
 

 

 

 
 
Issue Brief 

Another Zero-Tolerance Failure – State 
Takeovers of School Districts Don’t Work  
By Terrence Wilson, J.D., & Chloe Latham Sikes, M.A. 
School districts are more likely to be healthy when they are well-funded, attract and retain a diverse certified 
teacher workforce, engage families and communities meaningfully, and promote diversity and racial equity 
among students and staff. But, the practice of state officials taking control over school districts they believe 
are failing compromises the health of those districts and communities.  
 
Struggling districts or school boards should be addressed through community-driven democratic processes 
and with state supports, not by removing local governance. 
 
This issue brief reviews the historical background of state takeover policies and why they present problems 
for equitable education. We then discuss two legal case studies of public school districts that are currently in 
different phases of state takeovers, and the research on the state takeovers of local school districts as 
education policy reforms for student achievement. We conclude by presenting alternate policy 
recommendations that promote equity and student success. 

Historical Overview of State Takeovers of Local School Districts 
State laws authorizing takeovers began to appear in the 1970s and took off in the 1980s as much of the 
federal education oversight established in the 1960s was dissolved back to state control. A new focus on 
school accountability and standardized testing facilitated this shift. As of 2017, 33 states had passed laws to 
permit the state takeover of public school districts that did not meet the state’s accountability measures. Often, 
such districts are designated with a “turnaround” accountability status. 
 
New Jersey enacted the first state takeover of a public school district in 1989 by taking over the Jersey City 
Public Schools. Since then, over 22 state governments and agencies have taken over more than 100 local 
public school districts across the country (Morel, 2018, p. 2). 
 
Officials justify many state takeovers of school districts as a response to low accountability ratings, which often 
rely on standardized testing performance, events, such as a natural disaster (in the case of New Orleans 
following Hurricane Katrina), or other district actions, including allegations of fiscal mismanagement. Many 
state laws confer power for the takeover to either the state education commissioner or state superintendent, 
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the state board of education, or the local mayor. In Texas, for example, the law authorizes the commissioner 
of education to take over a school district under specific stipulations. 

Why State Takeovers Are a Problem 
While the reasons for a state takeover of a public school district often focus on declining academic 
achievement and fiscal mismanagement, studies show that state takeovers do not lead to increased academic 
achievement (Wong & Shen, 2005; Zimmer, Henry, Kho, 2017) and even further destabilize the school district 
(Harris, 2019; Morel, 2018). This turmoil can result in greater teacher and staff turnover in the district 
(Greenblatt, 2018), and exclusion of parent and community engagement in district decision-making (Morel, 
2018).  
 
For example, in the Detroit Public Schools, Michigan state officials placed the district under control of an 
emergency manager for 17 years (1999-2016) and left it arguably worse off than before. A report of the state’s 
management of the district found that there was an estimated $610 million in wasteful spending and rampant 
mismanagement of the district’s schools and educational services to students (DPS Report 2016).  
 
Similarly, in Tennessee, public school districts that were controlled under a state turnaround strategy had the 
same or worse outcomes than reform strategies that maintained local control (Zimmer et al., 2017). 
 
Moreover, state takeovers as a reform strategy tend to exacerbate racial segregation within a district 
community (Harris, 2019; Morel, 2018). About 85% of state takeovers across the country affect majority Black 
and majority Latino school districts (Morel, 2018). School districts governed by and serving a majority Black 
population are 11 times more likely to have the local school board abolished by the state than majority White-
serving districts (Morel, 2018). 
 

State Takeovers Are Less Likely to Leave a School Board Intact in Majority White School Districts 
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Sample Legal Cases 
Two current cases of school districts under state control illustrate the harmful and lasting effects of state 
takeovers. 
 
Houston Independent School District 
On November 6, 2019, one day after the election of several new school board members, the Texas 
Commissioner of Education notified the Houston Independent School District (ISD) that it was slated for state 
takeover. The notification included the commissioner’s plans to abolish the elected school board to appoint a 
board of managers in its place. The state’s justification for the takeover hinged largely on the persistently low 
accountability rating of a single school campus, despite the overall district’s passing rating in the accountability 
system (the district has more than 280 schools). In response to the campus’ low rating, the commissioner 
lowered the accreditation status of the entire district, which the state alleges provided the grounds for takeover 
actions. 
 
The Houston Federation of Teachers and other plaintiffs filed a lawsuit in federal court and requested a 
preliminary injunction to stop the state agency from taking over the district. Among other claims, the plaintiffs 
argued the commissioner’s takeover so soon after an election violated the Voting Rights Act and the district’s 
right to due process. The federal court denied the injunction and dismissed the plaintiff’s federal claims, but 
the teacher and voter groups were successful in a lower state court. In January 2020, they won an injunction 
against the state’s appointment of a board of managers. The district court judge decided that the 
commissioner’s actions against Houston ISD exceeded the authority given to him under the Texas Education 
Code. At the time of writing, the case is scheduled to be tried in June of 2020. 
 
Little Rock School District 
The Little Rock School District has been under state control since 2015. The Arkansas State Board of 
Education initially dissolved the school board and appointed the Arkansas Education Secretary to run the 
district due to six school campus’s persistently low accountability ratings (the district has almost 50 schools). 
The schools in question served student populations that are predominately Black, which led to concerns about 
racial segregation in the state’s reform actions.  
 
Advocates opposed to the takeover argued that it violated students’ constitutional rights under 42 U.S.C. § 
1983 (which allows people to sue the government for civil rights violations) due to the disproportionate racial 
impact of the takeover on students of color in the district. However, a federal judge ruled that discriminatory 
effects alone are insufficient to show discriminatory intentions.  
 
Now, five years later, the state is handing control back to the local level in worse shape than when the district 
was taken over. English and math scores have not improved in the five years of state control, and eight 
campuses – up from the original six– now are labelled “underperforming.” Moreover, a proposed transition 
plan would have maintained state control over campuses that largely serve Black students and handed local 
community control back over to campuses that serve a greater proportion of White students.  
 
Given Little Rock’s infamous school desegregation legacy, the state takeover and the patchwork transition 
plan that falls along racial lines alarmed the district community members and led to community and teacher 
resistance. The community is now in the throes of deciding how to make a successful transition that does not 
further fragment, or segregate, the district. 
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Policy Recommendations 
IDRA promotes family and community engagement, supportive funding, a diverse and certified teacher 
workforce, racial and socioeconomic integration, and culturally-relevant practices as critical components to 
school district and campus health. Based on research, IDRA recommends the following alternatives to state 
takeover policies. 

• States should adopt community-based turnaround efforts – instead of state takeovers or private 
partnerships – that support holistic, wraparound services to support schools that face multiple 
challenges. Evidence shows that community-based approaches enable grassroots changes to 
educational improvements. 

• States should explore options that treat local districts as the democratic entities that they are intended 
to be. In the event of corruption or malpractice, districts can hold special elections to remove 
individuals from school boards. In the case of multiple special elections, a community advisory 
committee can help restructure and retrain new board members and district administrators. 

• Families can join coalitions across school districts to advocate for new strategies and appropriate 
implementation that support their schools, maintain local governance and incorporate communities 
in district decision-making. 
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