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Path Dependence and Organizational Performance:
Representative Bureaucracy, Prior Decisions, and Academic Outcomes
An essential truism of the American policy process is that prior choices often
dictate the outcome of policy events. Whether the result of incremental decisions,
positive returns to institutions, or significant fixed costs (Pierson 2000; Arthur 1994;
North 1990) current policies are generally path dependent, that is, constrained by prior
actions. Even though path dependence may sound like a platitude, few studies or theories
account for this rather obvious quality of political decisions. Many theoretical
descriptions of path dependence exist, but the number of empirical studies is relatively
few. This study combines the logic of path dependence with the literature on
representative bureaucracy to examine how educational organizations make decisions
and how these early decisions have a long run impact on student outcomes.
Specifically, this study will examine a sequence of three decisions. First, how are
teachers recruited to schools? Second, how do recruitment decisions affect decisions on
academic grouping or tracking of students? In the educational arena students are often
segregated into separate tracks for vocation and academic training at an early age with
significant subsequent consequences for their academic attainment and success (Lee and
Bryk 1988; Kilgore 1991; Kershaw 1992; Oakes 1985; Gamoran and Mare 1989; Shavit
1990). Third, how do these academic grouping decisions influence subsequent student
performance?
Path Dependence
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Path dependence is an ill-defined concept that can take on a variety of meanings
depending on context. Path dependence exists when past decisions constrain current
options. Path dependence conditions the relationship between inputs and outcomes,
where outcomes are dependent on the decisions made at the input stage. Within this
description, there can be considerable variability. This definition can include strong path
dependence (where current options are severely limited, i.e., restricted to one or a few
alternatives due to past choices and path choices radically alter the relationships between
inputs and outcomes) or weak path dependence (where past decisions are one of several
factors affecting an organization’s choice set, and path choice only modestly affects the
relationship between inputs and outcomes). The key is that the past choice of a path may
affect subsequent actions.
If all possible paths are similar, the inability to change paths is not a problem.
Only when outcomes differ depending on one’s path does path dependence become
important to organizations. Furthermore, if changing paths were easy, then strong path
dependence should be rare. Organizations could simply opt to switch paths whenever
change was needed. Where large costs are associated with changing paths, strong path
dependence is more likely to affect behavior in the long term (for a more detailed
discussion of the application of path dependence to the study of public organizations, see
Meier and Robinson 2000).
Path dependencies can be viewed as the natural products of institutional
development–the creation of bureaucratic structures, routines and standard operating
procedures. North (1990:112) contends path dependence reflects the positive returns of
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institutions--those structures and procedures established by the organization to deal with
problems. In addition to the costs of altering such institutions, a variety of other factors
reinforce the process. “Once a development path is set on a particular course, the
network externalities, the learning process of organizations, and the historically derived
subjective modeling of the issues reinforce the course” (North 1990: 99). These
institutions, reinforced by organizational norms and culture, are what create path
contingencies.

