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Abstract 

A great deal is known about how organized interest groups compete to enact major 

new policies, often in a dynamic known as punctuated equilibrium.  What we know much 

less about is what happens to these policies after enactment, and what becomes of the 

interest groups on the losing end of that political battle?  Do they fade away into the night, 

or do they re-group for a new, prolonged war of attrition against the new policy?  If so, 

how do they do it, and how do the newly empowered interest groups benefitting from the 

new policy fight to secure what they have won?  In this chapter we explore post-enactment 

policy competition in terms of feedback loops and issue framing, doing so in the context 

of ongoing struggles over charter schooling, a major policy shift in American K-12 

education policy.  We see how different interests fight to frame the way lawmakers 

understand education and the way charter school policy affects students and their 

families, often competing on entirely different rhetorical grounds because both sides in 

the conflict still command substantial resources. 
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Research on policy change often focuses on large bursts of political activity and 

the resulting shifts in the structures of policy and its beneficiaries, as well as the regimes 

of interests undergirding those policies.  This makes good sense.  Replacing long-

standing policy with something new and dramatically different usually means pushing 

aside a regime of lawmakers and organized political interests; the new beneficiaries in 

the public are trying to further their political goals and their different priorities, an event 

scholars often refer to as “punctuated equilibrium.”  What happens after this dramatic 

change is much less clear.  As the attention of most lawmakers, the media, and often the 

public shift away to the next big thing, what happens to this new policy?  Does it remain 

controversial and contested?  Or does it settle down and become unchanging for years 

to come?  And what role, if any, do interest groups play in any subsequent change? 

In this chapter we explore how policies ebb and flow in the years after their 

enactment, and especially the crucial role that interest groups still appear to play in this 

ongoing process of competition, accommodation, and change.  To support our points, we 

explore changes in charter school laws in the fifty states, one of the most contentious 

policies in the larger realm of education policy over the last few decades, and one that 

remains heavily lobbied by a variety of interest groups.  How and why these laws emerged 

and continued to change tells us a great deal about continuing interest group influence in 

the evolution of policy, as well as what happens to those policies after big punctuations. 

 

Interest Groups and Post-Punctuation Policy Change 

Major policy change often occurs when economic and/or social interests, excluded 

from existing policy regimes, can convince lawmakers that long-standing policy not only 
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fails to meet the needs of these interests, but it is also not serving the lawmakers’ needs 

particularly well.1  When legislators’ skepticism of the policy’s performance overtakes their 

faith in its ability to succeed, they start to become responsive to the distinct concerns of 

newly mobilized constituencies.  They may even come to accept the radically different 

framings of the policy that these new interests promote – typically concluding that the 

status quo is not adequately addressing the previously identified problem.2  This new mix 

of interests may even go so far as to convince public officials that the original problem is 

not what everyone thought it was.  If disenchanted lawmakers embrace this alternative 

framing, they may be willing to enact a new policy that provides a significantly different 

distribution of benefits, favoring the new interests at the expense of the old.  When this 

happens, interests supporting the old policy are abruptly shoved aside in favor of the new 

regime in an event called “punctuated equilibrium.”3 

Then what happens?  Do lawmakers quickly institutionalize the new policy, 

establishing an unchanging set of winners and losers until the next turn of the wheel (likely 

many years in the future)?  Or does the new policy continue to change in predictable 

ways, even if it does so incrementally?  If so, might the newly victorious interests still feel 

a need to defend the policy because the older, now displaced rival interest groups have 

not faded into the night, but are gathering their resources to mount a counterattack? After 

all, if these defeated interests are to remain as viable vehicles for representation in the 

eyes of their members, they cannot meekly give up the fight as long as they have the 

resources to continue.4 

In our work on post-punctuation change in education policy, we argue that interest 

groups that wish to can, and often do, continue to try to shape new policy after its 
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enactment.5  The mechanism that they use is best seen as manipulating feedback loops, 

