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EPIGRAPH 

No Man Is An Island 

No man is an island, 

Entire of itself. 

Each is a piece of the continent, 

A part of the main. 

If a clod be washed away by the sea, 

Europe is the less. 

As well as if a promontory were. 

As well as if a manor of thine own 

Or of thine friend's were. 

Each man's death diminishes me, 

For I am involved in mankind. 

Therefore, send not to know 

For whom the bell tolls, 

It tolls for thee.  

John Donne 
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A body of research suggests that human capital—educators’ and employees’ 

training, education, and experience—is a key factor in school improvement efforts.  

Social capital, which may be defined as relations that can be mobilized to facilitate 

action, is another factor that may be as important as human capital.  The synergistic 

interplay of human capital and social capital can generate intellectual capital—the 

knowledge and knowing capability of a collectivity.  This study explores the 

characteristics of the relationships between site principals and central office 

administrators in one area of the San Diego Unified School District.  The research 

questions are:  (a) What is the structure of interactions between principals and central 

office administrators (b) What are the conditions under which expertise is shared across 

relationships between principals and central office administrators (c) What are the 

characteristics of the interactions between principals and central office administrators (d) 

What is the nature of the information and knowledge that flows through the relationships 

between principals and central office administrators. The context for this study is the 

educational landscape under No Child Left Behind and the movement to implement 

Common Core State Standards.  A key assumption of the study is that the district office, 

as a unit, may well matter in the schools’ efforts to accelerate the achievement of all 

students.  In this mixed methods study, extant data from a previous study was used to 

drive the sampling as well as to inform the qualitative portions of the study.    

Keywords:  human capital, social capital, intellectual capital, central office, 

district office, site principals, relationships, collaboration, social network, No 

Child Left Behind, Common Core Standards   



 

1 

 

Chapter 1 

Introduction 

Problem Statement  

 Principals and central office administrators are immersed in the social, cultural 

and political context of their organizations.  Within this context, principals and central 

office administrators can bring together human capital—educators’ and employees’ 

education, training, and experience with social capital—relationships, in hopes of 

generating intellectual capital—the knowledge and knowing capability of a social 

collectivity (Hargreaves & Fullan, 2012; Leana, 2011).  Intellectual capital is critical for 

organizational improvement because it can provide leaders with a common base of 

knowledge that has been co-learned and co-created.  This purpose of this study is to 

explore how expertise is shared among principals and central office administrators and to 

understand the potential development of intellectual capital through social relationships 

in one area of the San Diego Unified School District.   

 The overriding problem that I am addressing in this study is the lack of attention 

that is paid to how knowledge is shared and created between principals and central office 

administrators.  Many resources in the form of time and money are spent increasing the 

human capital of individuals in school districts in hopes of improving outcomes for 

students.  Investing in professional development has its benefits, but more attention 

should be paid to how knowledge is shared and created through both formal structures 

and informal relationships.  In this mixed methods study, principals and central office 

administrators were selected based on extant data from a previous study.  Data were 

collected from semi-structured interviews as well as from reviews of selected documents 
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such as meeting agendas, meeting notes, and “examples of learning” provided by 

participants in the study.  A possible outcome of this study is a theoretical framework 

describing the conditions that foster the sharing of expertise that leads to the development 

of intellectual capital.    

 In this paper, I argue that the central office may be important in the attainment of 

organizational goals and systemic improvement.  Central office administrators can share 

knowledge and resources with principals about data driven instruction, current research, 

and a variety of other topics (Daly & Chrispeels, 2008; Hite, Williams, & Baugh, 2007; 

Honig & Coburn, 2008).  The role of the central office as an important “unit” in 

organizational improvement is highlighted. 

Background   

The No Child Left Behind Act (NCLB) of 2001 is a key component of the social, 

cultural, and political context in which schools operate.  NCLB mandated specific reform 

policies to improve student achievement which essentially changed the culture of 

American schools.  These policies included mandates such as increased accountability for 

student achievement for all students and a focus on implementing educational programs 

that have been demonstrated to be effective through rigorous scientific research.  These 

and a myriad of other provisions essentially forced schools to rethink the way that they 

educate students and how they interact with parents and guardians (U. S. Department of 

Education, 2010). 

Another contextual factor to consider is the adoption of Common Core State 

Standards (CCSS) by the California State Board of Education in August 2010.  This 
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adoption ushered in a new era of increased focus on preparing all students for college or a 

career by the time that they graduate from high school.  Common Core State Standards 

are internationally benchmarked, rigorous, and require that students develop critical skills 

in reasoning and problem-solving.  The implementation of CCSS marked a major shift in 

how administrators and teachers think about curriculum, instruction, and assessment.  In 

order for teachers to assist students in reaching proficiency and beyond on CCSS, they 

will have to rethink their entire instruction programs (Common Core State Standards 

Initiative, n.d.).  This shift represents a major change in the social, cultural, and political 

context in which schools operate.   

For a number of years, the school site has been viewed as the unit that has the 

capability and potential for restructuring and reform.  Schools have been decentralized in 

order to give them more autonomy and more say in areas such as governance, curriculum, 

and pedagogy.  Site administrators and school staffs have often chosen and implemented 

programs based on the perceived needs of their students and their communities.  While 

some schools have shown gains employing this model where the school, as the unit, holds 

the responsibility for making adaptive changes to curriculum and instruction, (Heifetz, 

1994), others continue to show few or no gains in student achievement.   

 An emerging model that has a base of scholarly literature recognizes that the 

central office can play an important role in school reform (Anderson, Leithwood, & 

Strauss, 2010; Coburn & Russell, 2008; Honig, 2008).  In this model, site administrators 

and central office administrators operate in an environment rich in relationships that if 

well developed, can support student achievement.  Central office administrators can help 
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schools to remain focused, they can provide schools with a variety of resources, not all of 

which are financial, and they can help schools to develop ties with other schools whose 

students are experiencing accelerated academic achievement.  Central office staff can 

provide consistent messages and professional development to sites in areas such as 

Common Core State Standards, assessment, data analysis, pedagogy, and curriculum.  

Experienced central office administrators may provide individualized support to new or 

struggling administrators.  These learning opportunities serve to increase principals’ 

knowledge and expertise.  In this model, the district office thus figures prominently as 

part of the puzzle of increased academic achievement and the closing of the achievement 

gap. 

Theoretical Framework   

Human capital.  Human capital can be defined as a person’s talent.  Talent is 

gained through education, training, and experience (Odden, 2011). Skills, ability, 

intelligence, personality, and financial resources are other attributes that define human 

capital (Brass, in press).  Actors high in human capital tend to be more sought out in 

relationships than those with less human capital.  In this sense, human capital can be 

conceptualized as a catalyst in the growth of social capital. There may be some reluctance 

on the part of those high in human capital to engage with actors with lower human 

capital.  Human capital is a resource that exists or resides within the individual (Leana, 

2011). 

 An individual’s human capital, which can be developed through a person’s 

experience, education, and training, is a resource that increases an actor’s skills and 
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ability to act or perform in a certain way (Coleman, 1988).  Just as human capital can be a 

catalyst in the growth of social capital, human capital can also be enhanced dependent on 

one’s access to social capital.  The literature suggests that there is a synergistic 

relationship between human capital and social capital.  It is difficult, using a social 

network lens, to completely separate human capital from social capital and social capital 

from human capital.  These two forms of capital overlap within the relationships between 

principals and central office administrators.  Perhaps there are other variables operating 

in this equation that interplay with human capital and social capital.  Exploring the 

characteristics of these relationships, how these characteristics do and do not shape 

collaboration, and how they affect the development of intellectual capital merits further 

research and study (Daly & Finnigan, 2011; Daly & Finnigan, 2012).     

Social capital.  While many researchers have various ways of explaining what 

social capital is, the common thread among all of the descriptions is relationships.  

Relationships high in social capital tend to improve levels of collaboration, the creation 

of knowledge, and the transfer of knowledge (Cross, Parker, & Borgatti, 2002).  The old 

saying, “It’s not what you know, but who you know,” fits well within the framework of 

social capital.  Having access to those with knowledge has definite advantages for actors 

in a network.  Relationships that exist in social networks do not always follow the 

hierarchical structures that organizations purport on published charts of who reports to 

whom.  Informal networks rich in social capital can be quite different from what one 

would expect from studying formal charts. 
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 Human capital, coupled with social capital, which is concerned with relationships 

between individuals or larger entities, can be a useful lens or perspective to use in 

understanding the development of intellectual capital.  Robust connections between and 

among individuals (social capital) are vehicles that can facilitate the transfer of 

knowledge/development of human skill (human capital) and the creation of innovative 

ideas (Reagans & McEvily, 2003; Tenkasi & Chesmore, 2003).   

Social network theory.  Relationships are important; social network theory gives 

us a lens to understand relationships.  Social network theory helps to explain how human 

capital can be leveraged and increased through relationships.  These relationships are 

critical in ensuring the flow of information and the creation of innovative ideas (Balkundi 

& Kilduff, 2005; Borgatti & Cross, 2003; Brass, Galaskiewicz, Greve, & Tsai, 2004).  

The goals and objectives of an organization can be realized more easily when actors 

within the organization have quality relationships with co-workers.   

Social network data describe the relationships between actors.  These data tell us, 

for example, how actors are similar to other actors in the choices that they make about 

with whom they have relationships.  A key feature of social network data is that they 

show us an actor’s “embeddedness” within a social network.   Embeddedness can be 

described an actor’s position in the network or, in other words, how an actor fits into the 

overall network (Adler & Kwon, 2002; Balkundi & Kilduff, 2005; Daly, 2010; Lin, 

2001). 

The focus of social network data is the relationships among actors (Kadushin, 

2012).  The individual attributes of actors are not sampled in isolation.  If a researcher 
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were interested in how a principal uses data to inform instructional decisions, the 

researcher would probably survey the entire teaching staff at the site.  The focus would 

move from the attributes of the individual to the relationships that exist between the 

principal and the teachers.  Social networks illustrate social capital and they help us to 

understand relationships among actors in the organization. 

 Actors in a social network can be people who work together in an office, 

members of a family, neighbors who live within a specific area, or any number of other 

groups of people.  Networks can also be described as departments within an organization 

or business, municipalities, and even countries that interact for a variety of reasons.  The 

variations of types of networks are infinite.  Social networks are a well-studied 

phenomenon. There is a vast body of research that addresses a variety of research 

questions about social networks and how they are structured. 

  Social networks are important because the connections between and among actors 

have implications for how information is processed in the organization and how 

innovative ideas can be generated (Frank, Zhao, & Borman, 2004; Kadushin, 2012; Lin, 

2001).  Researchers, based on the questions that they ask actors in social network 

surveys, can manipulate the data that they receive in a variety of ways.  Results of social 

network analysis may help organizations to answer questions such as which departments 

are most engaged in collaborative groups, which actors are working alone, and who are 

the actors in the organization to whom people go to for help.  These results have 

implications for improving production and advancing the mission of the organization.  
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Understanding the nature of the relationships that exist between site 

administrators and central office administrators is an area that merits further research 

(Daly & Finnigan, 2011).  There is a paucity of research that explains, for example, how 

these relationships develop, how these relationships endure over time, and how site and 

district administrators view these relationships in the context of student achievement and 

school reform.  Also, do such relationships (social capital) in fact lead to the sharing and 

development of skills (human capital) across school leaders?  Administrators at all levels 

would benefit from learning more about how actors characterize relationships between 

site and central office personnel.   

Intellectual capital.  In addition to human capital and social capital, intellectual 

capital is another resource that is recognized for its contribution to the success of an 

organization in fulfilling its goals.  Intellectual capital can be conceptualized as “the 

knowledge and knowing capability of a social collectivity, such as an organization, 

intellectual community, or professional practice (Nahapiet & Ghoshal, 1998, page 245).   

Intellectual capital is a resource that is highly sought in organizations and is a key factor 

in the achievement of organizational goals (Nahapiet & Ghoshal, 1998; Reagans & Mc 

Evily, 2003).   

In sum, if relationships can help in the transfer/development of  both human and 

intellectual capital in the organization, then schools, businesses, nonprofits, and other 

organizations need to know more about the nature of relationships in order to develop 

them (Cross, Liedtka, & Weiss, 2005; Ibarra & Hunter, 2007; Mathematica, 2009).  It 

makes sense for managers and upper level administrators to use strategies that tap into the 
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resources of human capital, social capital and intellectual capital.  These resources, which 

are largely no cost, may be important factors inherent in the conditions that allow for 

innovation and reform which lead to organizational improvement. 

Purpose of the Study  

 This study seeks to explore how expertise is shared among principals and central 

office administrators and to understand the potential development of human capital and 

intellectual capital through social relationships in one area of the San Diego Unified 

School District.  I am interested in the structure of interactions between principals and 

central office administrators, the conditions under which expertise is shared, 

characteristics of the interactions, and the nature of the information and knowledge that 

flows through these relationships. The area was chosen based on extant data from a social 

network analysis study that was conducted in June – July 2012.  The area was chosen for 

the number and frequency of social ties that exist between and among principals and 

central office administrators.   

 An important assumption of this study is that administrators, both those who work 

at school sites and those who work in central office positions, possess human capital.  

Human capital is viewed as an important resource in fulfilling the vision and the mission 

of the organization.  A second assumption of this study is that social capital is another 

key resource that must exist in order for an organization to be successful.  

 This study highlights the importance of human capital and social capital and their 

significance in achieving organizational goals through the intellectual capital that can be 

generated from these resources.   I acknowledge that human capital and social capital 
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may be only part of the equation in the creation of intellectual capital.  There is a gap in 

the literature with regard to other factors that may come into play in the creation of 

intellectual capital.  This study seeks to learn more about the possible existence of these 

factors.   

 This study is important because understanding (a) the nature of relationships, (b) 

the factors that appear to strengthen or support relationships and (c) the factors that 

weaken or constrain relationships could provide insights into conditions that mediate the 

success or failure of reform efforts to accelerate student achievement.  This mixed 

methods study serves to tell more of the story about the relationships than can be gleaned 

solely from Social Network Analysis (SNA) studies which report quantitative data 

concerning the strength, quantity, quality, and direction of relational ties (Daly & 

Finnigan, 2012, Pil & Leana, 2009; Pitts & Spillane, 2009). 

 Findings from this study have the potential to impact practice and policy.  

Administrators who understand the factors associated with the growth or strengthening of 

relationships can devise strategies to develop these factors.  Factors that constrain or 

weaken relationships can be avoided.  At a higher level, policy makers could use research 

findings from this study to implement strategies that support relationship-building.  

Strong relationships, high in social capital, may be a condition that supports reform 

efforts and accelerated student achievement. 
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The Effect of the Characteristics of Relationships on Certain  

Aspects of Organizational Improvement 
 

 

Research Questions   

1. What is the structure of interactions between principals and central office 

administrators in one area of the San Diego Unified School District? 

2. What are the conditions under which expertise is shared across relationships 

between principals and central office administrators in one area of the San Diego 

Unified School District? 

3. What are the characteristics of the interactions between principals and central 

office administrators in one area of the San Diego Unified School District? 

4. What is the nature of the information and knowledge that flows through the 

relationships between principals and central office administrators? 
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Significance of the Study  

 School districts and schools invest heavily in facilities, instructional materials, 

professional development activities for teachers and administrators, and a myriad of other 

services and goods in the hope of teaching students what they need to know in order to 

graduate and to become successful and contributing citizens.  Teachers and 

administrators have tremendous amounts of human capital— training, experience, 

expertise, and education.  While these resources are important and obviously contribute 

to the success of many students, there may be a resource that is being overlooked, or at 

the very least, not being given enough attention.  This resource is social capital.  Social 

capital, or simply stated, relationships are important to organizational learning.  There is a 

vast body of research that suggests that when social capital is robust, there is a tendency 

for information to flow more fluidly and for innovative ideas to flourish (Frank et al., 

2004; Goddard, 2003; Hargreaves & Fullan, 2012).  Additionally, intellectual capital, the 

collective knowledge of an organization, is enhanced through social relationships.  

Additional qualitative research is needed to help educators learn more about how 

expertise is shared and what conditions foster the development of human capital and 

intellectual capital.  Understanding more about human capital, social capital, and the 

generation of intellectual capital has policy implications for educators.    To further 

understand social networks beyond the mapping and metrics of the methodological 

approach of social network analysis, more research needs to be conducted to learn about 

the characteristics of relationships and how they affect knowledge transfer and creation 

which is conceptualized as intellectual capital.  (See Figure 1.1)  From a policy 
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standpoint, findings from this study may be important because they might suggest the 

need to fund additional resources that will allow for structures to be put into place to 

assure that intellectual capital, as a resource, is being given proper attention.  New policy 

might include provisions that foster relationship building and other types of formal and 

informal communication structures.   

Delimitations 

 The boundaries of this study which were controlled by the researcher will be 

discussed briefly in this section.  This study uses extant data from a previous study in 

which researchers surveyed site principals and central office administrators.  Survey 

questions were developed to determine relational connections between and among these 

administrators.  Researchers were interested in learning, for example, patterns of 

communication related to advice, data-use, instructional expertise, and gossip.  

Researchers also asked demographic questions such as each person’s number of years of 

experience as an administrator and total number of years in education.  UCINET software 

was then used to create graphic representation of patterns of relationships.  The data were 

represented in a variety of ways to illustrate different types of patterns that existed among 

the actors. 

 The mixed methods study that I conducted, which is based on the extant data 

described above, took place from April 2013 – July 2013.  The location of the study was 

within the San Diego Unified School District.  More specifically, I focused the study on 

one area within the district.  I interviewed principals within the selected area as well as 

central office administrators who were associated with the selected area.  Central office 
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administrators interviewed included area superintendents, directors, and program 

managers.  These central office managers represent departments such as curriculum and 

instruction, special education, and school operations. 

 In order to more fully understand the phenomena that I am studying, I also 

conducted a review of documents.  These documents included email correspondences, 

meeting minutes, professional development materials, and responses to open-ended 

questions from the extant data.  These documents were analyzed and coded along with 

interview data and extant data from the social network analysis study.  

Definition of Terms 

 Area.  An area is comprised of a geographic grouping of schools that contain all 

levels of schools from elementary through high school.  Some areas may contain more 

than one geographic grouping of schools.  For example, a typical area may include a high 

school, the middle schools that feed into the high school and the elementary schools that 

feed into the middle schools.  

Central office administrator.  Central office administrators are defined as 

district personnel who hold administrative credentials whose primary job responsibilities 

are to support site administrators and schools.  Central office administrators, for the 

purpose of this study, are program managers and directors.    

 Relationships. Relationships can be conceptualized as the “space between actors” 

(Daly & Finnigan, 2012) which allows for the fluid communication of information and 

the creation of innovative ideas.  
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Organization of the Study 

 Following Chapter 1, there are four additional chapters, a bibliography, and an 

appendix to this study.  Chapter 1 provides a broad overview of the study including the 

problem statement, background, theoretical framework, purpose of the study, research 

questions, significance of the study, delimitations, and definition of terms.  Chapter 2 is a 

review of the literature and answers the question, “Why is this research study important?”  

This chapter begins the current context of public education in the United States. The 

context includes three major themes—No Child Left Behind, Common Core State 

Standards and the importance of district in school reform efforts.  The argument is made 

that central office administrators may well be important in the realization of reform 

efforts related to student achievement.  While a great body of research emphasizes the 

importance of the school as a unit in the work of reform, this study emphasizes the role of 

the district as a unit.  The theoretical frameworks of human capital, social capital, social 

network theory, and intellectual capital are presented in this chapter as well.  The 

importance of relationships, particularly between site administrators and central office 

staff, in the form of social capital, is explored.  A case is made that it is important for site 

and central office administrators, superintendents, and school boards to pay attention to 

and help to develop relationships among administrators.  Social capital is, perhaps, as 

important as human capital in the work of school reform.  Chapter 3 describes the two 

phases of this mixed methods study.  Phase 1 uses extant data as a sampling strategy and 

describes the networks that was studied.  Phase 2 includes qualitative research in the form 

of interviews and document reviews.  Both phases include data collection and data 
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analysis, recognizing that in mixed methods the qualitative data inform the quantitative 

data and the quantitative data inform the qualitative data.  In Chapter 4, I analyzed the 

data and discussed findings.  Chapter 5 contains the summary, conclusions and 

implications of the study.  The bibliography and appendixes are included at the end of the 

study. 
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Chapter 2 

Literature Review   

 This literature review serves to answer the question “Why is this study 

important?”  The literature review begins with the current educational context of the 

study which includes No Child Left Behind (NCLB), Common Core State Standards 

(CCSS), and the importance of the district office in school reform efforts.  The theoretical 

framework consists of human capital, social capital and social network theory, and 

intellectual capital.  I propose that social capital is best understood through social 

network theory.  Although each topic will be explored individually, each one is related to 

the others.   

 The thesis or argument proposed is that actors in organizations possess the 

resource of human capital.  Human capital, interplaying with social capital, produces 

intellectual capital.  This interplay occurs within a social cultural environment.  The 

importance of social capital is highlighted, as it may be at least as important as human 

capital in the attainment of organizational goals.  Other factors beyond human capital and 

social capital may be part of the equation.  Finally, the end goal of intellectual capital is 

organizational improvement. 

 While there is a vast body of knowledge related to the topics included in this 

literature review, there is a paucity of research that specifically address the nature of 

relationships between principals and central office staff and how these actors construct 

meaning around their relationships in discussions about organizational improvement. 
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 This literature review addresses gaps in the literature and makes a case for the 

importance of this study.        

Context 

No Child Left Behind.  The No Child Left Behind Act of 2001 (NCLB), which 

was passed on January 8, 2002, exemplifies a new era of accountability in the area of 

education.  NCLB represents a major reform effort aimed at closing the achievement gap 

between under-served groups of students.  While the achievement gap has existed in our 

educational system since its inception, economic and social forces have contributed to the 

new landscape that emphasizes outcomes and accountability (Murphy, 2010).   

To better understand the mandates of NCLB, it is important to understand these 

economic and social forces.  The economy of the United States, while was once primarily 

industrial-based, has moved to a postindustrial one.  In this new economy, there is a need 

for workers with higher skill levels; hence academic expectations for all students have 

been increased.  Without a need for large numbers of unskilled workers, it becomes 

critical to prepare all students, especially those students who typically do not perform 

well in school, for the types jobs that are needed. 

The social consequences of the achievement gap become more apparent as the as 

the economic divide widens and as the minority population, most notably Hispanic, 

grows.  It is incumbent on the American education system to ensure that as the minority 

population grows, that achievement levels rise proportionately.  NCLB exemplifies how 

policy responded to these new economic, social, and demographic trends in the United 

States.   
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   The enactment of NCLB has mandated that data be disaggregated by subgroup.  

All children are expected to achieve at high levels.  States must develop Annual 

Measurable Objectives (AMOs) that will determine if a school, district, or the entire state 

is making Adequate Yearly Progress (AYP) toward the goal of having all students 

proficient in English language arts and mathematics by 2013-14. Sanctions are imposed 

on individual schools and on entire districts that do not meet the required AMO by 

specified timelines (U. S. Department of Education, 2010).     

 Ten years after the enactment of NCLB, many schools throughout the nation are 

struggling to meet AYP targets (U. S. Department of Education, 2010).  Schools that do 

not meet AYP for two consecutive years are subject to cumulative federal sanctions.  