An organization’s initial choices that establish future paths may be
without constraint or at least not path dependent. Only future options are
limited. After all, the QWERTY typewriter was only one of countless
options. Choices early in an organization or a process often decide how to
structure the organization or how to structure a set of decisions and thus fit
what Barnard (1968) contends is the leadership function.
Path dependency is an appropriate metaphor for our study. Schools
are organizations that make personnel decisions. These decisions include
decisions on hiring minority teachers. The theory of representative
bureaucracy holds that these hiring decisions influence future decisions in
the organization. In schools one such set of decisions involve grouping and
tracking students. Such decisions may limit or enhance student
performance. Both the hiring of minority teachers and the subsequent
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decisions to sort and group students can be considered as establishing at
least a weak path dependent process that limits future options by teachers
and students (see Oakes 1985; Meier and Stewart 1991).
In fact, a deep understanding of path dependence is necessary to any
serious discussion of educational reform or organizational change. If
processes are path dependent, then changing inputs (without concomitant
changes in procedures, technologies, or organizational culture) will have
little effect. This study will illustrate how past decisions influence outcomes
late in the educational process. We suggest that changing inputs late in the
process will have a much smaller affect than modest changes early in the
tracking process.
Representative Bureaucracy and Organizational Decisions
Representative bureaucracy is the major theory used to relate minority interests to
how organizations make decisions and the equity of organizational outputs (Meier 1993).
The theory of representative bureaucracy links the values of individual bureaucrats to
organizational decisions (Selden et al. 1998). It assumes that because organization rules
cannot control every contingency, individual bureaucrats exercise discretion by making
decisions that reflect their values. Thus, if a bureaucracy is representative of the clientele
it serves (in this case, African American or Latino students), then it is more likely to
make decisions that benefit that public (Thielemann and Stewart 1996; Rainey 1997). In
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this paper we examine representative bureaucracy within the context of path dependency
to show how representative bureaucracies are created and the way they mitigate the
impact of policies that negatively affect their clientele groups. Specifically, we are
interested in examining the relationship of representative bureaucracies to the enrollment
of minority students in vocational and gifted classes and the subsequent impact of those
decisions upon the academic performance of minority students.
Gifted classes generally are thought to be the best education that a school district
provides. Access to these classes by African American and Latino students is a
substantive benefit to the minority community (Serwatha, Deering and Stoddard 1989).
The assignment of students to vocational classes is somewhat more problematic. Clearly,
one of the significant influences upon a student's opportunity to learn is the stratification
within a school (Gamoran 1987). Students assigned to academic or gifted classes are
likely to have a greater academic opportunity that those who are placed in a vocational
track (Natriello, Pallas and Alexander 1989). For some students, however, a vocational
course may be appropriate and may well be superior to a general nonacademic track, at
least in the short run. Even though vocational slots may be scarce and sought after,
however, they expose students to a less rigorous curricular, and, therefore, can negatively
affect overall student performance.
The Data
Educational institutions are excellent organizations to serve as test sites in the
examination of bureaucracy, path dependency, and organizational outcomes. Schools
employ numerous professionals who exercise discretion in their decision-making, and
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school districts generate reams of data that can be used for analysis. Our analysis focuses
on data from Texas school districts. Few states are as good a test site as is Texas. The
state is large and diverse, with a large number of multi-racial school districts. We
examine the universe of Texas districts (n = 1022); all data are for 1999. We present
results for African American and Latino students.
Control Variables
We use an educational production function to perform our organizational analysis
(Burtless 1996). The performance in question should be a function of environmental
constraints, resources applied to the process, and school district policies designed to
improve student performance. These independent variables are essentially control
variables designed to ensure that the relationship, if any, between minority teachers and
administrators and student performance do not lead one to spurious inferences. All are
frequently used in education production functions.
Poverty constrains student performance and is included as a control variable.
Poverty not only means students lack access to learning tools in the home (e.g.,
computers), but it often correlates with other major problems that affect learning,
including less stable and less supportive home environments (Necochea and Cune 1996;
Fuller, et. al. 1996). We include two measures of poverty in our equations: the percentage
of students from low-income families, measured as eligibility for free or reduced-price
school lunches, and the percentage of African American families or Latino families in the
school district living below the poverty line. We expect relationships between poverty
and performance will be negative.
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We control for the educational level of African Americans and Latinos within the
district. An educated minority community is a powerful resource for the educational
attainment of their children (see, e.g., Coleman, et. al., 1966). The higher the educational
attainment of the minority community (measured as percent with a high school diploma),
the more likely that community is to be effective in pressing its demands upon the local
educational policy-making establishment (Meier and Stewart, 1991; Polinard, et al.,
1994).
To ensure that the relationship between a representative bureaucracy and
academic performance is not an artifact of an ample district budget, which might mean
that richer districts could afford to hire additional minority teachers and administrators,
we control for instructional expenditures per pupil. The conventional wisdom, expressed
by Hanushek (1996), contends that the relationship between money and student outcomes
is not consistently positive. Several scholars recently have challenged this finding
(Hedges and Greenwald 1996; Lockwood and McLean 1997; Murray 1995; and Evans,
Murray, and Schwab 1997; Wilson 2000).
We use two expenditure variables: state aid and instructional funds per pupil. The
provision of state aid is intended to compensate for an inadequate local tax base, a
condition common in districts with large numbers of minority students. We use
instructional funds to tap a focus on academics, rather than spending on office furniture,
football teams or other, non-instructional uses. We expect both relationships to be
positive.
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It is a truism that successful schools produce successful students. In any analysis,
therefore, one needs to control for the learning environment. We do so by using a
number of measures: class size, two teacher variables--salary and average years of
teacher experience--, as well as an overall measure of school quality (Weiher 2000).
The school quality measure helps control for variation between schools. Obviously, not
all schools are equal; some schools do a better job than others. Our measure of school
quality is the performance of Anglo students on statewide-standardized tests.
We expect that class size, as measured by the average number of students per
teacher in the district, will be negatively related to student performance (see Hedges and
Greenwald 1996; Hanushek 1996, 54; Nye, et. al., 1992) while gifted class enrollments
(percent of students in) and attendance should be positively related. We also expect
positive regression coefficients for the average teacher salary. To make sure none of the
relationships are a function of large minority populations, we also control for percent
black and Latino students in the representative equations.
Representation Variables
Representational theory suggests that bureaucrats will work to serve the interests
of groups they represent (Mosher 1968). A substantial body of literature documents the
link between representation in elected institutions and representation in bureaucracies