a fruitful approach to studying policy change used by many scholars.6  Feedback can take 

several forms, including the way politicians receive support (electoral, financial, and 

informational) from key electoral constituencies, wealthy supporters, and other client 

groups.  As these privileged recipients begin to enjoy the benefits of the new policy, the 

support that public officials receive from them constitutes positive feedback, which 

strengthens their commitment to the new policy in the post-enactment phase.7  Negative 

feedback, however, can arise when constituents’ sense of political efficacy weakens 

because their expected benefits from the new policy instead diminish or fail to materialize 

at all.  This dissatisfaction strips crucial political support away from the lawmakers who 

enacted the policy, weakening their support for it.  Both forms of feedback create different 

post-enactment environments potentially leading to further change in policy that interest 

groups may take advantage of. 

 

Policy Goals and Feedback 

We predict the changes that might occur by assuming that public officials are goal-

directed, meaning that they have personal or professional goals they wish to realize by 

supporting a policy.  These officials, of course, have different kinds of goals depending 

on whether they are elected, appointed, or serve as career civil servants.  Elected 

legislators want to be re-elected, or elected to higher office, which means keeping key 

voting constituencies and campaign contributors happy with policies and the benefits 

these policies provide.8  Executive branch regulators want to solve problems consistent 

with the statutory missions and cultures embedded in the agencies in which they work, 
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which often means efficiently serving the client groups intended to benefit under the 

policy.9 

Once a new policy is enacted, public officials begin receiving feedback on how well 

it serves the intended constituencies, but political environments are noisy places, 

distorting the feedback they receive.10  Everybody is telling them what to do and trying to 

push them in multiple directions, including making further changes to the policy, that may 

or may not move them closer to their goals.  Lawmakers cope with this cacophony by 

searching for dependable information on how well the policy is performing and whether it 

is getting them closer to achieving their goals than the old, now over-thrown policy did.  

This feedback comes through several channels, including seeing changes in voting and 

campaign contribution patterns by supportive constituencies and ideologically 

sympathetic organizations.11 

Of these various sources of feedback, interest groups arguably provide the 

clearest, most immediate signals to officials on how the policy is performing and whether 

they should act to further amend it.  Much of lobbying is about helping lawmakers solve 

this noise problem by building relationships where trusted information on policy 

performance is traded for influence.  Using their access, lobbyists frame and interpret the 

new policy in ways leading to any needed “improvements” so that benefits continue to 

accrue to the constituencies these lobbyists represent, all the while telling lawmakers this 

gets them closer to their goals.12 

However, the information provided by lobbyists may become untrustworthy. 

Because interest group lobbyists are inclined to provide information that frames a new 

policy’s performance in ways most beneficial to the people they represent, lawmakers 
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may start to notice that this information is falling out of sync with other feedback they are 

receiving.  Since there are other sources of feedback, such as trends in constituent 

concerns made directly to legislators’ offices, changes in voter turnout patterns and 

campaign contributions, and even reports skeptical of the policy’s performance in the 

media, lawmakers may wonder whether they are being played by interest groups 

supporting the new policy.  Put another way, if the new policy does not improve the 

welfare of intended beneficiaries and consequently starts to have the perverse effect of 

decreasing political support, officials will begin to doubt all the good news they are hearing 

from proponent interest group lobbyists.  Once lawmakers lose confidence in what 

proponents are telling them about the policy’s effectiveness, they lose faith in the new 

policy’s actual ability to meet their goals.  Consequently, they may seek other sources of 

information, including negative information on policy performance from those very interest 

groups who lost out when the new policy was adopted. 

 

Predictions of Interest Group Responses to New Policy 

Figure 1 serves as a visual aid for identifying possible responses by both 

proponent and opponent interest groups under a combination of circumstances.  One 

broad dimension in the figure defining group reactions is the extent to which the policy is 

perceived by lawmakers, from a variety of feedback sources, to be performing well.  The 

other dimension defining the figure is the resource strength of the interest groups that had 

benefited under the old, now overthrown policy regime, which they hope (if perhaps a little 

unrealistically) to see restored. 