These sanctions range from adopting a two-year improvement plan after not reaching 

AYP for two years to implementation of a massive restructuring plan after not reaching 

AYP for six consecutive years.  Under NCLB, parents have been granted certain rights 

when the school that their child attends does not reach AYP goals and the school is 

identified for program improvement.  

NCLB requires that schools and districts use “scientifically-based” research to 

guide and inform their decisions with regard to interventions that are put into place for 

students.  In order for an instructional approach to qualify as “scientifically-based,” the 

study supporting the approach must be of high quality and must have been conducted at 

two or more schools in a setting similar to the school that is implementing the 

intervention (U. S. Department of Education, 2010).  The lack of improvement in many 

schools suggests that scientifically-based interventions are not being implemented or that 

there is a missing link in school reform efforts. 
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NCLB, for all of the problems associated with its implementation and theory of 

action, accomplished two monumental goals.  First, for the first time in the history of 

American education, schools were being held accountable for the academic success of all 

students, not solely for students who have historically performed well.  Gone are the days 

when a school could be called successful despite the fact that under-represented groups 

were failing miserably.  This one policy change caused states, school districts, and 

individual schools to rethink what it meant to be a high performing school.  Secondly, 

because of the timelines associated with student success under NCLB, a sense of urgency 

and immediacy became the norm.  It was no longer acceptable or prudent for schools to 

take the long road to improvement—core beliefs, programs, supports, and interventions 

for students had to be implemented expediently.  It is safe to assume that NCLB touched 

every public school in America.  It became a household word for educators; it became 

part of the social and cultural fabric of our schools. 

Common Core State Standards.  The California adoption of the Common Core 

State Standards (CCSS) on August 2, 2010 has become a significant part of the social 

cultural context in which this study takes places.  The impact of CCSS has rivaled NCLB 

in terms of its impact on how educators define curriculum, pedagogy, college and career 

paths, vertical teaming across grade levels, and professional development for principals 

and teachers. 

Common Core State Standards were developed to ensure that all students have the 

opportunity to graduate from high school ready to enter college or a career.  The 

standards, which are, for the most part, uniform throughout the United States, ensure that 

all students receive an education that is consistent from school to school and from state to 
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state.  CCSS provide a path for students to follow that include clear goals (Common Core 

State Standards Initiative, n.d.). 

Common Core State Standards were developed from models that were deemed 

rigorous and effective from across the United States and around the world.  CCSS are 

internationally benchmarked, which accounts for the high credibility with which many 

educators view these standards.  These standards were developed by the National 

Governors Association Center for Best Practices and Chief State School Officers.  

Teachers, educators, and educational experts developed the standards, receiving feedback 

from a variety of stakeholders throughout the nation.  With so much momentum behind 

them, it is clear why the introduction of these standards has made such an impact on the 

educational community in such a short amount of time.   

With the implementation of CCSS comes the expectation that educators will 

collaborate to unpack the standards and to develop curriculum maps and lesson plans.  

Since CCSS are relatively consistent across the United States, (individual states have the 

option to add as much as 15% to the standards), there can and should be collaboration not 

only within states, but between states.  For example, EngageNY, a virtual platform for 

school reform developed by the New York State Education Department, has resources for 

CCSS that are highly regarded and used by many educators from across the nation.  

When some early adopters of CCSS struggled to define next steps for implementation, 

they turned to EngageNY to find a plethora of resources including frameworks, toolkits, 

curriculum exemplars, video series, timelines and rubrics.  Probably most importantly, 

EngageNY developed “Common Core Shifts.”  This document provided school districts 

and schools with practical, easy to understand shifts that teachers would need to make in 
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their instruction in order to successfully implement CCSS.  These documents were made 

available for English language arts and mathematics (EngageNY, n.d.). 

In summary, the Common Core State Standards movement has changed the 

educational landscape for most public schools across the nation.  Educators are now 

responsible for providing all students with educational opportunities that will ensure 

students’ success in college and career.  Inherent in the movement is the need for greater 

collaboration, not only at the district and site level, but within and across states. 

The role of the district in school reform.  A body of empirical research suggests 

the importance of the central office as a unit in the work of school reform (Anderson et 

al., 2010; Coburn & Russell, 2008; Daly & Finnigan, 2011 ; Daly & Finnigan, 2012; 

Honig, 2004; Honig, 2008; Honig & Coburn, 2008; Leithwood, 2010).  Central office 

administrators can leverage their positional power in a variety of ways.    By focusing on 

student achievement, establishing the district’s core values and mission, delineating 

parameters for curriculum and instruction, and creating structures for professional 

development, districts can assist schools in raising achievement for all students.  Key to a 

productive relationship between district office administrators and school principals is the 

establishment of a trusting relationship that is supportive and non-threatening.   

School district central office administrators contribute capital in the form of site 

and system knowledge, site and system ties, and administrative tools for site-by-site 

support.  Some central office administrators use information about site’s practices to 

inform and create district-wide policy aimed to support practices.  Honig (2003) 

suggested that central office administrators go beyond the standard administrative 

practices and that the central office does matter in implementation of school/community 
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partnerships and building policy from practice.  An area of future research that is 

particularly important based on this review of literature is to focus on the relational ties, 

social networks, and connections that exist between school principals and central office 

staff (Daly, Moolenaar, Bolivar, & Burke, 2010).       

Characteristics of effective districts.  Knowing and applying the characteristics of 

successful districts is a key factor to successful school reform.  Leithwood (2010) 

selected 31 studies whose abstracts implied reports of district effects on student 

achievement.  All articles were published in a refereed journal or comparable source.  

Articles that reported original evidence about district characteristics and a desired 

outcome were considered.  In all of the studies, district performance was defined in terms 

of student achievement.  The results of the review suggested that highly effective school 

districts share similar characteristics.  Among the characteristics is a district-wide focus 

on student achievement including a widely shared set of beliefs and vision about student 

achievement and inclusion of “closing the gap” and “raising the bar” in the vision.  

Highly effective school districts had commonalities with regard to the approaches to 

curriculum and instruction.  Standards for student performance were established, district-

wide curricula and approaches were established, and the technical core was aligned.  

Other major findings included an effective use of data management systems, the creation 

of collaborative structures, a district-wide sense of efficacy, building and maintaining 

good relations, and the nurturing of relationships through support for professional 

development communities. 

Similar to Leithwood (2010), Anderson et al. (2010) found that expertise in the 

use of data can often come from central office personnel.  Expertise may also come from 
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regional offices, other principals, and key classroom teachers.  Overall findings suggest 

that data use is more prominent and complex in schools where the use of data is a high 

priority and high support is given.  These finding suggest the importance of the district 

office in school reform efforts.   

Central office and school reform.  Honig (2004) argued that school reform and 

student achievement have faltered because researchers and practitioners focus too 

narrowly on implementation in schools—often referred to as “the bottom” of hierarchical 

education.  They fail to make shifts in policy makers’ roles that could create school 

change from the “up” in bottom-up reform. Fullan (2004) emphasized that in order to 

have high quality schools, top-down and bottom-up polarities should refocus on working 

together toward a common goal. Hopkins (2009) further challenged the notion of top-

down verses bottom-up change.  He suggests that for change to occur there must be a 

“creative tension” or balance between top-down verses bottom-up change. 

The commonalities between the research studies cited in this section as well as 

other recent literature is the suggestion of the importance of the wider system—the 

central office—as the unit of change.  Exploring the importance of the wider system and 

the conditions that can be created to improve outcomes for students hold policy and 

practical implications for school districts.  Paying attention to the quality of relations 

between districts and sites is a factor that may increase relational resources. 

Theoretical Framework   

 To more fully understand the constructs of human capital and social capital, it is 

helpful to understand capital.  Capital can be described as surplus value and an 

investment taken by capitalists as part of the circulation of commodities and monies in the 
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process of production and consumption.  Surplus value is generated and taken by the 

capitalist, whereas the investment is in the production and circulation of commodities 

with expected returns in the marketplace (Lin, 2001). In this theory of capital, the 

workers do not invest or acquire capital; rather it is apportioned to capitalists.  Breaking 

away from this theory, human capital and social capital are viewed as types of capital that 

the masses can acquire on their own.  They can invest in learning technical skills and 

knowledge and be rewarded for their skills and knowledge with earnings that allow them 

to purchase commodities beyond their basic needs.  This discretionary money can be used 

for leisure and lifestyle.  In other words, workers can invest in education and expect a 

return on their investment.  As such, they can also invest in social relationships and 

expect a return on their investment.  A more detailed explanation of human capital and 

social capital follows. 

Human capital.  Many researchers have contributed to the body of knowledge 

concerned with human capital (Ahuja, 2000; Bakkenes, De Brabander, & Imants, 1999; 

Coleman, 1988; Daly et al., 2010; Lin, 2001).  Human capital can be conceptualized as 

changes, such as experience, education, and training, which increase an actor’s skills and 

capabilities to act in a certain way.  Human capital can be enhanced dependent on access 

to social capital (Coleman, 1988).  In terms of teachers, human capital is created, for 

example, as a teacher becomes more familiar with the curriculum in a particular grade 

level, when he returns to the university for additional coursework, or when he attends a 

professional development activity aimed at increasing his expertise in pedagogy or 

curriculum.  Human capital is a resource that develops over time, and most importantly, 

through interactions with others.  Opportunities for learning should be ongoing.  The 
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developmental aspects associated with learning are (a) skills build upon skills, (b) 

learning takes place in increments over time, (c) learning is dependent on interaction, and 

(d) human capital is multi-dimensional (Daly, Der Martirosian, Chrispeels, & Moolenaar, 

2011). These experiences, are likely to cause changes (hopefully positive ones) in the 

way that curriculum is delivered to students. 

 Since teaching has traditionally been viewed as an individual act, not carried out 

in collaboration with others, individual teachers have been thought to be the most 

important “unit” in school reform efforts.  As a result, a great deal of emphasis has been 

placed on human capital in terms of improving the competency of teachers.  Resources 

have been poured into addressing teacher deficiencies.  Remedies have included 

professional development, testing of teachers’ subject knowledge, and the revamping of 

university preparation programs (Pil & Leana, 2009).  Increasing the level of human 

capital without addressing social capital (relationships, collaboration, and trust), may not 

bring about the changes needed to improve educational organizations.      

There is a significant body of evidence supporting the effect of human capital on 

student achievement.  Some research using the lens of human capital theory suggests that 

in order to improve schools, outsiders should be brought in—individuals who have 

virtually no experience working within the school system.  Another finding is that teacher 

tenure is the enemy of public education.  If these systems of tenure were to be abolished, 

so goes the theory of action in the “enemy of tenure” argument, senior teachers, who are 

generally thought of as incompetent, would be replaced by young, enthusiastic teachers 

who would inspire and ignite learning for all students.  Finally, there is research 

supporting the idea that the principal can manage the entire instructional program at a 
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school, ensure that all teachers are doing their job, and serve as a mentor to teachers who 

are less than effective (Leana, 2011).  While it appears that human capital is an important 

factor to consider, much of this research lacks the social capital component.   

Other researchers have contributed to a body of knowledge suggesting the 

importance of creating opportunities and structures for networks to flourish.  While this 

research does not imply that the development of these structures should supplant efforts 

at investing in human capital, it emphasizes the importance of these relational linkages, 

which may be as important as the technical aspects of teaching (Daly, 2010).  Hargreaves 

and Fullan (2012) posited: 

Strangely, though, as we will show, you can’t get much human capital by 

just focusing on the capital of the individuals.  Capital has to be circulated 

and shared.  Groups, teams, and communities are far more powerful than 

individuals when it comes to developing human capital (p. 3). 

 

The interplay of human capital with social capital—resulting in the development 

of intellectual capital—within the context of NCLB, CCSS, and the importance of the 

district in school reform efforts may result in organizational improvement and change.  

Social capital should be brought to the foreground when reflecting upon the conditions 

that support positive student outcomes. 

Social capital.  There is a vast body of literature that contributes to the topic of 

social capital (Adler & Kwon, 2002; Coleman, 1988; Frank et al., 2004; Goddard, 2003; 

Lin, 2001).  Interestingly, there is no single definition of social capital that is accepted by 

all experts in the field.  Adler and Kwon (2002) defined social capital as the “goodwill 

that is engendered by the fabric of social relations and that can be mobilized to facilitate 

action” (p. 17).  Lin (1999) held a view of social capital that is closely tied to the theory 
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of capital.  He viewed social capital “as investment in social relations by individuals 

through which they gain access to embedded resources to enhance expected returns of 

instrumental or expressive actions” (p. 39).  Coleman (1988) viewed social capital as 

defined by its function.  He posited that social capital consists of some sort of social 

structure which facilitates the actions of actors.  Social capital is productive and allows 

for the achievement of certain goals.  He emphasized that social capital “inheres in the 

structure of relations between actors and among actors” (p. S98).  Although these 

definitions differ to some degree, all of the definitions found in the literature capture the 

idea that social capital is about relationships between individual actors or entities, that 

social capital is embedded in networks, and finally that there is a certain end that would 

not be possible without social capital.  This very description echoes Coleman’s assertion 

that while physical capital is tangible, human capital is less tangible, and social capital is 

the least tangible, for it resides in relations among people.  Social capital can be described 

as the “space between,” (Daly & Finnigan, 2012) for it resides in the relational linkages 

between and among individual actors and entities. 

Social capital can present itself in a variety of forms.  One form—social 

relations—can be a vehicle for the exchange of information.  Without social relations, the 

exchange of information is slow and group norms are not enforceable.  Social trust, 

another key form of social capital, gives individuals and groups confidence that 

expectations will be upheld with reliance and competence.  Social norms or structures 

have the ability to influence the behavior of individuals because their actions are judged 

by group members in accordance with group norms (Coleman, 1988; Goddard, 2003).  

Social norms or structures can also be conceptualized as social pressure—manifestations 
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of social capital.  The effects of social pressure may be as important in implementation of 

new educational practices as more traditional constructs such as teacher education and 

training (Frank et al., 2004). 

The social capital resources that are embedded in social networks enhance 

outcomes for a variety of reasons (Adler & Kwon, 2002; Lin, 2001).  First, information 

flows more fluidly through these networks.  Having a strategic location in the network 

gives an actor more information about opportunities that are available.  Similarly, an 

organization with strong ties can more easily recruit individuals with the essential skills 

for a given job.  Secondly, social capital serves to influence others in the organization 

who hold critical decision-making roles.  These decisions may be about hiring, 

promotion, or project development.  Lastly, social ties in the organization can afford 

actors social credentials.  An actor’s credentials give him more accessibility to resources 

above and beyond his personal capital.  Identity and recognition are reinforced through 

social relations that allow an actor access to resources and provides for the maintenance 

of one’s mental health.  Together, these factors explain how social capital works and its 

importance in the facilitation of actions that are important to the organization. 

Social capital and school improvement.  Social capital, the patterns of 

interactions among educators, may be at least as important as an individual’s human 

capital as the focus of improvement for school reform (Brass, in press; Leana, 2011; Pil 

& Leana, 2009).  For example, a principal’s centrality in advice-seeking networks fosters 

network solidity and student achievement (Daly, 2012; Friedkin & Slater, 1994).    This is 

not to underplay the importance of improving the competence of teachers through 

training, professional development, and other ways of increasing a teacher’s human 
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capital.  However, policy makers and practitioners may be underplaying the role and 

importance of the interplay between human capital and social capital and their role in the 

development of intellectual capital.  Paying attention to and supporting the social capital 

found in networks can result in performance benefits.  Additionally, an actor’s 

embeddedness, represented by his social capital, can lead to increased job satisfaction and 

performance (Cross, Borgatti, & Parker, 2002).  A framework that extends the focus of 

human capital to include social capital is critical to organizational improvement. 

Emerging research is helping to answer questions about the role of social capital 

and its place in organizational change in schools.  Daly et al. (2010) conducted research 

in an underperforming school district to gain insights into how social relationships may 

influence direction, speed, and depth of organizational change.  Through the analysis of 

social network data and interviews, researchers presented four themes from the data: (a) 

reform is initially diffused through principals, (b) reform happens at the grade-level unit 

and there is significant variability among grade levels, (c) instrumental and expressive 

interactions are associated with collective action, and (d) instrumental and expressive 

interactions are associated with efficacy and satisfaction.  

Other research suggests that teachers gain craft knowledge in content, pedagogy, 

and knowledge (human capital) about the student population as they teach at a school.  

Finally, the research suggests that the interactive relationship between human and social 

capital is a predictor of student achievement (Daly et al., 2011, p. 28).      

Social network theory.  Social network theory can be applied to analyze groups 

of varying sizes from small groups, to organizations to global enterprises (Daly, 2010; 

Kadushin, 2012).  Dyads—connections between two people, and triads—connections 
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between three people, are the basic structures from which networks are formed.  A 

network is simply a set of relationships between two or more objects.  These objects, or 

nodes, can be people.  A relationship may be as simple as two people standing in a line at 

a coffee shop.  Directional relationships can be symmetrical or asymmetrical.  In 

symmetrical relationships, there is mutuality.  An example of a mutual relationship is one 

where both people love each other or where both people count on each other for advice.  

Some relationships go through an intermediary and are not reciprocal.  These may be 

transitive relationships, which are hierarchical.  For example, management gives 

directions to a supervisor, who then directs a worker.  In a transitive network, all three 

nodes are linked.  In this case, the network is represented as a sociogram.  The smallest 

sociogram has three nodes. These simple sociograms form the building blocks of larger, 

more complex sociograms.   

 Sociologists distinguish between three different types of networks.  Ego-centric 

networks are connected by individual nodes.  The relationships in these networks have to 

be defined in order for them to be considered a network.  For example, one would need to 

know why people in these networks are connected.  Socio-centric networks are bounded.  

For example, all of the people living in a specific retirement complex could represent a 

socio-centric network based on how they are connected.  Finally, open system networks 

have boundaries that are less clear.  An example of an open network could be connections 

made during an election campaign for mayor. 

 Analyzing whole social networks requires that researchers describe and 

summarize its various aspects.  A number of methods have been utilized for this purpose.  

Distributions of networks describe the number of dyads and triads.  Other distributions 
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include density—the number of connections in the network, structural holes—the lack of 

connections, and strength of weak ties—the theory that important knowledge flows 

though individuals who have limited connections (Ahuja, 2000; Granovetter, 1983).  

Centrality shows that some nodes have more connections than others and that these 

connections serve as links to others in the network.  Distance is key in analyzing network 

data.  It measures the distance across nodes.  Multiplexity looks at how different networks 

connect with one another.  Finally, positionality examines how nodes relate to one 

another in a network.  Sociograms can be used to depict these relationships. 

 Cross et al. (2005) described three types of networks and how they are best 

matched for the nature of the work within the organization.  Customized Response 

Networks are best implemented in situations where problems and solutions are 

ambiguous.   Problems are framed and solved quickly in innovative ways.  Modular 

Responses are associated with teams that must use a sequence of components that have 

not yet been defined in order to solve a known problem and solution.  An example of a 

team that would use a modular response is a surgical team.  A Routine Response 

approach is used in teams where the work is standardized.  Well-run call centers such as 

the call center at Sallie Mae provide a good example of a Routine Response Network 

(Cross et al., 2005).  These three key findings suggest that it is possible to support the 

conditions related to social capital that may lead to greater productivity and innovation. 

Formation and roles in social networks.  Casciaro and Lobo (2005) provided 

insight into the formation of social networks in organizations.  People are hired into 

organizations based on their unique skills and abilities to perform the necessary functions 

and activities of the organization.  While each person has his or her own area of expertise, 
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everyone must work together.  The very fact that people are unique and have different 

talents may lead to compartmentalization of knowledge and activity.  The researchers 

posit that upper management must ensure that everyone is working together in the 

organization in order to transfer information and to get tasks accomplished. 

People determine with whom they prefer to work based on several factors.  People 

tend to want to work with people who are similar to them.  They may share the same 

background, culture, beliefs, interests and personal styles. People also have a tendency to 

want to work with people who appear to like them.  When a person shows a personal 

interest in someone else, there is a greater chance that these people will want to work 

together.  Another factor influencing how people choose their work partners is physical 

attractiveness.  People tend to want to work with others based on their looks.  Borgatti 

and Cross (2003) conducted research suggesting that critical dimensions for relationships 

include knowledge (knowing what someone knows), access (gaining timely access to that 

person), engagement (creating viable knowledge through cognitive engagement), and 

safety (learning from a safe environment).   

The work of Borgatti and Cross (2003) and Casciaro and Lobo (2005) provided a 

framework for understanding how and why social networks form.  This research 

complements research by Fleming and Juda (2004) who suggested that key players or 

“gatekeepers” in social networks have the ability to “catalyze” aggregate small networks 

into larger ones.  These large networks are characterized by their innovativeness and 

creativity.   One such network, holding patent authorship throughout the United States, 

was studied and inventor networks were measured.  Groups of diverse inventors that were 

once isolated are now connected.  The researchers identified an important negative effect 
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from inventor networks.  Highly networked companies can suffer from information leaks 

to competitors.  Not participating in these networks could result in stagnation, less 

creativity and less innovation.  Upper managers can respond to this threat by nurturing 

highly connected gatekeepers.  These gatekeepers are the holders of the technical 

knowledge and they know how to assess the competitive risks involved with sharing 

information.  Fleming and Juda (2004) recommended, “To maximize the benefit and 

minimize the risk of inventor networking, encourage your gatekeepers to aggressively 

build connections outside of their specific disciplines and industries” (p. 22).  

Anderson et al. (2010), found results similar to those of Fleming and Juda (2004) 

that school principals in high data use schools hold key positions as enablers of data use.   

In this role, which is similar to that of the gatekeeper, principals afford the resources of 

tools, time, and expertise.  They also hold teachers accountable for the use of data. 

District policy and social networks.  District policy is shown to have an influence 

on teachers’ social networks.  Policy can influence the structure of the networks, how 

teachers access expertise, and the depth of the interactions among teachers (Coburn & 

Russell, 2008).  District policy can influence teachers’ social networks, thereby creating 

more opportunities for teachers to meet and work collaboratively.  These opportunities to 

work collaboratively can have limited impact if there are multiple priorities vying for the 

teachers’ time and attention.  In coaching relationships, it is crucial that the coaches have 

access to rigorous professional development in order for them to engage in conversations 

with teachers that are of high quality which will lead to improvements in instruction and 

pedagogy.  Districts can craft “routines of interaction” through school coaches that will 

allow for more than just the information to flow between social networks.  These 



35 

 

“routines of interaction have the potential to either interrupt or reinforce modal patterns 

of teacher interaction” (Coburn & Russell, 2008, p. 225).  Teachers’ social networks were 

found to invariably go beyond the confines of grade-level associations to others within 

and outside of the school.  Research also suggests that as tasks that originate from the 

district office become more distant from work with students, teachers tend to become 

more isolated and communication within networks declines (Bakkenes, et al., 1999). 

The social networks that develop between and among central office administrators 

and site principals may be distinct based on their purpose (Hite et al., 2007).  Different 

types of networks are used for different purposes.  Innovation networks, for example, are 

used by actors who think collaboratively, share similar beliefs regarding teaching and 

learning, and who are successful at gaining support for their ideas.  Resource networks 

exchange physical, financial, and information advice.  Social/emotional networks 

exchange social and emotional support, and finally, partnership networks support formal 

district partnerships.  Conceptualizing these and other types of networks that exist 

between principals and central office administrators provides greater understanding of 

how relationships develop and sustain themselves over time.   