(Kerr and Mladenka 1994). A growing body of literature suggests that, under certain
conditions, passive bureaucratic representation can produce active representation
(Hindera 1993; Hindera and Young 1998; Meier 1993; Meier, Wrinkle and Polinard
1999; Selden, Brudney and Kellough 1998). Meier and Stewart (1991) contend that
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education is a policy area that is singularly susceptible to administrative influence. In
terms of educational institutions, we have three levels of representation to consider:
elected school board members, school administrators and teachers.
Prior research has found that the greater the percentages of school board members
who are minorities, the greater the percentage of minority administrators (Meier and
Stewart 1991; Polinard, Wrinkle and Longoria 1990). Essentially, electing school board
members and hiring school administrators are parts of a political process, and we expect
the presence of minority school board members to result in the employment of additional
minority administrators.
An increase in the presence of minority administrators should lead to an increase
in the presence of minority teachers (see Meier and Stewart 1991; Polinard, Wrinkle and
Longoria 1990). Then, the greater the percentage of minority teachers in a district, the
more favorable policies for minorities that district should adopt.
Teachers are "street-level" bureaucrats. As such, they are a crucial element in a
student's educational environment. A representative bureaucracy hypothesis is that the
presence of minority teachers will improve the performance of minority students.
Existing educational literature suggests several reasons why this might be so. First,
minority teachers mitigate the negative consequences of grouping, tracking and discipline
(Meier and Stewart 1991). Second, minority teachers are more effective at teaching
minority students (Aaron and Powell 1982; Moore and Johnson 1983). Finally, minority
teachers serve as role models for minority students (Cole 1986).
Decision and Outcome Variables
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We use several variables to represent decisions and outcomes. Our first
dependent variable is the percentage of minority (black/Latino) teachers. Following the
model explicated above, we expect that political representation and a representative
bureaucracy at higher levels will increase the numbers of minority teachers (See
Polinard, Wrinkle and Longoria 1990). We then look at vocational assignments as well as
gifted class assignments. These two divergent tracks (paths) are important stages for
minority students. The education literature is replete with analyses of the impact of
tracking on academic achievement of students (see Oakes, 1985). We expect that
minority teachers recognize the path dependent nature of education and will reduce the
assignment of minority students to vocational classes, while increasing the assignment of
students to gifted classes.
The state of Texas requires students in several grades to take standardized tests
(TAAS) each year. We examine the consequences of the divergent tracks by examining
the minority student pass rate on the TAAS exam. We expect that the minority pass rates
of the TAAS exam will be significantly affected by decisions. Specifically, we expect
that vocational class assignments will have a negative effect upon TAAS scores, while
gifted class assignments will have a positive effect upon the scores.
Findings
As can be seen in Table 1, the determinants of street-level educational bureaucrats
are as expected. Co-ethnic elected officials and administrators positively and
significantly contribute to increased percentages of black and Latino teachers. These
relationships hold even when controlling for the composition of the student body. This
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finding supports earlier research (see Meier and Stewart 1991; Polinard, Wrinkle and
Longoria 1990). Most control variables are either insignificant or in the expected
direction; as our concerns are representation and the path dependence of organizations,
we do not discuss the relationships for the control variables.
Table 1 About Here
When we turn to assignments to gifted and talented classes, a consistent pattern of
results emerges. As expected, the representative street-level bureaucracy positively
influences gifted class assignments. For both groups, the greater the percentage of
minority teachers in a district, the greater the percentage of minority students assigned to
gifted classes. The coefficient is slightly larger for Latino teachers, as is the R-square for
the Latino equation.
Table 2 About Here
In addition, the percentage of black administrators also significantly contributes
to assignment of black students to gifted classes; the coefficient for Latino administrators
is insignificant. This finding suggests that the mechanism of representative
bureaucracies is somewhat different for the two groups.
In Table 3, the percentage of vocational assignments is regressed on our
independent variables. These two regressions provide some interesting contrasts.
Assignments to vocational education are almost all done on a proportional basis. The
minority student population dominates the model so that the remaining variables are
rarely significant. A simple regression of students on vocational assignments yields an
R-square of .92 for black students and .98 for Latino students. As a result, even those
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other variables that are significant should be interpreted with caution since the models
contain a high degree of collinearity. For black student vocational assignments, it is the
percentage of black administrators that is significant, not the street-level bureaucratic
variable as expected. This finding is reversed for Latino students. Interestingly, the
greater the percentage of black administrators, the greater the assignment of black
students to vocational classes. The same positive relationship exists for Latino teachers
as well as Latino school board representatives. Again, given the level of collinearity in
the equation, how much confidence we should have in any relationships other than those
for minority students is open to question.
Table 3 About Here
The last stage in the analysis is the examination of the impact these prior
decisions have on the academic achievement of black and Latino students. As noted
above, our measure is the percentage of students of each group passing the TAAS exam.
The results are found in Table 4.
Table 4 About Here
The findings are unambiguous. The early tracking decisions significantly
influence academic achievement. For both black and Latino students, vocational
assignments depress the pass rate on the TAAS exam. The impact for black students is
slightly greater than it is for Latinos. Also as expected, assignment to gifted classes
significantly and positively affects the pass rates for black and Latino students. Again,
here the impact is greater for blacks than it is for Latinos. The representative coefficients
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are essentially zero, suggesting that teachers influence test scores indirectly via decisions
on grouping and tracking.
Conclusions
School districts are similar to other large, bureaucratic organizations. They vary
widely in how they take inputs (resources) and translate them into outputs (educated
students.) In the course of their activities, prior decisions influence policy outcomes. A
large body of literature exists that suggests a bureaucracy representative of its clientele
can significantly affect outcomes favorable to minority students.
We find that district assignments of black and Latino students to either vocational
or gifted classes dramatically effects the academic achievement of these minority
students. Minority teachers (street-level bureaucrats) also influence these outcomes via
class assignments. An increase in minority teachers significantly contributes to increased
gifted class assignments for the minority student.
Theoretically, this paper fits representative bureaucracy within the literature on
path dependence. Who the organization hires has long-run ramifications for
organizational performance. Hiring minority teachers is associated with more minority
students being assigned to gifted classes (vocational classes appear to be influenced
primarily by student numbers). Assignments to gifted and vocational tracks in turn then
influence student performance on state-wise tests. The paths outlined are not rigid, but at
the same time early decisions by the organization (who to hire, who to track) constrain
later actions by the organization (who to track, how well students perform).
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Table 1. The Determinants of The Racial Composition
of Street Level Bureaucrats
Dependent Variable =
% Black Teachers
% Latino Teachers
Independent Variable
Slope
Error
Slope
Error
% Black/Latino Administrators

