reiterations by 
nearly every industry group and lobbyist). 
 
The historical and policy analysis presented in this paper finds these narratives elide both the successes 
and actual problems in the educational system, advancing particular political and economic interests while 
undermining efforts that would strengthen the US educational system in those areas where it is weakest.  
Empirical analysis of performance metrics further casts doubt on the plausibility of the narrative of 
educational failure, though it does find education, like income, suffers from vast (but not necessarily 
growing) inequality that is being ill-served by current reform efforts and crisis reports. Further, the focus on 
education as the determinant of job and income outcomes further deviates from the data and functions as a 
political and policy misdirection away from actual casual factors and threats to broad social, educational, and 
economic prosperity. 



Critical Perspectives on Community Schools:  
Looking Across Cities to Gain Perspective 
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Gaining momentum from education advocates, grassroots organizers, and the scholarly community, 
community schools attempt to improve education by simultaneously addressing the outside and inside-of-
school needs of students, families, and community members. Built upon the premise that increasing access 
to coordinated services and resources can address non-academic barriers to student success, and including 
family and community resources in schools will strengthen the quality of students’ educational experiences 
overall, there is now growing evidence for the efficacy of community schools for increasing attendance and 
family engagement (Sanders, 2015), academic achievement (Moore & Emig, 2014), and decreased dropout 
rates (Jenkins & Duffy, 2016). Community schools certainly offer promise. They are an alternative approach 
to market-driven reforms, grounded in the idea that communities and schools are inextricably connected 
such that in order for one to succeed, they must mutually support each other. While they sound like an 
antidote to the neo-liberal reforms of the past two decades, community schools need to be interrogated just 
like any other reform promising to improve urban education. This presentation shares research from 
Baltimore, Philadelphia, and New York to assesses the degree to which community schools transform 
schools and communities; orient towards families and students from an asset-based perspective, and/or 
embrace a culturally responsive, bi-directional way of engaging with families and communities. Collectively, 
we argue that community schools offer a new possibility because they are, in theory, driven by community 
needs. However, they work well only if communities are helping to implement the schools, are able to hold 
the schools accountable, and are benefiting directly from them, then the community schools have a chance 
to positively impact students, families and broader communities. 
 
  



Policies for the Identification, Assessment & Funding of English Language Learners: 
A National Study 

 
Ajay Srikanth, PhD Student, Rutgers Graduate School of Education 

 
 English Language Learners (ELLs) are one of the fastest growing populations of students in public 
schools. According to the National Center for Education Statistics, the population of ELLs has grown from 
about 8% of public school students in the year 2000 to 9.6% in 2016 (NCES, 2019). Public schools are 
required to provide additional services and support to ELLs for them to overcome language barriers, to 
achieve English proficiency, and to develop academic competency under the Civil Rights Act of 1964 and 
the Equal Educational Opportunities Act of 1974 (Jimenez-Castellanos & Topper, 2012). However, there is 
very little research which examines the costs of these services or attempts to determine the costs of 
providing an adequate education for ELLs. Furthermore, any comparison of ELLs across states is 
complicated by the fact that policies for identification, assessment, programs and services, and funding for 
ELLs are left up to states’ and districts’ own discretion (Linquanti & Cook, 2013). This paper attempts to 
examine criteria for the identification, assessment, and funding for ELLs in each state across the country. 
First, I begin with an overview of federal court rulings concerning the education of ELLs. Next, I discuss 
identification and assessment of ELLs by state. Third, I will analyze each state’s funding formula and how it 
attempts to account for ELLs. Finally, I will conclude with a discussion of how each state can better attempt 
to identify and provide for the education of ELLs. 
 
 
  



Making School Integration Work:  
Lessons from Morris 

 
Paul Tractenberg, Professor Emeritus, Rutgers Law School, Newark 

Ryan Couglan, Assistant Professor, Molloy College 
Allison Roda, Assistant Professor, Molly College 

Deirdre Mayer Dougherty, Assistant Professor, Knox College 
 
New Jersey’s Morris School District is the only district in New Jersey and, most probably, the United States, 
which resulted from a merger of two adjacent districts—Morristown and Morris Township—by order of the 
state commissioner of education for racial balance purposes. The merger was ordered in 1971, amidst 
predictions by opponents that it would result in massive White flight to other predominantly White and upper 
income Morris County public school districts or to area private schools. Almost 50 years later, the Morris 
district has defied those predictions. It is one of the state’s most diverse districts and its White student 
population of about 50 percent substantially exceeds the statewide White student population of about 45 
percent. 
  