---- Insert Figure 1 about here ---- 
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In scenario 1, when the new policy appears to be working well, there is little that 

resource-weak opponents can do.  Proponent interest groups tout the policy’s success in 

meeting lawmakers’ goals, flooding the political environment with positive feedback 

because no other information directly from constituents or other client groups is likely to 

give lawmakers reason to doubt what they are hearing.  Proponents may be so 

emboldened with their success that they try to convince lawmakers to further amend the 

policy, increasing the benefits it delivers to the people or organizations these groups 

represent.  Opponents, however, have few (or no) options.  They may try to re-package 

their desires to appeal to lawmakers in other policymaking venues, or they may simply 

back off, lick their wounds, and start re-mobilizing their supporters for possible new 

opportunities in the future. 

If, however, the policy is not performing well, even resource-weak opposing 

interest groups might be able to lay the foundation for a near-term resurgence by 

generating negative feedback.  In Figure 1’s scenario 2, opponent interests may try to 

draw attention to the policy’s failure.  They could even try to confront proponents on their 

own grounds in terms of policy framing, showing how the predictions proponents made 

prior to enactment are now failing to materialize, and, consequently, arguing that these 

newer interest groups are not to be trusted.  But since opponent interests have few 

resources, this strategy of trying to use proponents’ arguments against them may not be 

successful in the near term because they do not have the resources to really develop and 

push their counter-arguments.  Proponents likely still enjoy enough credibility with 

lawmakers to deflect weak attacks, continuing to frame the policy as helping policymakers 
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fulfill their goals if they just give it a bit more time.  Since proponents may be reluctant to 

draw attention to its failures by suggesting amendments, the policy may not change at all. 

Arguably the best scenario for interests opposing the new policy is scenario 3.  

They have resources, so with the policy performing poorly they will pounce with ferocity.  

As with the prior scenario, opponents will attempt to generate information critical of the 

new policy’s performance, reinforcing what lawmakers may be hearing from other 

sources.  They will do so on proponent’s grounds by widely advertising just how badly 

proponents failed to predict  or even deliberately lied about the consequences of enacting 

the new policy.  Yet, unlike the prior scenario, opponents here have the resources to 

make the accusations stick, using intense negative feedback to undermine proponents’ 

credibility.  They may use their resources to launch grassroots advocacy by people 

harmed by the policy, sponsor studies highlighting the policy’s failures, or mount a media 

campaign to demonize proponent interests.  Most likely it will be all the above.  Opponents 

may ultimately convince lawmakers to enact significant reforms to the new policy, bending 

its arc back towards something much more in-line with the old policy.  All proponents can 

do is play defense, argue that the policy needs to be given more time and stop it from 

reverting back to the old too much. 

Arguably this is what occurred with the Affordable Care Act (a.k.a. Obama Care), 

which was enacted early in the Obama Administration over considerable resistance from 

conservative interest groups and much of the health insurance industry.  After its 

disastrous initial roll-out, opponent interests swiftly went to lawmakers to argue that every 

prediction they had made about how much damage Obama Care would do to private, 

individual health insurance was coming true and the policy needed to be scaled back, if 
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not eliminated entirely.  All proponent interests could do was plead for more time, claiming 

that ultimately the new law would provide more and cheaper health care options for 

Americans. 

