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Chapter 1 Introduction

This chapter is organized into the following sections:  Purpose of the Study,Statement of the 

Problem, Context of the Study,Significance of the Study, Research Questions, Definitions,  and 

Limitations.  

Purpose of Study

 The  study will examine the Blue Ribbon Initiative (BRI), a  program designed to support 

positive behavior and academic achievement in the Memphis City Schools.  This study will  

investigate the  effect of civic capacity upon the Blue Ribbon Initiative .

 

Statement of the Problem

 Memphis City Schools is a large urban school system serving 116,000 students.   In 2004, 

Superintendent Carol Johnson proposed the Blue Ribbon Initiative, a district -wide plan with two 

stated goals:  Increase student achievement and decrease negative student behaviors. The Blue 

Ribbon Initiative planned for full implementation by July of 2005. It sought to involve  all  key 

stakeholders of the  school system:  Administrators, teachers,  parents,   community.  

On November 22,  2004,  the Memphis City Schools Board of Education banned corporal 

punishment. The resolution was amended to begin in the 2005-06 school year. This was to give 

the Blue Ribbon Initiative a chance to start in the Fall.  The enactment of the Blue Ribbon 
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Initiative and the elimination of corporal punishment  led to public discourse  about the efficacy 

of the program and the wisdom of the ban.

 

Context of Study

According to Deborah Stone (2002),  strategic representation is the view of one interest 

group in the Polis.  Policy in the Polis is made through disputes over commons problems and 

people fighting to attain their own perception  of the solution. Life and policy making in the Polis 

is not as linear as the rational market model of goal, problem and solution. Instead, Stone (2002) 

asserts that many other  factors must be considered. Thus, there is a need for a study of the BRI in 

Memphis.

Memphis, a predominately African -American city suffering from white and "bright" 

flight, is rife with poverty and violence. Clarence Stone(2003) points to elements of community 

support that cause successful institutionalizing of program changes.  Stone (2003) states that 

"Disappointing academic achievement is found primarily in areas where low- income populations 

are concentrated.  For decades now we have known that the performances of schools are greatly 

influenced by the family background and community environment of their students.  The 

education problem is thus closely linked to poverty." (p.1)  Stone (2003)  continues that "the 

character and effectiveness of governmental activity depends substantially on how it combines 

with related non-governmental activity.  The relationship is particularly important in public 



Blue Ribbon Initiative 5

education." (p.1)

  By applying both  Deborah Stone's Polis model  and Clarence Stone's civic capacity 

elements to the Blue Ribbon Initiative, the researchers will  show that the issue goes beyond the 

elimination of corporal punishment.  

Significance of Study

 This study has significance for administrators seeking to establish new programs or 

policies. This study will also inform those attempting to change existing programs or policies 

within their school districts or buildings.  

According to Clarence Stone, successful implementation requires certain elements of civic 

capacity, and administrators will need to consider and include these elements.  These elements of 

civic capacity will be applied to studying  the Blue Ribbon Initiative in this study. 

This study is also significant for administrators since they deal with goals, problems and 

solutions on a variety of levels due to federal and state regulations and district policy.  Some 

examples include Annual Progress reports and meeting state standards of student achievement.    

Deborah Stone dissects and redefines these  goals , problems and solutions.  This  research  

investigates Stone's views of goals, problems and solutions and these concepts are applied to the 

Blue Ribbon Initiative later in the study.

Research Questions
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This study will explore two questions related to this issue. 

1. What voices are heard regarding the goals, problems and solutions of the Blue Ribbon 

Initiative?

2. What is the nature of civic capacity in Memphis?

Definitions

 Civic Capacity -  While  civic capacity can be described as participating in the election process, 

attending public meetings or  volunteering in the community,  Stone (2003) defines civic capacity 

as a " concerted effort to address a major community problem." (p.1) Stone applies the term civic  

to the entire community, not just a particular group. He believes that it must go beyond the 

normal efforts and should involve both government agencies and other  representatives of the 

community. He perceives the issue as beyond the ordinary community problem.  According to 

Stone (2003), civic capacity is a problem seeking/ solving approach that has a direct effect on

public policy.

Goals- The simple  definition of a goal is:  Attaining a  desired objective. Deborah Stone(2002)  

includes four Central American goals: equity, efficiency, security and liberty. The generally 

accepted idea of equity is treating likes alike. The political definition of equity is:  The study of 

who get what, when and how. Stone(2002) describes equity as the goal of distributive conflicts. 

She uses the division of chocolate cake as a metaphorical way of pointing out the myriad of 



Blue Ribbon Initiative 7

conflicts of opinion that can occur within the realm of equity. Equal slices are not necessarily  

equitable. Efficiency  is simply  a ratio of input vs. output  that  results  in the best benefit for the 

least cost.  However, efficiency is also based on who determines the output, how it is valued, and 

its benefits to groups, as well as how the input is counted.  Security is the satisfaction of 

minimum human needs for survival.  Policy must evaluate what the essential needs of the citizens 

are through valuation and purpose  of resources, using  standards of measurement, and time. In 

the Polis, controversy occurs when different interest groups view the type of needs, either relative 

or absolute and  how to measure and provide  those needs. Liberty is the ability to do as you wish 

as long as you do not harm others. To provide liberty is merely refraining from acting, and 

policies must take into consideration what types of harm would cause a restraint on liberty. A 

paradox exists since refraining from acting can actually harm others, as in the case of allowing 

large companies to pollute the waters. Granting liberty to one interest group can be harmful to 

another.