Social networks and structure.  Balkundi and Kilduff (2005) explored network 

theory that “emphasizes networks as both cognitive structures in the minds of 

organizational members and opportunity structures that facilitate and constrain action” (p. 

942).  Opportunity structure refers to the concept that opportunity, the chance to gain 

certain rewards or goals, is shaped by the way an institution is structured.  Social 

cognition and social structure approaches are connected to form a network approach to 

leadership.  Brass (1981) also focused on the structural components of organizations. His 
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study investigated job characteristics such as skill variety, task identity, task significance 

and task support as mediating variables in the relationship between the organization’s 

structure and the attitudes and behaviors of individual employees.  His findings suggest 

that the position an employee holds in the workflow needs to be considered and that 

workflows as well as jobs may need to be redesigned to accomplish goals.    

Four principles are key concepts and ideas common to all research on 

organizational network structures (Balkundi & Kilduff, 2005).  The relations between 

actors, the first core principle, refers to understanding the importance of the interactions 

between actors, as opposed to emphasizing the attributes of actors.  Embeddedness can be 

conceived as the preference that actors have to interact with others within the community 

as opposed to those outside the community.  Social capital is the spirit, trust, and 

interdependence among actors with the system.  Finally, structural patterning is the 

network of connections and the degree to which actors can reach each other through 

network connections (p. 943).  An effective leader is viewed as one who is not only 

knowledgeable of the social relationship in the organization, but one who can manage 

these types of relationships.  The work of the leader is accomplished through cognitions 

in the mind of the leader, the organizational network, and the inter-organizational 

network. 

The framework provided in social network theory suggests that the existing 

structure of social relationships has profound influences on the implementation of any 

organizational change (Brass et al., 2004).  Also, leaders benefit greatly from social 

networks by affording them with support, insight, feedback and resources (Ibarra & 

Hunter, 2007).   Furthermore, social networks can serve to support or constrain reform 
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efforts (Daly et al., 2010).  Social networking is a phenomenon that is not unique to 

schools only.  It is important to note that researchers have conducted studies in a variety 

of settings including business, science, and health industries. 

Quality of relations between district and sites.  A sense of trust between members 

of social networks appears to be an important factor that supports social capital.  When 

levels of trust are high, reciprocal ties are more numerous and change or reform is more 

likely to occur (Moolenaar, Daly, & Sleegers, 2010).  Three constructs of trust—respect, 

risk, and competence—have high predictive relationships with both adaptive and 

technical leadership (Daly & Chrispeels, 2008).  Respect can be defined as the inclusion 

of others, risk is the willingness to be vulnerable, and the maintenance of high 

expectations is competence.    Understanding and fostering trust between district 

administrators and school principals are key components in the development social 

capital.    

Daly and Finnigan (2012) analyzed the levels of trust that exist between district 

leaders and site leaders in social networks.  Insights into supports and constraints related 

to school improvement resulted from this analysis.  Organizational improvement efforts 

are viewed as socially constructed.  Overall, the data suggest low levels of trust within 

the district studied.  Central office and principals tended to have different perceptions of 

the level of trust in overall scales.  Findings suggest that the quality of relations, as 

measured by trust, is a key element in the development and ongoing success and health of 

reciprocal ties that result in the development of exchanges about best practices that lead 

to school improvement.  Honig (2008) reinforced the importance of trust as it relates to 

brokers or boundary spanners.  Brokers, or boundary spanners, function in the space 
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between communities of practice.  They assist in bridging to new ideas and shielding 

from unproductive ones.  They can assist in strengthening instructional and pedagogical 

practices.   In order for brokers to be accepted and to appear legitimate, they must gain 

trust and be viewed as a trusted resource.  A broker can be anyone who fills the role of 

bridging the gaps between communities of practice.    

Honig and Coburn (2008) did a comprehensive review of the research literature 

on evidence use in district offices.  A theme found in the literature focused on the quality 

of relations between and among district office administrators and principals, as measured 

by trust.  The social capital with individual district office administrators, their formal and 

informal ties with others, combined with their level of trust, and shared norms affect 

evidence use.  In other words, when a sense of trust existed, district office administrators 

were more able to access various forms of evidence internally within the district office.  

When site administrators trusted that district office administrators were collecting student 

data to support them rather than to penalize them, higher levels of collaboration were 

evident.  Finally, communities helped the school district by giving evidence in the form 

of feedback when levels of trust were high.  Findings suggest that it is important not only 

to pay attention to the technical aspects of school improvement, but that relational 

linkages such as trust, are significant as well (Daly & Finnigan, 2011). 

Clearly, central office administrators play a critical role in school reform efforts.  

By providing principals with a clear focus, aligning the technical core of teaching, and 

developing trusting relationships, schools have improved their instructional programs and 

student achievement has been accelerated.  Central office administrators can 
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communicate information and facilitate the creation of ideas through a pattern of 

relational ties.  These ties form the building blocks of social networks.   

Intellectual capital.  Intellectual capital, which is also referred to as professional 

capital, (Hargreaves & Fullan, 2012) can be generated through the circulation and sharing 

of human capital through social relationships.  Intellectual capital happens within a 

bounded community and leads to the resource-building that would not be possible by the 

individual alone (Daly et al., 2011).   Individual human capital on its own is not sufficient 

to create the conditions that promote and encourage the realization of organizational 

goals.  Human capital can be viewed as individual capital.  It resides within the 

individual; it represents an actor’s individual resources such as education, experience, 

training, and expertise.  When human capital is combined with social capital in what can 

be described as a synergistic relationship, intellectual capital can be generated.  

Intellectual capital is a resource that resides within the group and belongs to the group.  

The group is more powerful than the individual in creating change that will need to 

happen in order for school systems to improve educational opportunities for students 

(Leana, 2011).   

 The intellectual capital that can be generated through the interplay of human 

capital and social capital can exist on many levels.  For example, as few as two teachers 

can come together with all of their individual capital to form a professional relationship 

through which intellectual capital may be generated.  The same holds through for other 

larger groups of actors such as a grade level, a group of subject-specific teachers, an 

entire school, pairs or groups of schools, and between principals and central office 

administrators.  The point is that this combination of human capital and social capital can 
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be created at different levels within an organization to affect organizational improvement 

and the achievement of organizational goals.  Simply stated, individual skill and 

knowledge together with relationships can create collective skill development and 

knowledge. 

 Nahapiet and Ghoshal (1998) defined intellectual capital as “the knowledge and 

knowing capability of a social collectivity, such as an organization, intellectual 

community, or professional practice” (p. 245).  Intellectual capital is a resource for action 

that is based on knowledge and knowing.  Its definition acknowledges “the significance 

of socially and contextually embedded forms of knowledge and knowing as a source of 

value differing from the simple aggregation of the knowledge of a set of individuals (p. 

246). In other words, intellectual capital belongs to the group.  It is greater in the 

collective than is the sum of its individual parts. 

 Spender (1996) described four elements of an organization’s intellectual capital.  

The first two elements reside within the individual.  Explicit knowledge, referred to by 

Spender as “conscious knowledge” are stored facts and concepts.  Individual tacit 

knowledge or “automatic knowledge” can be described as the performance of skills.  

These skills may be artistic, athletic, or technical.  The second two elements of an 

organization’s intellectual capital reside at the collective level.  “Objectified knowledge” 

is the body of knowledge that is shared by the group.  This type of knowledge is 

considered the most advanced of all forms of knowledge.  “Collective knowledge” can be 

conceptualized as “routines.”  These routines are embedded in social and institutional 

practice.  An example of collective knowledge is the complex sequence of procedures 
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that a surgical team carries out when operating on a patient.  Spender posited that these 

four elements constitute intellectual knowledge. 

 Moran and Ghoshal (1996) theorized that all new knowledge is created through 

the processes of combination and exchange.  Nahapiet and Ghoshal (1998) contended 

these two processes are the key mechanisms for creating social (collective) knowledge.  

They suggested that there may be other mechanisms in place as well, especially with 

regard to the creation of knowledge at the individual level.  Combination is the process of 

combining materials and forces in order to produce something.  This perspective forms 

the basis for the current framework on knowledge systems in organizations.  Some 

scholars who adhere to this framework suggest that knowledge is created in small 

incremental steps over a period of time.  New knowledge is created from existing 

knowledge.  Other scholars view the creation of new knowledge as a more radical.  The 

creation of new knowledge in this model represents paradigmatic change.  Either way, 

both views are consistent in that both types of knowledge creation represent new ways of 

combining existing knowledge.  Exchange of ideas is basic to both views of the creation 

of new knowledge.  The creation of new knowledge happens through interactions and co-

activities.            

Summary  

 Teaching is an isolated practice.  For many years, educators have worked without 

the benefit of discussing practice, curriculum, pedagogy, and formative assessments with 

their colleagues.  They relied mainly on their own personal experience, education, and 

expertise—human capital—to provide students with a quality education (Pil & Leana, 

2009).  Recently, many schools have implemented various types of professional learning 
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teams (DuFour, DuFour, Eaker, & Many, 2006).  These teams focus on effective 

instructional practices and the creation of common student assessments.  The 

relationships that teachers form within these learning teams can be defined as social 

capital.  This paper argues that social capital may be at least as important as human 

capital in the quest for organizational improvement.  Human capital, when combined with 

social capital, which is embedded within social networks, can generate intellectual 

capital, which, in turn, supports the transfer of knowledge and the creation of innovative 

ideas (Coburn & Russell, 2008).  Figure 2.1 illustrates a theoretical framework model for 

the generation of intellectual capital through the interplay of human capital and social 

capital.  This model reflects the analysis of the literature on these topics.  More research 

is needed to learn if other factors are part of this equation as well.    

 The context for this literature review is the current state of education under the No 

Child Left Behind (NCLB) Act of 2001.  Under NCLB schools, school districts and states 

are held accountable for ensuring that all students reach proficiency on state-mandated 

norm-referenced tests.  States are required to implement scientifically-based interventions 

for students who are not achieving at expected levels (U. S. Department of Education, 

2010.)  Additionally, Common Core State Standards (CCSS), which were adopted in 

August 2010, play a critical role in the social and cultural context of the school system.  

CCSS holds teachers and students accountable to high standards that are rigorous, 

relevant, and internationally benchmarked.  Not since NCLB has any single policy had 

such an impact on teaching and learning as CCSS.  

 A body of research suggests the importance of the district office in assisting 

schools to raise the achievement of all students (Anderson et al., 2010; Honig, 2004; 
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Honig, 2008; Leithwood, 2010).  Studies suggest that district policy can influence 

teachers’ social networks, specifically the structure of networks, how teachers access 

expertise, and the depth of the interactions among teachers (Coburn & Russell, 2008).  

The quality of relations, which can be measured by trust, is a factor that appears to 

support the formation of social capital between district administrators and principals 

(Daly & Finnigan, 2012).  This paper seeks to explore relationships between school 

principals and district office administrators.   

 Human capital can be conceptualized as changes, such as experience, education, 

and training, which increase an actor’s skills and capabilities to act in a certain way 

(Coleman, 1988).  Human capital alone cannot account for the change that is needed in 

order to drive innovations within organizations.  Social capital, a social structure which 

facilitates the actions of actors, plays a key role in realizing organizational goals.   

 Social capital is understood through social network theory.  Social network theory 

is used as a lens through which school reform can be viewed.  Balkundi and Kilduff 

(2005) identified four principles that are the key components and ideas common to all 

research on organizational networks.  These four principals include relations between 

actors, embeddedness, social capital, and structural patterning.     

  Exploring the characteristics of the relationships between site and district 

administrators, how these characteristics shape collaboration, how they impact the 

development of intellectual and how these relationships affect the transfer and creation of 

knowledge presents itself as a gap in the research that merits further study.  This study 

seeks to learn more about these key questions.   
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Rationale for the Study 

While Social Network Analysis provides us with information on patterns of 

interactions within organizations, it only serves as a starting point for understanding the 

complex relationships within and among networks (Mathematica, 2009; Pitts & Spillane, 

2009).  To further understand social networks beyond the mapping and metrics of the 

methodological approach of social network analysis, more research needs to be 

conducted to learn about the characteristics of relationships.  Research findings that 

suggest how practitioners can purposefully implement strategies to increase the 

likelihood of the development of intellectual capital will be useful in a variety of social 

contexts, especially within educational settings.  Qualitative research will answer 

questions such as:  How do relational ties develop?  How does information flow within 

networks? and How best can managers organize the social environment of the 

organization to increase strong relational ties? 

Having a better understanding of underlying network structures and how these 

structures respond to a variety of mandates as well as federal and state initiatives would 

be helpful.  Practitioners could immediately implement strategies to foster the 

development of the types of networks that appear to result in academic growth for 

students.  Longitudinal studies that examine whether networks become more 

decentralized as the student performance improves are another avenue for further study.  

Knowing how decentralization leads to more fluid transfer of knowledge and the creation 

of ideas that result in gains in student achievement can have profound impact on how 

district and school leaders view and support bottom-up reform.  The body of knowledge 
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concerned with social capital could be strengthened by conducting additional qualitative 

research including a larger number of interviewees (Daly & Finnigan, 2011). 

An area of future research that is particularly important based on this review of 

literature is to focus on the relational ties, social networks, and connections that exist 

between school principals and central office staff (Daly et al., 2010).  While it has been 

established that the central office may play an important role in school reform 

movements, and that human capital – knowledge, experience, and expertise – are key 

factors, social capital aspects need to be more fully explored.  Qualitative studies that 

examine the role of social capital, especially between site administrators and central 

office managers, will help to make claims and predictions about the role of social capital 

more robust and more generalizable. 
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Chapter 3 

Methods 

 

 For many years teaching has been an isolated occupation.  Traditionally, 

educators have been able to practice the art of teaching without engaging with other 

educators about curriculum, instruction, and interventions for students who are not 

achieving at expected levels.  Without meaningful professional interactions among 

educators, opportunities for the development of intellectual capital, the sharing of 

knowledge, and the creation of innovative ways of supporting students may not be 

realized (Hargreaves & Shirley, 2009).   

In recent years, the literature has suggested that Professional Learning 

Communities, when properly implemented, may provide structured opportunities for 

educators to meet for the purpose of planning curriculum and instructional improvements 

(DuFour et al., 2006).  Many schools have reported significant student achievement gains 

as a result of the increased quantity and strength of professional ties among teachers 

(Hargreaves & Fink, 2006; Panuel, Riel, Joshi, Pearlman, Kim, & Frank, 2010; Spillane, 

2006).  Strong ties “support the transfer of tacit, nonroutine, and complex knowledge” 

and, as such, may be useful in improving the exchange of practices and student outcomes 

(Daly, 2010, p. 4). 

Human capital and social capital are essential building blocks of intellectual 

capital.  Human capital—the expertise, knowledge, and experience that one possesses—is 

an important resource in any organization.  Social capital—connections between and 

among individuals—must be considered as well (McGrath & Krackhardt, 2003; 

Mohrman, Tenkasi, & Mohrman, 2003; Pitts & Spillane, 2009).  Human capital and 
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 social capital, both which exist within a social and cultural context, may generate 

intellectual capital—“the knowledge and knowing capability of a social collectivity” 

(Nahapiet & Ghoshal, 1998).   

The professional ties among educators that have helped to drive results in student 

achievement may have implications for the relationships between site principals and 

central office administrators.  This study examines relationships “one level up” between 

school principals and central office administrators, and how such relationships relate to 

knowledge exchange and learning in the organization.  This study seeks to explore how 

the expertise of these individuals is shared across relationships and to assess the level of 

intellectual capital across the area of study.  Specifically, in this study I seek to 

understand how the characteristics of these relationships influence collaboration, how 

they impact the development of intellectual capital, and how they affect the transfer and 

creation of knowledge. 

This research is important because it addresses a gap in the knowledge in the area 

of how the characteristics of relationships between site administrators and central office 

administrators shape collaboration and the development of intellectual capital through 

social relationships.   Exploring the factors that contribute to how intellectual capital can 

be generated through the interplay of human and social capital may provide the 

educational community with practical guidelines on what it takes to strengthen 

relationships for the purpose of organizational improvement.   

Theoretical Framework Overview   

 Under the No Child Left Behind Act of 2001, schools, school districts, and states 

are being held accountable for ensuring that all students reach high levels of proficiency 
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on norm-referenced assessments.  Educators are required to implement research-based 

strategies to meet the instructional needs of students who are not making progress 

towards reaching proficiency goals.  The importance of the central office in school 

reform efforts to accelerate student achievement has been well documented in a number 

of studies (Anderson, et al., 2010; Coburn & Russell, 2008; Daly & Finnigan, 2009; Daly 

& Finnigan, 2011; Honig, 2004; Honig, 2008; Honig & Coburn, 2008; Leithwood, 2010).  

The role of human capital—the knowledge, experience, and expertise of administrators 

and teachers—is regarded as an important factor in reform efforts.  Social capital—the 

relations among actors that provide opportunities for and constraints on behavior—is yet 

another factor that merits additional research (Daly et al., 2011).  The interplay of human 

capital and social capital can generate intellectual capital.  Understanding the 

relationships between central office administrators and site principals and how those 

relationships affect the exchange of knowledge hold practical and policy implications for 

school administrators, superintendents, and boards of education. 

To better understand the role of the district in school reform efforts, I will draw 

upon social network theory.  Social network theory explains how human capital is 

leveraged through social interactions in the form of social capital.  The theoretical 

framework that I have adopted is that while the importance of human capital cannot be 

disputed, the patterns of social interactions may be equally important.  As such, more 

attention should be paid to the role of these patterns of social interaction when studying 

school reform efforts.   

I view the social capital that exists between central office administrators and 

principals as a prime potential resource.  Social capital exists as a condition that can 
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promote, or at the very least, can lay the foundation for successful school reform efforts.  

In other words, a factor that may explain why some school districts outperform others is 

the quantity and the strength of the relational ties that exist between school principals and 

central office administrators. 

Research Questions  

1. What is the structure of interactions between principals and central office 

administrators in one area of the San Diego Unified School District? 

2. What are the conditions under which expertise is shared across relationships 

between principals and central office administrators in one area of the San Diego 

Unified School District? 

3. What are the characteristics of the interactions between principals and central 

office administrators in one area of the San Diego Unified School District? 

4. What is the nature of the information and knowledge that flows through the 

relationships between principals and central office administrators? 

The research questions that I have developed for this study seek to understand the 

phenomena of how human capital and social capital can generate intellectual capital 

between school principals and central office administrators.   

Methodological Approach   

 My research problem and my research questions are best answered using a mixed 

methods research design.  In mixed methods studies, quantitative data inform and are 

informed by qualitative data and qualitative data inform and are informed by quantitative 

data (Creswell, 2007).  I used extant quantitative data and qualitative data in a two phase 



51 

 

 

study in which I merged, integrated, and analyzed these two types of data.  Using a mixed 

methods research approach helped me to better understand my research problem and to 

better answer my questions. 

Social Context and Setting   

This study takes place within San Diego Unified School District (SDUSD).  

SDUSD, the second largest school district in California, serves approximately 132,000 

students in preschool through grade 12.  The district includes 107 elementary schools, 11 

K – 8 schools, 24 middle schools, 28 high schools, 13 atypical schools, and 45 charter 

schools.  The ethnic diversity of SDUSD is broad and includes approximately 45.7% 

Hispanic, 23.9% White, 11.8% African American, 5.1% Indo-Chinese, 3.3% Asian, 

Native American, Pacific Islander, and Multi-Racial/Ethnic students.  SDUSD employs 

approximately 7,000 teachers, 456 administrators, and 857 pupil services employees.  

Teachers are defined as classroom teachers who provide direct services to students.  

Administrators include the superintendent, deputy superintendents, area superintendents, 

directors, program managers, principals, vice principals, and other administrators who do 

not provide direct services to students.  Finally, pupil services employees include 

counselors, nurses, librarians, psychologists, and other non-classroom teachers who 

provide support for students (San Diego Unified School District, n.d.). 

 SDUSD covers a large geographic area that is bordered on the west by the Pacific 

Ocean, on the north by Del Mar, Rancho Penasquitos, and Poway, on the east by Santee, 

El Cajon, La Mesa, and Lemon Grove, and on the south by National City and Chula 

Vista.  Although SDUSD is considered a large urban district, many of the neighborhoods 
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served by the district are suburban and include affluent neighborhoods such as Point 

Loma, La Jolla, Scripps Ranch and Del Cerro.   

 The geographic areas that I refer to in this study are comprised of high school 

clusters.  High school clusters contain a high school, middle schools that feed into the 

high school, and elementary schools that feed into the middle schools.  Each area may 

have up to three high school clusters.  These clusters are loosely grouped by geographic 

area.   For example, Area 1 consists of the Morse, Lincoln, and Hoover clusters.     

 Like many districts throughout the nation, budget shortfalls have been a constant 

reality for SDUSD.  The district has been plagued by years of diminishing resources 

resulting in layoffs, elimination of programs, and the deferment of maintenance at 

schools and other facilities.  Additionally, and probably most pertinent to this study, has 

been the turnover of superintendents and upper-level management.  A succession of 

superintendents has left the school district with a lack of focus and stability.  While a core 

group of site and central office administrators have remained in the district for many 

years, there has also been a high turnover rate of administrators.  Additionally, the Board 

of Education, which also is unstable, is well known for its contentious and often erratic 

behavior and lack of prudent fiscal management.   

 The actual physical setting for this study was the school sites of the principals and 

the offices of central office administrators who were interviewed for the study.  The 

school site, removed from the central office location, is a safe place for principals to meet 

with the interviewer.  The level of stress and anxiety for the principals was greatly 

reduced by meeting at his/her own school.  The school setting is also preferable because 
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it lessens the effect of the interviewer holding all of the power in the interview setting.  

Principals spend a great deal of time at their schools and they hold positional power there.   

Phases of the Study   

Phase 1.  During Phase 1 of this mixed methods study, I analyzed extant data 

from a longitudinal study on social networks of principals and central office 

administrators in San Diego Unified School District.  Participants took part in an online 

social network analysis survey which included several open-ended questions.  

Participants responded to questions about the frequency of several types of relationships, 

such as advice-seeking relationships, between central office administrators and principals 

(Daly, 2010). 

The extant data from this study were used to describe social networks and 

relationships within the organization.  The analysis of these social networks drove the 

sampling strategy for which one area of the district was chosen for Phase 2 of the study.  

The area was selected for its quality of ties between and among principals and central 

office administrators.  The quality of ties can be defined as the number of ties between 

actors in the bounded system, as well as the frequency of interactions.  I consider this an 

instructive study because the area chosen is “rich” in social ties.   

Responses to open-ended questions were analyzed for themes.  This analysis 

informed the qualitative portion of the study.  Interview questions reflected themes that 

emerged from the qualitative responses from the extant data.  

 Participants in principal and central office roles were chosen for the interviews 

based on the actor’s centrality—the number of ties an actor initiates or receives in 

relation to the network.  Centrality scores were divided into quartiles from the least 
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central to the most central.  Participants were chosen according to the criteria to be 

discussed in Phase 2 (Daly & Finnigan, 2009).   

 Upon completion of this phase of the study I had a clearer understanding of the 

social networks that form the social cultural context of the organization.  I connected the 

extant data in this phase of the study to the qualitative data in the second phase of the 

study.   

Phase 2.  The research tradition that I followed for this section of this study is 

naturalism.  Using naturalism as a guiding framework, I conducted interviews and 

reviewed documents in order “to present the lives and gain perspectives of those being 

studied as faithfully as possible” (Esterberg, 2002, p. 13).  As an “insider” in the 

organization where I conducted the research, it was easy for me to quickly develop and 

maintain rapport with participants.  Since I am already immersed in the field setting, I 

have a comprehensive understanding of the context of the field.  Developing an 

empathetic relationship is a key factor in mining qualitative data that is honest, open, 

reflective, and that represents the true perspectives of interviewees. 