Having maintained its districtwide diversity and extended it to each of five elementary schools as well as to 
its middle and high schools, the district is working hard to extend it to the classroom and program level. To 
do so, the Morris district must meet the formidable challenge of a growing Latinx population—already 
exceeding 35 percent—with many recent arrivals consisting of low-income Central American students, a 
substantial number of whom have arrived as unaccompanied minors with limited formal education in their 
home countries. 
 
This case study details the Morris district’s efforts to make school integration work and what still remains to 
be done. Lessons from the Morris experience include the importance of enlightened and committed school 
leadership, transparency, school-community coordination and cooperation, a teaching and support staff 
without a single defeatist bone in their bodies, and a critical mass of parents and community members 
throughout the district who understand the benefits for all children of being educated in a diverse and 
multicultural setting.    
  



12 indicators of Restorative Practice Implementation:  
Strategic School Discipline Reform for Equity 

 
Allison Ward-Seidel, Rutgers Graduate School of Applied & Professional Psychology 

Kayla Carter, PhD Student, Rutgers Graduate School of Applied & Professional Psychology  
Anne Gregory, Professor, Rutgers Graduate School of Applied & Professional Psychology 

 
In response to unjust rates of punitive punishment in schools, such as classroom removals, suspension, and 
expulsion contributing to the school-to-prison pipeline, many schools are adopting a restorative approach to 
discipline. More broadly, restorative practice (RP) initiatives focus on building community and amplifying 
student voice. Despite the proliferation of RP in schools throughout the nation, the scope of such schoolwide 
initiatives can remain ambiguous to school leaders. Given the need for greater clarity about the nature of RP 
initiatives, especially as they relate to increasing equity, the current study sought to identify the varying 
components of RP implementation. This qualitative study draws on interview data with 18 school leaders 
from a large urban district in the Northeast. Using grounded theory, we analyzed semi-structured interviews 
with school-based RP practitioners and principals. Qualitative coding and analysis resulted in the 
development of 12 indicators of RP implementation which address common challenges and offer tactical 
decisions for increasing schoolwide buy-in, teacher and staff training, discipline policy reform, and equity 
and social justice. The study findings have clear implications for practice: We present 12 indicators of RP 
implementation which can help guide administrators as they launch RP initiatives in their schools to increase 
equity and positive outcomes for students overrepresented in discipline, typically Black, male, and/or 
students with special needs. Specifically, the RP implementation framework will encourage school leaders to 
think systematically about how to implement schoolwide RP using tactical planning based on insights of RP 
leaders focused on equitable education. 
 
 

 
 
 
 

  



New Jersey’s Teacher Workforce & Pipeline 
 

Mark Weber, Lecturer, Rutgers Graduate School of Education & 
Special Analyst for Education Policy, New Jersey Policy Perspective 

 
This presentation begins with a descriptive summary of the New Jersey teacher workforce, including 
demographic data. I find the state’s teacher corps looks very different than its student population, an 
important finding in light of recent research showing the racial alignment of teachers and students has 
academic benefits. I then employ a regression model to compare New Jersey teacher wages to those of 
similarly educated workers; I find a substantial wage penalty for entering the teaching profession. I conclude 
with an analysis of the differences in teacher pay across different types of New Jersey school districts and 
find that less-affluent districts are at a disadvantage in paying competitive wages. I then analyze the 
production of teachers in various preparation programs throughout New Jersey. I find the number of teacher 
candidates enrolled in these programs, and the number of completers, has dropped significantly over the 
past decade. The trend is evident in both federal teacher preparation program data, and in college major 
data. This is a particular policy concern for the state as the number of students has not declined, leaving 
New Jersey with substantially fewer teacher candidates per student than a decade ago. Taken together, 
these findings present a sobering picture of the future of teaching in New Jersey. I conclude with 
recommendations to make the profession more attractive to potential teachers.  
 