Problems -Defining problems is not simply defining goals and measuring the gap to reach the 

solution. Stone(2002) defines problems as "strategic representations of situations" (p.133).  Every 

situation is be described through only one  of what can be many viewpoints.  To define problems,  

people use symbols, numbers, causes, interests, and decisions. Symbols are used along with words 

to tell a story. They are created and made to stand for something else. Symbols are ambiguous 

and can garner politicians support from different quarters.   Numbers are used to tell stories as 
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well, and, depending on the point of view taken, the same numbers can be used to illustrate  

different meanings.  In politics, people use causes to understand and assign blame. They place the 

burden of responsibility on one group rather than another. Stone(2002) states that "causal stories 

are essential political instruments for shaping alliances and for settling the distribution of benefits 

and costs". (p.189) Interests describe the groups that have stakes in an issue or are affected by the 

issue. This approach can be either objective, as the consequence of a policy, or subjective, with full 

awareness of their interest. Decisions  are made to achieve given goals which are purported to 

give the greatest overall benefit. This is not necessarily the case.  According to Stone (2002), they 

are based on "persuasive appeals mounted by people with stakes in the outcome". (p.243) 

Therefore, those people with a stake in the outcome will sway the decision for their own benefit. 

Solutions - Rather than creating permanent fixes, "policy actions are on-going strategies for 

structuring relationships and coordinating behavior to achieve collective purposes." (Stone,2002, 

p.261).In fact, solutions are only temporary resolutions.  Inducements use rewards and 

punishments to shape people's behavior. The paradox is that, depending on the view of a 

particular group of the Polis, the rewards may be punishments and vice versa.  Rules are 

classifications that determine permissions and entitlements. They command people to act or not 

act in certain ways. Facts work by operating on people's perception of the world and using 

persuasion through facts to alter that perception. Rights  invoke government power on behalf of 

individuals or groups. They are special in their  requirement of enforcement and adjudication.  
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Powers are a strategies that shift the balance of decision making to different people. They 

restructure the political power. 

Limitations

This study is limited in its ability to clearly represent the opinions of all stakeholders  as 

many of these people did not offer an opinion in print. These would include  parents and students 

of the Memphis City Schools.  In addition, access to some contemporary documents at the time 

of this study have been curtailed. 
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Chapter 2

Conceptual Framework/Literature Review

This  research paper is supported by Stone’s Policy Paradox: The Art of Political Decision Making 

(2002). Stone contrasts two models of society: the market model or rational model and what she has 

termed the Polis model. In the text, Stone states that a market is a social system in which individuals 

pursue their own welfare by exchanging things with others whenever trades are mutually beneficial.  In 

contrast, the Polis centers around public interest.  The Polis is characterized by a special problem, out to 

combine self-interest and public interest. In the Polis, cooperation is every bit as important as competition. 

Stone's concepts of society are shown in Figure 1:
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When forming  policy in the Polis,  the community is confronted with what Stone refers to 

as commons problems. These conflicts are what occurs as people struggle to meld their individual 

interest with the greater good of the community. While  seeming to tear communities apart, it 

actually brings them closer together as people work to resolve problems.  In an attempt to have their 

particular view of the conflict become the accepted portrayal, people use strategic representations of 

the problems. They also present goals and solutions in order to sway the opinion of the Polis and 

gain support.
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In the market model, there is a linear path leading from the problem to the solution. There is 

only one solution which solves the problem completely, and people can then move to the next new 

problem.  This is represented below:

                           

                                               Figure 2

     

In the Polis, there is never just one solution to a problem. Each  group of stakeholders 

interprets the information from the goals, problems and solutions differently. Each lobbies to reach a 

solution believed to be in the better interest of the Polis. One  stakeholder's solution is actually 

viewed as a problem by another stakeholder. Banning corporal punishment in the Memphis Schools 

is an example of how a solution is seen as a problem simultaneously. This leads to the paradoxical 

nature of the Polis where a solution can be a problem at the same time.  This is shown is Figure 3.  
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Figure 3

                            

                                

Deborah Stone defined her model of the Polis as the simplest version of society that 

retains the essential elements of politics. She uses her model to explain how policy is made within 

our society.  Clarence Stone, similarly, looks at society to determine how policy is formed and 

sustained after its initial inception.  Stone (2003) writes about the critical importance of civic 

capacity as it relates to the institutionalization of public policy. He believes that authentic public 

policy results from the joint effort of governmental and non-governmental efforts.  This is 

especially true in educational policy.  Stone uses the following  four cases of proposed educational 

reform to prove the importance of this connection.  

Kent County, Maryland

Kent County is a non-metropolitan jurisdiction located on Maryland’s Eastern Shore.  It 
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has neither great affluence nor poverty.   Kent County School District has  2, 795 students with 

38% of these  eligible for federally assisted meals. The racial breakdown is 30% African American 

and 70% white.

When the state published its first Performance Program, Kent students scored quite low.  

The community voiced a sense of concern, and the school board responded quickly by hiring a 

new superintendent.  The school board decided on Dr. Lorraine Costella, who previously served 

as Assistant Superintendent for Curriculum and Instruction for the state.  By hiring her, Kent 

County showed its willingness to pursue a new path to reform.

Dr.  Costella immediately laid the groundwork for a cross-sector coalition.  She included 

key stakeholders by having an all-day strategic planning forum that included teachers, principals, 

school board members and community leaders.  The main activities were aligning the curriculum 

with state standards, emphasizing content, and tying these aims in closely with professional 

development.  Dr. Costella relied on school principals rather than central office staff to 

implement reform.

The Baldrige Leadership Team was established by Dr. Costella to begin  planning and 

oversee implementation.   She also met regularly with the union president.  Those meetings led to 

decentralizing professional development to the school level.  She created the Professional 

Development Council which sent teachers and principals to other school districts to observe 

practices and also provided the resources for summer training programs. To offset the cost of 
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these professional development programs, Dr. Costella used her expertise in proposal writing to 

acquire external funds from the state and federal government, as well as private sources.

By creating these programs, Dr. Costella created networks for teachers to support 

professional growth and link new teachers with mentors.  Within three years of being 

superintendent of the Kent County, the school district moved to top performance on the state’s 

tests.