What happens, though, when the policy appears to be successful, but opponent 

interests still wield significant resources (scenario 4)?  It will likely mean a significant 

advocacy fight between proponent and opponent interest groups to define the feedback 

public officials receive regarding the policy’s performance.  Both sides will fight over what 

the policy is really about and what its actual consequences are for the constituencies and 

client groups important to lawmakers.  Proponent interests will shape positive feedback 

around the argument that it is providing the benefits promised, while opponents will craft 

negative feedback drawing attention to other, perhaps unforeseen consequences of the 

policy, using different values on different economic and social dimensions to re-frame the 

policy as a slow-motion disaster.  Proponents likely go into these battles with a natural 

advantage of being the interest groups with access to, and most trusted by, lawmakers, 

but opponents have the resources to make convincing arguments that the policy’s real 

consequences are not what proponents had sold everyone on and serious changes are 

needed.  Given this intensity of conflict, it is difficult to predict just how policy might 

change; the conflict often leads to gridlock and no policy change at all, despite substantial 

dissatisfaction. 
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Interest Group Competition over Charter School Policy 

Charter Schooling as Contested Policy 

We evaluate some of the predictions of the four scenarios in Figure 1 by looking 

at how interest groups lobbied for and against a controversial new policy that swept the 

field of K – 12 education in the American states in the 1990s and early 2000s – charter 

schooling.  The idea that public education might improve if parents could choose where 

to enroll their children, rather than have the choice determined for them by geography, 

has many antecedents.  In the 1990s, charter schooling as a policy of reform was 

embraced by advocates who believed that markets and choice are effective solutions to 

social problems.13  Having successfully framed traditional K–12 education as a failed 

policy, these advocates settled on charter schooling -- publicly-funded schools free 

enough from regulation to design innovative curricula they can use to recruit students -- 

as the alternative for reform most likely to appeal to lawmakers.14  When national leaders 

proved reluctant to embrace this change, advocates refocused their efforts on states 

where politicians, hoping to portray themselves as free-market reformers, happily pushed 

charter schooling, often over fierce resistance from teachers’ unions and school board 

associations.15  Minnesota enacted the first law in 1991, with 47 states (including the 

District of Columbia) doing so by 2018. 

For several reasons, enactment of charter schooling was a dramatic enough 

change to qualify as punctuated equilibrium.  First, it involved changing fundamental 

beliefs about traditional education policy, such as accepting the idea that parents should 

be allowed to choose schools for their children and that the resulting competition for 

students would lead to improvements in a state’s education performance.16  Second, as 
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Baumgartner and Jones argue what is often true, it required changing policymaking 

venues, in this case shifting from the national arena to the states.17  Third, it was 

accompanied by a sustained burst of press coverage shaping and re-shaping public 

opinion through the 1990s.18  Fourth, it broke up a policy monopoly long dominated by 

interest groups such as teachers’ unions and elected school district boards.19  Fifth, 

enactments occurred in an S-pattern as a few early adopters led the way, followed by an 

explosion of additional enactments, and then a few stragglers, which Boushey argues is 

often a hallmark of punctuated equilibrium.20  Finally, not only has charter schooling often 

been driven, or at least facilitated, by interest groups such as parent associations, free-

market think tanks, and educational management organizations, it has been resisted in 

many places by teachers’ unions and other more traditional education-oriented interest 

groups.21  It is therefore a good case for studying interest group response to big, new, 

and disruptive policies. 

 

Interest Groups and Charter School Policy 

Passing charter school laws in the states did not reflect an uncontested new policy 

regime in education.  Instead, there was, and still is, ongoing issue framing and re-framing 

fights as many state policies evolve over time.  We observe this by looking at how interest 

groups on both sides of the issue have fought it out in these states and what some of the 

resulting changes in policy have been.  We get a sense of policy change using the year-

to-year scoring of state charter school policies originally developed by the Center for 

