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         Abstract 

Shaping Equity, Access, and Quality Learning for English Learners: 
High School Administrators’ Mediation of Language Policy 

 
Heather Schlaman 

 
This dissertation brings together theory and research on educational 

leadership, on one hand, and theory and research on language education, on the other, 

to explore how school administrators mediate language policy to shape the education 

of students designated as English Learners.  

Even as federal and state policies have sought to address English Learners’ 

needs, persistent disparities in outcomes between English Learners and their 

monolingual English-speaking peers are well documented (Fry, 2007; Rumberger & 

Gándara, 2004; Sugarman & Geary, 2016). Much research has demonstrated that 

school structures and instructional practices can limit English Learners’ access to 

high-quality learning (Callahan, Wilkinson, & Muller, 2010; Callahan & Shifrer, 

2015; Harklau, 1994; Umansky & Reardon, 2014), School leaders play important 

roles in implementing language policy in their local contexts and therefore in shaping 

English Learners’ opportunities to learn.  

This study explores how school leaders at two high schools mediated 

language policy in an effort to improve learning outcomes for English Learners. 

Using ethnographic methods within a multiple-case study design, I conducted 

observations and semi-structured interviews over the course of one school year. I 

drew on structuration theory, distributed leadership theory, and interpretive policy 
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analysis to examine administrators’ leadership practice and interactions as they 

worked to bring about programmatic and instructional change.  

Findings from this study show how the administrators sought to advance their 

goals for English Learners by working to distribute instructional leadership over their 

schools; shaping the schools’ culture in ways that promoted equity; and leveraging 

policies, programs, and tools to spur desired change. In their work, the administrators 

encountered challenges related to competing logics, disconnects between school-level 

goals and classroom-level actions, and aspects of school culture. 

The findings highlight the insights that the fields of language education and 

educational leadership can offer to each other in research on leadership for English 

Learners. A leadership perspective sheds light on the institutional forces that shape 

administrators’ mediation of language policy, and a language perspective reveals how 

assumptions about language underlie their work. Both perspectives are essential for 

understanding school leaders’ complex roles in fostering equity and providing quality 

educational experiences for English Learners. 
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Chapter 1: Introduction 

Students designated as English Learners now comprise over 10 percent of the 

U.S. K-12 student population (Callahan & Shifrer, 2015) and 22 percent of the K-12 

student population in California (CDE). Even as this population has grown and 

federal and state policies have sought to target and address these students’ needs, 

however, persistent disparities in educational outcomes between English Learners and 

their monolingual English-speaking peers have been well documented (Fry, 2007; 

Rumberger & Gándara, 2004; Sugarman & Geary, 2016). The term “English Learner” 

is used in California to refer to students whose families report a home language other 

than English on the home language survey and whose assessment results demonstrate 

that their proficiency in oral and written English may not be sufficient to allow them 

to succeed in the regular instructional program. The term has been problematized for 

highlighting students’ deficiency in English rather than their developing bilingualism 

(García, Kleifgen & Falchi, 2008; Martínez, 2018). Moreover, any single label is 

inadequate to describe the vastly diverse group of students who fall into the category. 

Still, the term remains widely used both in state and local education policy and by 

educational practitioners.  

Analyses of high school graduation data show that students designated as 

English Learners are at increased risk of dropping out of high school (Atwell, et al., 

2019; Rumberger, 2006), which carries consequences including lower wages, higher 

risk of criminal activity, and poorer health outcomes (Callahan, 2013). The diversity 

of the population of students designated as English Learners, which includes recent 
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immigrants and students born in the U.S., students with high levels of literacy in their 

home languages and students with significantly interrupted education, and students 

from a wide range of family income levels, makes it challenging, and problematic, to 

generalize about the this group of students. Still, as the population grows, it is critical 

to understand how federal and state policies, district-level practices, and school-level 

factors shape these students’ educational experiences and opportunities. 

 Research examining disparities in outcomes for English Learners has 

explored a number of factors beyond English proficiency, including placement and 

reclassification practices (Estrada, 2014), course-taking patterns (Callahan, 

Wilkinson, & Muller, 2010; Callahan & Shifrer, 2015), program models (Umansky & 

Reardon, 2014), and instructional practices in the classes in which English Learners 

are enrolled (Harklau, 1994). The factors shaping English Learners’ experiences in 

secondary education and the rigor and quality of their preparation for higher 

education are complex and multilayered.  

Providing English Learners with quality high school preparation requires 

finding ways to offer both targeted instruction to meet students’ language learning 

needs and access to rigorous content and inclusion in classes with their English-

speaking peers. These two critical components of English Learners’ education can 

work in tension with one another. Drawing on Williams’ conception of equality as 

referring both to the notion of human beings as moral equals and the need to 

distribute goods based on need to address inequality (Williams, 2005), Thompson 

(2013) characterized this tension as one between “negative equality”--freedom from 
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discrimination--and “positive equality”--provision of specific resources and support 

necessary to access equal opportunities. While research demonstrates the harm done 

when ELs are fully included in the full range of curricular opportunities (Callahan, 

2005; Callahan, et al. 2010; Gándara & Hopkins, 2010; Gándara & Orfield, 2010), 

there is also evidence that English Learners can benefit academically and socio-

emotionally from separate, specialized instruction that targets their unique needs 

(Garver & Hopkins, 2020; Jaffe-Walter & Miranda, 2020; Saunders et al., 2013; 

Thompson, 2013). Navigating the tension between English Learners’ right to 

inclusion and their need for specialized, targeted instruction to meet their language 

needs is a complex task that requires not only an understanding of the students and 

their needs but an understanding of various policy mandates at the federal, state, and 

local levels. 

Two pivotal legal decisions--Lau vs. Nichols in 1974 and Casteñeda vs. 

Pickard in 1981--created mandates for schools to identify and provide specialized 

services for English Learners, but neither specified directives or guidelines for how 

schools and districts were to go about this. As a result, policy and practice varies 

widely across states and substantially even at the local level. In many cases, English 

Learners spend significant portions of their day in English Language Development 

(ELD) classes, also known in some states as English as a Second Language (ESL) or 

English for Speakers of Other Languages (ESOL) and are often enrolled in low-track 

content courses (Harklau, 1994b; Callahan et al., 2015; Callahan & Shifrer, 2015). 

While  Lau intended to ensure that English Learners received the language support 
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necessary to access the full curriculum, interpretation and implementation of the law 

has led to English Learners’ relative isolation and has limited their access to the full 

curriculum rather than facilitating it (Callahan & Shifrer, 2015, p. 87). Callahan et al. 

(2010) found in an analysis of data from the Educational Longitudinal Study that 

placement in ELD/ESL courses significantly decreased the likelihood of students’ 

enrolling in college preparatory math, science, and social science courses. The effect 

held for science courses even after controlling for other linguistic and non-linguistic 

factors. Kanno and Cromley (2013) similarly found that English Learners were less 

likely than monolingual English-speaking students to enroll in advanced-level math 

courses. Callahan (2005) found that fewer than 2% of English Learners in her sample 

took enough college preparatory courses to be eligible to apply for a four-year 

university, and that students’ track placement was a greater predictor of academic 

success than English proficiency. 

Placement in lower-track classes not only prevents students from completing 

required coursework for entrance to four-year colleges but also impacts the types of 

instruction they receive and their access to the language and literacy practices that 

prepare them for college-level coursework. Harklau (1994) examined this 

phenomenon. Following four Chinese immigrant students through their high school 

experience, she found that in the low-track classes in which these students were 

placed, they read excerpted text out of context, responded to simple, factual 

comprehension questions, composed little extended written discourse, and had 

minimal verbal interaction with classmates. In addition to the absence of academic 
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rigor in low-track, “textually impoverished” classrooms (Bunch & Willett, 2013, p. 

141), researchers have also found that instruction is often pushed aside while teachers 

manage student behavior (Harklau, 1994; Kanno & Kangas, 2014).  

Conceptions of Language and Language Learning 

 Approaches to English Learner education, both course placement and 

classroom pedagogy, reflect assumptions about language and its role in learning. The 

extent to which language learning is conceived as primarily an individual cognitive 

phenomenon or primarily a social one, a source of debate for several decades in the 

field of second language acquisition (SLA), has significant implications for schools’ 

construction of English Language Development (ELD) programs and pedagogies to 

facilitate ELs’ acquisition of English and content learning. Cognitive views conceive 

of learning as taking place in a learner’s head, and of language as a system of discrete 

elements -a code to be mastered. Such views imply that ELD classrooms should focus 

on language forms and functions, targeting students’ understanding of the grammar of 

the language (Block, 2003; Gass, 1988; Valdés, Kibler & Walqui, 2014; van Lier & 

Walqui, 2012).  

 Sociocultural views, in contrast, privilege students’ interacting in the target 

language in authentic social contexts (Block, 2003; Hawkins, 2004). Building upon 

Vygotsky’s conception of learning as social and of language as mediating all learning 

(Vygotsky, 1962), sociocultural theories of language learning view language as social 

practice, constituted in use. As students engage in learning communities, they are 

apprenticed into language and disciplinary practices, and in the process, “they find 
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and refine conceptual understandings, practice ways of using them, and enhance their 

use of phrases, words, texts, and action” (Walqui & Bunch, 2019, p. 24). Van Lier 

and Walqui (2012) presented the notion of language as action, arguing that language 

is inseparable from other forms of human action and is an “expression of agency” (p. 

47). In this view, language develops as students do meaningful academic work, 

engaging in such practices as research and discussion as they construct knowledge, 

negotiate meaning, and create products. As van Lier and Walqui contended, if 

language is conceived as action, bounding language as a separate subject, isolated 

from other content learning, artificially divorces it from the meaningful contexts in 

which it is used. 