El Paso, Texas

El Paso is a boarder city located in Texas with a population of over a half million.  The city 

has three school districts, two which spill outside city limits.  The three urban districts in 

combination contain 163 schools and enroll 135,000 students, of whom  85% are Hispanic, 

two-thirds low income, and about half begin school with limited proficiency in English.

The City of El Paso’s path to reform involved significant interaction among people 

possessing important institutional bases.  The catalyst for reform established an education 

intermediary called the El Paso Collaborative for Academic Excellence.  It  was housed and 

supported at the University of Texas at El Paso, (UTEP).

As a border city,  El Paso was highly vulnerable to the forces of globalization. A 

conversation opened up between the Chamber of Commerce and Sister Maribeth Larkin who was  

the leader of EPISO, (El Paso Interdenominational Sponsoring Organization). EPISO is a 
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community-based organization and local affiliate of the Industrial Areas Foundation.  Dr. Dianna 

Natalicio, president of UTEP also joined the discussion regarding the city’s future and its 

economy. 

Dr.  Natalicio discussed the issue with Dr. Susana Navarro,  a native of El Paso who was 

experienced in the civil rights sector.  With her background and experience, Dr. Navarro had 

clear vision of the need to combine standard reform with the aim of closing the achievement gap.  

She developed an idea of how to close this gap with the help of Dr. Natalico, who agreed to base 

the initiative at UTEP. Dr. Navarro was named executive director of the Collaborative.  Joining 

the collaborative was Sister Maribeth Larkin as lead organizer of EPISO.

The Collaborative represented the stakeholders in the community, educators and 

businesses.   Dr. Navarro, recruited a dedicated staff that helped the Collaborative launch.   The 

initial intention of the Collaborative was to coincide with the state mandates for site-based 

management, and to encourage teachers, administrators, and parents to work together as a team.  

The Collaborative also worked closely with University’s College of Education to align teacher 

preparation to welcome school change. 

The Mathematics Alignment Initiative was also developed by Collaborative.  Its purpose 

was to integrate curriculum, assessment and instruction on an area-wide basis.  This initiative 

brought together the math, science, and engineering faculty from UTEP and professors from the 

Community College to put a framework of instruction into practice.
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The Collaborative wanted the three school districts to be active partners.  The 

Collaborative operated  a series of year-long seminars and offered follow-through sessions, along 

with  a Parental Engagement Network.

The concerns of Natalico, Navarro, and Larkin provided a framework.  Data on student 

performance, dropouts, and low college enrollment made the problem specific. With the 

collaboration of Natalico, Navarro, and Larkin a solution was constructed to solve the problem.  

High civic capacity was essential in solving the problems of El Paso.  One of the key 

players was the President of UTEP.  The Collaborative was represented by important local figures 

which reinforced the credibility of the initiative.  By obtaining grants, the Collaborative brought 

much desired recourses to the three school districts.   

Boston, Massachusetts

Boston has over a half million residents with a diverse population that requires the 

schools to operate language programs for seven groups.  Seventy-one percent of the children in 

Boston qualify for federally assisted meals.  This figure is somewhat distorted because one quarter 

of the school aged children attend private schools or schools in the suburbs. 

For the latter half of the 20th century, Boston provided an example of low civic capacity. 

Judge W. Arthur Garrity took charge in this time of great difficulty.  He established a Citywide 
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Coordinating Council to monitor compliance with desegregation order.He created  district 

advisory councils, racial-ethnic parent councils for each school, and an extensive set of 

school-college and school-business relationships.

At the same time, the business sector  sensed a need to have a literate and reliable 

workforce in an ever-changing economy.  With the assistance of the Private Industry Council, the 

Boston Compact was created and housed.   The Boston Compact was initially an agreement 

between the school system and the business sector. It  involved a pledge by business to provide 

summer jobs and hire graduates.  The school district promised to bring about educational 

improvement. 

The Boston Compact focused on academic achievement and enlisted a number of 

partners.  It also received business funding from the Bank of Boston. It to helped  initiate a public 

education fund-the Boston Plan, which was a spin-off of the Compact.

Judge Garrity played a vital role, not only bringing about the desegregation plan and 

ending impasse, but also resurrecting civic capacity in the city. He convinced businesses, higher 

education institutions, community organizations, and parents to be more involved. 

Even with the support of the business sector, conflict still escalated in the elected school 

committee. This caused frequent turnovers in the office of superintendent.  The business sector 

saw accountability as the central issue. It played a major role in the move to replace the elected 
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body with one appointed by the mayor.

The creation of the Boston Plan as a reform was a parallel move.  The Boston’s Plan‘s 

leadership and the superintendent’s office, backed by an Annenberg grant,  gave the city a scope 

of professional capacity and vision. Thomas Payzant was recruited in 1995 to be superintendent 

to end the notion of a revolving door. He  used the Focus on Children initiative to push 

comprehensive reform, with a special focus on literacy, home-reading, and math. Extra resources 

came through a $10 million Annenberg Grant, matched by $12 million from the private sector 

and a $10 million commitment from the public sector. 

Boston, Massachusetts went through a turbulent process to reach a shared understanding.  

The business sector's concern for an educated workforce contributed to the urgency of 

educational reform. This reform was implemented due to the resources given by the Annenberg 

Grant, and the public and private sectors.

Philadelphia, Pennsylvania

The population of Philadelphia, Pennsylvania has declined to a million and a half  people, 

but it still remains one of the nations’ largest cities.  The demographics of the students  is mostly  

poor children of color.  Philadelphia has a high tax burden, yet received low levels of assistance 

from the state.  To make matters worse,the surrounding suburbs offered higher salaries to 

teachers and spent considerably  more per pupil. Philadelphia was awarded an Annenberg Grant 
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and launched a city-wide reform effort with the assistance of the business sector.   

The teacher’s union was against any reform initiated by Constance Clayton, the 

superintendent from 1980-1992. The reform was backed by businesses and Pew Charitable 

Trusts, who donated a $13 million grant. 