Education Reform (CER) and modified by us in subsequent research.22  The CER scale 

ranges from 0, a “weak” charter school policy where the state still has a lot of control over 
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schools, to 30, a “strong” policy where individual charter schools are largely free of 

government regulation to operate in most any way they wish.  With this measure we find 

that most states proceeded to significantly change their charter school policies in the 

years after enactment.  While we cannot say so definitively, we found substantial 

evidence that in many states the change resulted from lobbying pressure from interest 

groups.23 

In Georgia, for instance, we see a weak policy in 1996 with a CER score of 5, but 

as the number of charter schools grew from 2 to 110 by 2014 with 1.7 million students 

enrolled, and as lawmakers judged the policy as a success with a graduation rate rising 

from 56% to 73%, pro-charter interest groups convinced them to further strengthen the 

law, raising the state’s score to 17.24  Arguably, this exemplifies scenario 1 in Figure 1, 

since opposition groups were largely invisible.  South Carolina’s experience was a little 

more complex, with a graduation rate that fell from 54% in 1996 to 48% in 2001, making 

the policy appear to be a failure.  Correspondingly, its CER score fell from 22.5 to 13.25 

as lawmakers started to lose faith in proponent interests as they received negative 

feedback from falling graduation rates and persistent complaints from critics of charter 

schooling, suggesting the state is in scenario 3.  Yet, after pro-charter school interests 

became stronger, with the number of schools rising to 59 and enrolling three-quarters of 

a million students in 2014, constituents’ support for charters increased. Accompanied by 

a rebound in graduation rates to 75%, the environment shifted more towards scenario 1, 

as South Carolina’s CER score rose to 17.5.  Similar circumstances and changes 

occurred in Arkansas and Utah. 
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 Delaware, however, started with a high CER score of 27.5 and a graduation rate 

of 81% in 1996, but subsequently the graduation rate percentage fell into the lower 

seventies.  At the same time, the Delaware State Education Association membership 

grew from 9,285 to over 11,000 by 2006 and beyond.25  Conforming to scenario 3, the 

falling graduation rates made it possible for the recovering union to convince lawmakers 

to amend state policy and impose more oversight on charter schools, driving down 

Delaware’s CER score to 18.   

In Colorado, the state’s score started at 15 and increased to 22 by 2004 under 

pressure from several influential charter school associations and school management 

companies, but during this time the graduation rate percentage remained stuck in the 

lower seventies.  Campaign contributions from the Colorado Education Association rose 

from $61,950 in 1996 to $2,423,946 in 2014, suggesting the situation conforms to 

scenario 3.  Under pressure from the increasingly powerful teachers’ union, which drew 

attention to the stagnant graduation rate as proof of a failed policy, Colorado’s CER score 

fell to 19.3 as lawmakers tightened the law’s regulatory requirements on charter 

schools.26 

 In other work we have taken particularly close looks at advocacy and charter 

school policy change in Michigan and the District of Columbia.27  We found that 

Michigan’s policy remained fiercely contested by competing interest groups and has 

become now less ambitious in its structures and expectations than it was when enacted, 

conforming more to scenario 4 in Figure 1.  In the District of Columbia, however, a 

resource-weak opposition for years provided the opportunity for proponent interest groups 

to help enact, and then defend and entrench a strong policy regime benefitting charter 
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schools, despite the absence of evidence that the policy is performing well.28  This 

conforms to scenario 2. 

 

Framing Rhetoric used by Interest Groups in Charter School Policy Debates 

Since we are discussing framing in this chapter, it is especially useful to examine 

the rhetoric interest groups involved in the charter school debate use to frame the policy 

and manipulate the feedback received by lawmakers.  As noted, the initial stability of a 

status quo policy rests on an established and accepted definition, or framing, of a public 

problem and issue.  Interest groups are often at the center of these contests over issue 

framing, typically employing communications strategies and outside lobbying through the 

media to convince lawmakers that it is to their advantage to support the policy.  Lacombe, 

for example, shows how the National Rifle Association used its member magazine, 

American Rifleman, to build an identity of gun owners as law-abiding patriots, consistent 

with its liberty and freedom-focused issue framing of gun policy, which shows lawmakers 

the existence of a highly mobilized constituency to be served.29 This positive policy 

feedback helps explain why gun policies rarely depart from the highly deregulated status 

quo. 

