
www.manaraa.com
WWW.THEPUBLICMANAGER.ORG50

GOVERNMENT TRANSPARENCY

Transparency creates 
the openness and 
connection to the people 
and stakeholders that 
is necessary for the 
government to respond 
to its constituents.

Examining Open 
Government at the 
Education Department

by Farrah Stone Graham

On his first day in office, President Obama signed the Memorandum for 
Transparency and Open Government, and a year later, in December 2009, 
issued the Open Government Directive for federal agencies. �e president’s 
main purposes are to increase transparency, participation, and collaboration 
and to strengthen democracy, efficiency, and effectiveness in government. 

�e Department of Education has answered this charge by developing its 
own plan and implementing a number of innovative efforts to satisfy the first 
set of purposes. However, if the department hopes to satisfy the second set, 
namely strengthening democracy, then a necessary element is missing from 
the conceptualization process: creating responsiveness. 

When thinking of building accountability structures, transparency is 
the first, necessary step, but it is not the only goal. Transparency creates the 
openness and connection to the people and stakeholders that is necessary for 
the government to respond to its constituents. But we need to create transpar-
ency with a purpose, which feeds into and helps create other dimensions of 
accountability. We also want the functions of government to serve our desired 
purposes, which is responsiveness.
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We can think of responsiveness in two ways: answer-
ing the demands of the people or meeting the needs of 
the people. Answering the demands of people requires 
understanding their preferences and how they view the 
services being provided. �e people’s needs are defined 
by another entity, such as the legislature, through policy 
goals. A responsive government meets people’s needs by 
achieving policy goals. Ideally, these efforts should create 
positive perceptions of the agency in the public’s eyes. 
�ey also should lend themselves to both internal and 
external accountability. 

Keeping the Department of Education 
Accountable 
Accountability is a significant issue at the Department 
of Education because the services of the agency are 
tangible to, and affect, a majority of Americans. �e 
public has a perception of the agency, informed or not, 
that can serve as a baseline for determining the effec-
tiveness of accountability and responsiveness efforts. 
�e department has not fared well in the public’s view, 
especially recently. 

In April 2010, the Pew 
Research Center for the 
People and the Press released 
its poll, “�e People and 
�eir Government: Dis-
trust, Discontent, Anger, 
and Partisan Rancor.” �is 
study examines the national 
public’s views on government in general, as well as on 
agencies such as the Department of Education. When 
asked to rate the job being done on a scale of excellent to 
poor, 64 percent of the respondents answered only fair or 
poor. Looking at perceptions over time, the department 
has seen a decrease in favorability rating from 61 percent 
to 40 percent for the period of 1997‒98 to 2010. �is 
21-percentage point decrease was the largest decline of 
all of the agencies listed in the question. To improve the 
public’s perception, the department will have to create 
transparency projects that indicate to the public that 
their demands are understood and being met.

�e department has implemented and planned 
numerous projects aimed at transparency, participation, 
and collaboration. Much of the work on transparency has 
focused on making the data at the department available 
to interested parties, researchers, and average citizens. 
�ree transparency initiatives stand out:

1. �e department created ED Data Express to provide 
easy access to state-level data on public education and 
accountability standards. It is serving as a central-
ized data information source, and the new system is 
making it easier for parents, teachers, and researchers 
to access the information. 

2. To foster participation, the department created 
the open government steering committee, which is 
seeking strategies to hold more open meetings and 
acquire more public input in internal meetings. 

3. �e open innovation portal—a web-based communi-
ty connecting education practitioners, parents, non-
profits, and funding organizations—also provides 
a place to propose innovative strategies for dealing 
with issues in education today. A goal of the portal is 
to develop and encourage collaboration.

�ese transparency projects use innovative methods 
of interaction, such as web-based database applications, 
online wiki tools for policy document creation, and such 
social media platforms as Twitter and Facebook to create 
participation forums. 

But external accountability is not just about enabling 
participation, it is about meeting the demands of the 
citizens. What is the public demanding from the De-
partment of Education? �e answer may be different for 
different groups of people. However, it is imperative that 
the organization knows the full range of answers and 
uses that information to shape what it is doing and how 
it is doing it. 

�e department has used its participation ef-
forts to gain knowledge about citizen preferences. �e 
open government steering committee hosted a series 
of forums with school representatives, state and local 
governments, and others on specific policy issues such 
as the reauthorization of the Elementary and Second-
ary Education Act, Race to the Top, and the FY2011 
budget request. 

�e committee also has used a number of tech-
nology-based tools to gather input from the public and 

Ultimately, agency efforts toward external accountability should 
create positive perceptions of the agency in the public’s eyes.



www.manaraa.com
WWW.THEPUBLICMANAGER.ORG52

department employees. For example, Ideascale is a web 
conversation-management tool that has been used by the 
committee to gather feedback on the open government 
plan. �e published plan allows readers to comment and 
view the comments of others in each section online. �e 
committee also plans to use blogs, the web-based com-
ment system, and moderated Twitter feeds to increase 
participation in department meetings. 

