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incentive to post their checkbooks. If they did so, they could avoid a mandate to spend

at least 65 percent of their budgets in the classroom.

Meanwhile, the Obama administration is pushing to create national standards for local and

state education data, so that comparisons across districts can easily be made. Although TopSchoollo!
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this effort is currently focused on student-assessment data, it should be extended to L 1k
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Specifically, federal, state, and local education checkbooks should all be made available
onling in a single, standardized format using so-called semantic Web technologies, which
make it possible to more easily search and use Web content. XBRL an international data-
tagging language adopted by the U.S. Securities and Exchange Commission for the
financial reporting of public companies, could be the basis for such a standard. RDFa, a
semantic Web technology endorsed by the World Wide Web Consortium, would allow
decentralized structured data integration, just as Google compiles data from millions of

Web sites into a single search engine.

Not all raw data collected by school systems should be made public. Privacy concerns
dictate that health claims, home addresses, and Social Security numbers not be
disclosed. But privacy concerns are now being used to withhold far too much school

budget data essential for democratic accountability.

At a minimum, no school system should be able to prevent access to computerized
budget databases because checkbook records contain a mix of private and public data.
Federal guidelines should require that all human-resource, student-attendance, and
budget-software programs purchased by local school districts be able to automatically

redact the private data and post the public online.

The information revolution has created unprecedented opportunities to democratize
access to school data. But so far, few of them have been seized. With the Obama
administration committed to both a huge increase in education funding and more
accountability for how those funds are spent, now is a good time to focus on

democratizing access to budget data.

Such public access would still leave schools in the dark ages when it comes to using new
information technology to enhance their democratic accountability. But it would help

point them in the right direction, and send a strong signal to the public that enhancing

schools’ democratic accountability, not merely their responsiveness to market forces, can

and should be a powerful option in the toolkit of those seeking to make our schools more

accountable to the public.

J.H. Snider is the president of iSolon.org. He is a former school board member and has

written widely on education policy.
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