Consistent and supportive information from advantaged interest groups helps to 

buttress an existing policy by showing lawmakers that change is largely unnecessary and 

potentially harmful. When lawmakers adopt a new policy, the process of issue framing 

continues.  Shifting the problem and framing of key issues to convince officials it is not to 

their advantage to support the status quo offers one way for proponents of policy change 

to weaken these commitments and foment change.  If they succeed, the old policy is 
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eliminated in favor of the new.  With the new policy still unsettled and not fully tested, 

defenders of the old policy regime, eager to rein it in and regain influence, will search for 

alternative issue frames and definitions of the policy problem, as laid out in Figure 1.   

In the case of charter school policy, proponents have long relied on a definition of 

the problem of public schooling in the United States that is rooted in bureaucratic failure, 

inflexible public monopolies, and weak market forces.30  Since the 1980s, these 

advocates have argued that school rules are too rigid, public unions too inflexible, and 

administrators too unconcerned about outcomes. Charter schools, on the other hand, 

offered innovation, efficiency, and the advantages of the free market to shake public 

education free of its cobwebs.31  This issue framing tied to market and consumer choice 

differed from the older, more traditional framing of public education around equity, justice, 

and opportunity. For defenders of the status quo, civil rights trumped the right to choose, 

and schools were lacking adequate funding, not market pressure.32  In state capitals 

across the country in the 1990s, legislators faced a contrast between these two ways to 

frame education and the essential problem of public schooling, with many ultimately 

agreeing that the charter school advocates had a novel point of view that could solve the 

widely accepted crisis in K-12 education.  

We can observe this mechanism at work by comparing the competing policy 

framings of two national charter school organizations and one of the major advocates of 

public school teachers, the American Federation of Teachers (AFT), through the content 

of their press releases.  Though AFT has long been a defender of the status quo policy 

on education, it took a conciliatory position on charter schools in the 1990s, rather than 

outright opposition. In fact, one-time AFT president Albert Shanker shares credit for the 
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idea of charter schools, when he borrowed from an idea developed by Ray Budde, an 

educator from Massachusetts.33  Shanker’s framing of charter schools, however, focused 

on empowering teachers as the school leaders best capable of addressing the needs of 

the most disadvantaged students. For these reasons, the AFT offers a different viewpoint 

on education, generally, and charter schools, specifically, than do interest groups like the 

National Alliance for Public Charter Schools (NAPCA) and the National Association of 

Charter School Authorizers (NACSA).  

We compare the issue framing of these interest groups by coding the words and 

phrases contained in publicly available press releases according to broad issue frames: 

equity and fairness, efficiency and choice, freedom and rights, and markets and 

innovation.34 Even though not every press release deals directly with the conflict over 

charter school policy, we can look to the general patterns over time to contrast the 

steadfast advocates with the skeptical critics. With the assistance of a graduate student, 

we code all the press releases of the NAPCA from 2006-2018 (151 total), NACSA from 

2006-2018 (87 total), and a 25% sample of the AFT from 2004-2018 (25% sample of the 

large number of releases resulted in 516 total). 

---- Insert Figure 2 about here ---- 

Figure 2 shows the clear differences in issue framing between the two charter 

school interest groups supporting the new policy and the AFT supporting reversion to 

something like the old in the states.  As expected, the charter school organizations rely 

extensively on the language of choice and options (34% of the press release), framing 

charter schools as a way to empower parents as consumers of educational choices, thus 

suggesting that this will attract the support of voters important to the re-election goals of 
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lawmakers.  For example, NAPCA President Nelson Smith summarized a poll of US 

voters: “Americans clearly want to see more choices within public education...Most also 

believe that giving parents more options will help strengthen public schools.”35 

Charter school organizations also pushed the language of markets and efficiency 

(33% of the press releases).  NACSA President Greg Richmond portrayed charter 

schools as local businesses fighting to compete “not unlike a small business start-up” in 

an open market, thereby appealing to long-standing notions that lawmakers will gain 

political advantage by supporting small businesses and Main Street America.  He 

summarizes the history of charter school reform: “Early on, in the booming 1990s, the 

market model was predominant. The charter movement suggested that school districts 

would be forced to change to respond to the competition successful charters would 

present for students and resources. However, intransigent school district associations 

have proven adept in protecting the status quo even with charters in the mix.”36 In this 

framing, Richmond juxtaposes the favorable image of the small business owner charter 

school with the unwelcomed image of the stubborn public school establishment. 

