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This Issueqram was prepared on January _3, 1983, by Robert-

Palaich, Janet Rdgéré;Cl_’atké Johnson, Ddha],d ~Burnes .and
Patricia Flakus-Mosduéda, Education Govérnahce Céntér. For
‘consultation or more detail, call 303-830-3542 or
303-830-3830. ‘ ’

1 5 - Setting Up Blue
Ribbéﬁ Commniissions

-

“When governors or. state 1eg1s1ators set up task fo:ces or

study .commissions. to generate options for education pollcy,
they face a  series of choices. Although most commissions

servé the same basic function == aldowing political leaders

and citizens to participate jointly in the development of
policy -- 'state leaders must choose among a variety of

options for creatlng commissions . and planning commission

operations and activities. Some of - these options are

presented below, to help policy  makers plan strategxes for
settlng up successful commlss10ns.

Past Practice ' ; . -

-~

The use of blue ribbon commissions is neither an isolated nor
a__recent . phenomenon. Such commissions were established as
early as the 1920s° to 1nvest1gate, plan and assess publlc
policy in education: ~Commissions at that time tended to
addreSs broad. education issues; an approach that shanged
during the 19405 and 1950s when special commissions were set
4Up to help states develop policies on specific issues.

During the 1960s, blue Yibbon commissions were still used to’
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generate policy alternatives, but their cffectiveness was

challenged by critics who pointed out the limitations:.of.

creating short-lived organizations -to address long-tgrm

problems.” ThlS led to revised expectatlons about what study

commissions -can accompllsh. But oomm1s51ons continue to be -

used, and used effectively, to examine a wide range of state

educatlon policy questions. Top1cs addressed in recent years

“have . . included raccountability in the  schools, ,vocational

educatlon, school finance formulas, the implemefitation of'

desegregation . régulatlons .and_ geaneral _ planning  for the
future. Results’ have ranged from formal ‘implementation of -

‘commissSion recommendations dn new legislation to informal
placing of a topic on a state's policy agenda:

: Reééniuﬁiﬁdi@;s

To gather ‘the information and suggestlons presented here,

staff in the ECS Education Governance Center ‘and agconsultant

contac ted comm1ss13ners and staff of ten commissions in eight

.states: The states chosen are geographlcally diverse and the

commissions selected had ‘considered a variety ofalssues, some -

related to elementary/secondary education, some_ to

postsecondary education: Commissioners: and- commission staff
were promised that their . responses would not be identified so
that their comments could be candi d.

’

" All the commisSsions studied shared four characteristics: (1)
they were created by the governor or the leglslature- (2)

they had predetermlned startlng dates and ending dates; (3)

they were all "blue rlbbon" comm1Sslons‘W1n &the sense that

commissioners were respected citizens from across the state;

and (4) they all recommended reVISxons in state education

policy:

Creating the commission. ECS found that the 7peppler or

‘Institutions that set up study commissions generally
addressed the concerns 1dent1f1ed below.

o ‘ébjectives. The ob]ectlvesrfestabllshed for the study

commissions were of three bastc types: Cne type was
problem solvlng in the pollcy development Area; which

generally led to the passage of new leglslatlon to modify

. state pollcy.v Sometimes; the .problems to be solved were
broad. One commission developed § new School finance
formula; ‘for example, "and others changed the governance
structure of lbigher education or elementary/secondary
education. At othér times, the problem was quite narrow,
as it was for the commission that developed a

desegregation plan to meet federal guidelines. A second
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type of obaectlve was the establlshment of a plannlng or

review process. ' An exampl :from the ECS survey: the
development by one commlsSlonf of a master plan for
postsecondary "education. * A third _type was the

. establishment of an agenda for state education policy
makers. This was frequently the objective when a
commission - -considered an . issue that was very broad;

controyerslal, or not widely understood. One state:
récently used this type of objective for a study of the
complex issues of accountablllty. , _ -

An observation reoorted by each study commission was that

clarity of charge to- the commission did not necessarily

affect the commission's ability to deal with that charge:

1f a- study conm1551on' had enough time to functxon, it
limited the scope of its agenda., For iistance, a

commission . in one state :that was asked to explore what

education- would be 1like 1in the year 2000 ultimately

produced very spec1f1c dec1510ns on school fInance

formulas, on the election of school boards-and on
. state-mandated courses in elementary and secondary
" schools. ' .
o .Commissioners. When the objective of the commission WwW3s
. to pass leglslatlon, legislators werq;included as members.
&Otherw1se, few set patterns emerged. Although

comm1551oners were typically Tcitizens from across the
statle chosen to represent -a balance of interests,

practices varied w1th_regard to, the inclusion of

educators:- Some comm1ss1ons included them, but - several

~

others ‘deliberate? Y avoided such, appointments. In all_’

cases, however, education organlzat}ons,were allowed to

preSent their VIeﬁﬁoihté to the commissions. The-.time
commissioners could give to the sStudy commission proved,

important. So - did the extent and type of commission

A leadership. . In _elementary/secondary education
' commissions, the.chairman was_ not always ‘the sSole source
6f. leadership. = In postsecondary education commissions,

the chairperson’ of the tommission tended to carry the

) major burden of leadership. Total mempership won

1

o ‘The role of the governor. In most cases the governor

blayed é very important role in the creation of the study
A ~ commission and then a less active, hands-off role during
»- its delxberatlons., When the legxsiature established the

‘commission, the .involvement of the governor was less
strong but still 1mportant. . )

.

