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The Atlanta Board of Education has experienced years 

of inconsistent performance. During the past decade, 

efforts by the business community to support and invest 

in governance reform seemed to transform the board into 

an effective and functioning body. But recent events have 

shown that external dynamics and internal conflicts can 

easily disrupt board performance, shifting focus away from 

improving teaching and learning in the schools. 

The Atlanta board consists of nine elected members, 

representing six geographical districts and three at-large 

districts. All members run for reelection every four years; 

the last election was in 2009. This arrangement means that 

the entire school board can turn over at once—although 

in practice such complete turnover has been rare. Board 

members elect a new chair and vice chair every two years. 

One major governance challenge for Atlanta is the fact that 

board members are elected to represent specific districts, 

which often results in members focusing on the interests of 

their constituents, rather than on the entire district. 

Transforming a Dysfunctional Board 

City leaders and outside experts agree that throughout the 

1990s the Atlanta school board was highly dysfunctional. 

When Beverly Hall became superintendent in 1999, she 

was the district’s fifth superintendent in 10 years. School 

board members openly bragged about how they drove 

off previous superintendents. Before Hall took the job, she 

met with members of the school board and expressed 

her concerns that conflicts between board members over 

communications, operations, and personnel decisions were 

clearly disrupting governance. “When Hall came, the Atlanta 

Board had a reputation for serious micromanagement and 

infighting. And the atmosphere of bickering and distrust 

continued after she arrived,” said Don McAdams, chairman 

and founder of the Center for Reform of School Systems 

(CRSS), which provided board training in Atlanta.  

Hall tried to address this dysfunctional culture by doing 

away with the board’s fragmented committee-led 

operations structure and creating a more unified body 

to support her efforts to institute instructional reform. 

To reduce board micromanagement, she asked the 

state legislature to rewrite the Atlanta Public Schools 

(APS) charter to clarify that it was the superintendent’s  

responsibility to oversee the day-to-day management 

of the school system and be accountable to the board. 

Key civic groups, including the Metro Atlanta Chamber, 

advocated for changes to help create a more functioning, 

professional school board, and the legislature passed a 

revised charter in 2003. The business community also 

enlisted aid and funding from the Broad Foundation and 

CRSS for board training on governance and leadership to 

support student achievement. 

The business community had already been leading an effort 

to promote quality school board leadership for the APS. 

One avenue is EduPAC Atlanta, an independent political 

organization governed by a group of community leaders 

from the business, civic, and faith-based communities. The 

EduPAC Board reconvenes every four years to endorse 

and support a slate of candidates that it believes are 

credible and could provide effective governance, based 
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on an analysis of best practices nationally. In addition to 

vetting candidates, EduPAC also educates the public on the 

importance of electing capable school board members who 

can be trusted with important decisions like hiring and firing 

the superintendent, understanding and managing a large 

school budget, and advocating for policies that advance 

system goals. EduPAC has a strong track record; since 1993, 

80% to 100% of EduPAC-endorsed candidates have been 

elected or reelected to the Atlanta Board of Education. 

These changes seemed to improve the board’s ability to 

function; in 2009, the National School Boards Association’s 

Council of Urban Boards of Education selected the Atlanta 

School Board as an Urban Board of Excellence, an award 

that honors districts that demonstrate progress in educating 

children and act as role models for excellence in school 

board governance. By all accounts, Hall was a good 

manager and generally worked well with the board.

Hall also received national accolades for her leadership and 

her holistic plan for bringing improvement to schools across 

the district. Her no-excuses culture and focus on accountability 

seemed to be working; the APS showed significant and 

consistent growth on the National Assessment of Educational 

Progress (NAEP)—especially in reading—between 2003 and 

2009. In that same period, the graduation rate jumped almost 

30 percentage points. In a show of confidence, the business 

community stepped up its direct investment in the school 

system by creating the Atlanta Education Fund.  

Cheating Scandal Raises Questions 

In 2008, the Atlanta Journal-Constitution began investigating 

patterns of unusually high gains in standardized test 

scores. In response to the newspaper accounts, the district 

formed an internal Blue Ribbon Commission to look into the 

allegations. The commission’s report determined that the 

problem was limited to 12 schools.