Under Mayor Ed Rendall (1992-200) the city experienced an economic boom. Businesses 

created the Philadelphia Education Fund.  During this initiative, David Hornbeck was appointed 

superintendent in 1994. Then, the state legislative decided to freeze the funding formula for local 

schools.  In the fall of 1994, Thomas Ridge was elected governor.  One of Ridge’s main 

accomplishments was to promote a statewide program of vouchers.

In 1995, Hornbeck initiated the Children Achieving reform, which received $50 million 

from an Annenberg Grant for a five year period. The Annenberg Grant was matched by $100 

million from Philadelphia businesses and foundations and from federal grants.

 Children Achieving was a comprehensive approach aimed at reforming the system 

around the twin aims of achievement and equity. Test scores improved but some observers stated 

that the results weren’t fast enough.   Five years into its launch, with Children Achieving  and the 

Annenberg Grant coming to an end, Superintendent Hornbeck resigned, creating the possibility 

of the initiative being dismantled. 

Hornbeck had mixed critics.  Some observers believed that he brought star power to the 
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city and others believed he had reform overload. Businesses proved to be an unreliable ally, 

because they expected a quick turnaround. With the city being in a financial squeeze and the 

Annenberg Grant coming to an end, the Children Achieving initiative was a calculated risk to 

some observers. The resignation of John Hornbeck brought an end to the Children Achieving 

initiative.  

In his review of the varying amount s of civic capacity in these four cases, Clarence Stone 

noted the important points that led to the successes of some of the educational reform initiatives.  

(1) It is important that all the key stakeholders are included and that the community is involved. 

(2) Changes that are school level only are not enough to make the large scale reforms often 

needed.  (3) It is a matter of building civic capacity through the forging of new relationships, not 

just maintaining the existing ones. 

Below is a chart of Clarence Stones's essential elements for building civic capacity as they 

apply to the four cases:
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Clarence Stone Elements of Civic Capacity

Characteristic Evidence from: Evidence from: Evidence from: Evidence 
from:

Evidence 
from:

Kent El Paso Boston Philadelphia Memphis

1.  Somebody with a vision of 
the bigger picture steps 
forward to say we have a 
problem (Human Agency)

School Board, 
Community Members

Dr.  Natalicio
Sister Maribeth Larkin

Mayor

2.  Skillfully frame the problem 
with a sense of urgency

Declining test scores 
based on the 
Performance 
Assessment Program

Declining economy, 
change in 
demographics, low 
academic achievement

Resolve 
desegregation 
disagreements come 
to common 
understanding about 
what to
fix

 low academic 
achievement

3.  Recognition that 
Inequalities represent more 
than individual effort

Cross Sector Coalition El Paso  Collaborative 
for  Academic 
Excellence, ElPiso

 Community 
Business

4. Enlist star power (individual 
leader) to lead systematic 
reform

Dr. Lorraine Costella Dr. Natalicio
Sister Maribeth Larkin
Dr. Susana
Navarro

Mayor Thomas 
Menino, Judge 
Arthur Garrity

Hornbeck - 
Strong but not 
effective

5.  Engaging the central pillars 
of institutional powers.  
Recruiting actors with high 
civic standing. (Social Capital)

Collaborative, EL PIso, 
UTEP

Local universities Business Sector 
backing them in 
the beginning, 
soon eroded

6.  Carefully orchestrated 
implementation of detailed 
plan out-of-the ordinary 
process.

Reform agenda, joined 
Network for  
Educational Renewal

Plan to "rebuild" the 
schools, Boston Plan 
for Excellence. 
standards based 
reform

7.  Engage schools, parents, 
community in multi-sector 
coalition of collaborative 
uncommon efforts

Cross Sector Coalition 
(teachers, principals, 
school board, 
community leaders)

UTEP was committed, 
Institutional level,

Boston Plan for 
Excellence

Some members 
of the 
community were 
active (some 
businesses, some 
parents)

8.  Uses of multiple indicators 
to track progress

9.  Decentralize 
control/distributive leadership 
with new people who are 
valuable team members

Professional 
Development Council 
(Mentoring program 
developed, assessment 
training to encourage 

collaboration)

Team Leadership 
Institute
teacher training

professional 
development

As the plan 
unfolded, 
teachers' and 
building 
principals' 
resistance 
hardened

10. Engage frontline educators 
and an ethos of professional 
pride

Baldridge Leadership 
Team

UTEP, El Paso 
school system (3 
superintendents)
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11.  Seek and apply special 
funds, extra resources 
(competency, social capital, 
Human Resources...) in a 
focused manner

Wrote a grant, 
educated others on 
how to write grants 
(State, Federal, 
Private)

Corporate & 
Foundation support, 
grants

Annenberg Grant, 
Increased State/city 
funding, private 
Sector funding. 
creation of 
scholarships

Annenberg 
Grant, Raised 
funds through 
businesses, 
foundations, and 
federal grants

12.  Emphasize relationship 
building and shared 
understanding

Professional 
Development Council

Collaborative included 
all  key stake holders

Characteristic Evidence 
from:Kent

Evidence from:
El Paso

Evidence from:
Boston

Evidence 
from:
Philadelphia

Evidence 
from:
Memphis

13. Maintain continuous 
engagement and sustained 
momentum

Education Summit

14.  Nurture parental 
engagement and citizen 
development

Parent 
Engagement Network, 
Center for Civic 
Engagement

Family Resource 
Network, after 
school programs 
with parental 
involvement

15.  Link in the neighborhood 
centers

16.  Find a way to 
influence/shape that peer 
group culture 

17. There needs to be 
connection to everyday life.

18.  Establish accountability 
through credibility 

19.  Create an intermediary 
organization as an anchor

El Paso Collaborative 
for 
academic Excellence 

Boston Compact

                  Figure 4

The amount of civic capacity shown in El Paso is a major factor in the success of the 

initiative there. In comparison, Philadelphia had much less civic capacity and little in the way of 

achievement.  The degree of civic capacity is correlated to the successful implementation of new 

policy as shown below.
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Levels of Civic Capacity 

19 High
18
17 Medium to High
16
15
14
13 Loosely connected to medium
12
11
10
9 Loosely Connected
8
7
6
5 Weak to loosely connected
4
3
2
1 Absence of Civic Capacity

Clarence Stone’s 
Characteristics of Civic 

Capacity

Evidence Degree of Civic Capacity

              Figure 5

Both  Deborah Stone(2002) and Clarence Stone(2003) review the methods for forming 

public policy. They note the importance that the community plays within the success of the 

enactment of these  policies. Both of these theories will be used to examine the BRI in Memphis as 
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shown below.  