Listening to the voices of principals and central office administrators provided me 

with qualitative data that is rich in “thick descriptions” (Geertz, 1973).  Participants had 

the opportunity to represent their perspectives (Emerson, Fretz, & Shaw, 1995) on topics 

and relate how they construct relationships that exist between principals and central 

office staff.   

The research design that I employed in Phase 2 is a qualitative case study.  

Qualitative case studies provide in-depth descriptions of a bounded system.  A bounded 

system has clear boundaries of what is to be studied (LeCompte, 1993; Merriam, 2009).  
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This study is bounded by site principals and central office administrators who have 

formal roles in the organization.  I recognize that I missed people in other formal roles.  

The phenomenon that I sought to explore were the characteristics of relationships 

between site administrators and central office administrators in one area of SDUSD and 

specifically, how those relationships affect knowledge exchange.  Through this 

qualitative case study, I sought to understand as fully as possible lived experiences 

between principals and central office administrators.  As in all case studies, the unit of 

analysis defines the study, not the topic.   

 I was not interested in making a hypothesis in this study.  I was seeking to 

understand and gain insight into this particular phenomenon.  Through in-depth 

interviews and document reviews, I sought to analyze and interpret the data that I 

collected.  This approach is well-suited to qualitative case study research.  As the 

researcher, I am the primary instrument for data collection and I sought to make meaning 

and gain understanding of a phenomenon that is interesting and worth studying.   

Participants.  The participants in this study are principals and central office 

administrators in the SDUSD.  The principals in the study come from all three levels – 

elementary, middle, and high school.  I decided to interview principals from all three 

levels because while the basic duties and responsibilities of all principals are similar, for 

example, facilities management, budget development, human resources, instructional, 

and other operational issues, each level brings with it unique roles and responsibilities.  

For example, high school principals are more likely to deal with issues related to sports, 

drug use, and college entrance requirements.  Middle school principals are likely to spend 

more time intervening in social and emotional challenges that middle-level students face. 
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Finally, elementary principals generally have more interactions with parents and families.  

These key differences in job responsibilities tend to require that principals interact with 

central office administrators in different ways and to varying degrees. 

 I decided to interview principals with varying degrees of experience in the 

principal role.  While some of the more seasoned principals may need little guidance or 

assistance from central office because of their vast experience, newer principals tend to 

have more questions about operational issues, instructional matters, education code, and 

administrative procedures and policies.  Collecting data from principals with different 

levels of experience resulted in findings that are richer.    

 Another factor that I considered when selecting principal participants is the 

geographic location of their schools.  As will be mentioned in the section on social 

context/setting, SDUSD covers a large geographic area.  Neighborhood schools serve 

students from the lowest socio-economic areas such as City Heights to working class 

neighborhoods such as Clairemont to upper middle class areas such as Scripps Ranch, 

and finally to neighborhoods with the highest per capita income in the nation such as Del 

Cerro and La Jolla.  Each of these principalships requires that school administrators pay 

attention to the specific needs and uniqueness of the community they serve.  Again, it is 

likely that depending on the neighborhood, principals need different or varying amounts 

of support from central office administrators. 

 Finally, attention to the gender and race of the participants was taken into account 

when selecting participants for the study.  It is important to understand that race and 

gender may play a role in the nature of relationships between principals and central office 
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administrators.  It is important to represent the diversity of administrators as participants 

in this study. 

 Central office administrators were invited to be interviewed for this study based 

on the sociograms found in the extant data.  A representative group would ideally include 

central office administrators from different levels on the district’s organizational chart 

and from a variety of departments within the district.    

 I interviewed administrators until I reached a point of saturation—when I heard 

the same themes being repeated over and over again.  Based on the total number of 

administrators in the area that I am studying, I interviewed 15 administrators. I 

inteviewed enough administrators to have good representation with regard to experience, 

geographic location, gender, ethnicity, and school level.   

 Recruitment.  Using extant data, I selected principals and central office 

administrators based on their centrality position in their social network as well as other 

criteria discussed above.  Participants were placed in four quartiles based on their 

centrality.  I recruited participants from the quadrants representing administrators who are 

most central and those who are least central.  Choosing participants from these two 

quadrants allowed me to more fully understand the phenomena under study from multiple 

perspectives.   

Interviews.  The method that I used for this part of the study is interviews. 

Interviews are a valuable way to collect data on participants, especially when viewed 

through the lens of critical realism. 

 At its core, critical realism rests on the assumption that the accounts of research 

participants are valid social scientific data that can lead to consequential social 
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transformation if properly interpreted.  Under this arrangement, positive social 

transformation begins with policies that acknowledge the views, values, and intention of 

social actors as presented in their own accounts (Egbo, 2005, p. 271).  

 This theoretical approach lends itself well to using interviews as a method of 

collecting scientific data.  The experiences, perceptions, and reflections of participants 

provided the researcher with useful data about the relationships between central office 

administrators and school principals.  It is the role of the researcher to reflect upon the 

data that is collected throughout the interview process and to use the data to more fully 

understand the thoughts, actions, and behaviors of those participants.  The data are 

viewed as scientific and they have the potential to influence positive social 

transformation through changes in public policies.   

 The semi-structured interviews that I conducted with site principals and central 

office administrators were the basis for understanding the relationships between these 

two groups of actors.  Through the interview process, I gathered “thick descriptions” of 

these interactions and I analyzed the data looking for categories and themes (Geertz, 

1973).  Naming these categories and themes was useful in helping me to more fully 

understanding how expertise is shared. 

 Esterberg (2002) described interviews as “the heart of social research” (p. 83).  

Interviewing is a method in qualitative social research that is used very often.  This 

method allows for the data collection that can be open, allowing the interviewee to 

respond using her own words and ideas.  

 The interview questions that I used for this study have been developed to allow 

participants to respond freely and openly.  Questions changed as I interviewed 
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participants because I looked for themes and general categories as participants answered 

questions.  There were big ideas that I did not think to ask about at the beginning of the 

study that I wanted to know more about as the interviewing progressed.   

 Finally, it was important for me to pay attention to the relationship between 

myself as the interviewer and the participants.  My goal was to create an interview 

environment where the power between the interviewer and the interviewee was as equal 

as possible.  I attempted to accomplish this by giving the interviewee a synopsis of my 

study, letting her know how important her participation is to the study, and finally 

allowing the interviewee to ask any questions of me regarding the study and my work as 

a doctoral student.   

Interview questions.  It is important to emphasize that the interview questions 

changed based on the responses to earlier questions and based on the categories and 

themes that I noticed throughout the interview process.  For example, if I noticed that 

“trust” continued to emerge as a category or theme in initial interviews, I added a 

question or an interview prompt about trust in relationships between central office 

administrators and principals.  

 Document review.  I collected, analyzed, and connected, to the extent that they 

were available, documents from the area that was selected for this study.  The types of 

documents that I collected were: 

1. Minutes from meetings involving central office administrators and principals in 

the selected sample area 

2. Meeting agendas involving central office administrators and principals in the 

selected sample area 
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3. Other documents that became available to me that did not violate ethical or 

privacy boundaries 

4. Open-ended responses to questions from extant data 

5. Documents that participants shared with me showing that learning had occurred 

as a result of a meeting that took place 

 Description of data collection procedures and activities.  To collect data for this 

study, I conducted interviews of school site principals and central office administrators. I 

conducted semi-structured interviews, allowing participants to express more freely their 

own thoughts and ideas on the topic being discussed (Patton, 1990).  Using a semi-

structured protocol for interviewing allowed for an interview that was more natural and 

conversation-like.  Because I constructed a theory based on the data that I collected, 

semi-structured interviews allowed the interviewee to hold a more prominent place 

during the interview. Perspectives, themes, and categories that might otherwise be left 

undiscovered in a more structured interview were uncovered using a semi-structured 

interview model.  

Data analysis.  Subsequent to completing and transcribing all of the interviews, I 

took a hiatus of one week.  My purpose in taking this hiatus was to clear my mind of any 

preconceived conclusions that I have drawn about the data.  The hiatus prevented me 

from giving too much weight to ideas and perspectives from the most recent interviews.  

After a week had passed, I started my analysis of the interview data by re-reading the 

interviews in random order.  At this time, I did not take any notes on the data or begin 

coding.  Following the re-reading of data, I listened to the audiotapes of the interviews, 

again in random order.  My purpose for re-reading the transcripts and listening to the 
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audiotapes was to fully immerse myself in the data in a calm environment of my 

choosing (Miles & Huberman, 1994).   

 After re-reading transcripts and listening to the audiotapes of the interviews, I 

began to do open coding of the data (Esterberg, 2002; Saldaña, 2009).  Using a hard copy 

of the transcripts, I read the data line by line and wrote themes and categories in the 

margins.  I highlighted those themes in the text of the transcripts as well.  During this step 

of coding, I did not limit myself in the number of themes or categories that I saw in the 

data.  I was completely open-minded and let the data speak for itself.  Naturally, I kept in 

mind themes that emerged from my literature review.  After using open coding on a 

number of transcripts, I reviewed my notes, which I had written in the left-hand and 

right-hand columns, for themes or categories that appeared to be recurring.  Similar 

themes were color-coded.  I kept track of these themes on a separate sheet of paper and 

noted where in the transcripts I found these themes. 

 Once I had a list of categories or themes from open coding, I began the process of 

focused coding. During focused coding, I used the “Find” function in Word to search the 

transcripts for instances of each theme or category.  I cut and pasted these onto a separate 

document for each theme or category.  Focused coding helped me to create graphic 

organizers based on the themes.  These graphic organizers showed relationships among 

themes, part to whole, and cause and effect.  Again, the data helped me to determine the 

types of graphic organizers that I used to make sense of the data.  

 Once the data were coded, the analysis of the data began.  The two major types of 

analysis that I used were looking for patterns, and secondly, building typologies.  Pattern-
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finding was based on the themes and categories that occurred frequently among many of 

the interviews.  Graphic organizers were helpful in identifying these patterns.           

Ethical Considerations   

Minimizing any possible risks to interviewees/participants was a primary concern 

for me as a researcher and as a colleague to those agreeing to participate in the study.  

First and foremost, it was important to maintain the confidentiality of participants.  All 

phone calls made to participants were made from a private cell phone.  The calls were not 

made inside the building where I work.  This was to ensure that employees in adjoining 

offices, those walking through the hallway, and those dropping by my office would not 

hear my conversations.  Since the calls needed to be made before the end of my regular 

work day, I made the calls during my “break time” from my car.  Lists of those being 

interviewed and the log containing interview dates and times were kept in my office 

which is located in the central office building.  Each participant was assigned a special 

code that consisted of letters that indicate his/her name and location.  For example, 

Jennifer Collins from Monte Grande Elementary (fictitious name and school) was coded 

as CJEMG.  The first two letters are inverse initials, the third letter indicates the level of 

the school and the last letters are the school initials.    

 Before the interview began, I reminded the principal that the interview is 

completely voluntary and that he/she can end the interview at any time.  I also reminded 

the principal that I was conducting the interview in my role as a doctoral candidate and 

that in no way whatsoever was information on individual participants being discussed 

with anyone, especially with others working within SDUSD. 
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 Since it is likely that some employees of SDUSD will read the final dissertation, I 

was sure to protect the individual identities of principals.  Any reference to a principal or 

to a school’s attributes was carefully examined before publication.  For example, a 

description such as “a large elementary school in the northern part of SDUSD” was used 

rather than “a large elementary school in Scripps Ranch.”  

 I acknowledge that because of my position in SDUSD, some principals may view 

the interview as evaluative.  I made it completely clear to all participants that my role as a 

researcher is clearly defined and totally separate from my role as a director in the central 

office.  I believe that principals trusted that I would keep true to my word and that I 

would maintain confidentiality and that I would never be judgmental about their 

responses to my questions. 

 Finally, at the end of each interview, I asked the interviewee if he/she had any 

questions or concerns about the interview process.  I addressed all of the concerns in a 

way that made the principal feel completely assured of his/her confidentiality.   

Conclusion 

 Human capital, which can be defined as the knowledge, experience, training, and 

education that an actor possess, is not in short supply with school administrators.  All 

teachers have at least a bachelor’s degree and many others hold master’s degrees and 

beyond.  Principals and central office administrators typically hold a master’s degree and 

many of them have doctoral degrees or other advanced degrees or certifications.  These 

educators receive on-going professional development training.  Many of them have years 

of experience working in the field of education.  With all of this human capital, one might 

ask, “Why aren’t our students doing better?”   
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 Social capital can be defined as the relationships between and among actors, 

groups, and organizations.  Understanding the characteristics of the relationships between 

administrators at different levels will provide the field with information on how these 

characteristics shape collaboration and affect the transfer of knowledge and the creation 

of new knowledge.  A vast body of research suggests the importance of the central office 

in the efforts to reform schools.  Understanding through interviews how administrators 

view their relationships with one another can help policy makers, superintendents, and 

boards of education to develop strategies that will improve the relationships between site 

principals and central office administrators. 

 A practical outcome of this work might be the development of district policies 

and procedures that recognize the importance of social capital between and among site 

administrators and central office administrators as well as between and among all 

departments that support student learning.  These departments are not limited to those 

that are instructional such as Curriculum and Instruction, World Languages, Special 

Education, and others.  Other departments outside of the academic world such as Food 

Services, Facilities Management, Transportation, and Maintenance and Operations 

should be recognized and included as key actors in the organization and therefore deserve 

and merit being included in conversations about social capital. 

 Social capital as a condition that supports the mission and vision of a school 

district is an area that should be further explored.  In a time of diminishing resources in 

terms of funding, it is incumbent upon educators to examine resources that have been 

largely overlooked.  This study brings the importance of social capital as a major 

resource in education to the forefront. 
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Chapter 4 

Results 

 School districts invest many resources in professional development in order to 

increase the human capital of administrators and teachers.  Human capital—educators’ 

and employees’ experience, expertise, and training—is an important factor to consider 

when addressing issues of student achievement, school reform, and school improvement.  

While some schools have made significant gains by investing heavily in professional 

development for these purposes, many schools make far less progress.   

While direct investment in educators’ skills through training is one matter, a 

factor in organizational improvement that has received less attention is the role of social 

capital.  Social capital—relationships between actors in the organization—can be a 

vehicle for the transmission of knowledge and the creation of new knowledge.  While 

direct investment in human capital might get educators in a room for training, social 

relationships can spread expertise informally and widely.  How the interplay between 

human capital and social capital result in the development of intellectual capital —

knowledge and knowing that belongs to the organization—can be an important factor in 

improving organizational learning.   

The problem that I am addressing in this study is the lack of attention that is paid 

to social capital and how knowledge is shared and created between principals and central 

office administrators.  This study has sought to explore these issues.  I am interested in 

understanding the structure of interactions between principals and central office 

administrators, the conditions under which expertise is shared, the characteristics of 
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interactions, and the types of the information and knowledge that flows through these 

relationships.  

The area was chosen based on extant data from a social network analysis study 

that was conducted from June – July 2012 showing the area as having a high number and 

frequency of social ties between and among principals and central office administrators.  

Questions from the original survey asked actors to identify, for example, who they went 

to for advice on data analysis.  Sociograms were created from UNICET software 

depicting the strength of relational ties.  The data illustrated the number of ties between 

actors, the frequency of the ties, and the directionality of the ties. 

In choosing the area for the study, I analyzed several types of relationships that 

were quantified in the study.  For example, one type of relationship was based on who 

sought advice from whom about the use of data to drive curriculum and instruction.  

Another type of relationship that was used to identify the area for this study was related 

to who actors in the system go to for information and advice about research-based 

instructional practices.       

To answer my research questions, I chose the area of the district that proved to be 

the “richest” in terms of quantity and quality of relational ties.  Choosing such an area 

would likely have a group of principals and central office administrators who were well-

connected and whose relationships and interactions were rooted in conversations about 

student achievement, more specifically about data use and research-based practices.  I 

wanted to know if the web of relationships in this area resulted in the development of 

collective intelligence essential to the mission of the district—the academic achievement 

of all students. 
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I recruited participants with varying degrees of experience, from different levels 

(secondary, middle, and high school), from different geographic areas of the city, and 

from a variety of ethnic backgrounds.  My goal was to capture as wide a range of 

perspectives as possible.  I interviewed a total of 15 participants, nine central office 

administrators and six school principals.  I ended the interviews when I noticed that the 

same themes were recurring.  After concluding the interviews, I began the process of 

“member-checking” to get feedback from participants about the themes that I noticed as I 

coded the data.  I also checked with participants about some of the surprises that I found 

as I was coding the data.   

Results derived from the data collection phase of this study will be reported by 

research question and by theme.  First, reporting will be organized by each research 

question.  Reporting by research question will allow the reader to clearly understand the 

relationship between the data that has been collected and the research questions. 

Secondly, themes will be identified for each research question.   

Research Question 1 helps us to understand the structure of the interactions 

between site principals and central office administrators.  This includes descriptions of 

the types of meetings that are held, frequency of meetings, and the intended purposes of 

the meetings.  Research Question 2 reports the conditions that allow for expertise to be 

shared.  Research Question 3 describes characteristics of the interactions, and Research 

Question 4 tells us the type of the information and knowledge that flows through these 

relationships. 
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Research Question 1   

What is the structure of the interactions between site administrators and central office 

administrators in one area of the San Diego Unified School District?   

 The participants in this study comprise principals in one “area” of the San Diego 

Unified School District, one area superintendent who oversees the schools in this area, 

and other central office administrators who interact with these principals on issues of 

instruction and school operations.  An area consists of one or more “clusters” of schools.  

A cluster is typically a high school and all of the middle schools and elementary schools 

that feed into that high school.  Because clusters are generally based on a school’s 

geographic location, principals in the cluster have a common understanding of the 

neighborhood in which the schools are located.  They know the demographics of the 

community and the needs of the community.  This shared knowledge among cluster 

principals is leveraged when they meet in large and small groups to learn from one 

another, to problem solve, to create new knowledge, and to find new approaches to 

problems of practice.  Some examples of topics that are discussed in these meetings are 

the district’s “2020 Vision for a Quality School in Every Neighborhood,” student 

transportation issues, and how best to match instructional and pedagogical approaches to 

the students who attend schools in the cluster. 

 According to participants, and evident in the review of documents, there are 

several categories of meetings that take place between principals and central office 

administrators.  Most prominent are the monthly meetings that the area superintendent 

holds with principals in her cluster.  These meetings generally cover instructional topics 

such as data-use and best practices.  Operational issues such as staffing concerns and 
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facilities management are included in the agenda at times as well.  Sometimes the area 

superintendent will invite all principals in the area to the meeting.  Other times, separate 

meetings are held for elementary, middle, and high school principals.  The purpose of the 

meeting dictates how the meetings are configured.  For example, if an instructional issue, 

such as how to implement the use of “number talks” in math classes, which is common to 

all levels, will be discussed, then all principals are invited to the meeting.  Issues that are 

level specific, such as the implementation of “a – g” graduation requirements, will 

prompt meetings that include only those levels involved.   

 The area superintendent also holds individual meetings with principals.  The 

purpose of these meetings is typically to conduct classroom observations and to debrief 

these observations.  The area superintendent and principal debrief the classroom 

observations focusing on instructional strategies, curriculum, and use of data to inform 

teaching.  Sometimes site visits are conducted to address a specific issue that has arisen at 

the school.  In these types of scenarios, the area superintendent may notice an 

instructional strategy that needs to be strengthened based on her analysis of student 

achievement data.  She subsequently meets with the principal to discuss the concern.  

They visit classrooms together to try to identify the reason for the problem.  The 

remainder of the meeting is spent trying to figure out possible solutions.  These solutions 

may include recommendations for professional development or the scheduling of 

visitations to other schools that are successful in the selected area of need.   

 The area superintendent initiates meetings because it is her responsibility to 

ensure that professional development is being provided on an ongoing basis.  She also is 

responsible for ensuring the smooth operation of schools.         
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 Central office administrators hold meetings with principals as well.  For example, 

Student Support Services administrators may call a meeting to address an issue in the 

area of Special Education.  Some of these meetings address technical issues.  Technical 

issues are defined as issues that can be solved by the knowledge of experts.  New 

learning does not have to be constructed to solve technical issues. An example of a 

technical issue that needed to be solved in the area of Special Education had to do with 

the use of a new software program called Exceed that is used to document Individualized 

Education Programs (IEP).  Principals and teachers were experiencing difficulty using 

this program.  Central office administrators called a meeting to address the issue and to 

instruct principals and teachers how to use Exceed.  Another example of a technical issue 

that needed to be addressed was how to access assistive technology for special education 

students.  Administrators were unaware of the procedure that needed to be followed to 

access these resources for students.  Central office administrators with expertise in this 

area provided the necessary training for principals allowing them to obtain the resources 

that some of their students needed.     

 Some meetings conducted by central office administrators are about instructional 

issues such as how to implement a specific strategy to help students to access the core 

curriculum.  Other instructional issues are about the implementation of Common Core 

State Standards, data-use to inform instruction, and curriculum and instruction.  Central 

office administrators, like area superintendents, may also conduct site visits.  These visits 

can be prompted by an operational/technical issue or an instructional issue that needs to 

be resolved, or sometimes the central office administrator visits to learn more about how 
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a specific program is being implemented.  For example, the director of Visual and 

Performing Arts might visit a school to observe a new dance class that is being piloted. 

 The data suggest that most of the meetings are initiated by the central office 

administrators.  These administrators have a special interest in ensuring that programs are 

running smoothly and that compliance issues are being addressed.  This group usually has 

new programmatic information to share with principals.  Information from state and 

federal sources is usually provided to upper-level administrators first.  Programmatic 

information deals with requirements of a program, funding issues, and impacts on 

personnel.  For example, the Director of Early Childhood Education calls meetings to 

provide programmatic information about the Transitional Kindergarten program.  This 

information is shared with principals by upper-level administrators.  The types of 

conversations that take place during these meetings are about program implementation.  

Conversations revolve around fidelity to the program and program compliance.  This 

pattern of information-sharing is common among many central office departments.  There 

is a predicable model as to how programmatic information is disseminated to school sites 

from the central office.  These types of meetings serve to increase the human capital—

knowledge and expertise—of attendees.   

 Although some meetings and interactions are scheduled on a regular basis, other 

meetings are called as needed.  For example, during the time when I was interviewing 

participants for this study, several additional meetings were called by central office 

administrators to prepare principals for an upcoming visit by an outside agency that was 

preparing a report on the district.  
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 Several principals reported that most of their contacts with central office 

administrators are driven by central office administrators.  These principals initiate 

contacts only when it is absolutely necessary such as when major issues arise, for 

example, when a teacher is arrested or when a parent causes a major disruption at the 

school.  A principal may call a meeting, for example, to discuss an operational issue with 

a central office administrator from the Human Resources Department to understand or 

learn about discipline protocols for an employee who is not fulfilling his job 

responsibilities.  Data suggest that area superintendents and central office administrators 

have not encouraged principals to initiate dialogue to address instructional issues such as 

the achievement gap or how student engagement affects academic achievement.  Again, 

these types of discussions are typically initiated by an area superintendent or a central 

office administrator.    