 The argument for integrating language and content instruction is not new; 

since the 1980s, a number of models and approaches have been developed for 

teaching language in the context of content or teaching content in the context of 

language (Reynolds & O’Loughlin, 2019). Snow, Met, and Genesee, (1989) 

presented four rationales for bringing language and content instruction together: 1.) 

language development and cognitive development go hand in hand; 2.) language is 

learned best in meaningful contexts when it is used for academic and social 

communication; 3.) content learning provides a “substantive basis” for language 

learning; and 4.) students need to learn the unique registers and genres of each 

discipline in order to succeed in content learning (pp. 201-203). More recently, 

however, the adoption of the Common Core Standards and Next Generation Science 

Standards drew increased attention to the role of language and literacy in content 
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learning, reviving and furthering discussion of how best to ensure that English 

Learners could attain these outcomes even as they developed proficiency in English 

(Bunch et al., 2012; Moschkovich, 2012; Valdés et al., 2014).    

 The Common Core State Standards, which California adopted in 2010, and 

the Next Generation Science Standards, adopted in 2013, established new 

expectations for students in content courses, emphasizing conceptual understanding, 

analytical work, and disciplinary practices (Common Core State Standards Initiative, 

2010). Embedded in these new learning outcomes were new language and literacy 

demands that teachers in all content areas would have to attend to in order to ensure 

that all students could engage meaningfully with the concepts and practices taught. 

The Common Core State Standards Initiative (2010) asserted that English Learners 

should be provided opportunities to meet these rigorous standards even though their 

English was still developing; this expectation called for shifts in many educators’ 

thinking about language and language learning (Kibler et al., 2015).  

 As Valdés (2004) noted, K-12 schools have traditionally regarded English 

language proficiency as prerequisite to English-medium content instruction (p. 19). 

This assumption frequently results in students’ being placed in long sequences of 

ELD classes, separate from their monolingual English-speaking peers. This 

“linguistic isolation” (Gifford & Valdés, 2006) has negative consequences for 

students’ development of English and for students’ opportunities to access 

educational opportunities and build relationships that will facilitate their academic 

success and prepare them for post-secondary education (Gándara & Orfield, 2012). 
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Furthermore, curricular programs that require a specified number of ELD courses or a 

level of English proficiency prior to students’ placement in mainstream content 

courses assume that there exists a normative level of English proficiency that enables 

effective content learning and that proficiency can be accurately measured (Kibler & 

Valdés, 2016). Valdés (2015) has challenged more broadly the “curricularization” of 

language, arguing that, “When language is curricularized, it is treated not as a 

species-unique communicative system acquired naturally in the process of primary 

socialization but as a curricular subject or skill the elements of which can be ordered 

and sequenced, practiced and studied, learned and tested in artificial contexts within 

which learners of the target language outnumber proficient speakers” (p. 262). Bunch 

and Walqui (2019) capture what research on ELs has shown:  

The traditional separation of language and content, which offers simplified 
content to English Learners who have not yet ‘mastered’ English, has not 
proved productive for them. Nor has it promoted quality learning 
opportunities that focus on important ideas in a subject area, unpack how 
these ideas interconnect, and introduce students to practices engaged in by 
disciplinary experts (p. 34).  
 

Educators now face the challenge of disrupting long-held beliefs and creating 

structures and practices that attend to ELs’ unique and diverse language backgrounds 

while providing them access to the full range of curricular opportunities and to rich 

interaction with their English-speaking peers. 

Given the compelling reasons, both theoretical and practical, to provide 

language instruction in the context of content instruction, and given the tension 

schools must navigate between providing specialized instruction and providing full 

access to the core curriculum, high schools face the significant challenge of 
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developing program structures and course sequences that achieve this balance and 

offering instruction in core content classes that meets the learning needs of a 

linguistically diverse population of students. Dual language programs in various 

forms, especially at the elementary level, have shown promise for developing 

students’ bilingualism while engaging students in rigorous content learning 

(Umansky & Reardon, 2014), but for comprehensive high schools, providing dual 

language instruction in a systemic way is not always feasible. The 

compartmentalization of content instruction within departments (Siskin, 1997) and 

the scarcity of bilingual teachers make dual language programs challenging to 

develop and maintain. Furthermore, Menken (2008) found that accountability policies 

around standardized testing can actually push schools toward providing more 

English-language instruction in English-only contexts and less integrated instruction 

incorporating students’ home languages.  

The ways that federal, state, and local policies can limit English Learners’ 

access to rigorous content and language learning has been the subject of much 

research (Gándara & Hopkins, 2010; Kanno & Cromley, 2013; Kanno & Kangas, 

2014; Robinson-Cimpian et al., 2016; Thompson, 2015). Policies related to testing, 

placement, language of instruction, teacher preparation, and course prerequisites and 

sequencing can significantly shape English Learners’ educational trajectory, affecting 

not only which courses they take but also the type of instruction they receive.  
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Language Policy and School Administrators 

School leaders, as mediators of policy in their schools, play important roles in 

negotiating and implementing policy in their local contexts. Research on educational 

leadership has shown that school site leaders have considerable agency to resist, 

negotiate, and construct policy in their schools (Fullan, 2002; Goldring & Pasternack, 

1994; Spillane, et al., 2002) and that site administrators, through their own 

sensemaking, shape the policy messages that teachers receive (Coburn, 2005). 

However, research in the language policy and language education fields has paid little 

attention to the role of school leaders in policy implementation (for exceptions, see 

Ascenzi-Moreno, Hesson, & Menken, 2016; Brooks., Adams, & Morita-Mullaney, 

2010; Mavrogordato and White, 2020; Menken, 2017).  

A language policy is any policy governing the use of language, at the national, 

state, or local level. Language education policies govern the use of language in 

schools, including the language(s) of instruction, language(s) to be taught and 

assessed, and how language is to be used in the classroom. Language policies stand 

out among education policies in that language, as both the subject and the vehicle of 

policy, plays a particularly important role. And because language reinforces or 

challenges power relations as it is used in social and institutional contexts 

(Fairclough, 1989), attending specifically to how language is used and understood in 

language policy, as well as how it is used and understood by school leaders 

interpreting and enacting language policy, also is critical to understanding how 
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administrators mediate language policy in ways that shape classroom instruction, 

particularly for English Learners. 

Enacting language policy in education involves actors in every part of the 

system.  Using the metaphor of an onion, Ricento and Hornberger (1996) presented 

language policy and planning as a multilayered construct, mediated and shaped by a 

number of forces at each level, from the societal level to the classroom. The authors 

argued that because institutions embody social ideologies and behave in ways that 

reflect social norms and values, “policy must be evaluated not only by official policy 

statements or laws on the books but by language behavior and attitudes in situated, 

especially institutional, contexts” (p. 417). School site administrators are implicitly 

included in this institutional level, but folding them into this institutional “layer” 

positions them simply as subject to larger forces--or as Shohamy (2006) calls them, 

“soldiers of the system” (p. 78).  

Because they can influence the ways that language policy is enacted within 

their schools, even within the institutional context, I argue that school leaders should 

be treated as a discrete layer of the language policy “onion.” Understanding their 

unique roles in implementing language policy, particularly as they pertain to English 

Learners in their schools, is critical to understanding persistent disparities in course-

taking patterns and academic outcomes despite recent policy changes intended to 

increase English Learners’ preparedness for postsecondary education.  

In designing and framing this study, I was particularly compelled by Hopkins’ 

(2016) argument that research in language policy had focused primarily on 
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individuals’ knowledge and beliefs and that exploring systemic factors influencing 

language policy implementation was important for understanding fully the 

implementation process in various contexts. In my own earlier research (Schlaman, 

2019), I found that the structures schools had in place to serve English Learners did 

not directly reflect the administrators’ beliefs about language learning or their goals 

for English Learners but instead were shaped by a range of institutional forces and 

constraints. In the present study, I sought to explore more deeply the ways that site 

administrators worked within this context to promote equity and access to rigorous 

language and content learning for the English Learners in their schools. 

Study Description 

This study brings together theory and research on educational leadership and 

reform, on one hand, and research and theory on language policy and ideologies, on 

the other, to explore how school site administrators mediate language policy in their 

schools to shape the education of students designated as English Learners. The 

purpose of this study was to construct a deep understanding of how school 

administrators, within the institutional context and the discourses available to them, 

exercise agency in mediating language policy to shape English Language 

Development programs and English Learners’ experiences in their schools. The 

insights from this study inform the preparation of site administrators in linguistically 

diverse settings to interpret, negotiate and implement language policy in ways that 

support equitable access to rigorous content and high-quality instruction for English 

Learners. 
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Positionality 

 I came to the PhD program from a 20-year career in high school education, 

seven of those years as an assistant principal. Concern about English Learner 

education weighed heavily in my decision to return to school. While I had not 

planned to study leadership, as I read the literature on English Learners, I found 

myself continually drawn to questions about site administrators. Having often found 

myself during my time in administration in a position to make decisions that affected 

English Learners’ experiences on our campus, I wondered why site administrators 

were not receiving more attention in the EL literature, especially given the 

complexity of their roles. I knew from my own experience that there were many 

questions to explore, so I pursued those questions in my own research.  

 My background as an administrator presented affordances and challenges in 

my research on administrators’ roles in EL education. Because I understand the 

complexities of their jobs, I likely pick up on nuances and ask questions that other 

researchers might not ask. The administrators talked relatively freely to me, knowing 

I had been in their shoes, so I was able to learn about some of the complex dynamics 

in both schools shed light on some of the decisions administrators made. On the other 

hand, I sometimes found myself inclined to empathize with the administrators and 

found it difficult at times to step back and consider explanations other than those the 

administrators had given me. I conducted several rounds of analysis of my interview 

and observation data, exploring various code co-occurrences to ensure that I was 

examining the data from multiple angles, and intentionally positing alternative 
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explanations. I am grateful for the thoughtful feedback I received in the early stages 

of data analysis and writing, which prompted me to dive deeper in my analysis to 

ensure that I was not over-relying on my administrative background to understand my 

data.  

