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The Puzzle
States have passed education reforms strongly opposed 
by teachers’ unions, questioning the scholarship 
predicting that policy change should not occur when 
there are strong vested interests in opposition.  This is 
apparent for the case of teacher evaluations; states have 
dramatically revamped their teacher evaluation systems, 
driven by incentives in Race to the Top (RTTT) and No 
Child Left Behind (NCLB) waivers.  As part of these 
programs, states were encouraged to create teacher 
evaluation systems including student achievement.  
States had wide leeway in policy design and some 
created systems that incorporated test score growth as a 
large portion and some made little change. For those 
making a large change, many had strong state teachers’ 
unions opposed to it.  How did policymakers manage to 
pass these policies in such states? In other words, how 
does policy change occur in the presence of strong 
vested interests?

Strategy 2
To further test this finding and determine the mechanism, I carried out process tracing 
using data collected during a year of fieldwork in West Virginia, Kentucky, 
Minnesota, and Wisconsin. I interviewed 192 state and national actors.

Strategy
1. 50-state analysis of teacher evaluation policy 

passage in 2010
2. Four case studies

appointed is beyond the scope of this paper. The issue at hand is whether they have the capacity

to take on potential pushback. This is why the policy inputs provided by national-state advocates

matter.

In sum, I expand on the vested interests theory and argue that where a state group is linked

to a national organization, policy change in the presence of vested interests is more likely than if

national organizations have no connection to the state. This could occur if the state group lacks

such a national link or there is no state group at all. The key mechanisms connecting nationally-

supported groups to the establishment of teacher evaluations with student achievement are policy

inputs that go to allied policymakers in power. I leave open how reform is actually passed. One

possibility is that teachers’ unions are circumvented entirely, and another is that they are actively

engaged and persuaded. I will identify these paths in the course of the case studies. Figure 2 maps

the sequence of the theory laid out in this section.

Figure 2: The Sequence of Policy Change

State Group + National Organization

Policy Inputs + Policymaker Allies

Policy Change

On the other hand, the vested interest theory alone might explain evaluation passage. If this

were true, then where teachers’ unions are strong and have allies in power, policy change should be

less likely than if they were weak and did not have allies in power. The next section tests what I call

the “policy inputs” theory against the alternatives with a regression analysis, while the second half

of the paper examines the theory’s mechanisms using qualitative case studies on teacher evaluation

policymaking in West Virginia, Kentucky, Minnesota, and Wisconsin.

these models as well.
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The first section demonstrates that within each pair, the states are similar on socioeconomic and

academic factors, which as I have shown, are related to the establishment of teacher evaluations

with student growth. The pairs also are similar when it comes to previous education reform policy

- a variable that was associated with evaluation reform in Table 12 in the appendix. Wisconsin and

Minnesota are more education reform-oriented than Kentucky and West Virginia, and the overall

package of education reforms within each pairing is similar - more accountability-based reforms

in West Virginia and Kentucky and more choice and incentives in the Midwestern states.

Table 4: Case Selection
Nationally-Linked Reform Group

Yes No
Likelihood of Medium Minnesota Wisconsin
Policy Change Low Kentucky West Virginia

Veto players and partisanship are also thought to impact policy reform. West Virginia and

Kentucky are more conservative in terms of political ideology and less polarized than Minnesota

and Wisconsin. Aside from competitiveness, the states are similar within pairs in terms of political

ideology and polarization. One difference is that Wisconsin has an elected state superintendent,

while Minnesota does not. Yet, because Minnesota’s governor was a Democrat, bureaucrats were

allied with the teachers’ unions in both states. Moreover, what is important for the concept of veto

points is not how players are selected, but their ideologies and whether they agree with other veto

players. Thus, the difference in state superintendent selection is not a concern.

The final section of the table displays the strength of teachers’ unions. Differences in activist

scores within the Kentucky/West Virginia pairing is not problematic since I have shown elsewhere

that agenda-setting power is more likely to be related to policy outcomes than activism. Moreover,

neither variable was significant in Table 2. Overall, these two pairs are the best matches possible,

given the universe of cases.

I analyze the policymaking process in these four cases using data gathered from interviews in

the field. My choice of subjects was determined by the teacher evaluation policy design process; I

sought to speak to everyone that was involved directly or indirectly. I reached out to each state’s
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The Argument
Policy assistance provided by state and national organizations challenges strong 
vested interests. Policymakers interested in education reform need information, 
manpower, and commitment in order to be able to pursue policies that will be 
strongly opposed by teachers' unions. Nationally-supported state advocacy groups 
offer policymaker allies the research, expertise, policy language, and funding to 
compete organizationally with well-resourced, focused teachers' unions and get 
colleagues on board to pass policy change. Where policymakers ideologically open 
to education reform are in positions of power, whether this means Republicans 
have a majority in the legislature or a reform-minded actor serves as state 
superintendent, these resources, which I call “policy inputs,” can help them upend 
the policy status quo. 

Finding
Presence of a nationally-
supported group increases the 
probability of teacher evaluations 
with student achievement 18 
percentage points (p = .06) and 
going from no groups to the mean 
number of groups increases the 
probability 5 percentage points (p 
< .05).

Observable Implication Kentucky
West 
Virginia Minnesota Wisconsin

Nationally-supported group(s) in state ✔ 𝙓 ✔ 𝙓

Group(s) provide policy inputs to 
policymakers in power

✔ 𝙓 ✔ 𝙓

Policymakers use policy inputs from 
groups to overcome vested interests

✔ 𝙓 ✔ 𝙓

Outcome: Teacher Evaluations with 
Student Achievement

✔ 𝙓 ✔ 𝙓

Findings: Support for the policy input theory
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Strategy 1
DV: Passage of teacher evaluations with non-trivial 
amounts of student achievement

Model: Logistic Regression

IV: Nationally-supported group & Number of groups

Case Selection
I used my regression results to choose two pairs of states with similar probabilities of 
establishing outcome-oriented evaluation reform according to my regressions’ 
predicted values and similar values on potential confounders.

The Policy Input Theory