 In addition to face-to-face meetings, group meetings, and individual meetings, 

other types of interactions between principals and central office administrators frequently 

occur.  Most common are interactions and communications through email.  Email is 

generally used to convey general information about operational issues.  An example of 

the type of information that is conveyed through email is a summary of the district testing 

schedule.  Emails have a top-down feel to them and are hierarchical in that many of them 

contain directives.  There is usually little room for discussion or negotiation about the 

content in these email communications.  Emails do not appear to serve the purpose of 

investing in relationships.  They simply add to growth in knowledge.   

 None of the participants in this study mentioned the use of a web collaboration 

application, such as a wiki, or a learning management system, such as Moodle or 
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Edmodo, where administrators could meet in a virtual environment to share information 

and to collaborate with others.  Some schools are using these systems to share 

information and to collaborate at the site level, but there is a hesitancy to use these 

applications at the district level with principals. 

 In summary, the data suggest that there are a variety of formal meeting structures 

in place.  The content of the meetings can be about technical/operational or instructional 

issues.  The content of the meeting, to some extent, dictates if the meeting will be a group 

or an individual meeting, or if the information will be conveyed through email.  Most of 

the meetings are initiated or driven by the area superintendent or by other central office 

administrators.  This suggests that there are many formal meeting structures in place that 

recognize the hierarchical, ranked structure that is purported by the district.  Many of 

these meetings do provide examples of social capital supporting human and intellectual 

capital growth.  However, minimal, if any, attention is paid by central office 

administrators to promoting less formal structures of communication.  Data suggest that 

district leadership is either unaware or does not understand the value of promoting the 

development of social capital outside of the hierarchical structures purported by the 

district.     

Research Question 2   

 What are the conditions under which expertise is shared across relationships 

between principals and central office administrators in one area of the San Diego Unified 

School District?   

 Trust—A condition that gives administrators the confidence to share freely.  

Trust emerged as a key condition for the sharing of expertise, both in formal meetings 
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and informal communications, about data-use, research-based practices, and other 

knowledge about curriculum and pedagogy such as how to choose priority standards for 

English Language Arts courses and how best to teach students to analyze complex text.  

These results are consistent with research conducted by Honig and Coburn (2008) who 

conducted a comprehensive review of the research literature on evidence use in district 

offices.  A key theme found in the literature on evidence use focused on the importance 

of quality relations, as measured by trust.  When a sense of trust was present in the 

relationships between principals and central office administrators, various forms of 

evidence were made more accessible.  Similarly, Daly and Finnigan (2012) found that the 

quality of relations, as measured by trust, is a key element in the development and 

ongoing success and health of reciprocal ties that result in the development of exchanges 

about best practices that lead to school improvement.     

 When telling about their experiences under which collaboration and learning took 

place, participants almost unanimously cited trust.  The theme of trust emerged as a core 

condition and quality of site and central office relationships in which formal hierarchies 

were broken down and a learning approach to improvement took place.  When 

responding to questions that elicited the mention of trust, participants did not to have to 

ponder the question.  The spontaneity of their responses, their tone, and even their body 

language indicated that they knew with all certainty that trust is an important condition.  

Examples of why trust is essential abounded.   In their descriptions of trust, participants 

discussed or gave examples of different facets of trust that are important to them as 

discussed below. 
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 Trust has been suggested to be a multi-faceted concept.  Several facets of trust 

emerged throughout the interview data.  Commonly identified facets of trust from the 

literature (Hoy & Tschannen-Moran, 1999) are willingness to risk, competence, honesty, 

openness, benevolence, and reliability.  Willingness to risk is defined a person’s level of 

confidence in a vulnerable situation.  Competence is the expectation that someone on 

whom an individual is dependent has the necessary skills to perform a given task.  

Honesty is the expectancy that one’s word or promise can be relied upon.  Openness is 

the degree to which an individual shares relevant information, thereby making himself 

vulnerable.  Benevolence is the confidence that one’s well-being will be cared for and 

protected.  Reliability is the level to which one can count on another person to fulfill a 

need. 

 Competence as a baseline facet of trust.  The facet of trust that appears to serve 

as a baseline for these relationships is competence.  Principals, for example, are 

dependent on the skill levels of central office administrators in fulfilling expectations 

about instructional practices.  When principals believe that a central office administrator 

has a poor performance record or a performance record that is not extensive, the principal 

tends not to trust the competence of the central office administrator.  The importance of 

competence was mentioned by a majority of participants.  It appears that for learning to 

take place, in both formal meetings and during informal communications, principals must 

have confidence in the competence of the area superintendent and other central office 

administrators. 

 One principal, whose sentiments were echoed by other principals, shared how 

important it is for him to trust in the competence of his area superintendent as they 
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discuss in a formal meeting how best to use the data from benchmark exams to inform 

instruction.  This principal clearly trusts that his supervisor has the knowledge and 

experience to assist him with this instructional issue. 

I know that (name withheld) always did an outstanding job at her school 

analyzing the results of the benchmark exams with her teachers.  That’s 

why I’m so glad that she is helping me know.  Some of the other area 

superintendents are from different levels, so my colleagues tell me that 

those area superintendents hardly know what benchmark exams are.  I 

guess I lucked out by having her.  Whenever we meet about this, we come 

up with great ideas on how to use the benchmark assessments.  She knows 

that the benchmarks have a specific purpose and that purpose is to help 

teachers with instruction. 

 

 This quote exemplifies how what administrators talk about during their 

interactions affects what the principal needs in terms of their relationship.  In matters of 

instruction, where it is important for the both the principal and the central office 

administrator to have relatively high levels of expertise, the data suggest that trust, 

especially competence, is needed in the relationship.  The principal quoted points out that 

he is fortunate to have been assigned to an area superintendent who has expertise.  For 

him, and for other principals, competence is important to relationships in which the 

content of conversations revolves around instruction. 

 One principal summarized the theme of competence by stating “There needs to be 

trust there.  There needs to be a belief that each of you can bring something to the table.  

It takes more than just one person to provide students with the best instruction possible.”  

Discussions about best practices that take place during formal meetings, as well as 

communications that are informal, require that the principal and the central office 

administrator have trust in each other’s competence.  Data suggest that raising the level 

of instruction for students through conversations about curriculum and pedagogy puts 
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requirements on relationships that must be realized.  One such requirement is that there is 

a trusting relationship between principals and central office administrators.  If the 

requirements are not realized, interviewees indicated that meaningful conversations and 

learning cannot take place. 

 The perception of competence is conditional.  Principals’ perception of 

competence in central office administrators is conditional.  Central office administrators 

are not afforded trust in their competence simply because of their placement on the 

formal organizational charts that are produced by the district.  The data for this sub-theme 

has an “if so … then” quality to it.  For example, If a central office administrator has had 

a wide range of experiences leading to her current position, then, I trust her competence 

and I value her advice about curriculum, instruction, and operational issues.   

 The data suggest that many principals apply this “competence test” to central 

office administrators.   Central office administrators who have held a variety of jobs 

leading up to their current position are afforded more trust in their competence.  For 

example, a site administrator appears to have more trust in the competence of a central 

office administrator who has been a vice principal, principal, and a central office 

administrator.  The ability to give advice, to ask critical questions, and to provide support 

is viewed as a function of one’s resume.  One central office administrator explains this 

phenomenon in the following way: 

Site administrators often question what central office administrators know 

about a school site.  Fortunately, I’ve spent the bulk of my career at a 

school site, but there are some central office educators who have hardly 

ever worked at a school site.  And … and so I think they … they question 

whether or not there is foundational knowledge to really provide, to 

provide the kind of guidance or ask the kinds of questions necessary.  

Questions about instruction, about how to use formative assessments, 
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about how to develop a master schedule, must be answered by someone 

who has had appropriate experiences. 

 

 This quote exemplifies the concept that the perception of trust in one’s 

competence is conditional.  Trust is given to those central office administrators who pass 

the test of having had longevity in their position as well as having had a variety of 

appropriate positions leading up to their current position in the central office.  

Accordingly, if either a site principal or a central office administrator is perceived as not 

having had the appropriate experiences leading to his current position, that person may 

not be viewed as worthy of trust in his competence.  Educators’ and employees’ human 

capital, in the form of experience, is highly valued and seems to be an important 

condition when it comes to sharing expertise among principals and central office 

administrators.  Having had a variety of appropriate positions leading up to a central 

office administrator’s current position may be a baseline prerequisite for being afforded 

trust in her competence.  The degree to which a central office administrator is perceived 

as having been competent in previous positions may also affect the levels of trust that are 

given to her.  Having a reputation of being competent is another factor that figures 

prominently into the equation.  This can be referred to as “verified human capital.”  

One’s resume alone is not enough to afford a person the trust of her colleagues.   

 Honesty and reliability support collaboration.  Site principals and central office 

administrators viewed honesty and reliability as other key conditions for collaboration 

and learning to take place.  Honesty, a facet of trust, is defined as the expectancy that 

one’s word or promises can be relied upon.  Reliability, which is closely related to 

honesty, refers to the extent to which one can count on another person to come through 
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with what is needed (Hoy & Tschannen-Moran, 1999).  Honesty and reliability develop 

when a person fulfills promises that she makes and when a person’s words match her 

actions.  The data suggest that administrators want or need to perceive a sense of honesty 

and reliability in their relationships with their colleagues as a requisite for collaborating, 

sharing expertise and developing new approaches.  The following quote made by a 

principal emphasizes the need for honesty and reliability.  In this quote, the principal 

laments the lack of honesty that he has experienced on several occasions with central 

office administrators.  He questions how he can work “in any meaningful way” with 

colleagues who misrepresent the truth.                

It’s really important to me that my area superintendent be honest with me.  

There have been a couple of times when central office administrators 

weren’t completely honest about a couple of issues such as how sites were 

going to be funded and whether or not the transportation guidelines for 

students would change.  Recently I was told that new instructional units in 

math were almost ready and then I learned that they were barely started.  

How can we work together in any meaningful way when there’s no 

honesty?  How are we supposed to collaborate?     

 

 The principal quoted goes on to say that he understands that sometimes the 

district has to hold back information for “one reason or another.”  He says that sometimes 

central office administrators do not have the most up-to-date information and therefore do 

not communicate the most accurate, current information to site principals.  He believes 

that sometimes central office administrators are told by their supervisors not to share 

certain pieces of information.  He closes by stating that in these situations it is best for 

central office administrators to say that the information that they have is limited and that 

they will get back to the principal at a later date.  An honest statement such as this would 

be more well-received by principals than being given information that they later find out 
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is inaccurate or untruthful.  According to the data, when honesty and reliability are 

breached, it becomes problematic for principals to collaborate with central office 

administrators.  In the equation of human capital plus social capital equals intellectual 

capital, honesty and reliability appear to be characteristics of the social capital 

relationship.  A lack of honesty and reliability can create a virtual wall that is very 

difficult to break down.  One principal’s statement exemplifies this point when she says 

“Sometimes the district spins stories to keep principals quiet.  All this does is to create 

bad feelings.  They talk about transparency, but there really isn’t much.” 

 Openness results in genuine collaboration.  The facets of trust that 

administrators speak about are not always separate and distinct.  For example, honesty 

and reliability can become enmeshed with one another.   Openness, as described below, 

wraps itself around willingness to take risks and a shared sense of competence.  

Openness, the extent to which an individual is willing to share relevant information, 

appears to be an important facet of trust.  Openness is all about full disclosure.  To be 

fully open suggests that many of the other facets of trust have already been met.  An 

example of openness is when a principal or a central office administrator discloses 

information that is sensitive and potentially damaging if not handled properly.   Many of 

these conversations are about areas of instructional need that the school is experiencing.  

For example, one principal speaks openly about how numerous African American males 

at her school do not appear to be engaged during classroom instruction.  This type of 

information is not publicly available; it cannot be found on a website.  In this quote, the 

principal talks about sharing areas of need with central office administrators.  She opens 

the quote with the need for trust and closes with the need for trust.  Inside this frame of 
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trust, which may come from good relationships and verified human capital, individuals 

can be fully open with one another.  With openness, comes the possibility of finding new 

approaches to problems of practice.  

First, there really needs to be trust.  There needs to be openness on both 

sides. I think the site administrator has to be forthright about his school’s 

areas of need.  Also, I think the central office administrator needs be open 

about what he can do to help. Both the site administrator and the central 

office administrator must listen to each other.  I experienced this when I 

met with (name withheld) to discuss how to address an issue of lack of 

engagement of many of my African American male students.  I was able 

speak openly about it because I trust (name withheld). 

 

 This principal indicates that openness must be practiced by both administrators.  

Once a principal is open with information, it is incumbent upon his colleague to disclose 

what can be done to help.  Limitations must also be disclosed.  The willingness to risk is 

a crucial facet of trust that plays out in this scenario.  Openness is reserved for those 

administrators who have gained the confidence of colleagues in the other facets of trust.  

Discussions about sensitive issue involving student achievement require relationships 

with high levels of trust, more specifically a willingness to be open and a willingness to 

take risks.   

 Reciprocity of trust increases the predictability of interactions.  Throughout their 

discussions about trust and its many facets, administrators stressed the importance of 

“reciprocity.”  According to several participants, reciprocity means that both parties in a 

relationship trust one other.  Reciprocity of trust can develop over time or it can develop 

more quickly based on the individual characteristics of the relationships between 

administrators.  Casciaro and Lobo (2005) found that relationships can be formed for a 

variety of reasons including similarities in personal backgrounds to perceived levels of 
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competence.  Here, trust is a result of verified human capital.  Relationship-building and 

reciprocity of trust can be accelerated when administrators take the time to learn more 

about one another’s personal and professional backgrounds.  The term “reciprocal 

interactions” was coined by one participant, but echoed by others.  The data suggest that 

exchanges resulting in creation of new knowledge or the generation of intellectual 

capital, in particular, exchanges about student achievement data, research-based practice, 

and complex operational issues take place within these reciprocal interactions, as 

exemplified in a quote by a central office administrator: 

I see them as reciprocal interactions based on a trusting relationship that 

developed over time … I have conversations with site administrators and 

then as a result of those conversations, I get feedback about what their 

needs are and then I respond to those needs.  Together we plan and devise 

professional development activities to help teachers learn more about 

topics like how to change teaching practices to address common core 

standards. 

 

 Another central office administrator tells the story of a recent “reciprocal 

interaction” that she and one of her team members had with a principal.  This interaction 

resulted in a new approach to solving a problem.  The principal and central office 

administrators “walked through the school’s master schedule and adjusted it so that it was 

more reflective of and responsive to the needs of English Learners.”  According to the 

central office administrator, the success of this meeting was based on interactions that 

were reciprocal and based in trust.  Co-creation of a new master schedule was only 

possible because these conditions were present.  Reciprocity, or mutual trust, appears to 

support the exchange and deepening of these relationships and to increase the 

predictability of interactions.  Over time, administrators better understand each other’s 

response patterns in these types of relationships.  Data suggest that reciprocity of trust is 
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most important in complex interactions that require the creation of new knowledge.  

These types of interactions revolve around pedagogical issues such as best practices to 

engage students who are not performing at expected levels and questions about how best 

to assess student learning using formative assessments. 

 Overall, participants’ responses indicate that they want or need trust from 

relationships with one another in which expertise is shared and new knowledge is created.  

The content of the interactions affect the particular facet of trust that they require.  Data 

indicate that competence may be a baseline facet of trust.  Honesty, reliability, and 

openness are other facets of trust that figured prominently in discussions.  Trust is not 

afforded to others simply based on one’s placement on ranked organizational charts.  

Rather, trust must be earned through relationships or one’s reputation.  Participants, in 

general, highlighted the importance of reciprocity of trust.  Both actors in a relationship 

require trust from one another in their interactions about complex and technical issues.     

 Additional conditions under which expertise is shared.  The data suggest two 

additional conditions under which expertise is shared.  Both of these were introduced in 

the previous section on trust, but a more detailed, nuanced explanation is provided in this 

section. 

 Central office administrators want to be regarded as experts.  A number of 

central office administrators were clear that being perceived as experts in their field is a 

condition that supports collaboration and learning.  The examples that central office 

administrators cited were about leadership, instruction, and programs.  Several central 

office administrators stated that a principal had questioned their expertise or had made a 

reference to the central office administrator’s level of expertise.  One central office 
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administrators described the importance of being perceived as an expert in the following 

way:  

There needs to be opportunities for the principal to see me as an expert.  A 

principal might say, “I don’t really know what that instructional practice 

would look like at my school.”  And I’ll say, “Oh, would you like me to 

lead this work beside you?  We’ll co-plan it, but I’ll present it to your 

leadership team.  We can call it coaching the coach.”  So when the 

principals have a chance to see me do the work and learn from me and 

with me, the conditions are right for learning. 

 

 This central office administrator points out that quality exchanges are tied to how 

she is perceived by principals with regard to her level of expertise in the areas of 

pedagogy and peer coaching.  When a principal asks for her assistance, the central office 

administrator sees it as an opportunity to demonstrate her own level of expertise.  She 

offers to help the principal, putting herself in the lead position by saying, “I will lead this 

work beside you.”  She goes so far as to say that she will be the one to present to the site 

leadership team.  She wants the principal to experience firsthand the type of work that she 

is capable of doing.  She wants the principal to learn from her.  When these conditions 

are in place, then learning can happen.  This central office administrator believes that 

how she is perceived, with regard to her level of expertise, is closely tied to the level of 

learning between herself and site principals.  The data suggest that the content of what is 

being shared affects the type of relationship that the central office administrator needs in 

these types of scenarios.  Area superintendents, for example, feel the need to be perceived 

as experts in instructional matters such as pedagogy and coaching.  Central office 

administrators feel the need to be experts on programmatic and compliance issues related 

directly to the programs that they supervise.  This expert stance has the potential to work 

against the formation of trust.  It may be difficult to be open to new methods when one 
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approaches a situation as an expert.  Intellectual ego can hinder collaboration and a 

group’s ability to be creative and resourceful as they share and create new knowledge. 

 One central office administrator is comfortable with not being perceived as the 

expert in all areas.  He believes that the role of the leader can and should move from the 

central office administrator to the principal based on who has greater expertise in a given 

area.  He claims that the role of leader doesn’t always rest with the formal leader.  

Sometimes the formal leader is the expert and sometimes it is someone else.  In the 

following quote, the central office administrator explains his stance on the expert as the 

leader.  Leading up to this quote, he related the story of a principal who asked for 

assistance learning how to incorporate digital tools, one being Safari Montage, a digital 

warehouse for curriculum and lesson plans, into daily lessons.  The central office 

administrator had limited experience with digital tools and resources.  He felt 

comfortable switching leadership roles with another principal who is considered an 

expert in the integration of technology with curriculum and instruction. 

So, I really work on building a relationship with all principals and creating 

a kind of team feeling.  I believe that the role of the leader and the role of 

the followers change places occasionally based on the individuals’ areas of 

expertise.  I recognize that principals have expertise in some areas that 

surpass my level of expertise.  I have no problem with that.  And that’s 

really the kind of leadership that I believe in and that I support. 

 

 The expert as the leader is the central theme in this quote.  Expertise occupies an 

important role and the person who is the expert is the leader.  Relationships and team 

building rest on the central office administrator’s ability to defer to others based on their 

levels of expertise.  This central office administrator is willing to forgo formal 

hierarchical roles in favor of roles based on levels of expertise.  The content, in this case, 
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the use of technology as a tool, affected what the central office administrator needed in 

his relationship with principals.  There are other situations in which the formal leader 

would be less likely to cede expertise to others.  For example, the area superintendent 

might not be so quick to defer to others in matters that are supervisory and evaluative in 

nature.  For example, an area superintendent might not cede expertise on issues related to 

how principals should be evaluated or how to measure the overall quality of a school 

program. 

 One’s position in a social network affords a social capital advantage.  In 

addition to the perception of expertise as a condition for co-learning and the creation of 

new knowledge, site principals and central office administrators indicated that one’s 

embeddedness in a social network tended to promote quality interactions about 

curriculum, instruction, and programs.  Embeddedness can be described as an actor’s 

position in the network or, in other words, how an actor fits into the overall network 

(Adler & Kwon, 2002; Balkundi & Kilduff, 2005; Daly, 2010; Lin, 2001).  Longevity in 

the system gives rise to embeddedness, which offers advantages for collaboration, as 

cited by a central office administrator.  Leading up to this quote, the central office 

administrator spoke about how she works with principals to help them to better 

understand how to provide quality academic programs for English Learners.  Much of her 

work centers on ensuring that English Learners are placed in the proper classrooms, that 

they are receiving the services that they are entitled to, and that they are progressing 

through the curriculum in a timely manner so that they reach proficiency in English in the 

recommended number of years.    
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You know, I have worked in this district for thirty years in different 

capacities. I think that I have a distinct advantage because by the time I 

started working in the central office, I had been a site administrator for 

five years.  I had the opportunity in those five years to really get to know 

other site administrators and to network with them.  So, as I started 

interacting with them again in my current position, I had already built 

rapport and a collegial relationship. 

 

 This central office administrator explains how having developed long standing 

relationships over an extended period of time, in this case, over thirty years, has given her 

a distinct advantage in with site principals.  She indicates that she herself was a site 

administrator for over five years.  During this time she networked with other site 

administrators and she really got to know them.  When she transitioned into her new 

position, she was perfectly poised to continue working with principals, but in a new 

capacity.  The rapport and collegial relationship that she enjoys with site administrators is 

based on her years of knowing them and working with them, as well as her position in the 

social network.  Her distinct advantage translates in the ability to collaborate, co-learn, 

and co-create new knowledge with principals. 

 A site principal describes the importance of having a pre-established relationship, 

which implies one’s embeddedness in a social network, as a condition that fosters 

learning between site and central office administrators.  For him, these pre-established 

relationships can be personal relationships (pure social capital) or they can be 

relationships that develop over time as a result of one’s reputation (human capital, 

verified by colleagues).  He states, “I think for me, it is important to have a pre-

established relationship.  It could be a personal relationship or it could be a professional 

relationship based on one’s reputation for handling situations.  It helps to develop these 

relationships over time.”  Knowing someone, especially when the relationship has had a 
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chance to develop, is important to this principal.  Within these types of relationships, 

learning and the creation of new knowledge, in this case, about how best to meet the 

needs of English Learners, is more likely to take place. 

 In summary, the perception of trust as a condition for the sharing of expertise and 

the creation of new knowledge emerged as a major theme from the data.  Additionally, 

the data suggest that many central office administrators need or want principals to 

perceive them as experts in matters of curriculum and instruction.  This stance may result 

in the erosion of trust if central office administrators are not open to the expertise that 

rests in the principals with whom they work.  Some central office administrators are 

willing to cede expertise to others based on the content of information that is being 

shared and the knowledge that is being developed.  Finally, the data suggest that the 

position a principal or a central office administrator occupies in a social network is a 

factor or a condition that contributes to his ability to have quality interactions with others 

about a range of topics related to curriculum and instruction as well as matters that are 

technical or operational.   

Research Question 3  

What are the characteristics of the interactions between site principals and central office 

administrators in one area of the San Diego Unified School District?   

 Go-arounds and face-to-face meetings are characteristics of interactions.  A 

characteristic is a feature that recognizably describes something.  The data suggest 

several characteristics of the interactions between principals and central office 

administrators in one area of the San Diego Unified School District.  The main 

characteristic is one that administrators refer to as “go-arounds.”  The operational 
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definition of a go-around is a way to accomplish work by using means other than what is 

prescribed by the organization through procedures and policies.  These go-arounds help 

administrators to solve problems without accessing the formal hierarchical channels.  