Theoretical Framework 

Overview 

Schools as institutions are subject to particular norms and constraints, as 

conceptualized in institutional theory (Scott, 2013). Acting as leaders within the 

institution, school site administrators are both subject to policies and directives at the 

federal, state, and local levels, and responsible for mediating and negotiating those 

policies and directives in ways that meet the needs of students, teachers, and families 

in their school communities. With respect to English Learner instruction, given the 

widely varying English Learner demographics and the many other contextual 

variables specific to school sites, school administrators must exercise agency in 

enacting or resisting language policies. To frame this study theoretically, I begin by 

drawing upon institutional theory in order to acknowledge and identify the 

institutional mechanisms that shape administrators’ work as they negotiate language 

policy and seek to lead instruction that meets the needs of English Learners at their 

sites. Institutional theory, however, does little to allow for the agency of actors within 

the institution. For the purpose of understanding site administrators as active agents 

shaped by and shaping the institutional context, I turn to Giddens (1984) and 

structuration theory, which provides three key theoretical constructs that are useful 
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for exploring administrators’ decisions about structures and practices that shape 

English Learner instruction: the knowledgeability of human agents; structures as 

constituted by human activity; and the duality of structure. As Ahearn (2001) notes, 

however, structuration theory, while it creates space for agency within an institutional 

context, faces the “dilemma of explaining how social reproduction becomes social 

transformation” (p. 240). Giddens, in other words, allows for the possibility that 

agents might either reproduce or transform institutional norms and practices but does 

little to explain how transformation might occur. Studies on teacher agency 

(Bridwell-Mitchell, 2015; Biesta, Priestly, & Robinson, 2015; Olsen & Kirtman, 

2002) do provide insight into how agency is exercised within an institutional context, 

particularly during periods of large-scale policy change. I draw on these studies to 

further develop the concept of agency within the constructs of structuration theory. 

Finally, because this study will explore school leaders and their role in leading 

educational change, I add the theoretical lens of distributed leadership (Bolden, 2011; 

Gronn, 2000; Spillane, 2005; Spillane, Halverson & Diamond, 2001). Distributed 

leadership is a fitting lens because it provides a potential middle ground between 

conceptions of leadership that emphasize organizational structures as defining 

leadership and those that emphasize individual agency (Gronn, 2000). Distributed 

leadership also recognizes leadership as a social phenomenon, which takes place in 

interactions among people, which is particularly useful for examining school 

administrators’ work.  
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Notably, while the theories that I use to frame this study are familiar in the 

fields of educational leadership and policy, they are rarely used in research on English 

Learners. Examining issues of EL placement and policy through the lens of 

organizational and leadership theory allowed me to explore how leaders’ beliefs 

about language, language learning, and language instruction interacted with leaders’ 

institutional roles and with structures and policies that appeared to have little to do 

with ELs but that nonetheless indirectly shaped their experiences. 

Institutional Theory 

Institutional theory “seeks to understand the persistence of or change in 

structures, norms, and patterns of social relationships in organizations by highlighting 

the ways in which they are linked to organizations’ broader social and cultural 

environment” (Coburn, 2004, p. 212). Scott (2013) defined institutions as comprising 

“regulative, normative, and cultural-cognitive elements that, together with associated 

activities and resources, provide stability and meaning to social life” (p. 56). In this 

definition, the regulative, normative and cultural-cognitive elements constitute three 

“pillars” of institutions that support them and ensure their strength and durability. The 

regulative pillar includes “rule-setting, monitoring, and sanctioning activities” (p. 59). 

In the institution of schooling, these include federal and state regulations, local board 

policies, and, within schools, rules and policies the site administrators develop to 

regulate teachers’ behaviors. The normative pillar emphasizes “norms” and 

“values”.  Scott explained that in this view, institutions “define goals or 

objectives…but also designate appropriate ways to pursue them” (p. 64). Also 
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important within the normative pillar are the roles various actors in the institution 

play and expectations for how individuals in those roles behave. Administrators’ 

relationships with teachers, within this normative frame, would be defined in part by 

those normalized role expectations. Finally, the cultural-cognitive pillar (formerly 

referred to just as the “cognitive” pillar) attends to “the shared conceptions that 

constitute the nature of social reality and create the frames through which meaning is 

made” (p. 67). It includes beliefs and assumptions but recognizes that meaning is 

constructed socially, within a cultural context.  

 According to Scott (2013), early versions of institutional theory held that 

social order is produced by “norms and rules that constitute particular types of actors 

and specify ways in which they can take action” (p. 5). Central to Institutional Theory 

as it developed was the idea that organizations were “’rationalized’ systems -sets of 

roles and associated activities laid out to reflect means-ends relationships oriented to 

the pursuit of specified goals.” Citing Meyer’s work with various collaborators, Scott 

(2013) describe “models of rationality” as “cultural systems, constructed to represent 

appropriate methods for achieving purposes” (p. 5). These “appropriate methods,” or 

“norms of rationality,” come to be seen by those external to the organizations as 

characterizing particular types of organizations, so that organizations must adopt 

them in order to achieve “social legitimacy” (p. 6).  

The notion of educational institutions as rationalized systems, however, has 

been complicated by scholars who have sought to explain why, despite changes in 

how schools are run and a variety of efforts to change instruction from the 
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administrative level, instruction remains largely unchanged. One prominent 

explanation for this apparent disconnect is that the leadership and administration of 

schools are “loosely coupled” with instruction (Weick, 1976). This theory of loose 

coupling applied to schools allows for responsiveness among elements of the 

organization (such as the principal’s office and the classroom) but also for the 

different elements to maintain their own identities and separateness from one another 

(Weick, 1976, p. 3). Weick argued that loosely coupled organizations had a number 

of advantages, including sensitivity to the external environment, potential for 

localized adaptation, ability to contain breakdowns to certain elements of the system, 

and room for “self-determination by the actors” (p. 8). As Weick also explained, each 

of these potential affordances could also become a liability; for example, increased 

sensitivity to the environment can manifest as vulnerability to fads (p. 6). Meyer and 

Rowan (1977) argued that organizations “decouple” their structures from their 

technical operations so that they can respond to larger institutional pressures and be 

recognized as legitimate while remaining efficient in their day-to-day work.  

Seeking legitimacy through structures and routines results in what 

organizational theorists refer to as isomorphism; that is, organizations in the same 

field, such as educational organizations, take on increasingly similar forms. 

According to Dimaggio and Powell (1983), “Organizations may change their goals or 

develop new practices, and new organizations enter the field. But, in the long run, 

organizational actors making rational decisions construct around themselves an 

environment that constrains their ability to change further in later years” (p. 148). 
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How and why such isomorphism occurs is the subject of much study. Dimaggio and 

Powell (1983) identified three major mechanisms through which organizations 

develop these similarities: coercive mechanisms, normative pressures, and mimetic 

processes. Within this frame, even as educational organizations pursue change and 

seek to distinguish themselves, they come to resemble still more closely other 

educational organizations.  

In such a system, where institutional structures and routines hold strong in 

order for the organization to achieve and maintain legitimacy, and the technical core 

of instruction is loosely coupled or decoupled from those structures and routines, the 

role of the school site administration in leading instruction raises questions. Bidwell 

(2001) asserted that the principalship is, in fact, the weakest of the three strata--the 

teacher work force, the site administration, and the central office administration. 

Subject to pressure from central office administrators to conform to institutional 

norms, and lacking the power to innovate effectively to meet local needs, the 

principal, Bidwell argued, can only “buffer” teachers from central office pressures 

and “[sever] feedback loops between external actors and teachers.” In this sense, 

principals are a “locus of loose coupling” in school districts (Bidwell, 2001, p. 109). 

Bidwell suggested that the potential for organizational learning, then, lies with 

teacher networks and not with administrators.  

According to Meyer and Rowan (2006), changes in the U.S. educational 

system since this theoretical work was done, including the rise of charter schools and 

private tutoring services and the movement toward accountability, challenge these 
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explanations and call for deeper exploration of the organization of schools. Spillane 

and Burch (2006) addressed this complexity, discussing studies that illustrated that 

the extent to which classroom instruction was coupled with administrative 

components of schooling varied by academic discipline, with instruction in some 

subjects being more tightly coupled with administration and with the policy 

environment than other subjects, depending on a number of factors including 

accountability policy and the prominence of professional organizations in the field. 

Furthermore, the authors noted that the mechanisms through which instruction and 

administration are coupled also varied by subject. Specifically, school administrators 

managed the subject areas differently, actively involving themselves in meetings and 

professional development related to English language arts and relegating such 

routines to external entities and to teacher leaders in math.  

Seeking to understand more deeply the relationship between classroom 

instruction and the institutional environment, Coburn (2004) discussed teachers’ 

responses to changing messages about reading pedagogy in the context of policy 

change. Coburn found in her study that, while some teachers responded to 

institutional pressures symbolically rather than substantively, consistent with theories 

of loose coupling, this was only one of several responses. Some teachers assimilated 

the messages and new practices into their current practice, and others revised their 

beliefs and assumptions and changed practice in more authentic ways. Coburn 

identified several factors, including the congruence of the message with teachers’ 

previously held beliefs, intensity and pervasiveness of the messages, and the nature of 
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the pressure teachers felt, that shaped the ways teachers responded to the changing 

policy messages.  

Empirical evidence demonstrates not only a more complex relationship 

between instruction and the institutional environment than loose coupling theories 

suggest, but also an important role for school administrators in mediating between 

these two levels and in turn shaping teaching and learning. Research has shown that 

administrators can affect student learning through structural changes at the school 

level (Petrin, 2005; Katz, 1999; Elfers & Stritikus, 2014; Calderón, Slavin & 

Sanchez, 2011).  Additionally, Coburn (2005), described the ways that school leaders 

shaped teachers’ sensemaking of these policy messages, by shaping teachers’ access 

to policy ideas, shaping the types of social interaction in which interpretation of 

policy messages was constructed, and shaping the conditions for teacher learning.  