Conversely, charter school groups are much less likely to use the language of rights (13% 

of press releases) or equity (15% of press releases). These rhetorical patterns fit with 

what we would expect of defenders of charter school policies that rarely sought to make 

education fairer or more just.  

When we move to the AFT, things look quite different. The AFT regularly uses the 

language of equity and fairness (35% of press releases) and civil rights (31% of press 

releases). For example, when interpreting performance data, it often emphasizes the 

racial and ethnic inequities in student outcomes. In response to a federal report on a 
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national test, the AFT wrote that the “study shows that charter schools do not educate a 

disproportionate percentage of low-income students,” leading it to conclude: "Some 

charter school proponents argue that these lower scores can be attributable to the 

disproportionate number of low-income students they educate...Today’s NAEP report 

puts the lie to that argument."37 Similarly, AFT President Randy Weingarten argued in 

favor of federal legislation by focusing on fairness: “ESSA (the Every Student Succeeds 

Act) strengthens public education by increasing equity for disadvantaged children, 

providing more state and local control and holding charter schools more accountable.”38 

Not surprisingly, the AFT rarely uses the language of efficiency/markets (11% of 

press releases), freedom/liberty (14% of press release) or choice (6 of press release) in 

its counter-advocacy efforts.  When AFT does invoke markets, it often does so 

dismissively, framing charter schools as excessively corporate and unfortunately profit-

oriented. For example, following hurricanes in Puerto Rico, the AFT released a statement 

from Weingarten that linked charter schools to corporate interests: “By backing closures, 

charter schools and so-called school choice, the governor and his education secretary 

are imposing chaos and sowing more instability for the families and communities vital to 

Puerto Rico’s recovery. In their eyes, teaching, learning and economic recovery isn’t as 

important as feeding Wall Street vultures.”39 

Overall, the issue framing strategies of charter school proponents and skeptics 

adhere to our expectations for groups engaged in a post-adoption battle over the direction 

of a new policy, which conforms most closely to scenario 4 in Figure 1. While not judged 

as stunning successes in terms of improving K-12 education in the fifty states, for the 

most part charter school policies are not (yet) perceived as failures.  Charter school 
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advocates continue to promote the view of charter schools as a positive addition to public 

schooling because of the infusion of competition, choice, and markets, all frames with a 

high degree of public acceptance in the US. They aim to use evidence of successful 

innovation and public support for choice to influence policy makers and create positive 

feedback effects. 

Conversely, charter school skeptics, seeking to push the policy back toward the 

former status quo, have sought to raise questions about the outcomes of charter 

schooling, including the negative consequences for student equity and threats to the 

rights of students to receive an adequate education. They aim to undermine charter 

school policy by shifting the frame from one of choice and innovation to one of inequities 

and unfairness.  Because organizations such as teachers’ unions are still strong in large 

parts of the nation, as exemplified by the AFT, they have enjoyed some success. 

 

Conclusion 

 Interest groups play significant roles in the evolution of public policies, whether 

they are statutes passed by a legislature or regulations crafted by an administrative 

agency.  To the extent that these organizations represent relatively well-defined 

constituencies in the public, organized by shared interests and passions rather than 

geography, it is reasonable that they should have some degree of input on what policies 

are enacted and how they subsequently evolve.  Yet they, the interest groups, also seek 

to undermine existing policies in pursuit of the interests of the people or entities they 

represent, and sometimes such efforts to advantage their own supporters means 
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attacking the policy preferences of the members of other groups or even the general 

public. 