Using go-arounds implies that there are many ways to get thing done in the system.  

Administrators sometimes rely on informal networks to accomplish a variety of tasks.  

Examples of these tasks include getting the Facilities Department to repair a leaky roof, 

obtaining names of candidates to fill a vacant position from Human Resources, and 

finding out when a shipment of new computers will arrive from the Purchasing 

Department.  Clearly, some of these ways do not involve using the formal structures that 

have been put in place.  Another characteristic of these relationships is administrators’ 

overwhelming preference to have face-to-face meetings, especially when problems are 

more complex.  Complex problems require collaboration and require change at numerous 

places in the organization.  In these face-to-face meetings, formal roles as represented on 

the district’s organizational chart are broken down.    

 Knowing who to go to helps to get the job done.  The data suggest that when 

administrators have relations that can be mobilized to facilitate action, also known as 

social capital, they know who to go to in order to accomplish a given task.  These tasks 

vary in complexity and type.  Some tasks are relatively simple such as finding out who is 

responsible for adjusting the bells at a school site.  Other tasks are more complex such as 

revamping the delivery for special education services.  The point is that regardless of the 

task, administrators with a social capital advantage know who to go to in order to 

accomplish a given task.  These administrators may work outside of the formal protocols 

by using their social capital to solve problems that ordinarily might be unsolvable or 
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might take a long time to solve.  Knowing who to go to and having the social capital to 

get the formal or informal network to help is an invaluable resource.  An area 

superintendent recounts an experience in which he recognizes that the ordinary channels 

are ineffective in helping him with a specific issue. He makes use of his social capital and 

his informal networks to get the job done.  The data also imply that administrators make 

assessments on whom to go to based on the issue that needs to be resolved.   

It seems that I use go-arounds with almost every department.  For 

example, with Human Resources, when an issue arises and I know that 

something has to happen in the best interest of kids, I often find that some 

of the people in Human Resources see things very black and white.  They 

follow the letter of the law without considering the circumstances or what 

you’re trying to accomplish.  They go by the rulebook.  So, I have to go to 

other people that have a better understanding of the purpose of our work 

and they are the ones that can really work in that grey area a lot better 

because they know what needs to be accomplished and what can be 

accomplished in that grey area. 

 

 The issue that this area superintendent is referring to is about staffing.  Staffing 

procedures are guided by agreed-upon contract language between the San Diego 

Education Association (also known as the teachers’ union) and the San Diego Unified 

School District.  In an attempt to resolve issues about staffing, this area superintendent 

begins by contacting the appropriate person in the Human Resources Department.  This is 

the person who, on the organizational chart, is responsible for ensuring that staffing is 

done properly and for implementing the appropriate procedures.  According to the area 

superintendent, this person and others in similar positions do not find solutions that are in 

the “best interest of kids.”  In order to accomplish his goal, the area superintendent must 

go to others in the Human Resource Department who can help him to get what he needs.  

The “others” that he refers to are part of the informal network of relationships that he has 
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developed.  These “others” help to accomplish the work outside of the regular 

hierarchical system.  These networks are not represented on the published organizational 

charts.  This area superintendent, along with the “others,” is able to work in what is 

referred to as a “grey” area.  The “grey area” refers to language in the contract that is 

unclear and allows some room or latitude for interpretation on the part of those 

implementing the contract language.  This go-around is an example of how one’s social 

capital can help to accomplish a goal.  Administrators assess who to go to based on the 

problem that needs to be resolved and then use formal or informal networks to get the job 

done. 

 Connecting departments improves outcomes.  A principal describes how she 

created a connection between two separate networks within a larger network in order to 

solve a problem.  The issue that she faced was that her site budget, which was prepared 

by one department, did not reflect the number of full time teachers that were allocated to 

her site by another department.  In other words, her budget was not sufficient to fund all 

of the teachers at the site.  At first, she was unsuccessful at resolving the issue by 

speaking with each department individually.  She finally decided that the only way to 

receive the funding that she needed was to get these two departments to communicate.  

The resolution of the issue was made possible through the connection that she made 

between the two departments.  The data suggest that combining the expertise of different 

networks may result in the development of new approaches to problems.  This vignette 

suggests that not only do administrators know how to use informal networks, they 

consciously and purposefully foster the creation of these informal networks.  This type of 

go-around relies on the individual’s social capital to get two departments to “connect” 
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with one another for the purpose of collaboration and problem solving.  This is a go-

around because typically she would follow a standardized protocol in order to get 

answers related to staffing and budget.  Instead, in order to accomplish her goals, she has 

to go-around the regular chain of command or hierarchy.  

We do what we have to do in order to survive at the sites.  As a principal, I 

am sometimes the one who has to make the departments at the Ed Center 

connect with one another because they are not on the same page.  

Departments at the Ed Center point the finger at one another, for example, 

the Budget Department and Human Resources.  I have to get these two 

departments talking in order to resolve what I need to get resolved.  I do 

what I have to do to make sure that we get the number of teachers that we 

are entitled to.   

 

 By encouraging employees from different departments to talk to one another 

about how her school budget needs to be updated in order to get her full teacher 

allocation, this principal is able to resolve a critical issue.  She facilitates a conversation 

and gets both departments to collaborate in order to resolve the issue at stake for her site.  

She uses her influence to connect others in the organization.  This type of negotiation 

falls outside of the established means of doing business, but obviously is a go-around that 

works well for this principal.  These types of relationships and networks do not appear on 

formalized organizational charts.  Nor is this type of negotiation or facilitation described 

in any of the published policies or procedures of the San Diego Unified School District. 

 Circumventing the formal network is sometimes the only go-around that is 

effective.  Another type of go-around is one in which the formal network is circumvented 

in order to accomplish a goal.  In this scenario, an elementary school principal tried for 

two years to persuade a central office project manager to initiate the construction of 

additional bathrooms that had been promised as part of a deferred maintenance project.  
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Despite the principal’s many attempts to get the job started, the work was never 

scheduled.  The construction project is important because primary students do not have 

access to restrooms close to their classrooms. Because of the distance, students have to 

buddy-up to use the restrooms.  During rainy weather, students sometimes return to the 

classroom drenched.  Most importantly, primary teachers feel that it was a safety issue for 

students to go so far from their classrooms.  Finally realizing that the central office 

project manager would not respond to the needs of his students, the principal decides to 

take a different approach.  He circumvents the formal network and solves a critical issue 

by relying on his informal network of parents to put pressure on the district to schedule 

the construction of the bathrooms. 

Our school is desperately in need of major repairs and renovations.  There 

are lots of deferred maintenance projects that need to be taken care of.  

I’ve asked and asked when some of the projects will be started and I can 

never get a straight answer.  The biggest project is the addition of student 

restrooms.  The restrooms that we have are too far for our primary 

students.  After two years of complaining about it and getting no results, I 

decided that I would have to circumvent the facilities department.  I 

informed some of my parents who always help me out.  They complained 

to the district, and the work has finally been scheduled.   

 

 This quote shows that when expertise-sharing and problem solving between 

principals and central office administrators is not effective, administrators may resort to 

other means of accomplish their goals.  This principal was unable to solve the restroom 

issue through the hierarchical system that had been put in place by the district.  The 

project manager responsible for scheduling construction could not respond to the needs of 

the school.  The principal chooses to activate his informal network of parents to put 

pressure on the district.  The informal network successfully influences the formal 

network to schedule the project.  This example of a go-around illustrates that 
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circumventing formal structures, policies, and procedures is sometimes the only way 

accomplish a goal.  This go-around does not rely on the sharing of expertise to 

accomplish a goal.  Instead it illustrates how some work is accomplished when formal 

structures do not respond to identified needs.  It may be difficult, however, to have a 

coherent system if too many go-arounds supersede existing rules, protocols, and 

procedures.  Go-arounds may have the effect of undermining trust in the system.          

 The go-arounds described in this section suggest that formal hierarchical 

structures, procedures, and polices do not always support the work that needs to be 

accomplished.  Two of the three go-arounds, Knowing who to go to helps to get the job 

done, and Linking separate networks fosters communication, rely on sharing expertise in 

networks.  Circumventing formal networks is another approach that administrators use to 

accomplish goals.  Unfortunately, go-arounds may have the effect of impeding trust 

because administrators may have to remain silent for fear of closing an informal path.           

 Face-to-face meetings provide opportunities to partner.  Another characteristic 

of interactions that emerged from the data is the preference for face-to-face meetings.  

When asked about a time when they felt supported in a school reform effort, the majority 

of administrators made a special point to say that the interactions in which they felt 

supported took place during face-to-face meetings.  When describing these meetings, 

principals and central office administrators revealed that they became partners in 

learning.  Both administrators were actively engaged in the learning and the co-

construction of knowledge.  In the case below, expertise was developed about increasing 

the level of rigor in fifth grade classrooms.  Working on new approaches involved 

discussion, brainstorming, and reviewing relevant research.  During these collaborative 
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meetings, which were considered formal meetings, administrators tried to “figure it out 

together.”  Administrators, once again, set aside formal roles.  Their focus was to seek 

possible solutions together.  These face-to-face interactions are characterized by a sense 

of teamwork. 

 So the principal says to me “While you are here, I have another issue that I 

want to discuss with you.”  She goes on to say “The literacy work that we 

are doing is really taking off in all of the grade levels except fifth grade.  

I’m having real challenges with helping fifth grade teachers to raise the 

level of rigor.”  We discussed some possible approaches and strategies.  

We tried to figure it out together.  We looked at what the research says.    

Later on the principal got back to me and said “Oh, what we worked on 

made a difference for the fifth grade team!” 

 

 The quote suggests that the principal took the opportunity to connect with her area 

superintendent about a complex issue involving the level of rigor in fifth grade 

classrooms specifically because she was able to have the conversation face-to-face.  She 

appears to feel more comfortable about discussing important instructional issues in this 

setting.  She opens the discussion by saying, “While you are here….”  As a result of the 

conversation, a plan was put into place.  According to the principal, the plan was 

effective.  A change in approach was made possible because the administrators tackled a 

complex issue during a face-to-face meeting in which both administrators became 

partners in learning.  Other factors such as mutual trust and a social environment that 

views reform as learning may support expertise-development in face-to-face meetings as 

well.   

 Face-to-face interactions promote relationship-building.  Engaging in 

interactions that are face-to-face is viewed as a key way to establish relationships with 

others in the organization.  Although the organizational culture at the district level seems 
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to favor communication using emails, websites, and newsfeeds, there appears to be a 

general feeling that these types of communication do not allow for relationship-building 

and have a place for the dissemination of factual information only.  One administrator 

explains this viewpoint recalling when he first began working in the district.   

When I first began working here, the upper management’s philosophy was 

that principals know how to read, so why would you have to go out to visit 

them?  I’ve always been a person who prefers to go out to the sites and 

visit.  The personalization opens up many doors.  And then if I have to call 

them on another issue, they know that I am there to be a resource.  Or if I 

do send something out in an email, they might look at it more because, 

you know, they’ve met me at another meeting. 

 

 Developing relationships during these face-to-face meetings helps to “open 

doors” and increase communication and knowledge building for future meetings.  This 

quote highlights how a central office administrator scheduled face-to-face meetings, 

despite his perception that management preferred the use of emails.  His responses 

indicate that he believes that face-to-face meetings help to build teams, connect people, 

and develop trust.  In the absence of face-to-face meetings, it is difficult to develop 

relationships and rapport between and among administrators.  Face-to-face meetings 

appear to strengthen social capital between administrators in a way that emails and other 

forms of communication cannot.  Ties that are created during these types of meetings 

give administrators a social capital advantage that otherwise might not have existed. The 

types of ties that may develop may be advice-seeking, information-seeking, and 

expertise-seeking ties.  Conducting face-to-face meetings is likened to making an 

investment in social capital.  The return on the investment is the administrator’s ability to 

share information and collaborate more easily. 
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 Hierarchical structures are broken down during face-to-face meetings.  Within 

the structure of face-to-face meetings where trust exists and a learning approach is 

adopted, quality exchanges can take place and intellectual capital can be generated.  

Administrators who are at different levels on published organizational charts respect each 

other’s expertise and experience relative to the issue and therefore, are ready to listen and 

to respond to one another.  They are actively engaged in the co-construction of 

knowledge.  The following quote, provided by a central office administrator, tells the 

story of how quality exchanges take place.  In this scenario everyone represented appears 

to have an equal voice in searching for a solution to the problem of needing more support 

for special education students.  The administrators ask for input from others as well.  

Students, teachers, and paraeducators are given the opportunity to make suggestions, 

further breaking down hierarchical roles.  The description is so graphic that one can 

almost see how knowledge is co-constructed, reviewed, and revised throughout the visits.  

When I met with a principal at one of our elementary schools, he was 

having some trouble and difficulty scheduling his teachers to work with a 

number of kids with disabilities.  As a matter of fact, one of the things he 

kept requesting was more and more support.  And so, after a number of 

email exchanges and telephone conversations, the Executive Director of 

Special Education and myself visited the site.  We went to the school and 

spent the better portion of a morning there and then followed-up that 

meeting with a return visit later in the week.  So we spent a full day there 

with the principal observing classes, going out to recess to see the 

students, talking to the teachers and the paraeducators.  Throughout the 

day, we had a running discussion with the principal.  By the end of the 

day, the principal had a better sense of what we look at when we 

determine the need for extra support and services. 

 

  This collaborative meeting resulted in a change in approaches.  Solutions were 

found to a problem of practice in which administrators at all levels worked together for 

the purpose of problem solving.  There was a genuine interest and a need to find 
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solutions.   When people come together to observe a problem, discuss the problem, and 

seek solutions, a resolution is more likely to be found.  The tendency to give a standard or 

“boiler plate” solution is less likely when people meet. Those involved in the meeting are 

more likely to dialogue, to offer suggestions, and to problem solve.  Solutions reached in 

this manner feel less “top down” and much more collaborative. 

 As the central office administrator continues to recount how learning took place, 

it becomes evident that the principal and the central office administrators are partners in 

the learning process.  The “watershed” moment that he describes is made possible 

because of the dialogue and conversation that takes place throughout the process.  

Through our conversations we talked about ways in which adjustments 

and adaptations could be made to the instructional time, to the lesson 

plans, to the schedule for the classroom.  We also talked about how staff 

could be used differently. I think the watershed moment came probably 

towards the middle portion of our second visit when because of a 

recommendation that we made to the teachers, the principal saw some 

possibility of success. 

 

 The tone of this scenario is positive.  The site administrator is not admonished for 

seeking help or for not having all of the answers to address the problem.  Learning 

appears to be an activity that is valued and prized.  Administrators are pleased when their 

active engagement in problem solving leads to viable solutions to problems of practice. 

 In summary, many participants reported that in order to get things done in the 

organization, they had to use what they call “go-arounds.”  Go-arounds allow 

administrators to accomplish tasks without going through the normal channels.  Go-

arounds may be a symptom of poor organizational structure or a lack of trust in the 

system.  These go-arounds may not be as necessary in a system in which the right people 

are matched to talk to one another. Secondly, administrators prefer face-to-face meetings 
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over emails, especially when the problems are complex.  In these meetings, 

administrators at all levels collaborate and share expertise as they actively engage in the 

co-construction of knowledge and the generation of intellectual capital.  This preference 

for face-to-face meetings suggests that administrators need or require supportive 

relationships as they collaborate on complex issues related to student achievement. 

Research Question 4 

  What is the nature of the information and knowledge that flows through the 

relationships between principals and central office administrators? 

 Solutions to technical problems are solved in top-down relationships.  Some 

problems that principals address are technical.  Technical problems are often about 

operational issues that cannot be solved by the principal alone.  An example of one such 

technical problem that emerged from the data is a lack of understanding of the key 

components of effective documentation and how to craft memos that communicate clear 

expectations regarding employee work performance and conduct.  The principal 

sometimes needs assistance from a central office administrator who is knowledgeable in 

the field in which the concern exists.  Some technical problems are solved through 

informal networks as described in the results section for Research Question 3.  Other 

times, principals access formal networks to solve technical problems.  The determination 

as to which approach a principal uses may be based on a variety of factors including the 

position that the principal occupies in the social network or his prior knowledge and 

experience relative to the problem that needs to be addressed. 

 The tone of the collaboration between site principals and central office 

administrators changes when principals seek help solving technical problems through the 
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formal network.  First, principals usually are the initiators of interactions regarding 

technical problems.  Secondly, central office administrators, although not the initiators of 

the interaction, take a top-down approach in solving these problems.  In the following 

quote, a central office administrator tells how he helped to solve a problem related to bus 

transportation, an issue that is purely operational and technical.  Although the central 

office administrator uses the word “we” to discuss the interactions between himself and 

the school principal, the power in the relationship rests mainly with the central office 

administrator. 

In the last couple of days, I have had several dialogues with Carmela King 

(name changed), principal of Los Alamos High School (name changed).  

We met to solve problems related to the school’s need to use Coach buses 

to transport students all the way up to Northern California to visit several 

college campuses.  We worked out a way to fund large transit buses that 

were comfortable enough for staff and students.  We even brought a bus to 

the school prior to the day of the trip for the teachers to sit in and approve.  

We worked it out together. 

 

 The site principal looked to a central office administrator for help in funding 

buses for her students for a college tour in Northern California.   Because of a state law 

that has been in effect for a number of years, but has recently begun to be enforced, 

schools may not use Coach Buses.  In essence, the principal brought the problem forward 

and the central office administrator solved it.  The central office administrator is viewed 

as competent in his area of expertise.  The central office administrator figured out how to 

fund the bus.  He was the one who arranged for the bus to be brought to the school on the 

day before the trip. There was little need for the two administrators to actively co-

construct knowledge.  The central office administrator knew how to solve this technical 

problem, he applied his knowledge, and the problem was solved.  The data suggest that 
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when administrators discuss technical/operational problems, sometimes the type of 

relationship that is needed is hierarchical.  Since only one person in these interactions has 

the expertise or knowledge to solve the problem, the baseline facet of trust—

competence—is needed.  Here, trust does not require the building of new knowledge, the 

purpose of the interaction is solely to share expertise. 

 Solving adaptive problems—the heart of intellectual capital.  Adaptive problems 

require the creation of new knowledge to find solutions, fundamental shifts in values and 

beliefs, and changes in many places throughout the organization (Heifetz, 1994).  The 

most prominent, overarching adaptive problem the area under study is seeking to solve is 

how best to accelerate student achievement through the implementation of Common Core 

State Standards, data analysis, and use of best practices.  The data from this instructive 

case indicate that administrators involved in solving problems that are adaptive (a) 

become accustomed to a learning approach, (b) actively engage with one another, (c) 

develop ongoing cycles of learning, and (d) develop ways to move information 

throughout the system.  Collaboration for adaptive problems requires that administrators 

have trust in one another that goes beyond the baseline facet of competence. 

 Solving adaptive problems breaks down hierarchies.  When adaptive problems 

are discussed, formal hierarchies become less important because the learning becomes the 

main focus.  In this quote, a school principal recounts a time when she noticed a need in 

the area of professional development for her school and for other schools in her area.  She 

initiated a conversation with her area superintendent about this need.  It appears that the 

principal’s trust in her area superintendent went beyond the baseline facet of competence.  
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She was willing to take risks, she trusted in the benevolence of the area superintendent, 

and she was willing to be open about a perceived need. 

Most recently I had a conversation with my area superintendent.  She and I 

discussed a professional development workshop on close reading that had 

been presented at my school site. I was concerned because I felt that 

principals in my area needed to learn more about close reading before they 

presented it to their teachers.  My area superintendent and I discussed this 

need. We decided to bring it up at our next area principal meeting. The 

principals recognized that they needed to learn more about analyzing text 

and close reading. So this weekend, my area superintendent and I will get 

together to plan the workshop for principals in our area. 

 

 There is no single way to accomplish this goal.  Planning a presentation on close 

reading for principals takes collaboration, problem solving and co-learning.  These two 

administrators, one an area superintendent and one a principal, collaborate on a solution.  

Despite the formal hierarchy that exists on organizational charts, the hierarchy does not 

exist during their collaborative time together.  Formal hierarchies that are published on 

charts do not accurately represent relationships when conditions for learning are optimal.  

Both administrators participate fully in the creation of the professional development 

activity which will be presented to principals in their area.   

 Principals and central office administrators adopt a learning approach when 

solving adaptive problems.  In addition to breaking down formal hierarchies when 

solving adaptive problems, the data suggest that a learning approach or an orientation 

towards learning together is prevalent.  A grounded definition of a learning approach is 

an approach in which actors come together as equal partners, despite their position on 

formal organizational charts.  Each administrator brings her human capital in the form of 

experience and expertise to the table.  Together both administrators learn from one 

another in order to solve a problem or to create a new approach.  Problems are addressed 
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through the framework of learning together.  It appears that people in these types of 

relationships are conscious and proud of learning together.  They view learning together 

and behaving like learners as an important part of who they are and how they act when 

they meet.    

Learning takes place with my area superintendent all the time.  I’ll pose a 

problem to her or something that I want to work on.  I think the most 

recent one was when I needed to reshape our professional learning 

communities and I wanted to shift the professional learning community 

from being whole group to being grade-level focused.  We use to meet all 

in one room and I wanted her to help me learn how to release the 

Professional Learning Communities to a new level of independence by 

having them meet in grade levels.  We talked about the pros and cons of 

having them meet by grade level.  We decided that each Professional 

Learning Community would have to give me an agenda ahead of time.  

The agenda would have to include an outcome for the PLC.  By thinking 

this whole process through with my area superintendent, I was able to 

reshape my PLCs. 

 

 The principal poses the problem—the need to reshape the structure of 

professional learning communities.  She believes that the professional learning 

communities need to be more independent and they need to meet by grade-level.  The 

principal realizes that releasing teachers from whole group to work in small groups has its 

pros and cons.  The administrators discuss the problem in order to flesh it out.  They learn 

from one another to find a solution.  The principal has valuable input about the 

professional learning communities at her school.  She knows the culture of the school, 

she knows how the teachers work together, and knows what has worked and what has not 

worked.  The area superintendent learns about the professional learning communities 

from the principal. The area superintendent has valuable information as well.  She 

undoubtedly has a broad perspective about professional learning communities because 

she is has had the opportunity to work with many schools and has seen successful and 
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unsuccessful professional learning communities at work.  Based on her experience and 

expertise, she makes suggestions about improving professional learning communities to 

the principal.  Together, based on what they have learned from each other, they decide 

that by meeting in grade level teams, the work of the professional learning communities 

will be more productive, but that issues of accountability must be addressed.  They settle 

on a new protocol which will require that professional learning community leaders 

develop an agenda, complete with outcomes prior to the meetings.  These agendas with 

outcomes must be given to the principal prior to the meeting.  Hence a new structure, a 

new way of doing business is developed through collaboration.  This was possible 

because a learning approach was employed to advance improvement.  