These studies present clear evidence both that administrators have agency to 

respond in different ways to institutional forces and that their responses mediate 

interaction between the institutional and the technical environments. Giddens’ 

structuration theory (1984) finds a place for agency within institutional theory. Three 

key premises of structuration theory are particularly relevant for the proposed study: 

the knowledgeability of human agents; structures as constituted by human activity; 

and the duality of structure.   

Structuration Theory 

 In developing structuration theory, Giddens sought to find balance between 

interpretive sociologies, which emphasize the primacy of the subject, and 
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functionalism and structuralism, which “propose an imperialism of the social object” 

(p. 2). He argued, “The basic domain of study of the social sciences, according to the 

theory of structuration, is neither the experience of the individual actor, nor the 

existence of any form of social totality, but social practices ordered across space and 

time” (p. 2). In focusing on social practices and their instantiation of structures, 

Giddens recognized the power of institutional forces and the agency of actors to 

respond in a variety of ways to those forces. It is this interaction between actors and 

the institutional environment, not the primacy of one over the other, that allows for a 

useful examination of school administrators as mediators of policy and agentive 

decision-makers in the school context. Giddens summarized, “Analyzing the 

structuration of social systems means studying the modes in which such systems, 

grounded in the knowledgeable activities of situated actors who draw upon rules and 

resources in the diversity of action contexts, are produced and reproduced in 

interaction” (p. 25). Studying the decision-making processes of school administrators, 

then, requires understanding these individuals as drawing on rules and resources 

available to them, and in so doing, reproducing the system in which they are working.  

 The knowledgeability of agents is fundamental to structuration theory 

because, as Giddens argued, reflexivity, defined as “the monitored character of the 

ongoing flow of social life,” allows for the “recursive ordering of social practices.” 

Giddens wrote, “To be a human being is to be a purposive agent, who both has 

reasons for his or her activities and is able, if asked, to elaborate discursively upon 

those reasons” (p. 3). Giddens went on to discuss intention in various forms of 
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consciousness (discursive and practical) and intentionality, ultimately arguing that 

“agency refers to doing” and that intentional conduct may have unintended 

consequences. This is particularly significant for exploring school administrators’ 

actions given the many variables in the institutional environment that may influence 

their decisions, including budgetary constraints, understanding of particular policies, 

interactions with teachers and other school leaders, and messages received through 

professional development.  

 Giddens defined structure as “rules and resources,” noting that it is only one 

possible use of the phrase and that “rule” can be interpreted in a variety of ways. For 

his purposes, Giddens chose to use “rule” similarly to a mathematical formula –a rule 

that one either be able to articulate without being able to apply, or could know how to 

apply without being able to articulate it (p. 20). In this conception, structures only 

exist in that they are constituted by human activity. Giddens wrote, “In structuration 

theory structure has always to be conceived of as a property of social systems, 

‘carried’ in reproduced practices embedded in time and space” (p. 170). This notion 

of structure is useful because it affords the opportunity to discuss the structures in the 

school system as situating and as situated in the conscious actions of the actors, 

including the school administrators. Giddens challenged the view that structural 

properties are like “the walls of a room” and replaced it with the idea that “structure is 

implicated in that very ‘freedom of action’ which is treated as a residual and 

unexplicated category in the various forms of ‘structural sociology” (p. 174). 

Structures, Giddens claimed, are both constraining and enabling (p. 169). Systems are 
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reproduced only through human agency, and human agency exists only in the context 

of structures and social systems.  

Closely related and stemming from this conception of structure is the notion 

of “duality of structure”--the idea that structures are both the “medium and outcome 

of the practices they recursively organize” (Giddens, 1984, p. 25). When actors 

engage in day-to-day activities, they draw on the rules and resources available to 

them within social systems, and at the same time reproduce the conditions that made 

those activities possible. To take an example relevant to my study, for school 

administrators making decisions about course sequences and instruction for ELs, their 

interpretation of policies and of “best practices” in educating ELs lead to day-to-day 

decisions. These decisions are enacted in teacher evaluation conferences, placement 

of ELs in particular classes, or selection of particular professional development 

topics, which in turn reproduce the beliefs, norms, values, and even regulations that 

they drew on in the first place. Still, while institutional forces tend to hold through 

this likely reproduction, focusing on the actions of administrators in their institutional 

contexts as “knowledgeable” allows not only for “continuity” of structures but also 

for “transmutation” (p. 25.). Structuration theory allows both for the recognition that 

institutional structures and norms in schools are strong and for the possibility of 

change through the knowledgeable actions of school leaders. 

 However, as Ahearn (2001) pointed out, it is difficult to conceive within 

Giddens’ theory how agency could serve not to reproduce but to transform structures 

and norms. Research on teachers as agents in changing school contexts provides 
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insight into how such transformation can and does occur within an institutional 

context. Bridwell-Mitchell (2015) explored teachers’ practical evaluative agency, 

defined as the capacity to choose among available courses of action in response to 

changing circumstances, in the context of a U.S. school mandated to improve student 

performance. Bridwell-Mitchell found that a particular convergence of variables, 

involving teachers’ social interactions, diversity of viewpoints, and the cohesiveness 

of the staff, enabled changes in practice to spread throughout the school. Biesta et al. 

(2015) explored the role of beliefs in teacher agency in a study focused on teachers in 

Scotland during a major curricular shift. The authors found that, while teachers 

expressed a strong commitment to students and to their work, they drew on 

apparently conflicting discourses and expressed beliefs about students and about their 

own roles that in some cases seemed to contradict one another. The authors concluded 

that while teachers’ individual beliefs and experiences mattered for how they 

approached the reform, teachers lacked a strong discourse related to purposes of 

education that allowed them to ground their beliefs and discussion about teaching 

practice in a larger philosophical vision of the goals and purposes of their work, and 

that this limited their ability to exercise agency in implementation of the new 

curriculum. Agency in both of these studies was a product not only of individuals’ 

beliefs and personal choices but of social interaction and school culture. Datnow 

(2012) conceptually captured what both these studies illustrate: “The agency of 

teachers is part of a complex dynamic, interwoven with the structural and cultural 

features of the school, district, and the larger policy environment” (p. 194).  
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Datnow (1995) noted that one problem with Giddens’ structuration theory is 

that it “tends to subsume culture in the agency-structure dynamic” (p. 46). The 

importance of culture as a mediator between structure and agency is clear in studies 

that demonstrate the social and discursive nature of agency. In seeking to explore the 

relationship between structure and agency as it applies to school leaders negotiating 

language policy, distributed leadership (Bolden, 2011; Gronn, 2000; Spillane, 2005; 

Spillane, Halverson & Diamond, 2001) provides a helpful theoretical lens for 

understanding leadership as enacted in social interaction within the institutional 

context. 

 

Distributed Leadership  

Understanding how leadership is enacted in a school context requires looking 

beyond both the institutional structures that shape leaders’ work and the traits and 

behaviors of individuals in official leadership positions (Spillane, Halverson & 

Diamond, 2001). Distributed leadership theory allows leaders’ thinking and behavior 

and the contexts in which they lead to be considered together, by turning the focus to 

the practice of leadership (Spillane et al., 2007).  

Gronn (2000), in proposing a distributed perspective on leadership in contrast 

to traditional conceptions of leader-follower relationships, suggested that leadership 

be “reconceptualized as part of a model of jointly performed and tool-mediated 

activity” (p. 318). Similar to the criticism that a “duality” of structure and agent is too 

simplistic a construct that fails to attend to complex variables and mediating factors, 
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Gronn argued that the “duality” of leader and follower was too simplistic to explain 

the workings of leadership in an organization. In their discussion of distributed 

leadership as it applies to schools, Spillane, Halverson, and Diamond (2001) 

described leadership as being “stretched over the school’s social and situational 

contexts” (p. 23; emphasis in original). Spillane, et al. (2007) argued that leadership 

practice is generated in the interactions among leaders, followers, and the situation. 

Rather than examining individuals’ knowledge, they suggested exploring collective 

knowledge and the ways that interactions among individuals with varied expertise 

and perspectives shapes the practice of leadership.  

Important theoretical grounding for distributed leadership theory lies in the 

conception of leadership as an organization quality (Ogawa and Bossert, 1995). This 

conception is rooted in institutional theory, which maintains that social legitimacy 

and the survival of the organization drive structures and activities. Ogawa and Bossert 

(1995) argued, “If leadership affects the survival of organizations, then it is a 

phenomenon of nothing less than organizational proportions” (p. 233). The authors 

further contended that the institutional perspective casts new light on the assumption 

that leadership is the purview of individuals in formal roles, suggesting that 

leadership is embedded instead in the “relationships that exist among the incumbents 

of roles” (p. 235). Distributed leadership builds upon this idea, focusing on the ways 

that leadership practice is generated in interactions among actors and situations. 

Given this reframing of leadership as existing in interaction and not in 

individuals, Spillane et al. (2001; 2007) took “leadership practice” as the unit of 



 

 28 

analysis in research rather than an individual leader. Taking leadership practice rather 

than leaders themselves as their object of discussion, Spillane et al. discussed the 

relationship between organizational structures and leadership practice, arguing that 

structures are both constitutive of and constituted by leadership practice. The authors 

provide an example of a school in which the principal instituted breakfast meetings to 

break up the “egg carton” structure in which teachers were siloed in classrooms with 

little professional interaction. The authors argued that as the school leader 

transformed the organizational structures to create new norms of information sharing 

and dialogue, the newly redesigned organizational structure in turn transformed 

leadership practice. While this example bears similarities to Giddens’ notion of 

duality of structures, Spillane et al. framed the relationship not as a duality in which 

structures and leadership practice constitute one another, but rather a situated practice 

of leadership in which organizational structures, like tools and artifacts, mediate 

leadership practice.  