Then-Gov. Sonny Perdue was dissatisfied with the 

commission’s work and launched a state-level investigation, 

which found a large number of erased answers in a test 

analysis. The investigation report, published in July 2011, 

found widespread evidence of cheating, impacting 44 

schools and at least 178 teachers and principals dating back 

to 2001. As further confirmation of the allegations, when 

state tests were administered under much higher scrutiny 

in 2010, student scores dropped dramatically.1 

The cheating scandal caught the Atlanta community off 

guard and raised concerns not only about the cheating 

itself but also about the role of the business community in 

supporting the superintendent. Because the district Blue 

Ribbon Commission had included business executives 

and others who had done business with the district or 

supported Hall’s reform agenda, Atlanta residents wondered 

if Hall and her business supporters tried to hide the scope 

of the cheating problem in order to protect the reputation of 

the schools and the city as a whole. 

The aftermath of the cheating scandal led to renewed 

problems for the Atlanta board. In July 2010, board 

members’ frustration over poor communication about the 

investigation and its findings reached a boiling point and 

resulted in a power struggle. A majority of the nine-member 

board proposed a change that would modify the way the 

board votes; instead of needing a two-thirds majority, the 

board would require a simple majority. This allowed the 

majority group to stage a coup, voting out the current 

chair and vice chair. In response, the minority group sued 

the majority group, claiming that it broke the law when it 

replaced the chair and vice chair in the middle of a term.

1 However it is important to note that Atlanta did make significant gains on the 
NAEP test. A new study (Pieces of the Puzzle, 2011) by the Council of the Great 
City Schools and the American Institutes for Research shows that Atlanta made 
significant and consistent improvements in reading at both the 4th and 8th grade 
levels of NAEP. Atlanta’s reading gains were more than three times greater than 
those seen in the average large city school or in the nation at large. An examination 
by federal authorities found no evidence of tampering with NAEP results.
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The Southern Association of Colleges and Schools (SACS) 

placed the APS school system on probation in January 2011 

for violating SACS’ governance and leadership policies. APS 

was the largest school district ever placed on probation, 

putting its high schools at risk of losing accreditation. 

Without accreditation, APS graduates would not be eligible 

for Georgia’s state scholarship program, which provides 

college tuition benefits to students who demonstrate 

academic achievement, and colleges would not necessarily 

accept students coming from unaccredited schools. The 

district was at risk of losing students, and the city faced 

the possibility of depressed economic growth and a drop 

in property values. APS was given until September 2011 

to meet certain criteria, including requiring the board to 

gain the confidence of parents and the community, using 

a professional mediator to help the board work through 

divisive issues and align board policies and actions.

The threat of accreditation loss motivated the board to 

work together. Members unanimously selected Erroll Davis, 

previously chancellor of the University System of Georgia, 

as interim superintendent, filling the position vacated by 

Hall in June 2011. Davis’ immediate goals were to calm the 

waters and create a culture committed to openness and 

transparency. He moved quickly to remove the teachers, 

principals, and administrators implicated in the cheating 

scandal and called for an academic review of students 

whose test scores were changed. He also instituted new 

ethics training requirements and new protocols for testing, 

including training of testing coordinators by an external 

authority and an automatic trigger for investigation when 

gains on test scores are unexpected or unusual. 

Under Davis’ leadership, the district appears to be making 

progress to move past the testing scandal and restore its 

focus on student achievement. APS deputy superintendent/

chief of staff Steve Smith says, “We are trending in the right 

direction. We’ve spent the last six months working to rebuild 

the public’s trust. Now we are moving toward execution of 

a two-tier strategy that enhances quality teaching in the 

classroom while moving the services and support provided 

by the central office closer to the schools.” 

While SACS did lift APS’ probation, the district is still on 

“accreditation with advisement,” one step below full 

accreditation, for most of 2012. The school board continues 

to be in flux. Board members elected a new chair in January 

2012, the fifth change in leadership in two years. Further 

complicating matters, the new chair faces allegations of 

unethical conduct—a sign that the conflicts of the past may 

not be completely settled. 

The entire board is up for reelection in 2013, and Davis has 

only committed to staying through June 2013. APS could 

soon face both a new board and a new superintendent 

search process. This represents both a potential challenge 

and a potential opportunity for a fresh start. Voters will have 

the opportunity to either affirm their support for existing 

board members or select new ones, and the new board will 

have an opportunity to select new leadership aligned with 

its vision and goals.  

The challenges of recent years indicate just how fragile the 

balance of power can be in school politics. While Atlanta has 

taken steps to encourage and support good governance 

practices, it is still easy for things to go awry. It remains 

to be seen if APS leadership, the school board, and the 

business community can work together productively and 

transparently to best serve students’ interests. 
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