What is less clear in the reporting is how the depart-
ment will incorporate this new information into policy 
and action. �e open government plan only states that 
the input is used throughout the plan document and 
lists the number of comments received in certain venues. 
While participation is important in a democratic society, 
what citizens are participating in and how that input is 
being used makes the difference.

If you ask for input on an existing question, you may 
gain support for the alternative chosen. When asking for 
input into which question to ask, you gain support for the 
entire endeavor. �e department that knows which ques-
tion the public wants to ask or where the public thinks 
a policy should be developed is going to better manage 
public demands and perceptions. 

Participation will support creating responsiveness if 
it informs the organization on the demands of its citizen 
constituents. �en transparency efforts are the vehicle 
for communicating whether the demands have been met. 
�at is the information that will move the needle on the 
public’s perception of the agency. It is not just accom-
plishing something; it’s accomplishing what the public 
thought it should. 

Of course, policy directives can’t just come from 
public opinion. �e department will still have to accom-
plish priorities set by Congress and the President. It is 
responsible for the organizational performance as well as 
internally accounting for its own responsiveness to well-
defined public and stakeholder needs. 

Disseminating Education Outputs  
vs. Outcomes
It is important to distinguish between outputs and 
outcomes when measuring performance. An output is 
the tangible result of the work process. For example, the 
output of teaching a first-grade class may be the number 
of children taught or the number of hours a teacher spent 
in the classroom. An outcome is the desired social change 
resulting from a program. Using the same example, the 
outcome of teaching that first-grade class would be the 
learning the children acquired. Being accountable to 
citizens means proving that citizens’ needs are met. Out-
comes determine when needs are being met, not outputs. 

Too often transparency initiatives rely on greater 
dissemination of existing information, which generally 
is output-based. To foster effectiveness and responsive-

ness, programs need to define 
performance in terms of 
outcomes, or needs met, and 
this should be the infor-
mation provided through 
transparency.

One of the department’s 
goals, outlined in its June 
2011 study “Flagship Initia-
tive, Transparency: ED Data 
Express” is to “foster more 

transparency in the larger educational community.” It 
remains to be seen how that is going to be measured 
effectively. �e open government self-review document 
states that the measurement for the department’s data 
express initiative will be the number of datasets provided 
and a system-based usage count. 

�ese metrics, while important to know, are outputs, 
not outcomes. �ey do not tell the public whether that 
goal was reached. Of course, outcomes are harder to mea-
sure and generally require additional data to be gathered. 
But the effort will pay off in proving that the department 
has met the defined needs.

An example of outcome-oriented data comes from 
the SchoolView project in Colorado, which provides 
state level education performance data in a user-friendly 
web-based format using interactive dashboards, maps, 
and graphs. What makes this effort different is that 
Colorado is using SchoolView for the state’s new Educa-
tion Accountability System and will use it to develop 
new improvement strategies. �e distinction is that the 
data management system is the underpinning of the 

If you ask for input on an existing question, you may  
gain support for the alternative chosen. When asking for  
input into which question to ask, you gain support for the 
entire endeavor.
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accountability system, not the end result. What will mat-
ter to the public are the improvement strategies and the 
impact that they have, not the data management system. 
(See 2010 winter issue, p. 18.)

As they are in Colorado and other states, the De-
partment of Education’s innovative tools have to be used 
as part of the improvement process. � is is beginning 
to happen, but the improved outcomes resulting from 
transparency initiatives need to be reported to the public 
as well.

Needing Innovations 
to Yield Indicators 
Agencies must be deliberate in defi ning the purposes 
that innovative technology and communication initiatives 
serve, because they are often costly in terms of human 
and monetary resources. Additionally, administrators 
must focus on gaining input that defi nes the public’s 
demands of the agency. What purpose does the public 
think the agency should serve? 

� e answer may not include all of the program 
functions mandated by law. If the public seeks greater 

attention to and support for existing programs, the 
agency should show the public how its input is being 
used, not just how many people participated. 

Agencies should use transparency eff orts to 
strengthen internal accountability as well. � e depart-
ment should defi ne performance measures for transpar-
ency eff orts that are outcome-based and indicate that the 
defi ned needs are being met. � is process will require 
more work and resources, but it also will provide indica-
tors of true program success. � is open government ini-
tiative off ers the opportunity to not just create transpar-
ency and engage citizens, but also to achieve the mission 
of the Department of Education.

Farrah Stone Graham is an assistant professor in the L. Douglas Wilder 
School of Government and Public Aff airs at Virginia Commonwealth 
University. Contact her at stonefn@vcu.edu.

For more information 
http://community.thepublicmanager.org/cs/blogs/featured/
archive/2010/12/14/improving-educational-accountability-in-
colorado.aspx

SERVICETOAMERICAMEDALS.ORG

THE SERVICE TO AMERICA MEDALS  
ARE PRESENTED BY THE

NOMINATIONS DUE
JANUARY 6, 2012

If you know an outstanding federal employee —who inspires 
you and whose story will inspire the nation—nominate them 
for a Samuel J. Heyman Service to America Medal.
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