Language policy 

Policy, defined broadly, operates at multiple levels and in complex ways. Ball, 

a scholar in the sociology of education, presented two conceptions of policy, both of 

which are relevant for this paper: policy as text and policy as discourse (1993). As 

texts, policies are shaped both by the authors’ intent and by the readers’ 

interpretations. Ball noted that policy texts are often the result of compromise among 

multiple authors and thus may not convey singular, clear intentions, and that they are 

interpreted and enacted in ways specific to local contexts. In conceiving of policy as 
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discourse, Ball drew upon a Foucauldian notion of discourse as constituting those 

who use it and defining which language can be used by which individuals (Foucault, 

1971). Given this understanding of discourse, Ball explained, “We are spoken by 

policies, we take up the positions constructed for us within policies” (p. 14).  Ball 

wrote that there might be struggle and resistance in the interpretation and enactment 

of policy, “but these are within a moving discursive frame which articulates and 

constrains the possibilities and probabilities of interpretation and enactment” (p. 15). 

Policy, then, is subject to negotiation and resistance, but only within the constraints 

imposed by the discourse.  

 For the purposes of this project, because I was interested in the education of 

English Learners, I chose to focus on administrators’ mediation of language policy. 

Language policy encompasses a wide range of policies, from nations’ official 

language policies to policies governing language of instruction in schools to EL 

reclassification policies to accountability policies including standardized testing that 

act as “de facto” language policies through their influence on schools’ language 

instruction practices (Menken, 2008). While I draw on research on education policy 

more broadly, scholarship in the language policy and planning (LPP) field has 

provided important grounding for this study. 

The field of LPP, which began as a branch of sociolinguistics, initially 

attended to the ways that language planning could contribute to nation-building in the 

post-colonial period (Ricento, 2006). Ricento explained that the research in this 

period worked from three Western-based assumptions about language: that language 
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is a “finite, stable, standardized” code for communication; that national unity and 

social and economic progress depend on monolingualism; and that of a national 

language is a matter of “rational choice” in which all options are equally available to 

all actors (p. 14). In the 1970s and 1980s, scholars began to challenge those 

assumptions and to examine critically how language is implicated in reinforcing 

social and economic inequality. According to Ricento, much of this research falls into 

a larger and growing body of research focused on the “role of language--materially 

and discursively--in the production, exercise, and contestation of power at all levels 

of society, and the effects of power on language practices, from the daily interactions 

of ordinary people to the official policies of governments” (p. 17). 

In contrast to research on education policy implementation, which has 

explored the ways that policy implementation is shaped by the local and institutional 

contexts, language policy implementation research has generally focused on the 

knowledge and beliefs of individuals implementing the policies (Hopkins, 2016). 

Extending beyond this focus, Hopkins (2016) drew on institutional theory to illustrate 

how teachers’ implementation of language policy was influenced not only by 

teachers’ knowledge and beliefs (the cultural-cognitive pillar in institutional theory), 

but also by regulative and normative mechanisms, including legal mandates and 

pressure from local administrators. I aimed in this study address the gap that Hopkins 

identified, by bringing institutional theory and distributed leadership theory to bear on 

administrators’ implementation of language policy, in an effort to understand leaders’ 
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decisions related to language policy implementation within their social and 

institutional contexts.  

Language and Power Relations 

The role of language as both the subject of policy and the vehicle for 

communicating and interpreting policy also frames the proposed study in that 

language is clearly implicated in conceptions and enactment of agency and leadership 

as social practice.  As language policy research demonstrates, language policy is 

ideologically laden and has the potential to reinforce, shape, or challenge power 

relations in a society, institution, or community. It is thus crucial to consider the 

relationship between language and power in examining how policies are constructed 

and how they are interpreted and enacted. How one understands language and its 

relationship to power shapes one’s understanding of the relationship between policy 

and practice as well as the importance of language as the subject of policy. Bourdieu 

(1982) stressed the importance of treating language not as an “autonomous object,” 

separating language as a symbolic code from language in use as Saussure suggests 

(Singh, 2004) because the power of words is not to be found within the words 

themselves (Bourdieu, 1982, p. 107). Rather, Bourdieu argued, language “manifests 

and symbolizes” the authority that comes to it from the outside (p. 109).  The 

subject’s social position in part determines the power that subject’s language holds as 

well as the language that a subject is predisposed to use. Bourdieu referred to speech 

acts as “conjunctures” of the linguistic habitus, the “socially constructed dispositions” 

that create a “propensity” to say certain things, and the “structures of the linguistic 
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market, which impose themselves as a system of specific sanctions and censorships” 

(p. 37). In Bourdieu’s view, language is shaped both by how the subject is socially 

constructed and by the value and authority placed on particular utterances and 

varieties of language.  

Once these positions are constructed, though, language has power in that it 

reinforces those positions and power relations and serves to maintain them. 

Fairclough (1989) described this as sociolinguistic conventions’ “dual relation to 

power” (p. 1) and argued that language comes to embed particular assumptions, or 

ideologies, which become naturalized. Fairclough used the term “discourse” to 

challenge the Saussurean binary, as Bourdieu did, and to convey the notion of 

“language as social practice”. Addressing the common conception of language and 

society as separate but related entities, Fairclough argued that “there is not an external 

relationship ‘between’ language and society, but an internal and dialectical 

relationship. Language is part of society; linguistic phenomena are social phenomena 

of a special sort, and social phenomena are (in part) linguistic phenomena” (p. 23, 

emphasis in original).  Although Fairclough moved away from the notion of 

“language” and “society” as separate entities, Pennycook argued that even this 

conception of an “internal and dialectical” relationship fails to capture the way that 

power relations are constructed. Pennycook explained that in Fairclough’s 

framework, the “micro” (texts) are read to reveal the “macro” (social structures). 

Paralleling critiques of institutional theory, Pennycook argued that theoretical models 

in which the micro is determined by the macro and in turn reproduces the macro do 
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not allow space for human agency. Pennycook advocated instead a Foucauldian 

conception of discourse, which  

allows us to understand how meaning is produced not at the will of a unitary 
humanist subject, not as a quality of a linguistic system, and not as determined 
by socio-economic relations, but rather through a range of power/knowledge 
systems that organize texts, create the conditions of possibility for different 
language acts, and are embedded in social institutions. (p. 128).  

 

For the purpose of studying policy and its enactment, and particularly 

language policy, the conception of language, or discourse, as a social practice, shaped 

by and shaping power relations, is crucial. Policy as text and discourse acts on 

subjects but is also acted upon, subject to interpretation in each local context, and in 

interaction with other policies. Language policy, although it is often embedded in 

more comprehensive education policies and not stand-alone and explicit, warrants 

close attention and analysis because of the role of language in society and education: 

as social practice, language reinforces naturalized ideologies and reinforces power 

relations but can also be used as a vehicle to challenge those ideologies and power 

relations.  

Taken together, the theories presented here provide a complex but important 

frame for the study of English Learner education. For this population of students who 

have been historically underserved, understanding how language ideologies and 

ideology-laden language policies contribute to their marginalization in school is 

critical. At the same time, as Hopkins (2016) pointed out, attitudes and beliefs only 

partially explain how and why language policies are implemented as they are. It is 

equally important to consider school leaders as actors within the institutional context, 
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understanding not only what they believe and how they interpret policy but also the 

means through which they can exercise agency within the institution and the 

structures in which they work.
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Chapter 2: Exploring Administrators’ Mediation of Language Policy 

 This study explored how school site administrators exercised agency in their 

leadership practice, in interpreting, negotiating, and implementing language policy in 

their schools, particularly as it related to students designated as English Learners. 

“Language policy” for the purpose of this study refers to explicit and implicit 

regulations and guidelines developed at the federal, state, and local district and school 

levels, including but not limited to testing and placement policies for English 

Learners, core curricular and English Language Development (ELD) standards and 

frameworks, standardized assessments, teacher professional development, and 

funding regulations.  

In the study, as noted at the end of the previous chapter, I wanted to explore 

not only administrators’ interpretations of language policies and the assumptions 

about language and language learning that shaped those beliefs, but also the range of 

ways these leaders worked within the institutional structures to exercise agency in 

enacting policies to shape English Learners’ experiences at their sites. I wanted to 

understand how their actions were situated in, and perhaps constrained by, larger 

institutional forces, as well as how they might have found ways to mediate policy so 

that it was enacted in transformational ways, improving the quality of teaching and 

learning for English Learners. With these goals in mind, I posed the following 

research questions: 
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1. How do school site administrators understand the explicit and implicit 

language policies, both those they create and those imposed from outside, that 

guide placement and instruction of English Learners? 

2. How do institutional mechanisms and other variables impact school site 

administrators’ understandings of and decisions related to implementation of 

language policies? 

3. How do administrators exercise agency in their leadership practice in 

negotiating and implementing language policy and improving academic 

outcomes for ELs? 

In designing the study, I took into consideration the importance of looking 

both at the institutional and policy context and the day-to-day work and interactions 

among administrators and between administrators and other actors within the school 

community, including district administrators, school faculty and staff, students, and 

families.  The theoretical frame and the research questions called for a methodology 

that considered interaction and collaborative meaning-making within a larger 

institutional context and a specific local context.  

Methodology 

 Bringing together structuration theory and distributed leadership theory 

informed the design and methods of my study. The conceptual framework that 

Spillane et al. (1999) presented drew on distributed cognition and activity theory to 

define context as “an integral component of, not just backdrop or container for, 

intelligent activity” (p. 201). Within this theoretical frame, human cognition and 
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activity are situated in the context and mediated by artefacts in the environment. The 

authors argued that because cognition is distributed situationally, it is also distributed 

socially. For this reason, as discussed earlier, Spillane et al. argued that in research on 

leadership, the unit of analysis should be leadership activity, or leadership practice, 

not the leaders themselves.  