                         

                        

        Figure 6
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Chapter 3

Qualitative Context

This chapter is organized in the following sections: Demographics of Memphis, Tennessee,

School System, School Board, Civic Capacity of Memphis City Schools,Crime/ Violence,

 and Methods for Answering Research Questions.

Demographics of Memphis, Tennessee

According to About.com (2008), Memphis, Tennessee's  population is 61.1% 

Black/African Americans.  Its White/Caucasian population is 33.6% compared to the 3.0% 

Hispanic/Latino.  The Asian population is slightly smaller at 0.79%. Within the city of Memphis, 

the male population is slightly less at 47.5% compared to the female population of 52.5%. 

Three Forbes 100 Companies are located in Memphis, Nike, Medtronic and First Horizon 

Medical, while FedEx and International Paper are the two Forbes 500 Companies . The annual 

median income is $35,807, stated by About.com. Wholesale and retail trade careers make up 17% 

of the jobs held  in the city.   OB/GYNs ( $188,170) and Anesthesiologists ($176,850)are the 

highest paid professionals. Gaming Dealers ($13,300) and Ushers and Ticket Takers ($13,990) 

comprise the lowest paid citizens with work at casinos outside of  the city.
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School System

The city of Memphis has approximately 116,000 students in grades K -12. The student 

demographics consists of 86 % African-American, 8 % white and 6 % other races/nationalities. 

The number of students served by  English as a Second Language/English Language Learners 

(ESL/ELL) has more than doubled since the 2000-01 school year, going from 2,096 to 4,728 in 

2006-07.  Memphis City Schools employs more than 6,000 full-time teachers in grades K-12. The 

Memphis City Schools has more National Board Certified Teachers than any other school district 

in the State of Tennessee. 

School Board

The Memphis School Board has historically had nine Board members.  These board members 

are highly educated and are from diverse backgrounds.  Four board members remain from Blue 

Ribbon Initiative's inception.  Sample Board Committees include:  City Council, State legislative, 

FCC Broadcasting, Collaborations with business, CIP meetings, and Campus Safety Report.

Civic Capacity of Memphis City Schools 

Superintendent Carol R. Johnson focused her efforts on accelerating academic 

achievement by improving literacy.   Johnson announced that the Memphis school system had a 

problem. She cited research indicating a link between reading and educational success.
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            In 2006 the Memphis school system, won the National Civic Star Award.  This award is 

presented to communities that improve reading skills and increase literacy in their community.

 Students, teachers, parents and community members were challenged to read 2 books/month (25 

books a year).  This was initiated by a kick-off including mascots, radio, students and businesses 

who donated rewards incentives.  The central pillars of institutional powers involved were the 

Memphis City Grizzlies (NBA) , Redbirds (AAA), and local restaurants.

Crime/Violence 

According to an FBI report (Associated Press, 2008), Memphis ranks second in the nation 

among other large cities  for violent crime in 2007 .  In a similar study in 2006, the FBI stated that 

Memphis recorded 1,262.7 violent crimes per 100,000 residents, the highest rate in the nation.  

Memphis topped the list of 311 metro areas in its 2006 rate of violent crimes such as homicide, 

rape, aggravated assault and robbery. Local experts and criminologists cite the possible causes of 

the rise in crime in Memphis as gang recruitment and a reduction of federal funding by 66% to 

the Memphis Police Department.

Methods for Answering Research Questions

Following class notes from Frank Smith (2008), a coding system to analyze the voices heard 

in Blue Ribbon Initiative was created based on Stone’s (2002) policy making concepts. The coding 

system shown below allows the researchers to apply the examination of the sources and the voices to 

the BRI study by organizing the data into three bins: goals, problems, solutions. The sources are the 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Memphis_Police_Department
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articles  used by the researchers and the Voice refers to speakers from the article. The Unit refers to 

each instance of the Voice of the Speaker and a value of positive, negative or neutral is assigned to 

that particular unit.  The results of this coding can be seen in  Appendix A. 

Figure 7

Source Voice Unit Value Goals Problems Solutions
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Chapter 4 

Findings

The data presentation in this study is used  to examine the Blue Ribbon Initiative, (BRI), which 

was a program designed to support positive behavior and academic achievement in the Memphis 

City Schools, with the essential purpose of analyzing the causes for its publicly debated failure. 

The study also investigated the effect of civic capacity upon the Blue Ribbon Initiative.  The 

researchers created a framework to consider the paradoxical nature of civic capacity within 

Memphis in relationship to BRI. Figure 8  shows the difference between the views of Goals, 

Problems, and Solutions in the context of BRI when the strategic representations of various 

interest groups are applied to them.



Blue Ribbon Initiative 31

Figure 8 
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Summary of Responses to Research Questions

1. What voices are heard regarding the goals, problems and solutions of the Blue Ribbon 

Initiative?

Goals

The policy paradox of  the goals in BRI are found within the areas of equity, efficiency, 

liberty and security.  The Memphis City Schools created  BRI as a plan to increase the security of 

the students through the use of positive discipline.  The paradox is seen in the resulting concern 

of people for the safety and security of the students and teachers. Whalum, as noted in  the coding 

system Source A, aligns the lack of discipline in the schools with the teachers teaching in fear. An 

editorial about BRI notes an increase in threats and assaults on teachers. Shep Fargotstein , 

Source F, writes about the high schools as free-for-alls where teachers and students live in fear on 

a daily basis.  Patrice Robinson, Source B in the coding system, as president of the Board of 

Education stated that BRI was expected to decrease suspensions and violence in the schools.  She 

points to steps taken to create a positive school environment  including zero tolerance offenses.