Operations. The commissions studied seemed ‘to  fellow a’

) five-step processi: definition of -the task before them;:

-
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accumulation of 1nformat10n on the toplcs'they wish to cover;

.analysis of this information; development of. recommendations;

and, . where. p0551b1e,,1mplementat10n of recommendations in the

polxcy process. As comm1551ons carried out those five steps,

DrobIems somettmes arose in these -areas:

o Staff considerations: Because the commissions came into
_existence for a . limitéed 1length of time, staffs were
’ generally small. [ The work »nf in-house staff was often
supplemented by in-kind cdntributidns of staff time by
outside agencies (e.g., the governor's oﬁjlce, the state
eéducdtion agericy, or the legislature). OfEQQL,tOOr fairly
exterisive use was made of outside consultants who could
accumulate and analyze 1nformat10n.
o Fundlng. Study commissions were funded by many different
sources: the legislature, the governor's office,
foundations; = businesses, state -education agencies;
postsecondary education agencies. The . Support tame in’ the
form of dollars and of in-kind Sérvicés. 'An interesting
., approach used by one commission was tcrlncorporate as a
nonprofit organization.' It' then sought tax- deduct;plef
donations from cor@oratlons and succeeded in rals;ng‘
$300,000. . o

;-

.

o Time frame. DOne of the commissions surveyed met for onlty

two, months, whereas others met ‘for as long as two years.

If a. problem had already been adequately.defined and data
- ad been collected, a commission needed less time than if
these steps remalned to Qe taken:. The commission that met
. for two months,;. for example, was_ respondlng toja_ federal
demand’. for final desegregablon plans, a more finite task
than that Ffacing. thé commissSion charged with generating
options for the year 2000. ' )

0 ~Schedule of mestings. The study commissions surveyed

generally met every four to six weeks.. . Sometlmes,

however, meetings were unevenly spaced because some steps

‘n thei study process redquired more attention from the

commissioners than ‘others:. Issues that rtequired very

frequent meetlngs were often addressed by subcommittees

that reported back to the conmission as a whole.

L 7 - B! o B - o
Activities. The commissioners -and staff contacted by ECS
commented dn several aspects of commisSsion activitiest '

o Planned agendas.  Commission  meetings generally had

planned - dgendas, cften organized around. staff

presentatlons by consultants, so that commissioners could
‘discuss substantlve aspects of partlcular,poll y problems.

1



Public participation.  Public hearings received  mixed
reviews as a way for study commissions to obtain citizen
input. In one: state, é'largé number of public. hearings
held early in the étudy process were deemed valuable in
formulating policy. .In another state, only a few publlc

‘hearings were held at the odtset, but a final conferénce

of statewide- delegates was deemed valuable: .in implementing

the recommendations "~ of ' the commission. Elsewhere,

commissions = took teStImony from organized groups at
hearings and meetimgs, which allowed interest groups to
present . their 'viewpoints w1thout necessarily. serv1ng as

commission members.

The média. Média coverage variéd greatly from commissicn

.to commission, for the ,moSt part in direct relationship to

the - importance of the.  issue béing discussed. Some
commissions sought media coverage to help publicize the
issues they were considering. Others were covered anvhow.
Several commissions decided to include newspaper editors
among their members. .

Recommendations for setting up a study commission.:

o

)

.0

o

Know your state: State politics, education climate and
economlc cohditibn§ are all important facitors to consider

. . 4

Know the ;mllcy area the commlssiOn“will address. Also
know what other states are d01ng in thHet area and what is;/
practlcal in your state. : .

anw the actors. The most 1mportant decisions in creatlng

a study comm1551on 1nvolve ch0051ﬁg the right people to

51t on the commission."

_Decide what 'Bdtééiﬁe is de51rab1e, e.g:, tlegistation,
agenda-setting; or 6hg61ng planning "and oversight. All
require different mixes of people and have different

applications to policy; each requires dlfferent planning.

EOCQSf on issues., A task 1force.,needs, either ,through, a

mandate or through early deliberation by commissioners, to .

narrow its charge to a manageable.set of activities.

Appoint' comm1551oners, who, are wiiiiné' to comﬁit énough
time to participate actively. ) .

i
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Appoint scme commissioriers who are leglsiators, if the

work of a'comm1551on will result in new legislation.

Select staff who are knowledgeable .about the issue and who_
can relate well to the 1egislatura and the governor s

off;ce. _ R

€onslcer using consultants. They can be very helpful :n
bringing empertlge to the discussion of- difficult or
controversxai 1ssues. -

thSidét the ?oSsiblllty of incorporating a commlsslcn as
a’' nonprofit organization. So that businesses can make
tax-dedurtible contributions to commission fuhé;ng;

Make sure  that the duraticoh of a’ commlséién is
realisticall related to the com 1ex1ty of the issues it
considers, ét too

'is better to allot. too much time for a
commission to do its work than too 11ttle. Time

extensions can undermlre credibility. .

so that commissioners can make flrm tlme ‘commitments. :

"Develop a focus for each commission meetlng - a p‘anned
agenda of forma] presentations, for example -- so that
-501id progress is possible. _ .

EStablish ,mechanlsmsr for. gatherlng ‘information _from
représentatives of a variety of major interests. This is

often done by appointing representatives of interests to

membership in a commission, but the sameé goal can be

reached by (1) setting up subcommittees on .which interests
can be represented (so that the commission itself réemains
“small enough to make decisions effectively) or (2) calling
for testimony from people or groups whose p01nts of view
need to be heard. :
’['\ - .

Consider how media - cqverage will affect the work of the
commission. ’
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