 Spillane et al. (1999) cited Giddens (1984) in theorizing the role of structure 

in situated leadership activity, describing structures as both constituting and 

constituted by human action. Structuration theory, then, underpins distributed 

leadership theory in helping to define and describe the institutional context in which 

school leaders work. Hartley (2009), however, argued that empirical research using 

distributed leadership theory had not fully taken up this conceptual framework, 

instead continuing to separate leaders from followers and to isolate individuals from 

the structures that constitute their actions. More recently, Burch et al. (2020) argued 

that combining distributed leadership theory with institutional theory in leadership 

research could provide a more complete understanding of leadership practice within 

complex policy contexts. The authors contended that concepts from institutional 

theory, such as embedded agency and loose coupling, could help to explain how 

distributed leadership practice functions in various contexts. Specifically, they noted 

that distributed leadership studies often fails to consider how outside influences and 

“competing logics” might shape leadership within the school.  

 For this study, combining structuration theory with distributed leadership 

theory led me to a multiple-case study design, which allowed me to compare 
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leadership practice within two unique school contexts; ethnographic methods, which 

allowed me to observe the wide variety of interactions that constituted leadership 

practice in the focal schools; and interpretive policy analysis, which allowed me to 

analyze language policy as it was interpreted an enacted in leadership practice, not as 

separate from leadership practice. In the next section, I discuss each of these in turn. 

Methods 

Multiple-Case Study Design 

 I conducted a multiple-case study, focused on two high school site 

administration teams in comprehensive high schools where the education of English 

Learners was a particular area of focus for the school leadership. A case study allows 

for in-depth study of a “real-life phenomenon” when “such understanding 

encompass[es] important contextual conditions” that are relevant to the phenomenon 

being studied (Yin, 2014, p. 18). For the purposes of this study, a case study afforded 

the opportunity to observe the two phenomena of interest: the ways that 

administrators exercised agency within the institutional environment in the social 

enactment of leadership, and the role that language played in that mediation and in 

the enactment of language policy. These are ongoing processes, not static phenomena, 

which interact with each other and are inextricable from the school context. Research 

has shown that implementation of policy, and even policy itself, are shaped by the 

local context (Datnow, 2005; O’Day & Smith, 2016; Rowan et. al, 2004; Tyack & 

Tobin, 1994). The case study approach, then, was ideal here because it afforded the 
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opportunity to examine these complex and interacting phenomena in the context of 

the particular schools, districts, and communities in with the administrators work.  

 Although I conceived of the “case” as the school administration team, housed 

within the school site, Bartlett and Vavrus (2018) cautioned against bounding the case 

prematurely and rigidly: “Boundaries are not found; they are made by researchers, 

whose demarcations can often be quite arbitrary and can have the effect of sealing off 

the case from other relevant places, times, and influences.” Within the frame of 

distributed leadership, recognizing the leadership “team” as extending beyond the site 

administrative team was especially important. In the cases of the two schools studied, 

one of the three administrators at each school played a minimal role in instructional 

leadership overall, and thus was minimally involved in negotiating language policy 

related to instruction. Other personnel, including district office administrators, 

counselors, teacher leaders, and community liaisons, on the other hand, played 

important leadership roles in implementing language policy and in shaping English 

Learners’ experiences more generally.  Administrators at one school relied on ELD 

teachers’ understanding of language policy and language teaching to make language 

policy decisions. While I focused primarily on the administration team in my 

observations and interviews, as I came to understand the school contexts, I sought out 

other key personnel for interviews and made particular note of their contributions in 

meetings.  

 When I initiated this study, I had identified the administrative team as the unit 

of analysis, even though this conflicted with the conception of leadership practice in 
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distributed leadership theory. I had made this decision because I was interested in the 

particular roles of school site administrators, whom I argued had received little 

attention in language policy research, especially at the high school level. As I 

collected and analyzed data, however, two shifts occurred: I focused more on the 

principals than on the assistant principals, and leadership practice –the means and 

mechanisms through which administrators exercised agency –became a more 

significant focus. At both case study sites, the administrative teams were comprised 

of the principal and two assistant principals. Focusing on the “team” assumed not 

necessarily that decisions related to English Learner instruction were made 

collaboratively but rather that each administrator’s work was shaped by that of the 

other administrators. Although I treated the administrative team as a unit in designing 

the study, in reality I spent more time individually with the principals at both sites 

than with the assistant principals. This was partly intentional and partly incidental. I 

found that at both sites, while the dynamics of the administrative teams were radically 

different, the principals had unique roles in mediating policy, in part because they 

were in closer contact with district-level administrators, and in part because they 

often spoke for their schools to district-level officials, the school community, and the 

public. They controlled policy messages in ways the assistant principals did not, even 

when they were involved in conversations and decisions related to language policy 

and English Learners. The principals were also my primary points of contact, so I 

needed to communicate with them directly to coordinate scheduling of my 

observations. Administrative team meetings were held in the principals’ offices, so I 
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often talked with them informally before meetings while we waited for others to 

arrive. Because I had more interaction with the principals than with the assistant 

principals, the principals’ comments and actions receive more attention in my 

analysis than those of the other administrators.  Nonetheless, I continued to engage 

with the assistant principals as much as possible, and I maintained some focus on the 

administrators as a group because I was concerned with how leadership and policy 

mediation operate as social phenomena, and with the particular roles of school 

administrators in providing instructional leadership for the English Learner 

population. 

Ethnographic Methods 

 Ethnographic methods have been used to explore the phenomena central to 

this study in both the fields of educational leadership and language planning and 

policy. In using ethnographic methods for this study, I drew on scholarship in both 

fields as I explored both how various policies took shape in these two school contexts 

and how the school leaders enacted their roles in mediating policy to shape ELs’ 

experiences.  

As the field of language policy and planning took a critical turn in the 1980’s, 

shifting from top-down analyses from the outside to critical examinations of language 

policy’s role in sustaining status-quo power relations, researchers turned to bottom-up 

approaches to research as a way to understand language practices within communities 

and community members’ perspectives on language policy (Canagarajah, 2006). 

Ethnographic methods are one such approach. Hornberger and Johnson (2007) 
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suggested that ethnography of language policy is one way to “slice through the layers 

of the LPP onion to reveal varying local interpretations, implementations, and 

perhaps resistance” (p. 510). Stritikus and Wiese (2006) employed ethnographic 

methods in two studies of the implementation of Proposition 227 in bilingual 

classrooms and found that such approaches “yielded a rich ground-level perspective 

of policy meeting practice” (p. 1127). The authors discussed the importance of 

examining the “multiple layers” of policy implementation in order to illuminate the 

conditions under which policies take shape and to highlight perspectives that might 

otherwise go unnoticed. Stritikus and Weise compared this type of analysis to a top-

down approach to policy implementation research, which attends more narrowly to 

how a policy is implemented and the effect it has, rather than on the various levels 

and forms of mediation that take place in the context of the district and school.  

 In these two ethnographic studies of language policy implementation, the 

authors incorporated a variety of methods, including participant observation and 

interviews. Johnson (Hornberger & Johnson, 2007) included “recorded naturally 

occurring conversation” as well as textual analysis. Stritikus and Weise referred to 

their data as “naturalistic” (p. 1112). They described two separate studies, both of 

which focused on a small number of teachers in a variety of settings. In both studies, 

the authors observed teachers participating in meetings and providing classroom 

instruction; they also conducted both open-ended and semi-structured interviews. 

Both studies sought to understand the implementation of a state-level anti-bilingual 
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education policy by examining the various contexts in which the policy was mediated 

and negotiated.  

 Ethnographic studies focused on school leadership also draw from a 

combination of observational and interview data in an effort to explore and 

understand leaders’ work in what Khalifa (2012) called “overlapping contexts” (p. 

431). Khalifa chose ethnographic methods in studying the role of a Black principal as 

both a school and community leader because the overlapping contexts required 

“flexibility and subsequent in-depth cultural observations” (p. 431). Khalifa’s data 

collection consisted of regular observations and open-ended interviews over two 

years, the frequency of visits increasing as the study progressed. Khalifa also 

“shadowed” the principal in 23 community visits in order to observe the principal’s 

community leadership. Dillard (1995) similarly studied one principal’s leadership, but 

Dillard’s study took a critical perspective, focusing on how a female African 

American principal reinterpreted her role and her leadership context. Dillard’s data 

collection also consisted of extensive shadowing of the principal in her work, but, like 

Khalifa, she also conducted classroom observations and interviews with other school 

personnel in order to build a deep understanding of the school context. Both Dillard 

and Khalifa highlighted the importance of meaning-making in leadership and used 

ethnographic methods to understand how their participants made meaning of their 

situations and to maximize their own ability to make meaning of the data through in-

depth exploration of the culture and context in which leadership occurs. Khalifa 

wrote, “…through ethnographic methods, I was able to locate and place importance 
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(or lack thereof) of…aesthetic patterns without attaching meaning to them in a way 

that a researcher with less time may have done” (p. 432).  

The current study, therefore, is influenced by aspects of both ethnographic 

studies of language policy and those of leadership. While the mediation of language 

policy is the phenomenon of interest, the study aims to understand language policy 

implementation as a part of school leadership practice.  Unlike the language policy 

ethnographies cited above, which focus on a single policy and its implementation, in 

this study I followed Menken (2008) in defining language policy broadly enough to 

allow for “de facto” language policies such as standardized tests and curricular 

standards in addition to explicit policies related to English Learner identification and 

support. A key objective of this study was to understand the complex variables 

interacting in administrators’ negotiation of language policy and leadership of English 

Learner instruction. In some cases, administrators were conscious of these variables 

as either facilitating or constraining their leadership decisions, but in other cases they 

appeared not to be. For these reasons, research methods that rely heavily on 

administrators’ own accounts of their thinking and practice were inadequate for this 

study. Ethnographic methods allowed me to become immersed, to the greatest extent 

possible, in administrators’ work contexts and to see their thinking in practice, as well 

as the challenges and constraints they encounter and how they navigate them.  

At the same time, the use of ethnographic methods in this study afforded the 

opportunity to see and understand language policy from the perspective of site 

administrators as they mediated between the state and district levels and the 
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classroom. Ethnographic methods require that researchers integrate themselves into 

the community being studied and not disrupt the everyday life and practices of the 

community in order to gain insights “from the inside” (Canagarajah, 2006, p. 156).  