 
  



 
Does New Jersey’s Property Tax Cap Make Fiscal “Cents” and Educational Sense? 

 
Pengju Zhang, Assistant Professor, Rutgers University – Newark 
Bruce Baker, Professor, Rutgers Graduate School of Education 

Julia Sass Rubin, Associate Professor, Rutgers Edward J. Bloustein School of Planning & Policy 
 

As of 2010, state-imposed tax and expenditure limits (TELs) have been adopted in all states except 
Connecticut, New Hampshire, and Vermont (Mullins 2010). In New Jersey, a four percent cap was imposed 
in 2007 on the annual growth rate of property taxes levied by local governments, including school districts. In 
July 2010, Governor Christie singed a new law and further lowered the cap to two percent.  
 
Like in other states, the shift towards a harsher limit in New Jersey is controversial: on the one hand, it may 
reduce the property tax burden for some residents, as claimed by policy proponents; on the other hand, it 
may simultaneously hamstring local governments’ capacity to deliver essential services (Lav & Leachman, 
2018).  
 
The existing literature on the fiscal and educational impact of TELs, though relatively outdated, tends to find 
a negative association between TELs and local spending on education, supporting a public choice 
perspective (Poterba 1997). However, this stand of literature is unclear about how a district changes its 
spending behaviors and whether student outcomes are affected (Dye & McGuire 1997; Figlio 1997 , 1998; 
Blankenau & Skidmore 2004; Dye et al., 2005; Shadbegian & Jones 2005; Ballal & Rubenstein 2009).  
 
This study seeks to answer four closely related research questions. 1) To what extant does the harsher cap 
really constrain a school district’s property tax growth? 2) For those districts whose property tax authority is 
effectively constrained, do they get enough offsetting state aid so that the net revenue change is ultimately 
neutralized? 3) If not, what do they do to absorb fiscal pressure? Do they cut teachers’ salaries, increase 
student-teacher ratio, or reduce some instructional services? 4) Does student performance decrease as a 
result of fiscal pressure caused by the harsher cap?  
 
  



Does State Takeover of School District Make a Difference?  
 

Pengju Zhang, Assistant Professor, Rutgers University - Newark 
Michael Hayes, Assistant Professor, Rutgers University - Camden  

 
State governments have gradually taken a larger role in reducing student achievement gap, and not 
surprisingly, many state policies have significantly reduced local autonomy over time. One of the most 
aggressive examples is state takeover. In 1989, New Jersey became the first state to pass a law allowing 
takeovers of local school districts. Since then, more than 100 school districts have been taken over all over 
the U.S.. 
 
Does stake takeover make a real difference in student performance? Unfortunately, the empirical findings on 
this topic are far from conclusive. This article adds to the literature by examining the most recent case of 
state takeover policy in Camden City School District, New Jersey (NJ). Beginning in 2013-2014 academic 
year, NJ State government started to assumed responsibilities for all district functions in Camden and 
restricted the local school board to just an advisory role. A new superintendent was also appointed by the 
governor. In addition, the education governance in Camden area has been characterized by the rapid 
expansion of charter schools over time, especially after the implementation of takeover policy. 
 
Using school-level data between 2007 and 2017, this paper directly examines whether student test 
performance has increased or not after the takeover policy in Camden. To be specific, we compare the ELA 
and math scores in multiple grades in Camden district with those in other comparable urban districts, namely 
the well-known Abbott districts which were designated by the Office of Legislative Services in NJ in 2005. 
Due to the rapid growth of charter schools, our sample includes both charter and non-charter public schools.  
 
Based on an event study approach and difference-in-differences methods, we consistently find that the 
takeover of Camden district has slightly improved ELA test score for 3rd grade students, whereas it 
somewhat decreases student’s ELA test performance in grades 4 and 8. In addition, the takeover policy is 
not found to significantly affect students’ math score in any grade level. Overall, it seems that state takeover 
policy is not that effective in systematically enhance education outcomes, at least in the short run.  
 