Equity was one of the original considerations of the Board of Education in banning 

corporal punishment .  As listed in the resolution, paddling was something that parents could opt 

out of, creating a dual system. In addition, black males were more often the receivers of corporal 

punishment than any other group.  BRI was supposed to introduce an equitable discipline policy 

throughout the Memphis City  Schools. Whalum does blame the bad behavior of students 

partially on a problem with  equity within society due to poverty. He believes that public 
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education must try to supply intangible assets, such as discipline, which is not available to these 

students at home. He states that not every child, every day, is college bound.   Many students are 

fortunate to make it through the week. Teacher Lea Leet feels that she is spending all her time 

focusing on the badly behaved students and is not even sure what the good students are doing.

Craig Turner, on the other hand, writes "Every student in Memphis has the potential of going to 

college and succeed should be reinforced daily." He points out that personal circumstances have 

not kept people from achieving greatness throughout history.

Efficiency was a goal of the BRI plan. Schools within the Memphis system were  not  

applying the same discipline measures.  The plan would create a model to be followed by all the 

schools. Following the implementation of BRI, many teachers complained about the increased 

paperwork stemming from it. Teacher Nona Allen wanted a plan that is immediate, effective and 

not time consuming.   An editorial about BRI agrees that there does seem to be unnecessary layers 

of paperwork.  Patrice Robinson pointed to increased student achievement,  and decreased 

discipline problems as expectations of the BRI plan. According to the Memphis Education 

Association, more than 80% of the teachers surveyed felt that consequences for poor behavior 

were not being enforced consistently throughout the district under BRI. Superintendent Johnson 

was to survey the principals in order to make BRI run more smoothly. 

 Stone (2002) defines liberty as refraining from action and the ability to do as you wish as 

long as you don’t harm others.  Liberty in the study of BRI is found in the banning of corporal 

punishment.  Students are free from the fear of being paddled as a consequence of their actions. 
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The Memphis City Schools (MCS) and the teachers are providing this liberty from their 

refraining from the action of paddling.

            The paradox of the BRI policy on security is that the plan was to create a positive, 

safe learning environment, while many believe that the plan did just the opposite.  The MCS, 

under its plan for BRI, had phases built in to introduce and train the staff in positive discipline 

procedures. These skills would lead to decreased violence related incidents and zero tolerance 

offences, thus providing a safer learning environment. This should have covered the essential 

needs of the citizens of MCS – the students and teachers.  Patrice Robinson questioned where the 

board of MCS should focus their energy to ensure this safe learning environment. She asserted 

that strong steps have been taken to create this, including zero tolerance offences.  Source D, 

listed in Appendix A,  is an editorial on the progress of BRI that notes that while student assaults 

have been reduced, the threats and assaults on staff have increased. This is an example of how 

Stone (2002) would view the way rewards and punishments as solutions are applied. The teachers 

may not be taking the time to report on the behaviors of the students because the extra 

paperwork is seen as a punishment.  However, it is in the best interests of the teachers to report 

the when they have been assaulted. The numbers have changed, but it is not clear if the behaviors 

have changed.The article ends with the findings that the challenge with discipline has been a 

tough issue for a long time.  It did not originate with the ban on paddling.   It asserted the return 

of physical whipping won’t instantly make the problem go away.  Teachers point to increased 

violence and senses of insecurity. Heather Limbaugh (Appendix A) blames the plan because 
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students do not receive immediate, stringent consequences for their actions.  Teacher Nona Allen 

(Appendix A) believes that BRI has emboldened the students due to misbehave because they are 

not worried about the consequences of their behavior.  Kenneth Whalum states that  teachers are 

working in fear and afraid to speak up.  They have fear of reprisals and a sense that the schools 

have failed to provide the most basic of constitutional rights. Memphis citizen Shep Fargotstein 

calls the hallways of MCS free-for-alls where teachers and students live in daily fear and assaults 

and thefts are commonplace. Dakarai Aarons, in The Commercial Appeal, reports an increase in 

the number of violent incidents in the middle and high schools occurred within the first hundred 

days of the school year in 2006-07.  The strategic representation of MCS is that the BRI has had 

some positive results in decreasing student misbehavior. It still needs time to be fully successful.  

Whalum's  representation is that BRI is failing the teachers and students and instituting paddling 

as a last resort will restore an order to the schools.

Problems

This section is divided into the following sections: Symbols, Causes, Decisions, Numbers, and 

Interests.

Symbols
            There are many views on symbolism in the articles relating to BRI. One voice that rose to 

prominence  was Kenneth Whalum, who states if  discipline in our schools is not restored,  we 

may see worse unrest than we saw after April 4, 1968. He also writes that if his colleagues don’t 
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perceive the city of Memphis has a crisis, they will have to begin to use the blue ribbon as a 

tourniquet to stop the flow of lifeblood (literally and figuratively). Another symbolic 

representation appeared in an editorial that states that Kenneth Whalum Jr. has suggested, when 

referring to the return of corporal punishment, to restoring this inheritance from a plantation 

society to the hallways of the Memphis City Schools.

Causes 

 People use causes to understand and assign blame and place the burden of responsibility on one 

group rather than another. Kenneth Whalum Jr. writes that it is a well-documented fact that the 

Memphis City Schools are populated mostly by the poor or borderline poor parents. To them, 

discipline is a foreign concept, except in physical terms. He also expressed that poverty and many 

by-products are the root causes of the disciplinary problems  faced by a school district. His voice 

is heard strongest when he points out  there is plenty of blame to go around:  the parents, 

nostalgia,  the faceless “system” and the children for being unable to overcome generations of 

societal problems to become college bound.  Lacking  courage to administer proper discipline will 

lead to another lost generation, he warns.