Interpretive Policy Analysis 

Interpretive policy analysis (IPA) served as a helpful frame my data analysis. 

Yanow’s discussion of interpretive policy analysis (Yanow, 2007) offered an 

approach to data analysis that considers the context in which policy is interpreted an 

implemented. As Yanow explained, interpretive policy analysis centers meaning in 

the analysis process and draws on the theory that meaning “drives not from sense data 

alone but from lived experience” and that “meanings are situation-specific.” This 

understanding of policy interpretation is consistent with some research on language 

policy (i.e. Hornberger & Johnson, 2007) and research on education reform (Coburn, 

2005; Olsen & Kirtman, 2002) and is well-suited to ethnographic methods. Yanow 

explained, “The participant-observer/ethnographer is living the ‘same’ experience as 

those he is trying to understand” (p. 114). According to Yanow, interpretive policy 

analysis also draws on hermeneutics in that it views interpretation of text as specific 

to the person or group of people interpreting since “people imbue the artifacts they 

create with meaning and/or project meanings onto those artifacts (or read meaning out 

of them) as they engage them” (p. 114). In a particular school context, school leaders 

function as a “hermeneutic circle” or discourse community, interacting with policy 

and making meaning collectively. Two different school leadership teams, then, 

construct different meanings from the same policy (p. 115).  
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Unlike most language policy research, this study did not focus on any one 

specific policy; in fact, I began the study unsure of which policies would be relevant 

to the administrators and schools I was studying. In my initial interviews of the 

principals, I asked, “How have various policies, at the federal, state, or local level, 

shaped the direction you have taken with your English Learners?” The principals at 

both case study schools cited California’s Local Control Funding Formula (LCFF), a 

state policy that allows schools to allocate funding based on their goals and stated 

growth plans, which schools and districts describe in the Local Control 

Accountability Plan (LCAP). The LCFF requires attention to specific subgroups of 

students, one of which is ELs. Interestingly, the principals identified the LCFF as 

being helpful to them, allowing them to target funds in particular ways to provide 

direct support for EL instruction and, as one principal put it, “forc[ing] us to account 

for how we use funds to service ELs,” which in turn drove programmatic changes. 

Although improving academic outcomes for ELs was a larger policy issue central to 

the administrators’ work, there was not one specific policy they were attempting to 

implement; rather, they received the broader mandate, codified it as a school goal in 

various ways, and sought tools and resources, including policies, that would provide 

them leverage to move toward that goal.  

Although this study focused on a policy issue rather than a single policy, and 

although I was equally interested in how the administrators enacted their leadership 

responsibilities as I was in how they understood the relevant policies, IPA was a 

useful “ interpretive orientation” (Moore & Wiley, 2015). IPA calls for identifying 
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“artifacts,” which are defined as language, objects, and acts that carry meaning in the 

view of those interpreting the policy; identifying interpretive communities; 

identifying the relevant discourses; and identifying points of conflict and their sources 

(Moore & Wiley, 2015, p. 154). The analysis process proceeds with the identification 

of themes and then comparing those themes across participants or communities.  

Moore and Wiley (2015) explained that IPA is conducive to the study of a 

complex, multifaceted policy issue because it allows for the integration of data 

sources; the many facets of the interpretation and implementation of a policy, 

including but not limited to the negotiation of meaning, all function as focal points for 

analysis. Using IPA as an orientation to my analysis allowed me to view 

administrators’ discourse, the moves they made in proposing specific changes to staff 

and leadership teams, their interaction with district office administrators, and their 

presentations to the larger school community as integral to the exploration of their 

mediation of policy. 

For my purposes, IPA allowed me to consider all of the interacting variables 

that I addressed in the theoretical framework for this study: the school and 

community context, which included the schools’ histories and cultures; the structures 

that shaped and were shaped by administrators efforts to improve teaching and 

learning for ELs; the interpersonal relationships among administrators, faculty, and 

staff; larger discourses of equity and social justice that administrators drew on in 

articulating goals for ELs; administrators’ own language and cultural backgrounds; 

and language ideologies.  
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Site Selection 

I chose to study two sites primarily because of the uniqueness of each school 

site and administration team. Given the importance of context in any case study, this 

uniqueness is expected, and in many ways the two focal sites were not comparable. 

Still, Bartlett and Vavrus (2018) highlighted the potential of comparison in case 

studies, for purposes of contrast and of identifying commonalities and linkages across 

sites. Thus, while the two-case design does not necessarily increase the 

generalizability of the conclusions, it does, as Bartlett and Favrus claimed, 

“[strengthen] the theoretical insights” gained from this research. Eisenhardt and 

Graebner (2007) also pointed out that multiple cases allow for “accurate definitions 

and appropriate levels of construct abstraction” (p. 27).  

Site selection for this study was influenced by a number of variables, 

including my potential access to the sites, the size and nature of the EL population, 

and the extent to which school leaders were focused on EL education. How schools 

enact language policy is shaped in part by the size and characteristics of the English 

Learner population. In California, according to the California Department of 

Education, 83 percent of English Learners are Spanish speakers; thus, in many 

California high schools, the English Learner population is relatively linguistically 

homogenous, consisting primarily of students whose home language is Spanish. Other 

schools’ populations, however, are characterized by high levels of linguistic diversity, 

which presents school leaders with different questions and challenges as they 

negotiate language policy and make decisions about student placement and program 
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structures. Home language is only one variable in the English Learner population, 

however. Students range in the amount of time they have been in U.S. schools, their 

home language literacy, and their socioeconomic backgrounds. Schools’ responses to 

language policy are also affected by their contexts -the nature of the surrounding 

community and how the various cultural and language groups in the community 

interact, as well as the demographics of the school staff and their relationship to the 

community. Recent or ongoing changes in the school or community demographic 

could trigger shifts in policy enactment as well. Comprehensive high schools also 

vary in structure, some organized into academies or small learning communities, and 

others with key programs that drive the schools’ scheduling and other practices.   

I began the site selection process with a broad, brief survey of principals in the 

62 comprehensive high schools in three neighboring counties--two on California’s 

Central Coast and one in the greater San Francisco Bay Area. I sent an email 

describing the goals of the study, asking them to respond to a few brief questions, and 

eliciting their willingness to participate in an in-person interview. The questionnaire 

asked whether 2018-19 school goals explicitly addressed ELs, and if so, what that 

goal was, what instructional models and types of support the school provided for ELs 

and their teachers, and what the principals felt the school did well and needed to 

improve in terms of the education of ELs. Although the primary purpose of the 

survey was to identify schools for follow-up, the survey also provided data as to the 

types of instruction and support ELs are receiving in comprehensive high schools in 

the region. The case study schools are situated within this broader context.   
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The survey yielded 25 responses. Eight of the respondents indicated 

willingness to participate in an interview, and I was able to schedule and conduct five. 

In the principal interviews, I explored the current structures, programs, and 

instructional approaches in place for English Learners; the principals’ understanding 

of language policies, including placement and reclassification policies, requirements 

for providing services, and accountability measures; and the work in progress to 

improve instruction and outcomes for these students.  

Based on the interviews, I selected schools to pursue as sites for the study. A 

priori criteria included the following: 1.) The school’s English Learner population 

should constitute at least 20 percent of the total student population (reflecting 

California’s English Learner population); 2.) The school leadership should be actively 

attending to English Learner instruction, as reflected in school site or district goals; 

3.) The school should be a public comprehensive high school enrolling primarily 

students within its neighborhood boundaries.  

Of the five schools whose principals I interviewed, I eliminated two. One site 

had a small English Learner population, and the principal indicated that her 

leadership team had not paid explicit attention to these students’ educational 

experience in her time as principal. Another site was located in a high-income area, 

where most immigrant students were highly educated when they arrived and, if 

initially designated as EL, reclassified quite quickly and so were not an appropriate 

demographic for the study . The remaining three sites met my a priori criteria, and I 
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chose two: West Coast High School1, on California’s Central Coast, and Peterson 

High School, in the greater San Francisco Bay Area.  I chose West Coast because the 

EL population was growing and was a central focus for the school. They had a well-

developed ELD course sequence, including a course specifically for newcomers, but 

ELs still lagged behind their monolingual English-speaking peers in academic 

outcomes, and the principal highlighted this as a concern in the interview. They were 

actively pursuing major changes to the curriculum and working to develop a system 

of interventions, all with ELs in mind. I was interested both in the steps they had 

already taken and the steps they planned to take during the year of the study. 

Peterson’s EL population was large but almost exclusively Long-Term English 

Learners (LTELs) -students who have been in US schools for six or more years and 

have not yet been redesignated Fluent English Proficient.  These students were no 

longer enrolled in ELD courses but in many cases struggled academically. Peterson 

was part of the New Tech Network, a project-based learning program which the 

principal argued provided the tools and the learning experiences that ELs needed 

develop academic English in the context of content-rich, engaging, real-world 

projects. I was interested in the LTEL population, particularly in context to the 

relatively large population of recent immigrants at West Coast, and also in the New 

Tech context. Both focal sites are profiled in more detail below.  

 

 

 
1 All names of participants, as well as some programs, are pseudonyms.  
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Data Collection 

From November, 2018 to August, 2019, between the two sites, I observed 44 

meetings, either among administrators or facilitated by administrators, observed five 

teacher professional development workshops, and accompanied administrators on six 

classroom walk-throughs, and conducted 18 semi-structured interviews with school 

leaders using a base protocol which I adapted for interviews conducted later in the 

year.2 In addition, I engaged in a number of informal conversations with 

administrators, before and after meetings, while they supervised breaks or lunch 

periods, and while walking through classrooms with them. 