.315

.020
(15.98)

.549

.018
(30.90)

% Black/Latino Representatives

.038

.016
(2.37)

.093

.018
(5.21)

% Black/Latino Students

.262

.014
(19.00)

.214

.016
(13.33)

School Quality

-.084

.015
(5.61)

-.077

.031
(2.49)

Black/Latino Education %

-.003

.005
(.58)

.047

.015
(3.10)

Black/Latino Poverty

-.009

.004
(2.13)

.000

.011
(.03)

Low Income Students

.015

.007
(2.25)

.023

.019
(1.23)

Teachers Salaries (000)

.089

.074
(1.20)

.357

.154
(2.33)

Teacher Experience

.097

.066
(1.47)

-.377

.133
(2.83)

Class Size

.185

.083
(2.22)

.329

.170
(1.93)

State Aid Percentage

.001

.006
(.11)

.014

.011
(1.27)

Funding per Student (000)

.307

.234
(1.31)

.429

.472
(.91)

Adjusted R-Square

.73

.84

232.79

441.27

3.40

6.87

Control Variables

F
Standard Error
N of Cases

1022

1022

________________________________________________________________
t-scores are in parentheses.
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Table 2. The Determinants of Gifted Class Assignments
Dependent Variable =
% Black Gifted
% Latino Gifted
Independent Variable
Slope
Error
Slope
Error
% Black/Latino Teachers