 We can see how interest groups compete to shape the ideas, arguments, and even 

fundamental understandings surrounding newly enacted major policies, fighting to define 

post-punctuation policy environments.  This chapter provides a sense of the 

circumstances under which organized interests advantaged and disadvantaged by a new 

policy compete to control the way the new policy continues to evolve, or if it evolves at 

all, by controlling feedback loops and issue framing.  Those who worked to enact new 

policy by eroding support for the old status quo policy subsequently find themselves in 

positions to defend it by trumpeting its successes in solving the targeted public problem.  

They attempt to manipulate information flowing to lawmakers, which constitute feedback 

loops from policy performance, thus framing the policy as a success in that it helps 

lawmakers achieve their own goals.  Their ultimate goals are to either lock-in the new 

policy so that opponents would have a difficult time re-directing its benefits, or, if 

proponents are strong enough, further amend the policy to provide their members even 

more public benefits. 

On the other hand, interest groups who had supported the old, now displaced 

policy, find themselves on the outside of the new policy regime, and so they work to 

undermine it.  They do this by trying to generate negative feedback regarding the new 

policy’s performance and how well it is serving key lawmakers.  Sometimes, they meet 

proponent interests on their own grounds, demonstrating how it is failing to achieve the 

goals promised by proponents. Other times, they try to change issue framing entirely, 

showing that the policy is having dangerous and unanticipated effects on important 
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constituencies, as we saw with the still contested politics of charter school policy.  Since 

entirely replacing the new policy with the old is probably unrealistic, they attempt to amend 

the new policy to make it look a bit more like the old by partially reinstituting a previous 

distribution of benefits or re-imposing regulations the new policy had eliminated.  The 

extent to which they can do this depends on their resources and how effectively these 

group proponents can convince lawmakers that they should trust the information that they 

are providing.  

More research on the politics of policy change after major, punctuated equilibrium 

events is needed; this will reveal whether charter school policy is not all that typical of 

other policies or whether it is the ideal case study.  We also need to know more about 

how competing interest groups work to defend policies advantaging them or seek to 

slowly destroy them, something common to many different policies in the United States 

and a major component of the dynamics of any pluralist political system that empowers 

organized interest groups.  We would also like to know more about how different kinds of 

interests fare in these advocacy battles. For example, are citizen groups representing 

passion-driven interests advantaged or disadvantaged when combating associations that 

represent people and organizations based on profession or type of business?  Also, to 

what extent does the size and inclusiveness of the constituency represented matter in 

this group competition over policy?  Finally, to what extent does group competition lead 

to predictable, incremental change in policies after enactment, and when can proponent 

interests lock new policies into a powerful status quo, in which  it is almost impossible to 

amend them in any way, as lawmakers no direct any attention to them, satisfied that the 

new policies are working just fine?  If true, that would be real power. 
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Figure 1 

 
Predicted interest group response given perceptions of policy performance and opposition 

group strength 

 

 

  

Scenario 2 

Opponent groups have the 

opportunity to undermine 

proponent’s arguments, but little 

ability to do so.  Proponent groups 

are reluctant to draw negative 

attention by asking for changes, 

so the policy may not change at 

all. 

Scenario 3 

Proponent groups are discredited in 

their efforts to claim that the policy 

can work if a little more time is given, 

and opponent interests have the 

resources to make the case that 

proponent’s promises have failed 

and the policy should be amended to 

resemble the old. 

Scenario 4 

Proponent groups argue that the 

policy is achieving its predicted 

goals, but opponent interests claim 

the policy is harming important 

constituencies in other, unpredicted 

ways.  An intense advocacy battle 

makes it hard to predict policy 

change. 

Weak opposition groups Strong opposition groups 

Poor policy 

performance 

Strong policy 

performance 

Scenario 1 

Proponent interest groups use 

their success to further highlight 

the policy’s success and urge 

policymakers to tweak the policy to 

provide even more benefits to their 

supporters. 
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