Streamlining Educational Bureaucracy
As the State of Nebraska prepares to replace its retiring Commissioner of Education, Dr.
Roger Breed, state leaders have an important opportunity to reflect on how our
educational system is structured and how it can be improved. Now may be the right time
to bring our state's chief education official within the Governor's cabinet of top state
officials.
As dictated by a 1972 constitutional amendment, Nebraska's Education Commissioner is
neither a cabinet official nor appointed by the Governor; instead, the commissioner is
elected by the eight members of the State Board of Education, who are themselves
elected to four-year terms from single-member districts spread across the state.[1] In
contrast, twelve states currently have their Governor involved in the appointment of
Chief Educational Officers, and 26 include those individuals within their Governor's
cabinet.[2]
Moving the Education Commissioner into the Governor's cabinet could allow for
education reform to be more easily implemented. Currently, education policy-making is
separated, as the Governor and Legislature are able to make certain education initiatives
and control the amount spent on education while the Board of Education is also
responsible for formulating, implementing and evaluating policy, along with numerous
other administrative duties. This set-up makes communication between the Board,
Governor, and Legislature absolutely essential in designing effective education policies.
While such an arrangement has contributed to successful programs such as the "Virtual
Library," a free statewide clearinghouse of digital resources for teachers and
students,[3] the potential for conflicting policy and miscommunication remains. Putting
the Education Commissioner in the Governor's cabinet could help ensure direct
communication between the various policy making bodies, and result in a more unified
education program avoiding the bureaucracy of working with three separate areas of
government. It may also allow the Commissioner to have more of an active role in the
creation and implementation of policy, rather than following the strict policies of the
board he could be more independent in the creation of his own policies as a member of
the cabinet.
Such a change would likely come with some alterations in the manner in which the
commissioner is selected, and there are several different avenues it might take. As the
Education Commissioner is an important position with direct impact on everyday

Nebraskans perhaps it would be a good elected position similar to the Secretary of State,
Attorney General, Treasurer, and Auditor; thirteen other states currently elect their chief
educators this way. As a member of the Governor's cabinet it may be advisable to have
the person be appointed by the Governor as twelve other states do. A different yet
similar process to the one we use currently would be to have the Board of Education
picking who it believes is the most qualified and recommending them to the Governor
and Legislature for approval; five other states use this process.[4]
Such reforms would be extremely beneficial for Nebraska students, as the current system
is not as successful as it could be. A 2012 study by Education Weekranking state
educational systems put Nebraska 49th out of 50 for educational policy and
performance.[10] Similarly, two studies attempting to standardize dropout rate
measurements found that Nebraska had one of the highest dropout rates for black
students in the country, with less than 50 percent reaching graduation, and the
achievement gap between black and white students remains fairly drastic. State tests in
2012 showed that black students in Omaha Public Schools scored well below their white
peers across the state in all categories; with a 36.2 percent reading proficiency gap, a
45.1 percent math proficiency gap, and a 52.7 percent science proficiency gap. A 2009
study by the United States Department of Education also showed that Nebraska had the
widest achievement gap in the nation for black eighth graders at 51 points and one of the
widest achievement gaps overall.[11] The achievement gap is also visible for Hispanic
and Native American students; Hispanic students have average reading and math
proficiency scores 27 and 31 percentage points lower than their white counterparts,
respectively, and the gap for Native Americans students is slightly larger.[12] Clearly,
Nebraska's education system is not working for many of its students. Changing the
structure of educational leadership could help facilitate a change so all of Nebraska's
students are able to succeed and compete with their national and international peers in
the global economy.
A reform-minded Commissioner is able to be more active in policy development and
implementation working closely with a determined Governor, Legislature, and Board of
Education. Changing the constitution to have the Education Commissioner as part of the
Governor's cabinet would help our State unify education policy and give reform-minded
Commissioners more opportunities to help craft important reforms to improve
Nebraska's education system.
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