In the editorial Far From Perfect, But Progressing the editor writes that the problem did 

not originate with the ban on physical punishment. It won’t magically go away if the whippings 

return. 



Blue Ribbon Initiative 37

Decisions 

Decisions are made to achieve goals and objectives which are purported to give the 

greatest overall benefit.  Craig Turner (Appendix A) writes that every single student in Memphis 

City Schools or in any community in the world can achieve great things. They can and will do so 

through staying focused on their objectives and hard work. They must also ignore their many 

detractors. In MCS, then, the students would have to remain focused on their studies with an eye 

towards graduation. Turner is calling on them to prove that they can behave and achieve without 

the threat of paddling.

Numbers are used to tell stories as well, and, depending on the point of view taken, the 

same numbers can be used to illustrate different meanings. The numbers used in BRI tell both the 

stories of success and failure, depending on whose strategic representation of the statistics is 

being viewed.  Whalum used numbers to tell the story of increased acts of student  aggression to 

prove that corporal punishment should be returned to the schools.  Superintendent Carol 

Johnson used numbers to show decreased student suspensions and aggressions to prove that BRI 

was making positive gains in MCS.

Interests 

Interests describe the groups that have stakes in an issue or are affected by the issue, either 

objectively as the consequence of a policy or subjectively with full awareness of their interest. One 

of the voices of BRI, Kenneth Whalum writes that the majority of Memphis City School Board of 
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Commissioners are reluctant to hear from teachers, principals, students and the general public. 

They would rather not learn about troubling trends that have developed since the so-called BRI 

was implemented two years ago. Dakarai Aarons also writes that in the past three months an 

increasing number of parents, community members and even teachers have come to vent their 

frustration about student behavior at the Memphis Board of Education’s meeting and have sent a 

flood of e-mails  to boards members and staff alike. The interests within the MCS community 

were divided between those who wanted to keep paddling out of the schools and those, like 

Whalum, who believed that it should be returned.

2.  What is the nature of civic capacity in Memphis? 

While it is true that Superintendent Carol Johnson may have had a vision of the bigger 

picture, she did not have the star power to enlist systematic reform.  MCS did have a connection 

with the University of Memphis, but needed to have an intermediary organization as an anchor.  

There was training for  teachers and staff, but instead of leading to professional pride, the teachers 

became frustrated and upset.   There was no strong sense of urgency or community involvement, 

nor was there a multi sector coalition that worked together with uncommon effort.  BRI seemed 

to exist solely in the school system without a strong sense of civic capacity from the community 

or the frontline educators.   The level of  civic capacity in BRI does not meet Clarence Stone’s 

definition of civic capacity in which the entire community goes beyond its normal efforts to solve 

a community problem. Using the framework of Stone's Characteristics of Civic Capacity shows 
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that the level of civic capacity in Memphis is loosely connected.  Out of the 19 characteristics 

needed for strong civic capacity,there is only evidence of 9 elements.   This is shown below in 

Figure 9:

Figure 9

Levels of Civic Capacity

19 Create an intermediary organization as 
an anchor

High

18 Engage schools parents, community I 
multi sector coalition of collaborative 
uncommon efforts
17 There needs to be a connection to 
everyday life

Medium to 
High

16 find a way to influence/shape that peer 
group culture
15 Link in to the neighborhood centers
14 maintain continuous engagement and 
sustained momentum
13 emphasize relationship building and 
shared understanding

Loosely 
connected to 

medium

12 seek and apply special funds, extra 
resources in a focuses manner
11 uses of multiple indicators to track 
progress
10 Enlist star power to lead systematic 
reform

9 Establish accountability through 
credibility

Use of statistics to show success Loosely 
Connected

8 Nurture parental engagement and citizen 
development

Parent Learning Academy,
Parent Teams

7 Engage frontline educators and an ethos 
of professional pride

Teacher training

6 decentralize control /distribute 
leadership with new people who are 
valuable team members

Community advisory, Staff & Discipline 
Oversight committee 
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5 Carefully orchestrated implementation of 
detailed plan out of ordinary process

BRI powerpoint showed plan timeline for 
implementation

Weak to 
loosely 

connected

4 engaging central pillars of institutional 
powers

University of Memphis

3  recognition that inequalities represent 
more than individual effort

Inequality of punishment for black male 
students

2 Skillfully frame the problem with a sense 
of urgency

BRI timeline implementation

1 Somebody with vision of bigger picture Superintendent Carol Johnson Absence of 
Civic Capacity

Clarence Stone’s Characteristics of Civic Capacity Evidence Degree of Civic 
Capacity

                                  

         

The findings indicate a loosely connected degree of civic capacity. Stone(2003) notes the 

importance of a high degree of civic capacity in order to ensure the successful implementation of 

policy.  The lack of evidence for this in Memphis is seen in the public disputes over the Blue 

Ribbon Initiative.
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Chapter 5 

Conclusions

Upon conclusion of this research, Deborah Stone's ideas of political decision making is 

evident in the issues of BRI. The voices heard throughout the BRI can be linked to Stone’s ideas of 

Problems, Goals and Solutions.  One example is when Kenneth Whalum spotlighted all the 

problems but rarely discussed any possible solutions.  This caused unrest within the community 

of the Memphis City Schools.

Since there are many conflicting voices in relation to the BRI, the issue of corporal 

punishment was constantly open to discussion.  Patrice Robinson the president of the Memphis 

City Schools Board of Education focused on goals and solutions rather than problems.  

Robinson’s views of the BRI are significantly different than Whalum’s because she voiced her 

opinion on the positives of BRI.  She voiced that the school system took strong steps to create a 

positive school environment.  Robinson purposefully counteracted the feeling of Whalum so the 

community could see that the BRI was finally thriving. 