.490

.035
(14.11)

.640

.032
(20.11)

% Black/Latino Administrators

.075

.024
(3.09)

-.010

.026
(.41)

% Black/Latino Representatives -.016

.018
(.91)

.027

.018
(1.46)

.018
(16.23)

.378

.018
(21.45)

% Black/Latino Students

.287

Control Variables
School Quality

-.040

.017
(2.30)

-.182

.033
(5.57)

.002

.006
(.28)

.033

.016
(2.07)

-.016

.491
(3.31)

-.030

.011
(2.65)

Low Income Students

.004

.007
(.61)

.083

Teachers Salaries (000)

.173

.083
(2.09)

.209

.157
(1.34)

Black/Latino Education %

Black/Latino Poverty

Teacher Experience

.019
(4.29)

-.202

.074
(2.74)

-.302

.136
(2.22)

Class Size

.021

.094
(.22)

.311

.177
(1.76)

State Aid Percentage

.021

.095
(.22)

.034

.012
(2.94)

Funding per Student (000)

.595

.287
(2.08)

.792

.524
(1.51)

Adjusted R-Square

.76

.90

248.76

712.56

3.74

6.90

F
Standard Error
N of Cases

1010

1010

________________________________________________________________
t-scores are in parentheses.
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Table 3. The Determinants of Vocational Assignments
Dependent Variable =
% Black Vocational
% Latino Vocational
Independent Variable
Slope
Error
Slope
Error
% Black/Latino Teachers

.029

.020
(1.49)

.083

.017
(4.98)

% Black/Latino Administrators

.081

.013
(6.02)

-.004

.014
(.27)

% Black/Latino Representatives -.017

.010
(1.73)

.020

.010
(2.11)

.010
(95.98)

.935

.009
(101.15)

% Black/Latino Students

.968

Control Variables
School Quality

-.008

.010
(.85)

.026

.017
(1.52)

.670

.337
(1.99)

.014

.009
(1.59)

Black/Latino Poverty

-.360

.281
(1.28)

-.010

.006
(1.66)

Low Income Students

-.003

.004
(.65)

.012

.109

.048
(2.26)

-.014

.085
(.17)

Black/Latino Education %

Teachers Salaries (000)

.010
(1.16)

Teacher Experience

-.122

.042
(2.91)

-.162

.072
(2.25)

Class Size

-.067

.056
(1.18)

.030

.097
(.31)

.006

.004
(1.57)

.009

.006
(1.46)

-.060

.159
(.37)

.676

.273
(2.47)

State Aid Percentage

Funding per Student (000)

Adjusted R-Square
F
Standard Error
N of Cases

.97

.98

2684.57

3845.10

2.05

3.52

958

958

________________________________________________________________
t-scores are in parentheses.
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Table 4. Path Dependence: Early Decisions Shape Results
Dependent Variable =
Black Pass Rate
Latino Pass Rate
Independent Variable
Slope
Error
Slope
Error
Path Decisions
Gifted Classes

.545

.114
(4.77)

.145

.048
(2.99)

Vocational Assignments

-.229

.073
(3.14)

-.179

.034
(5.28)

% Black/Latino Teachers

-.188

.132
(1.42)

.064

.114
(1.14)

% Black/Latino Administrators

-.057

.083
(.68)

-.051

.038
(1.35)

.005

.058
(.09)

-.013

.027
(.48)

School Quality

.989

.089
(11.16)

.804

.052
(15.47)

Black/Latino Education %

.057

.038
(1.52)

.050

.030
(1.69)

Black/Latino Poverty

-.130

.027
(4.71)

-.028

.019
(1.46)

Low Income Students

-.039

.034
(1.13)

.012

.177

.390
(.45)

-.053

.031
(1.73)

% Black/Latino Representatives

Control Variables

Teachers Salaries (000)

Teacher Experience

.010
(1.16)

-.099

.343
(.29)

.112

.215
(.52)

Class Size

.315

.552
(.60)

-.442

.302
(1.46)

State Aid Percentage

.071

.029
(2.46)

.066

.018
(3.60)

Funding per Student (000)

.423

1.913
(.22)

.954

.931
(1.03)

Adjusted R-Square

.30

.31

F

18.23

28.58

Standard Error

11.91

9.77

N of Cases
607
894
________________________________________________________________
t-scores are in parentheses.
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