 Solving adaptive problems requires ongoing cycles of learning.  Similar to the 

learning approach discussed by the principal who needed assistance with her professional 

learning communities, another principal is concerned with the implementation of 

Common Core State Standards at the middle school level.  To solve this problem of 

practice, administrators engage in an ongoing cycle of learning.  A long term learning 

relationship in which the administrators are “trying to figure out” an adaptive problem 

that was posed by the principal begins.  This problem cannot be solved in one or two 

meetings.  Meetings occur throughout the year.  Learning takes place at each of these 

meetings and the cumulative learning leads to changes in approaches or the improvement 

of current practices.   Learning is incremental.  Administrators leave each meeting more 

knowledgeable about the implementation of common core state standards.  Learning 

takes place over time.  
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Most recently, a meeting that I had with a central office administrator that 

resulted in learning was about Common Core State Standards in the area of 

math.  Because there are so many questions about what common core will 

look like in the middle school and how it will impact instruction, I decided 

to meet with Maria (name changed).  We’ve had several meetings 

throughout the year.  Although the answers might not yet be there yet, we 

are still working together to try to figure it out.  Each time we meet, we 

leave with a better understanding of common core and how we are going to 

address implementation at the middle school level. 

 

 In this scenario, the formal hierarchy that is published on district organizational 

charts appears to take a back seat to the learning that needs to take place.  This adaptive 

problem is so complex that it is difficult to define its full scope.  Since there are no easy 

answers, the principal and central office administrator develop an ongoing learning cycle 

to find solutions.  Implied in this description is that learning takes place not only during 

the face-to-face meetings between these two administrators, but also during the intervals 

between meetings.  Ideas discussed are tested, modifications are made, and newly 

engineered solutions are again tested.  Critical learning takes place in these ongoing 

cycles of learning.  Participants in these cycles contribute to the intellectual capital that is 

owned by the area in which they work and to the system at large. 

 An area superintendent describes another example of the development of 

intellectual capital through social relationships when administrators meet together on a 

regular basis to address data monitoring.  Learning takes place in well-defined cycles.  

These cycles include a group meeting, some type of follow-up or next steps activity, and 

a subsequent meeting.  Administrators are held mutually accountable for the learning that 

takes place.  These elements are evident in the following description as told by an area 

superintendent.     
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One place where my work has really taken hold in terms of producing 

learning would be in our monthly data monitoring meetings.  In these 

meetings, all of the principals in a cluster come together to present their 

data to their colleagues.  They talk about both those things that are worthy 

of celebrating and those areas that they are most concerned about.  They 

share the next steps that they will take to improve student achievement.  It 

is in the sharing of the next steps that both their colleagues and I have an 

opportunity to influence their learning through conversation and dialogue. 

 

 In this example, the area superintendent and principals meet to discuss data 

monitoring.  Because principals must share their data with the group, everyone is actively 

engaged in the learning.  Each principal is responsible to her colleagues to know her data 

and to reflect on it in a way that is useful to others.  Principals are responsible for sharing 

“next steps” with their colleagues.  Sharing next steps serves as a guarantee that the work 

will continue.   Monitoring meetings are not one-time events.  Learning takes place 

during the meetings, while principals are working on next steps, and in follow-up 

meetings.  This model of professional development is based on a continuous cycle of 

learning approach.  Learning does not only happen at discreet times when administrators 

meet face-to-face.  Learning is embedded into the principals’ daily work.      

 Knowledge moves throughout the system in predictable patterns.  Knowledge 

and expertise that is shared and created between principals and central office 

administrators moves throughout the system in predictable patterns.   As knowledge 

moves throughout the system, learning takes place.  Central office administrators, 

principals, and teachers make sense of new knowledge by molding the knowledge to fit 

the needs of their individual schools.  The following vignette shared by an elementary 

school principal describes the process for how learning moves from one group to the 

next. The knowledge and learning is not static.  It changes based on the needs of the 
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learners.  There is a fluid, organic feel to the learning and knowledge.  Participants in the 

process are not vessels to be filled with facts and procedures, in this case about Common 

Core State Standards.  Instead, true learning takes place because all stakeholders along 

the way provide input as to how the information will be adapted to meet their needs.     

Like other schools, we are doing our best to learn how to implement 

Common Core State Standards.  It hasn’t been easy because all of it is so 

new for everyone.  When other principals and I meet with experts from the 

district on Common Core, they provide us with a lot of information.  

Together we take that information and we plan out what it means to our 

schools and how we will operationalize our new learning.  Principals then 

take that learning and further refine it with their Instructional Leadership 

Teams (ILT).  ILT then help teachers to make sense of it.      

 

 This principal also indicates that no one has all of the answers regarding the 

implementation of Common Core State Standards when she says “it is so new for 

everyone.”  This statement implies that while some knowledge about Common Core 

Standards exists, there is a need to create new knowledge with respect to the pedagogy 

and curriculum associated with the standards.  She is essentially stating that together they 

have to create the knowledge to make this initiative successful.  She acknowledges that 

the creation of this knowledge requires the expertise of principals, central office 

administrators, and teachers.  Knowledge and expertise have to be built through 

collaboration and relationships. 

 In summary, there are two main categories of the types of discussions between 

principals and central office administrators.  One type involves the discussion of 

technical issues; the other involves the discussion of more complex, adaptive issues.  

Technical issues are usually about operational matters.  These issues can be solved 

through formal or informal networks.  When solved through formal networks, 
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relationships tend to have a top-down feel to them and interactions are usually initiated 

by the principal.  When sharing expertise and co-learning about complex issues, 

administrators adopt a learning approach.  Hierarchical structures become less important 

and learning becomes the focus.  The content of the discussions affects what 

administrators want or need from the relationships in which these interactions take place. 

Organizational Structures Need to be Aligned to Site Needs 

   The data suggest that when central office administrators are assigned to 

supervise principals from school levels with which they have had no experience, it is less 

likely that robust learning will take place.  Also, when principals are grouped in learning 

communities with principals from school levels other than their own, the possibility of 

learning together diminishes.  This mismatch or lack of alignment is viewed as a 

symptom of poor organizational structure that negatively affects levels of 

communication, expertise sharing, and the creation of new knowledge.  An example of 

this type of mismatch is when an area superintendent with elementary experience is 

assigned to supervise a high school principal.  The poor organizational structure that 

participants refer to may be linked to the go-arounds that are discussed earlier in this 

chapter.  The data suggest that if the organizational structures were created to better align 

or match principals to supervisors who could truly support them, it would not be 

necessary for administrators to use go-arounds as much as they do.  The design of the 

organizational structure also negatively affects the level of communication among 

principals.  Principals say that they want formal structures to be organized by school level 

as opposed to being organized by cluster.  Participants complained that organizational 
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structures limit their ability to talk to one another and to work directly with others in 

similar positions.   

I think that we still have a lot of work to do in terms of being able to have 

very direct lines of communication such that site administrators view 

central office administrators as supports for their professional learning and 

central office administrators view site administrators as supports for their 

professional learning.  I don’t think that our lines of communication are as 

strong as they can be.  We need a way to tap into each other’s strengths.  

 

 This central office administrator clearly points out that formal structures have 

been organized in such a way that communication and professional learning and 

discourse between site administrators and central office administrators are hindered.  

“Lines of communication,” which is synonymous, with formal hierarchical organizational 

structures, serve to isolate administrators.  Within these mismatched structures, weak 

lines of communication reign and actors do not view their relationships as mutually 

supportive.  This administrator acknowledges that improving the lines of communication 

would result in more opportunities for administrators to tap into each other’s strengths. 

 A site administrator addresses the same issue of how professional learning is 

negatively impacted because of limited opportunities for communication and 

collaboration based on formal organizational structures.  He seems to long for a structure 

that allows for meaning dialogue that impacts student achievement.  

I think that it is critical to make the best use of people’s time.  In the 

current K – 12 cluster model, it is a real challenge for the area 

superintendents to address everyone’s needs.  It is difficult for them to 

plan meaningful meetings that are productive—to provide opportunities 

for principals to learn together so that they can have an impact on 

instruction for students. 

 

 Initially, this site principal emphasizes the importance of ensuring that people’s 

time is used wisely.  He then quickly criticizes the current structure for its inability to 
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meet everyone’s needs.  Planning meetings that meet everyone’s needs is difficult.  

Learning together to improve instruction for students is viewed as challenging within the 

current structure.  This quote exemplifies how the formal structure, in this case, the K – 

12 cluster configuration, does not support communication and learning between 

principals and central office administrators.  This participant implies that the K – 12 

configuration does not allow people to use time effectively at meetings and, in effect, 

causes them to waste time.  His desire is to learn together in ways that will have an 

impact on instruction. 

 The very size of the district is another reason that one site principal provides for 

the lack of communication between people in the system. Because of the size of the 

system and due to the lack of meaningful structures, decisions are made out of context 

and communication is ineffective. 

I would say that the enormity, the scale of our school district, impedes the 

flow of information and explanation of decisions.  Sometimes we lose the 

human element.  We don’t communicate and we don’t provide a context 

for certain decisions that impact people.  This results in a lot of 

misconceptions and misunderstandings—people don’t feel like they are 

really being heard.  I think that we’re just so massive. 

 

 This principal is frustrated with the structure of the district.  She indicates that the 

size of the district is inherently too large to allow for meaningful discussions.  Decisions 

are made out of context because there is little or no discussion between actors in the 

system.  People’s work is being impacted, undoubtedly in negative ways, because of the 

size and structure of the district.  Evidenced by her comment that “people don’t feel like 

they are being heard,” there is a lack of cohesion and a lack of a spirit of teamwork.  She 

reiterates that this is due to the size of the district.  She expresses that in the case of 
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school districts, having too large a district is bad for communication and collegial 

conversations.  Interestingly, she does not offer any solutions to the problem.  Her 

comments indicate that she believes that nothing can be done to alleviate the problems 

associated with the “enormity” of the district. 

 Poor communication was clearly attributed to the formal structures that do not 

meet the needs of some administrators due to mismatches with supervisors or size of the 

district as exemplified by the quotes cited.  Other participants alluded to poor 

communication in more subtle ways.  Some central office administrators mentioned, in 

the context of other responses, that there were not many opportunities to meet with 

principals at group meetings.  Principals stated that because of the K – 12 configuration 

of their area, there were few chances for them to discuss issues that were common to their 

particular level.  It appeared that participants were frustrated with the lack of perceived 

communication due to structure.  I noticed this frustration by observing participant’s tone 

of voice and body language during discussions about the lack of communication. 

Synthesis of Results 

 The results reported in Chapter 4 describe how expertise is shared and how 

knowledge is created between principals and central office administrators.  Although 

results are reported separately by research question, when considered together, the data 

provide a description illustrating the structures, conditions, characteristics, and content of 

the interactions. In summary, principals and central office administrators meet and 

interact in a variety of structures.  Many of the structures are determined by central office 

administrators.  Other interactions take place through informal networks that are not part 
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of the ranked hierarchical structures promoted by district officials.  Results indicate that 

for learning to take place in these interactions, whether formal meetings or informal 

communications, certain conditions, such as trust, should be present.  The content of the 

interactions, or, “what administrators are talking about,” affects what administrators want 

or need from their relationships with other administrators.   Finally, technical/operational 

and complex/adaptive issues are discussed in these interactions.  The types of 

conversations affect the characteristics of the interactions.  For example, conversations 

about how to improve the academic achievement of African American students require 

higher levels of trust.  Also, these conversations tend to break down hierarchical roles in 

favor of an approach that focuses on adopting a learning approach to problem solving.      
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Chapter 5 

 

 The purpose of this study is to explore how expertise is shared among principals 

and central office administrators and to understand the nature of intellectual capital in one 

area of the San Diego Unified School District.  I am interested in the structure of 

interactions between principals and central office administrators, the conditions under 

which expertise is shared, characteristics of the interactions, and the nature of the 

information and knowledge that flows through these relationships.  The overriding 

problem that I am addressing in is the lack of attention that is paid to how knowledge is 

shared and created between principals and central office administrators.  Many resources 

in the form of time and money are spent increasing the human capital of individuals in 

school districts in hopes of improving outcomes for students.  Investing in professional 

development has its benefits, but more attention should be paid to how knowledge is 

shared and created through relationships.  This study was conducted to learn more about 

how human capital and social capital can generate intellectual capital.  Having a better 

understanding of these concepts may have implications for supporting the types of 

relationships that produce purposeful interactions.  These purposeful interactions help 

administrators to share knowledge and expertise through active engagement and co-

construction of knowledge. 

 In this mixed methods study, principals and central office administrators were 

selected based on extant data from a previous study.  Data was collected from semi-

structured interviews as well as from reviews of selected documents.  The location of the 

study is within the San Diego Unified School District.  More specifically, I focused the 

study on one area within the district.  
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 This chapter summarizes the results, discusses findings and conclusions, proposes 

implications, and suggests studies for future research based on the results of the study.  

Limitations to the study are also discussed.  The results of the first research question, 

which reports on the structure of interactions, is descriptive.  It is not addressed in 

isolation in Chapter 5; rather it is woven into discussions and conclusions.  Conclusions 

are based on my informed interpretation of the data and existing literature.  To make 

sense of the data, I will reflect on its meaning and focus on what I have learned from the 

data. 

 The chapter begins with a summary of the findings of the study.  Following the 

summary is the findings and conclusions section.  The sub-sections under findings and 

conclusions closely match the sub-sections in Chapter 4.  Chapter 5 concludes with 

implications, areas for future research, and limitations of the study.  

Summary of Findings 

 The Summary of Findings is based on a total of 15 interviews that I conducted 

with principals and central office administrators.  These interviews were transcribed and 

coded using a variety of coding techniques to identify categories and themes in the data.  

In addition to data that was collected from interviews, I used an assortment of documents 

including meeting agendas, meeting minutes, and examples of learning that were co-

created by principals and central office administrators.  I employed the technique of 

“member-checking” as a way to ascertain that the emerging themes that I identified were 

consistent with the perceptions of participants in the study.  Synthesis and analysis of 

triangulated data lead to the development of the following meta-themes.  Each meta-

theme will be described briefly, followed by a more complete discussion.   
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 Trust is a condition that gives administrators the confidence to share freely.  

Trust and several facets of trust emerged as key considerations for the sharing of 

expertise.  Participants identified competence as a baseline facet of trust and openness as 

an important facet of trust.  The data suggest that trust is conditional and only afforded to 

colleagues under certain conditions.  Trust increases the predictability of interactions and 

one’s embeddedness in social networks.  The content of the conversations between 

administrators affects the levels and facets of trust that they need or want in their 

relationships.  Simply stated, what administrators talk about affects the types of 

relationships that they require from one another. 

 Figure 5.1 illustrates how the content of the conversations between principals and 

central office administrators affects what they want or need from their relationships.  

Conversations can be about operational issues such as facilities management, staffing, or 

transportation.  Instructional conversations tend to be about the use of data to inform 

instruction, using research-based practices to improve student achievement, and the best 

ways to monitor student achievement through formative and summative assessments.  

Some of these conversations are about very complex issues and others are easier to solve.  

The content of these conversations affects whether formal hierarchies or informal 

networks will need to be accessed to gain the knowledge or create the knowledge 

necessary to find solutions.  The content of the conversations also dictates the levels of 

trust required by participants, and whether the meetings need to take place in person, 

through email, or through other modes of communication.  
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How Does What Administrators Are Talking About Affect the  

Types of Relationships They Need 
  

 

 Go-arounds are used to access an informal network of colleagues.  Much of 

the work that gets done, much of the information that is shared, and much of the 

knowledge that is created happens through informal networks of colleagues.  These 

informal networks do not follow published hierarchical charts, thus they are considered 

go-arounds.  Administrators who know how to access these informal networks are more 

productive.  Some administrators use other types of go-arounds such as connecting 
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separate networks in order to foster collaboration.  At its most extreme, some go-arounds 

are used to deliberately circumvent the formal networks in order to accomplish goals and 

objectives.  Most of the go-arounds that participants discussed were to solve operational 

issues such as completing work orders for facility maintenance in a timely manner.  

Fewer participants used go-arounds to get help with instructional issues such as how to 

analyze student data to make good instructional decisions.  Go-arounds may be a 

symptom of poor organizational structure.  These go-arounds may lead to a lack of 

coherence in the system and may allow some administrators to become “richer” in terms 

of resources and information than other administrators who do not use go-arounds.  

Finally, go-arounds may erode trust as openness cannot be guaranteed because 

administrators may not want to close informal paths that they have established.     

 Administrators become partners in learning during interactions that are 

face-to-face meetings.  When administrators meet face-to-face, relationships are built.  

Face-to-face meetings provide administrators with opportunities to get to know one 

another better, both personally and professionally.  As colleagues get to know each other 

more through these types of meetings, they become better at learning together.  

Administrators become active participants and a learning approach is adopted.  

Hierarchical structures are broken down and learning and knowledge building becomes 

the focus.        

 Technical/operational and complex/adaptive problems are solved through 

the relationships between principals and central office administrators.  The content 

of the conversations between principals and central office administrators can be about 

technical/operational or complex/adaptive issues.  The content of the interactions 
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between colleagues dictates what is required from their relationships.  The structure of 

interactions, the levels of trust needed, and the types of networks that will be accessed are 

all affected by what administrators talk about during their interactions. 

Findings and Conclusions 

 Trust—A condition that gives administrators the confidence to share freely.  

Trust emerged as a key condition for the sharing of expertise.  Social capital, a construct 

that is common to research on organizational networks, has three components.  These 

components are trust, spirit, and interdependence among actors in the system (Balkundi 

& Kilduff, 2005).  The literature suggests that without trust, social capital is incomplete. 

 The data from my study is consistent with the existing literature with regard to the 

significance of trust.  Trust gives individuals and groups confidence that expectations will 

be upheld with reliance and competence (Coleman, 1988; Goddard, 2003).  The theme of 

trust surfaced in many of the interviews with both principals and central office 

administrators.  Participants spoke about the importance of trust with great conviction.  

Although most of the participants clearly were not knowledgeable of the facets of trust—

some described a facet, but ascribed an incorrect label to the description—their accounts 

were nonetheless revealing.  One of the facets of trust that surfaced frequently is 

competence. 

 For purposes of this discussion I am merging the theme of competence with the 

theme of the need for central office administrators to be regarded as experts in their field.  

These two themes are closely related and are better discussed together.  Overall, the facet 

of trust that received the most attention was competence.  Principals had a lot to say 

about the importance of having a leader who is competent in her position.  Competence 
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means having the required experience and knowledge to accomplish a task or to lead 

others in accomplishing tasks and goals.  Based on data collected from interviews and a 

review of documents, the reason participants stressed the importance of competence was 

two-fold.  First and foremost, many principals are assigned to an area superintendent who 

has had little or no experience with that principal’s school level.  For example, an area 

superintendent who has only worked as a principal of an elementary school is assigned to 

supervise the operational and instructional programs of a high school.  The area 

superintendent, with no experience at the high school level, is expected to assist and 

supervise.  It may be difficult for a principal, especially a well-seasoned principal, to rely 

on a supervisor who has never done his job.  The competence of the area superintendent 

is called into question and a lack of trust follows.  Principals may also have similar 

reservations about other central office administrators who have had no experience at a 

particular level.  For example, an elementary school principal who is in need of assistance 

developing a comprehensive program for students with disabilities may have no 

alternative but to consult with a central office administrator who has never worked in an 

elementary school.  Principals may feel that the only way to truly understand the 

dynamics and nuances of certain issues is to have actually worked through these issues in 

a similar setting.  Hence, a person with no experience in a given area would not be 

viewed as competent.   

 Several central office administrators suggested the significance of being 

recognized as experts, or competent, in their fields.  One central office administrator went 

so far as to describe a scenario in which she provided a professional development session 

to the staff at a school in order to prove her competence.  In her mind, the success of the 
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professional development activity that she led proved her competence, not only to the 

principal who she supervises, but also with the entire school staff. 

 A second reason for principals to have placed such a great emphasis on the 

competence of the area superintendent and central office administrators may be attributed 

to the high turnover rate of central office administrators.  One principal stated that he had 

five different supervisors in five years.  Other central office administrative positions may 

be somewhat more stable than this. The data suggest that when principals and central 

office administrators do not have the opportunity to build relationships with one another, 

they do not get to know each other well enough to appreciate each other’s expertise and 

therefore cannot gauge levels of competence appropriately.  When means of evaluating 

levels of competence are absent, trust wanes. Relationships that are ongoing and develop 

over time allow actors to get to know each other’s professional strengths and weaknesses. 

 These conclusions are consistent with social network research. A sense of trust 

between members of social networks appears to be an important factor that supports 

social capital.  When levels of trust are high, reciprocal ties are more numerous and 

change or reform is more likely to occur (Moolenaar et al., 2010). 

 Principals do not afford trust to central office administrators based solely on a 

central office administrator’s position on formal district organizational charts.  Principals 

tend to administer a “test” to determine if the central office administrator merits trust.  

The “test” consists of assessing the prior experiences, or the resume, of the central office 

administrator and then affording the central office administrator a certain amount of trust 

based on the results of that assessment.  The degree to which a central office 

administrator is perceived as having been competent in previous positions may also affect 
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the levels of trust that afforded to her.  Having a reputation of being competent is factor 

that figures prominently.  One’s resume alone is not enough to afford a person the trust of 

her colleagues.  The data suggest that central office managers have been placed in 

positions of leadership who have not had adequate experience and training to fill these 

positions.  Because some appointments are made for political reasons, and others are 

made based on personal friendships, principals cannot be sure that everyone in a high-

level leadership position is fully qualified.  Principals, therefore, must perform a “test” on 

central office managers to determine their readiness for a particular job. 

 Honesty appeared as another condition important to administrators.   At the heart 

of honesty is the expectancy that one’s statements match what happened and when future 

commitments about actions are kept (Hoy & Tschannen-Moran, 1999).  A number of 

participants spoke about honesty in terms of fulfilling commitments that had been made.  

Fulfilling a commitment tended to increase levels of trust, which in turn, tended to break 

down hierarchical roles, allowing principals and central office administrators to work 

collaboratively.  The larger meaning to this theme may be that when a principal, for 

example, has confidence that an area superintendent or a central office administrator 

values him enough to follow through with a promise, the principal feels respected and 

therefore is more likely to trust him.  When promises for future actions are ignored, 

overlooked, or forgotten, the principal tends to isolate himself from those who do not 

follow-through.  Area superintendents and central office administrators build trust with 

principals by following through with promises that they have made. 

 Openness, a facet of trust, and reciprocity were intertwined in the data.  Openness 

surfaced as an important facet of trust.  Openness allows for full disclosure of 



122 

 

 

information by both parties, implying reciprocal trust.  To be fully open may leave an 

individual very vulnerable.  When participants are learning together at high levels, where 

openness and reciprocity of trust exists, relationships have usually developed over time.  

These relationships develop on a trust continuum.  Actors must first trust in each other’s 

competence.  Other facets of trust begin to be developed and nurtured.  Finally, openness 

and reciprocity become a part of the trusting relationship.  These findings are consistent 

with research by Daly and Finnigan (2012).  They analyzed the levels of trust that exist 

between district leaders and site leaders in social networks.  Findings suggested that the 

quality of relations, as measured by trust, is a key element in the development and 

ongoing success and health of reciprocal ties that result in exchanges about best practices 

that lead to school improvement. 

