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Balance trust and accountability
Education reformers want more accountability even though the evidence suggests better 
outcomes result from fewer rules.

“Trust but verify,” Ronald Rea-
gan famously said about nuclear 
arms reduction proposals in the 
1980s. Exactly this same dilemma 
is at the forefront of education 

policy debates today around 
the world as education sys-
tems struggle to balance trust 
and regulation. How much 
do school systems need to be 
controlled by rules, and how 
much can we trust the judg-
ment of those working in the 
system?

These two contrasting ap-
proaches were the subject of 
discussion at a recent meeting in 
Jerusalem of representatives from 
17 countries, sponsored by the 
Van Leer Institute and several 
other Israeli organizations. Each 
country brought a team of three 
— a teacher, a principal, and a 
government leader. The theme of 
the meeting was “Trust and Regu-
lation” as understood and experi-
enced by people in these different 
roles.

 In practice, as was clear from 
the discussions at this event, every 
education system has a mix of trust 
and regulation. Of necessity, some 
things must be regulated — the 
school year and day, and gradu-
ation requirements, for example 
— but everything about school 
can’t possibly be regulated. Still, 
the situations in these countries 
— mostly European but also Ca-
nadian, American, and Japanese — 
are very different. Some see their 
systems as heavily based on trust, 
with relatively little regulation. 
That would be the case in Fin-
land, but also in most Asian coun-
tries. In other countries, extensive 
regulation suggests a climate of 
distrust, leaving educators feeling 

beleaguered and unmotivated.
These two ideas about hu-

man nature are not new: Some 
60 years ago, Douglas McGregor 
wrote about them as Theory X 
and Theory Y. Theory X holds 
that people can’t be trusted; that, 
unless they’re watched closely, 
they’ll take advantage of any situ-
ation for their own benefi t. Policy 
and management therefore must 
develop incentives, accountability 
measures, and penalties to prevent 
misbehavior. This view underlies 
quite a few recent policy efforts 
in education — for example, in-
creased inspection, testing, or 
evaluation linked to various con-
sequences, whether for students, 
teachers, or schools. It’s also be-
hind more traditional centralized 
approaches, including systems 
that believe every school should 
be doing the same things in the 
same way at the same time.

A second position, Theory Y, 
starts with the assumption that 
most people know what they are 
doing and are reasonably well 
intentioned, at least most of the 
time. In this view, organizations 
benefi t by putting more trust in 
people to do their jobs and build-
ing organization cultures that 
encourage such an attitude. Pro-
ponents of this position tend to 
opt for fewer rules and weaker 
accountability measures. Propos-
als for greater autonomy for indi-
vidual schools are one instance of 
this attitude, as is the position of 
many teacher organizations that 
individual teachers should deter-
mine their own practice. 

Unsurprisingly, those outside 
the system tend to favor policies 
with more regulation, while in-
siders tend to favor more trust. 

Most of us think we’re trustwor-
thy while others are often, in our 
view, less reliable, and so they 
need more controls. As one wag 
put it, it’s human nature to want 
more autonomy for ourselves and 
more predictability — and there-
fore less autonomy — from ev-
eryone else. So, in the same way, 
teachers may want more auton-
omy in their work, but they often 
want more rules for students; the 
same is true of principals with 
teachers, and policy makers with 
schools. The double standard is 
alive and well!

More regulation
The pressure for increased 

regulation is not confi ned to edu-
cation; the same dynamic is at 
work in other fi elds. It’s evident in 
nurses who feel they spend more 
time documenting than caring 
for patients, or government agen-
cies that must check and recheck 
even the smallest expenditure or 
have highly restrictive procedures 
for hiring or procurement. And 
the private sector also complains 
about increased requirements re-
lated to health and safety, audits, 
or antidiscrimination. 

In most cases, as these examples 
imply, regulations have reasons 
behind them. The danger of be-
ing sued for wrongdoing certainly 
encourages more adherence to 
rules and careful record keeping. 
In many other cases, rules arise 
from perceived abuses of trust, 
many of which make good me-
dia stories. When there is public 
outrage about some particular 
breach, new regulations are often 
the result. For example, only a 
very few cases of child abuse are 
necessary to generate a require-
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ment for background checks on 
all employees and volunteers. 