With so many different voices being heard and unity lacking within the community and 

school system, I recommend that the voices come together and compromise an agreement that 

would be beneficial to the students of Memphis.  In addition, the Memphis schools need 

administrators that are consistently making a positive change and not turning over which creates 
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a lack of sustainable leadership.

Another recommendation is that the Memphis City Schools work with the community.  

All the stakeholders need to be on board to effectively execute the BRI plan.  If the parents and 

community don’t believe in the initiative and the direction that the school system is going, the 

leaders will have a difficult time promoting change.

The lack of star power is evident also in the Memphis School System.  It is crucial to have 

an advocate promoting the BRI.  By having someone who gathers the voices and creates a positive 

environment the BRI can succeeded.  As the voices change over time, the stakeholders lose faith 

which makes have star power that much more imperative.

I recommend that the BRI should once again be revisited and examined.  Initially the 

community supported the BRI, which indicates that there is a sense of allegiance to the school 

system.  Over time that allegiance was diminished due to various factors.  At this present time, I 

recommend that BRI should be revamped with the assistance of teachers, administrators and 

community members to give children an appropriate education.
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Appendix

Source Voice Unit Value Goals Problems Solutions
A WHA 1 Negative Equity   
A WHA 2 Positive Equity   
A WHA 3 Negative  Causes  
A WHA 4 Negative  Causes  
A WHA 5 Negative  Interests  
A WHA 6 Negative  Numbers  
A WHA 7 Negative  Causes  
A WHA 8 Neutral Liberty   
A WHA 9 Negative Equity   
A WHA 10 Negative  Causes  
A WHA 11 Positive Equity   
A WHA 12 Positive Efficiency   
A WHA 13 Positive Equity   
A WHA 14 Negative Equity   
A WHA 15 Negative Security   
A WHA 16 Negative Security   
A WHA 17 Negative  Causes  
A WHA 18 Negative Security   
A WHA 19 Neutral  Interest  
A WHA 20 Negative  Numbers  
A WHA 21 Negative  Symbols  
A WHA 22 Neutral  Causes  
A WHA 23 Negative  Causes  
A WHA 24 Negative Equity   
A WHA 25 Negative  Symbol  
B PR 1 Positive Efficiency   
B PR 2 Neutral  Numbers  
B PR 3 Negative  Numbers  
B PR 4 Negative Security   
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B PR 5 Neutral   Facts
B PR 6 Positive Efficiency   
B PR 7 Positive Security   
B PR 8 Positive   Facts
B PR 9 Neutral Efficiency   
B PR 10 Neutral  Numbers  
B PR 11 Positive Efficiency   
C DA 1 Negative Efficiency   
C DA 2 Positive Security   
C DA 3 Neutral Security   
C DA 4 Negative  Interests  
C DA 5 Positive Efficiency   
C DA 6 Neutral Security   
C DA 7 Negative  Causes  
C DA 8 Negative Liberty   
C DA 9 Negative Efficiency   
C DA 10 Negative  Numbers  
C DA 11 Neutral Efficiency   
C DA 12 Negative Equity   
C DA 13 Positive Efficiency   
C DA 14 Positive Efficiency   
C DA 15 Negative Security   
C DA 16 Neutral   Powers
C DA 17 Positive Security   
D ED 1 Negative  Causes  
D ED 2 Negative   Rights
D ED 3 Negative Efficiency   
D ED 4 Positive  Numbers  
D ED 5 Negative Security   
D ED 6 Neutral Efficiency   
D ED 7 Negative  Causes  
D ED 8 Negative  Symbols  
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D ED 9 Positive   Rights
D ED 10 Positive Efficiency   
D ED 11 Neutral  Numbers  
D ED 12 Positive   Powers
D ED 13 Neutral  Numbers  
D ED 14 Neutral Security   
D ED 15 Positive  Causes  
F LL 1 Positive  Interests  
F LL 2 Negative Efficiency   
F LL 3 Negative  Causes  
F LL 4 Negative Equity   
F LL 5 Negative Numbers   
F LL 6 Negative Efficiency   
F LL 7 Negative  Interest  
F LL 8 Positive Efficiency   
F KR 1 Negative Efficiency   
F HL 1 Negative Efficiency   
F HL 2 Negative   Rights
F HL 3 Negative Efficiency   
F HL 4 Negative Security   
F SF 1 Negative Efficiency   
F SF 2 Negative Security   
F SF 3 Negative Security   
F SF 4 Negative Security   
F SF 5 Negative Security   
F SF 6 Positive Security   
F SF 7 Negative Causes   
F SF 8 Neutral   Inducements
F SF 9 Negative Efficiency   
G CT 1 Positive Equity   
G CT 2 Positive Equity   
G CT 3 Positive Efficiency   
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G CT 4 Positive Equity   
G TF 1 Neutral  Interests  
G TF 2 Neutral Efficiency   
G TF 3 Neutral  Decisions  
G TM 1 Positive  Interests  
G TM 2 Positive  Numbers  
G TM 3 Positive  Interests  
H RBK 1 Negative  Numbers  
H RBK 2 Neutral   Facts
H RBK 3 Neutral  Numbers  
H RBK 4 Negative  Numbers  
H RBK 5 Neutral  Numbers  
H RBK 6 Neutral  Numbers  
H RBK 7 Positive Efficiency   
H RBK 8 Positive   Rights
H RBK 9 Positive Security   
H RBK 10 Negative  Numbers  
H RBK 11 Neutral  Numbers  
H RBK 12 Negative Efficiency   
H RBK 13 Positive  Numbers  
H RBK 14 Neutral  Numbers  
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List of  Coded Names 
WHA-Kenneth Whalum
PR-Patrice Robin
DA- Dakarai Aarons
ED-Editorial
LL-Lea Leet
KR- Kay Russell
HL- Heather Limbaugh
SF- Shep Fargotstein
CT- Craig Turner
TF- Tim Farris
TM- Tim Mudder
RBK-Ruma Banerji Kumar

 