 The data suggest that as levels of trust increase, administrators become more 

embedded in their social networks.  A vast body of literature exists describing how one’s 

embeddedness in a social network affords him with certain advantages to resources and 

information (Adler & Kwon, 2002; Balkundi & Kilduff, 2005; Daly, 2010; Lin, 2001; 

Reagans & McEvily, 2003; Tenkasi & Chesmore, 2003).  Embeddedness can be 

described an actor’s position in the network or, in other words, how an actor fits into the 

overall network.  The social capital resources that are embedded in social networks 

enhance outcomes.  Robust connections between and among individuals are vehicles that 

facilitate the transfer of knowledge and the creation of innovative ideas.  Overwhelminly, 

principals and central office administrators made references to social networks and how 

one’s place in the network affords actors certain advantages.  A factor that establishes 

one’s place in the network is trust.  Administrators did not always use the same terms that 
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are found in theoretical frameworks, but they nonetheless referenced situations and 

scenarios that highlighted these concepts.  The big idea behind the data regarding 

embeddedness is that administrators, both principals and central office, know how to 

utilize informal networks to accomplish a variety of task.  They know how to access 

informal networks for information and for problem solving.  Furthermore, they use these 

networks, often to the exclusion of networks that are published on formal organizational 

charts.  It is likely, that the formal networks are sometimes too rigid and rules-based, 

while informal networks can go about the business of finding solutions circumventing the 

procedure and policy-driven protocols that are required of the institution.   

 Go-arounds are used to access an informal network of colleagues.  The data 

suggest that go-arounds are a major characteristic of interactions between principals and 

central office administrators.  An operational definition of a go-around is a process for 

getting something done that does not follow regular procedures, protocols, and 

hierarchical chains of command.   

 Administrators do not necessarily seek assistance in the form of knowledge-

gathering or information-building directly from their supervisor, or do they always follow 

standard procedures and protocols for getting the job done.  Instead, they use go-arounds.  

Administrators assess who the best person is to go to based on the task that has to be 

accomplished.  This finding is consistent with previous research.  Actors in a system form 

ties with others for a variety of reasons ranging from similarities in personal backgrounds 

to perceived levels of competence (Casciaro & Lobo, 2005).  Critical dimensions for 

relationships may also include factors such as knowing who to go to for knowledge, 

gaining timely access to that person, creating knowledge through cognitive engagement, 
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and learning in a safe environment (Borgatti & Cross, 2003).  My informed interpretation 

of the data with the literature underscores the criticality of understanding informal 

networks and how they can be used to obtain information, create information, and 

develop new approaches to problems of practices.  The data suggest that actors in the 

system know that there is more than one way to accomplish a task.  Knowing the 

informal, as well as the formal, networks in a system gives actors definite advantages.  

Successfully accessing informal networks can mean the difference between getting the 

job done and not getting it done. 

 One type of go-around used by administrators is to create purposeful connections 

between different departments in order to accomplish a given goal.  These connections 

foster communication and active engagement, and they help administrators to solve 

problems that cannot be solved in isolation.   Creating connections between groups that 

occupy distinct positions on an organizational chart has a foundation in research 

literature.  Fleming and Juda (2004) found that inventors who aggressively build 

connections outside of their specific disciplines are more creative and innovative, and 

they generate more patents.  Catalysts or gatekeepers are believed to build these 

connections.  The data, in conjunction with existing literature, suggest that formal 

organizational charts may have the effect of creating silos.  These silos are good at 

keeping departments and people apart.  They tend to encourage isolationism and 

individualism.  Fortunately, there are some employees who see the power of linkages and 

connections.  These employees actively pursue and foster these linkages.  They work 

outside of the formal system to create the connections which allow for innovation and 

growth. 
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 When all else fails, the go-around that might be successful is to circumvent the 

system.  Simply stated, the strategy that administrators may use to reach a desired goal is 

to find another way to accomplish a goal outside of the formal system.  Administrators 

can circumvent the system by accessing informal networks to influence formal networks.  

Administrators tend to circumvent the system when they feel that the formal system is not 

responsive.  The need to circumvent the system indicates that formal structures are not 

always effective.  The data suggest that the use of go-arounds, such as circumventing the 

system, may be a symptom of poor organizational structure.  Practicing these types of go-

arounds may lead to a lack of coherence in the system.  Also, administrators who use go-

arounds may become richer in terms of resources and information than those who do not.  

Finally, trust may erode because openness cannot be guaranteed.      

 In summary, administrators tend to use a variety of go-arounds in order to 

accomplish goals, obtain information, co-create knowledge, and to solve problems.  In 

order to use go-arounds, administrators must understand that there is an informal network 

that exists and they must know how to access this informal network.  Go-arounds appear 

to be a common way of doing business and without them administrators would not be as 

productive.  In some go-arounds administrators circumvent formal networks.  Other go-

arounds have the effect of providing schools with a particular service or even materials 

that would not normally be afforded to them until a later date.  These types of go-

arounds, in essence, serve the purpose of moving some schools higher on a priority list 

while moving others to a lower position on the priority list.  The ability to effectively use 

a go-around can be a definite advantage to an administrator.  Conversely, not 
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understanding how to access informal networks can put an administrator at a definite 

disadvantage.     

     Administrators become partners in learning during interactions that are 

face-to-face meetings.  Relationships that exist in social networks do not always follow 

the hierarchical structures that organizations purport on published charts of who reports 

to whom.  Informal networks rich in social capital can be quite different from what one 

would expect from studying formal charts (Cross, Parker, & Borgatti, 2002).  Face-to-

face meetings may account for how these informal networks rich in social capital 

develop.  When administrators meet face-to-face, they become partners in learning, 

relationships are built, and hierarchical structures are broken down.  During these 

meetings, complex issues are addressed.  Interactions are characterized by active 

engagement and the co-construction of learning.  Administrators reported that once they 

met with colleagues face-to-face, other types of communications such as emails and 

memos are more likely to be acted upon and addressed in the future.  Meeting with 

colleagues seems to set the stage for relationships that are more personalized and more 

likely to result in collaboration.  One central office administrator who shared his story 

about the importance of meeting with principals in person suggested that the “district” 

prefers that communications be made through emails rather than by making school visits.  

He chose to conduct the majority of business in person regardless of the district stance.  

He reported that making personal visits helped to foster relationships and made it easier 

for him to persuade principals to complete required tasks. 

   Based on interview data, face-to-face meetings promote a sense of camaraderie, 

friendliness, and equality between administrators.  These meetings follow certain social 
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norms or understandings about appropriate ways to behave in the context of face-to-face 

meetings.  For example, area superintendents and central office administrators tend to 

begin these meetings by asking questions such as “How is everything going?” and “Is 

there anything that I can help you with?”  These types of questions give principals 

permission to set the agenda and to have some control over the content in a meeting.  

Setting the agenda and having control over the content of the meeting has the effect of 

breaking down hierarchical roles and leveling the field with regard to position and power.  

When hierarchical roles are broken down and the status of position and power are 

diminished in favor of the learning that needs to take place, conditions are more 

conducive for quality interactions.   

 The data suggest that face-to-face meetings, in addition to having the effect of 

breaking down hierarchical roles, tend to promote the development of relationships over 

time that other forms of communication, such as emails, do not.  During these meetings, 

actors typically get to know each other on a more personal level. Personal and 

professional successes and frustrations are discussed at these meetings.  The 

conversations often contain stories about one’s family, about one’s interests and hobbies, 

or more simply stated, about the important aspects of one’s life.  Discussions and 

information-sharing of this type allow people to connect with each other on a more 

personal level, therefore improving the quality of relationships.  As these relationships 

continue to develop over time, colleagues become more comfortable sharing information 

and co-constructing knowledge.  They also begin to recognize who to go to for help for 

different types of questions.  Their communications and way of accomplishing tasks 
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becomes more efficient and streamlined because of the relationships that they have built 

over time in face-to-face meetings. 

 The data suggest that relationships do matter and figure prominently in the 

process of sharing expertise and the creation of new knowledge.  Communication and 

collaboration tend to be more effective when administrators make the effort to meet face-

to-face.  As relationships develop, administrators become better at understanding how to 

work together to solve problems and to develop new approaches to issues that they face.  

Having a better appreciation of the importance of relationships provides superintendents 

and boards of education with a starting point for policy development that focuses on 

building relationships at all levels in the organization.  

 Technical/operational and complex/adaptive problems are solved through 

the relationships between principals and administrators.  The content of the 

conversations that administrators have, or more simply put “what they are talking about” 

during their interactions has implications for what they want or what they need from their 

relationships.  Conversations, for example, whose purpose is solely to learn factual 

information (technical/operational) such as which classrooms will receive computers as 

part of the district technology roll-out plan, require low levels of trust and can usually be 

solved through email or a phone call using regular hierarchical channels.  Other 

technical/operational issues might require a principal to access her informal network in 

order to accomplish a goal.  Knowing who to go to, and being embedded in a social 

network rich in social capital can afford a principal some definite advantages in realizing 

her objective in both formal meetings and informal communications.  Both of these 

scenarios require as a baseline facet of trust that administrators believe in the competence 
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of their colleagues.  As problems become more complex, levels of trust tend to need to be 

increased. 

 When information needs to be shared and problems need to be addressed that are 

complex, such as discussions about the analysis of  educational data to inform 

instructional decisions, what administrators need from these relationships can change 

from what they need when the content of conversations is less complex.  Complex 

information-sharing and problem solving require higher levels of trust.  Openness, the 

willingness to share information that can potentially put a person at risk, must be part of 

these relationships.  When complex problems are being solved, principals and central 

office administrators tend to forgo formal hierarchies and learn together without paying 

much attention to formal titles and ranked organizational charts.  Learning and co-

creating knowledge become the focus.  One’s social capital is a key factor in the equation 

for sharing expertise and generating new knowledge for complex problems in both formal 

meetings and for informal communications.  Knowing who to go to for help and being 

embedded in a social network with numerous and frequent ties affords one with the 

resources to accomplish goals and objectives.   

 Each conversation between a principal and central office administrator is unique.  

General topics may be similar, but there are many nuances to each topic.  The level of 

expertise that administrators have on any given topic varies.  The timing, district and 

office politics, and a myriad of other factors can come into play when sharing expertise, 

creating knowledge, and finding new approaches to problems of practice.  For each 

conversation, be it a simple issue or one that is more complex, administrators decide what 
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they need or want from their relationship with colleagues in order to get the information 

that they need to solve a problem. 

 Based on the conclusion that the type or content of conversations affects what 

administrators want or need from relationships, administrators should be aware that  there 

may be a need for certain competencies for each type of conversation.  The competencies 

needed to address technical issues may be different than the competencies needed to 

address complex/adaptive issues.  Assuming that all issues are technical, when they are 

not, may frustrate the collaborative process and interrupt the learning that needs to take 

place.   

Implications 

 The overriding problem that I sought to address through this study is the lack of 

attention that is paid to how knowledge is shared and created between principals and 

central office administrators.  As a practitioner, I noticed that districts typically invest 

large amounts of funding in professional development for teachers and administrators.  

These professional development expenditures may be for conferences, consultants, 

workshops, and other types of in-services.  Investments in human capital may pay off in 

terms of student achievement gains or improved operations at schools, but not to the level 

that one would expect.  Another factor, social capital, might be as important as human 

capital in generating new knowledge and new approaches to problems of practice.  Based 

on the findings of this study, I suggest the following implications for policy and practice. 

 Cultivate trust.  Trust and some of the facets of trust figured prominently as 

conditions under which expertise is shared.  When the conditions for sharing expertise are 

not in place, the likelihood for successful knowledge-sharing and knowledge-building are 
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greatly diminished.  Cultivating trust and all of its facets can be a daunting task for school 

districts to accomplish.  Trust is a condition that develops over time.  Boards of 

Education, superintendents, and other upper-level managers should be aware that policies 

and procedures that are put in place to address trust will probably not result in discernible 

increases in levels of trust quickly.  Serious attention should be paid to measuring levels 

of trust between actors through the use of quantitative and qualitative research.  Results 

of such studies should be used to continually improve ways that trust-building is being 

addressed.  Trust should be addressed regularly and it should be part of an overall plan 

that focuses on relationship-building. 

 Based on the data, there are several initial steps that Boards of Education and 

superintendents can take to begin to develop trust.  Most urgently, there is a need to 

address principals’ concerns about the competence of central office administrators.  

Providing administrators with opportunities to hone their competence can serve to 

increase trust levels.  When filling vacancies at the principal level and above, minimum 

requirements for positions need to be clearly established and these requirements need to 

be adhered to.  Applicants should not be considered for positions or given permission to 

interview for positions unless they fulfill these minimum conditions.  There should be a 

clear connection between the applicant’s experience and the job responsibilities.  

Appropriate experiences include skills at a specific grade level and skills for the specific 

functions relative to the job description.  Candidates should be required to interview for 

job vacancies.  Interview panels need to include a variety of stakeholders.  The 

recommendations made by interview panels should be given a great deal of weight in the 
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final decision regarding who to hire.  This process will allow for the best person to be 

hired for the position. 

 To develop openness, the Board of Education and superintendent should begin to 

develop a culture in which revealing problems of practice at one’s school or in one’s 

department is viewed as a positive move that will help not only the school or department 

bringing up the concern, but the district as a whole.  Recognizing that most problems are 

not unique to merely one school, solutions to these problems have the potential to benefit 

many schools.  Creating an environment in which continual improvement is the norm will 

allow for a more open and trusting environment.  The system will become more trusting 

and more productive when actors do not fear that being open about a problem will result 

in some sort of condemnation for themselves or for their school.  A collaborative 

atmosphere is likely to result in an environment such as this.  “Walls” are broken down 

and active engagement between administrators can take place.  

 Focus on relationship-building.  Administrators, both at the site and district 

levels, are responsible for overseeing a multitude of programs and initiatives.  These 

programs and initiatives depend on people working together to accomplish goals and 

objectives.  The success of any initiative depends on the relationships between actors, and 

how well they actively engage in learning.  In order to foster the development of 

relationships between principals, central office administrators, and teachers, thoughtful 

plans must be implemented and executed to increase social capital within the network.  

Often, activities that focus on connecting people or helping to nurture relationships are 

viewed by school employees as “fluff.”  Perhaps this view predominates because such 

activities are not well-planned and they only take place one time per year—usually at the 
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first meeting of the year.  The data suggest that relationship-building should be part of a 

well-planned professional development program.  The program should be based in 

research about social network theory, group dynamics, and organizational learning.  

Actors need to know that relationships are important to organizational learning and that 

these concepts are well-represented in a vast body of scholarly research.  In addition to 

understanding the theoretical framework and the research, management should ensure 

that there is relevant application in the form of relationship-building activities.  The goal 

must be to pay as much attention to relationships as is paid to the content of initiatives 

and programs.  Purposeful relationship-building might be the missing factor in efforts to 

improve the flow of information, the co-construction of knowledge, and the development 

of new approaches to problems. 

 Distinguish between technical and adaptive problems and develop structures 

to solve these problems.  Data gathered from principal interviews and document reviews 

suggest that administrators do not distinguish between problems that are technical and 

problems that are more complex and adaptive.  When they talk about the need to solve a 

problem, both types of problems are categorized together.  I recommend that professional 

learning opportunities be provided for administrators to learn to distinguish between 

technical and complex/adaptive problems, and to study the best approaches to solving 

each type of problem.  The competencies needed to solve technical problems may be 

different than the competencies needed to solve more complex problems.  As 

administrators begin to better understand the types of problems being addressed, the more 

they will be able to predict the best approaches to find solutions.  For example, the data 

suggest that some principals are able to solve technical/operational issues through formal, 
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hierarchical channels without using go-arounds.  All administrators can be provided with 

guides and tutorials to help them to solve these types of issues.  Providing instruction to 

administrators on problem-solving technical problems has yet another advantage—go-

arounds can be minimized in favor of a more standardized approach for receiving 

assistance.  Go-arounds, while they are effective for those administrators who understand 

the informal structures in the organization and know how to use them, are not supportive 

of those who have not yet figured out these systems.  Those who do not understand 

informal structures remain at a loss and therefore are put at a disadvantage.  Leveling the 

playing field for all administrators through the implementation of a sensible way of 

solving technical problems creates a system that is more fair and equitable. 

 Assisting administrators with developing structures and opportunities for solving 

complex problems begins with learning about the very nature of complex problems.  Data 

suggest that administrators use a specialized skill set for solving complex, adaptive 

problems.  Solving these problems requires that administrators and other stakeholders 

chart new paths in terms of resource allocation, policies, and procedures in order to 

bridge the gap between how things are and how stakeholders want them to be.  For 

example, many school teams are currently trying to figure out how best to implement 

Common Core State Standards.  Changes need to be made to how we teach and what we 

teach (pedagogy and curriculum) in order to assure that students successfully achieve 

standards.  Developing plans and strategies to make these types of changes requires that 

administrators know and use appropriate leaderships skills that will facilitate this type of 

work.  I recommend that along with professional development activities focused on how 

best to tackle problems that are technical, administrators should create a framework and 
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theory of action for solving more complex problems.  This framework and theory of 

action should be one that is co-constructed by administrators and should include ideas 

gathered from research as well from practitioners.  This type of professional development 

would help administrators to improve their skill set for solving complex problems.  

Having this skill set would give administrators the tools that they need to better assess 

problems/issues, to strategize ways to mobilize others to assist, and to evaluate the 

effectiveness of their work.   

Limitations 

 The findings and conclusions in this study, as in all qualitative research studies, 

might not be generalizable to other settings.  The principals in the study only represent 

one area of the school district.  Central office administrators in the study work with the 

district at-large, including with the principals in the study.  Findings may be unique to 

this relatively small sample.  Because this research occurred in the natural setting, it 

would be difficult to replicate the study.  Participants may respond very differently to 

interview questions based on the current context of the work environment as well as the 

social and cultural context which can change dramatically in a short period of time.  

 Another limitation of the study is the possibility that the researcher’s presence 

during the interview process may influence the subject’s responses.  The positionality of 

researcher relative to the setting may also affect how a subject responds.  Also, the 

quality of the research is highly dependent on the skills of the researcher.  In any study 

that includes self-reporting such as with interviews, participants’ responses may be biased 

due to selective memory, telescoping, attribution, and exaggeration.  These types of 

limitations are unavoidable and difficult to control.  
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Areas for Future Research 

 This study focused on one area of San Diego Unified School District “rich” in 

social network ties.  Actors in this social network tended to have ties to many others in 

the network and the frequency of their interactions were greater than in other areas of the 

district.  Further research would benefit the field of social network theory by conducting 

a similar study with an area of the district whose social network is not well-developed.  

Such a study might give us more information on the types of structures that constrain the 

development of social networks, the conditions that constrain how expertise is shared, 

and the characteristics of the interactions in an area that is substantially different from the 

one that I studied.   

 A longitudinal study on the same area of the district that was used in my research 

would also add to the body of knowledge on social network theory.  It would be 

interesting to learn how the structures for the sharing of knowledge change over time and 

how the conditions for the sharing of expertise are affected by other factors such as 

changes in personnel and the implementation of new initiatives and directives.  Such a 

study would provide policy makers, Boards of Education, and superintendents with 

recommendation on best practices for stabilizing thriving social networks that are about 

to undergo changes in personnel and policy.   

 Administrators work in a very complex environment.  There are many variables 

that affect a variety of outcomes for which they are responsible.  For these reasons, and 

because most of the questions that I have about the how expertise is shared are “how” and 

“why” questions, my current study could be extended with a case study.  The purpose of 

the case study would be to investigate the phenomenon of expertise-sharing through the 
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lens of the area superintendent.  The study would document the real-life context in which 

expertise is shared between the area superintendent and principals.  The study would 

serve to help educators to better understand how structures for communication, the 

context of the workplace, and conditions under which expertise is shared influence the 

flow of information and the generation of new ideas.   

Summation Statement 

 We are at a unique juncture in the field of education.  School funding has been 

reduced year after year.  Many schools are operating on a minimal budget.  There are 

fewer funds for teachers, for clerical assistants, and for instructional supplies.  At the 

same time, accountability standards for student achievement are high.  Districts, schools, 

and individual teachers are held accountable to ensure that all students are achieving at 

expected levels.  The adoption of Common Core State Standards has increased the rigor 

of many courses and has necessitated that teachers learn new curriculum and new 

pedagogy to deliver on the promises made by these new standards.  Many people may 

ask, “How can we do more with less?”  The results of this study suggest that school 

districts already have the resources that they need to deliver on the promises that they 

have made to students.  These resources are human capital, social capital, and their 

byproduct, intellectual capital.  While these resources already exist in the system, they are 

being under-utilized. More attention should be paid to improving the conditions that 

allow for the sharing of expertise, not only between principals and central office 

administrators, but between and among teachers as well.  As conditions for sharing 

improve, the human capital in the form of expertise and experience will flow more 
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readily between colleagues, and furthermore, new knowledge will be created.  This 

knowledge will benefit students through improved curriculum and instruction.   

 As administrators and teachers become more skilled at sharing knowledge and 

creating new knowledge, they will become better at solving complex, adaptive problems 

of practice.  Administrators will know who to go to for help based on the type of problem 

or issue that needs to be addressed.  Educators at all levels will use formal and informal 

structures to come together as learners to develop new approaches and procedures in 

service of students.     
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Appendix A 

 

Phone Call Protocol 

 

 I will contact the administrators to ask them if they are willing to participate in the 

study by making a personal phone call to each one of them.  The time of the day when I 

make the phone call will be important.  I want the possible interviewees to fully 

understand that the study has been approved by the SDUSD Research Proposal Review 

Committee and that my research work is not a function of my position as Director of 

Student Programs and Professional Learning.    

The phone conversation that I will have will include the following elements: 

1. Brief introduction of my position in the district (I will not need to give this 

introduction to principals who I know professionally.) 

2. Brief explanation of my status as a doctoral student in the UDP UCSD/CSUSM 

program 

3. Explanation of my dissertation topic and the type of research that I am doing 

(Mixed Methods Research, Qualitative Case Study) 

4. Ask possible participant if he/she would agree to be interviewed for 45 minutes 

to an hour 

5. Discuss confidentiality  

6. Arrange for interview – date, time, and location 

7. Ask interviewee if he/she has any questions or concerns 

The talking points described above may need to be revised based on the feedback and/or 

questions that arise from principals during my first couple of phone calls.  I will be  
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flexible and open to different ways of approaching principals based on these early 

conversations. 

 Contacting and inviting central office administrators was easier to accomplish 

since they work in an environment that is not constrained by some of the logistical 

necessities that exist at schools.  I maintained all of the same precautions with central 

office administrators as I delineated for principals. 
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Appendix B 

Interview Question Protocol 

The following list contains the interview questions that form the basis of the 

initial interview questions for principals:   

1.  Tell me about some of your experiences when you have contacted an administrator at 

the central office for advice on a school reform issue? 

2.  Tell me about some of your experiences when you contacted an administrator at the 

central office for assistance in the area of curriculum and instruction. 

3.   How do you characterize your relationship with central office administrators who are 

easy to communicate with? 

4.  How do you characterize your relationship with central office administrators who are 

difficult to communicate with? 

5.  How would you describe the level of support that you receive from central office 

administrators? 

7.  Is there anything that you would like to add? 

The following list contains the interview questions that form the basis of the initial 

interview questions for central office administrators: 

1.  Tell me about some of your experiences when you contacted a school principal 

regarding a school reform issue? 

2.  Tell me about some of your experiences when you contacted a school principal about 

an issue in the area of curriculum and instruction. 

3.   How do you characterize your relationship with school principals with whom 

communication is easy?
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4.  How do you characterize your relationship with school principals with whom 

communication is difficult? 

5.  Can you tell me about a time when you felt that a school principal was supporting you 

in a school reform initiative? 

7.  Is there anything that you would like to add? 

 Interviews were kept be kept to a maximum of one hour.  I let each interviewee 

know the time frame in advance of beginning the interviews.  All of the interviews were 

transcribed using Dragon Speech Recognition Software.  This software package 

transcribes the interviews quickly and accurately.  Following transcription of recorded 

interviews, the coding process began. 
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