In some cases, though, the per-
ceived problems may be few in 
number and small in effect while 
the cost of new regulation is quite 
high. For example, a few cases of 
misspending, even of relatively 
small amounts, can lead to new 
reporting rules that can be quite 
costly to implement; indeed, pre-
vention can cost more than the 
problem while not fully prevent-
ing further occurrences. Yet, if the 
public clamor is suffi cient, resist-
ing the call for greater regulation 
is virtually impossible. As a result, 
there can be much more scrutiny 
in many organizations of very 
small items, such as employee 
travel expenses than there is of 
whether the bulk of the budget is 
helping to meet the organization’s 
goals. What gets noticed gets at-
tended to, but the most important 
things aren’t always the ones to 
get noticed.

There is good evidence that 
too much regulation can be coun-
terproductive, as people tend to 
reduce effort and initiative when 
they feel they’re distrusted, and 
too many rules can lead to lots of 
stupid behavior. As Dee Hock, 
founder of the Visa credit system 
put it, “Simple, clear purpose and 
principles give rise to complex, in-
telligent behaviors. Complex rules 
and regulations give rise to simple, 
stupid behaviors” (2010).  Anyone 
who has worked in a large organi-
zation can attest to this reality!

Distrust of professions and in-
stitutions is fed not only by me-
dia attention but also by a better 
educated public that’s increasingly 
disinclined to believe in the altru-
ism and benefi cence of profession-
als, as witnessed by concerns about 
levels of public confi dence in virtu-
ally all institutions and professions 
around the world. Ironically, one 
result of education may be to make 
people less trustful of large institu-
tions, including schools.

Participants at the Jerusalem 
meeting struggled with these 
questions. Not surprisingly, each 
group felt that it merited more 
trust and less regulation. On the 
other hand, everyone recognized 

that both elements were impor-
tant at every level of the system. 
But, in most cases, the balance 
was seen as being tilted too much 
toward regulation. Teachers es-
pecially felt that they weren’t re-
spected by the system as a whole. 

Most importantly, it was clear 
that higher performing education 
systems tended to have less regu-
lation and to rely more on strate-
gies that involved not simply trust 
of individuals but building profes-
sional cultures that supported in-
telligent behavior directed toward 
organizational goals.

Indeed, this would seem to be 
the desired direction based on 
what we’re learning about effec-
tive education systems. These rely 
neither on leaving it up to indi-
viduals to determine what they 
do, nor on trying to control prac-
tice through detailed regulation. 
Instead, effective systems build 
organizational and professional 
cultures in which there is strong 
collective pressure to improve 
performance and achieve goals, 
but also lots of support for people 
to improve their skills so they can 
contribute more effectively.

As is so often the case, good 
education policy mirrors good 
classroom practice. In effective 
classrooms, students feel a sense 
of autonomy and independence 
within a system that’s carefully 
structured and organized to en-
courage the right kinds of actions. 
The desired practices and beliefs 
are nurtured not only by the or-
ganization of the classroom but 
also by social relationships built 
among participants. 

These examples bring home the 
point that in any endeavor, strong 
teams display this same combina-
tion of individuals feeling impor-
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tant coupled with powerful group 
norms around performance. The 
rules, if they’re intelligent ones, 
provide a vital framework that 
encourages the right behavior. 
Good regulations play a key role 
in building trust. The wrong rules 
will have the opposite effect. The 
issue isn’t whether to have rules 
or autonomy, but how to create 
regulations that help schools do 
the work we want them to do.

On this point, it was clear in 
Jerusalem, no country has it just 
right. There is always a tension 
between regulation and auton-
omy, and ongoing differences of 
opinion on the right balance are 
inevitable, perhaps even desir-
able. On the whole, though, there 
seems too much confi dence in 

education policy that we can get 
where we want primarily with a 
rulebook even though the evi-
dence suggests otherwise. K

Reference

Hock, D. (2010, February 17). Dee Hock 

on complex rules (web log post).  http://

builtforchange.blogspot.ca/2010/02/

dee-hock-on-complex-rules.html

Those outside the system 
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