Table 1: Meeting and Event Observations 

Event  West Coast Peterson 
Administration Team 
Meetings 

12 8 

Instructional Leadership 
Team Meetings 

2 4 

Staff Meetings 3 1 
Classroom Walkthroughs 2 4 
Principal/Parent Meetings 2 3 
Site Council Meetings 2 0 
Teacher Professional 
Development Workshops 

3 2 

Other meetings/events 4 5 
Total 27 26 

 
 
 
Table 2: Interviews 
 
Staff Member West Coast Peterson 
Principal 2 2 
Assistant Principal 1 2 2 

 
2 See Appendix A 
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Assistant Principal 2 2 2 
Community Liaison 1 n/a 
ELD Teacher 2 n/a 
Counselor 1 1 
Teacher Leader n/a 1 
TOTAL 10 8 

 
 
 The semi-structured interviews with administrators served three primary 

purposes: to better understand the school’s structures and practices with respect to 

ELs and the administrator’s individual and collective roles; to elicit the 

administrators’ interpretations of the various policies guiding their work related to 

ELs; and to understand the administrators’ own beliefs, goals, perceived challenges, 

and frustrations related to EL education. In addition to these more formal interviews, 

I also took opportunities wherever possible to talk with administrators informally, as 

they moved between meetings, walked around campus, or supervised students during 

lunch. I hoped in these conversations to engage more authentically in ethnographic 

methods, experiencing the school day from administrators’ point of view and picking 

up on situations that might not arise in meetings or formal interviews. I also used 

these conversations to inquire about discussions in meetings that I did not fully 

understand or that seemed to have multiple layers. Also in these conversations, I often 

heard a perspective that the administrator did not share in a meeting.  

 I observed meetings in order to see the administrators doing the work of 

school leadership. As Gronn (1983) demonstrated, much of the work of school 

leadership is done through talk, and as Coburn (2005) showed, much of policy 

mediation on the part of school leaders is crafting and shaping messages. Observing 
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the administrators in internal meetings allowed me behind the scenes to listen as the 

administrators planned their work with teachers, other staff, the district office, and the 

school community. Observing leadership meetings allowed me to see how teachers in 

leadership roles enacted those roles and how the administrators mediated policy with 

those teacher leaders, who would then interpret the administrators’ messages in the 

context of their content areas. I observed whole-staff and parent meetings in order to 

understand how the administrators communicated policy messages as well as vision, 

goals, and relevant information to the people implementing policies and goals in the 

classroom and to a public audience.  

The number of observations of each type that I conducted depended in part on 

my own availability to attend at the times the meetings were scheduled but also on the 

consistency of the meetings. For example, West Coast held monthly staff meetings on 

the third Wednesday of every month; Peterson held only a few whole-staff meetings 

throughout the year. The principal at Peterson also scheduled classroom walkthroughs 

on his Google calendar, which he shared with me, so I was easily able to join him, 

where I had to arrange walkthroughs with the administration at West Coast.  

Two of the site administrators, the principal at Peterson and an assistant 

principal at West Coast, left their positions at the end of the 2018-19 school year. I 

visited the assistant principal at her new site in the fall of 2019 to ask her to reflect on 

her transition, and I conducted an informal interview with the new principal at 

Peterson. I also conducted two additional interviews with principals at other school 
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sites in the spring of 2019 as a basis for comparison. These interviews are discussed 

later.  

During meeting observations, I took notes on a laptop computer on the 

information presented and on the discussion. I did not audio record meetings because 

I wanted the administrators to be able to talk as freely as they could with a researcher 

in the room, but I did opt to use a laptop because I wanted to capture as much 

language as I could during the meeting. This only felt disruptive in administrator 

meetings, which were held in offices with only three people, so I was more 

conspicuous than in a library where I could sit to the side or in the back of the room. 

Both administrative teams granted permission, but I did notice at the beginning of the 

year that one of the assistant principals at Peterson occasionally used coded language. 

When the conversation turned to personnel or a specific student discipline case, I 

stopped taking notes and usually closed my laptop. 

 If there were handouts distributed in the meeting, I requested copies. At West 

Coast, the principal requested that I not bring my computer into parent meetings 

because she was concerned that it might affect the dynamic of the meeting. In some 

of the meetings, I took a notebook and pen and took notes by hand instead, but in 

others, when the setting was more intimate, I just listened and made notes as soon as 

possible after the meeting ended. I audio-recorded all but two interviews. Most 

participants had no objection to being recorded, but one of the assistant principals at 

Peterson expressed concern at the outset of the interview about how the information 

would be used. I explained the purpose of the project and put him at ease, but in the 
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interest of making him as comfortable as possible decided not to request to record the 

interview and took handwritten notes instead. One of the ELD teachers at West Coast 

also expressed hesitation about talking with me, so I opted not to record for the same 

reason in that case.  

Data Analysis 

I began data analysis by conducting a preliminary round of coding by hand, 

printing out my interview transcripts and observation field notes, applying my a 

priori codes, and nominating inductive codes as I read through the data. The a priori 

codes, based on my research questions, were as follows: 

Policy  
• References to explicit or implicit policy, especially but not limited to language 

policy 
o Include: Comments on student placement policies, standardized tests, 

district regulations or board policies, disciplinary policies 
o Do not include: Classroom-level rules or teacher-generated norms 

 
Distributed leadership 

• Leadership “stretched over” the school 
o Include: Examples of staff other than administrators assuming 

leadership roles; examples of shared leadership 
o Do not include: Leadership above the site level;  

 
Leader agency 

• School leaders, especially administrators, advancing their own goals or acting 
outside of institutional norms or regulations 

o Include: Comments about departing from district direction or 
breaking with other schools; examples of school leaders strategizing 
to achieve their own goals 

 
Institutional mechanisms 

• Structures, rules, or procedures that help to sustain the status quo and may 
constrain leaders’ behaviors 

o Include: Comments about the master schedule, staffing constraints,  
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English Learners 
• Comments about the population of students designated as ELs 
• Notable language 

 

When I finished my preliminary round of coding, I developed a coding manual with 

32 total codes, five deductive codes and 27 inductive codes.3 Among the inductive 

codes were Leveraging Policy, Constraints and Challenges, Relationships, School 

Vision/Mission/Goals, and School Culture. While most of the inductive codes were 

descriptive codes, two of them—Marketing and Leveraging Policy—were in vivo 

codes, arising out of the administrators’ own language (Saldaña, 2013). I adopted 

codes for themes that appeared multiple times in my reading of the data, but I 

consolidated and eliminated some in my next round of analysis. For example, I 

initially created the code Special Programs to refer to curricular programs the schools 

had in place, but in the second round of analysis, I recognized that these programs 

were functioning as de facto language policy, so I eliminated the Special Programs 

code and began coding references to these programs as Policy. This shift arose out of 

administrators’ comments about the programs and what they expected these programs 

to do. At both sites, administrators cited their curricular programs as approaches to 

improving outcomes for ELs, and they commented on how the programs influenced 

the types of language and literacy practices students would engage with in the 

classroom. Administrators and other leaders also repeatedly referred to 

“implementation” of these programs. Because a central focus of my research was how 

 
3 See Appendix B. 
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administrators mediated the implementation of policy, I wanted these programs 

included under the umbrella of policy so that I could explore the administrators’ role 

in the implementation process.  

I uploaded the notes and transcripts into a qualitative analysis software 

program, Dedoose, and applied the codes. During this round of coding, I made note of 

themes and posited findings and explanations that I would revisit and test in the next 

round of analysis. In some cases, later rounds of analysis confirmed these preliminary 

findings, and in other cases they did not. An example of a preliminary finding I 

proposed at this stage was that the administrators’ need to market their schools played 

a role in their decisions about the programs and curricular opportunities they 

provided. I posited that this pressure to market might function as an institutional force 

constraining administrators’ actions in working to improve outcomes for ELs. The 

next round of analysis did not support this claim. As I examined the Marketing-coded 

excerpts within the context of the a priori codes, it became clear that the role of 

marketing was narrower than it had appeared in the context of the dataset as a whole.  

Becker (1998) suggested that researchers “turn people into activities” (p. 44), 

arguing that people are less likely to act predictably based on the type of people they 

are than they are to act in ways that feel necessary or appropriate in any given 

situation (p. 45). This analytical “trick” is consistent with distributed leadership’s 

focus on leadership practice rather than leadership roles. Citing Bourdieu (1990), 

Spillane and Orlina (2005) argued that leadership practice is situated in a particular 

place and time, Therefore, research on leadership must capture the actions and 
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interactions in the specific context in which they occur and in relation to other actions 

and interactions in order to understand how leadership is enacted. At the same time, 

because distributed leadership attends to interactions between leaders and followers, 

leadership roles cannot be entirely ignored. In my coding and subsequent analysis, I 

worked within this tension between attending to interactions and micro-level practices 

and attending to the ways leadership roles and structures shaped those interactions. 

Codes such as Leveraging Policy and Leading Instruction targeted practice, focusing 

more on the activities being performed than on the categories of people performing 

them.  

 Once all of the data were coded, I looked at the numbers of applications of 

each of the codes and made note of which inductive codes were applied most often 

overall because I wanted to know which topics and themes along with and beyond the 

a priori codes might warrant the most attention. I then turned to the a priori codes 

specifically and made note of which codes most commonly co-occurred with the five 

a priori codes. I planned to focus the next rounds of analysis on the these most 

common co-occurrences. In preparation for this next step, I created two separate 

datasets with all of the notes and transcripts for each school so that I could conduct 

both a within-case analysis and a cross-case analysis.  

Comparing the two datasets, I found that in both, three of the a priori codes—

English Learners, Distributed Leadership, and Policy—occurred most frequently both 

overall and in the West Coast dataset. In the Peterson dataset, while these three codes 

were among the most frequently-occurring, two inductive codes—
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Intervention/Supports and Teacher Attitudes—were applied more often than any of 

the a priori codes. These two codes occurred far less frequently in the West Coast 

dataset, so I returned to these excerpts within the Peterson dataset later in the analysis. 

Looking at the datasets separately in this way was important because I wanted to 

ensure that, in looking at the body of data as a whole, I wasn’t masking important 

differences between the two schools. And, in fact, the more common occurrence of 

Intervention/Supports and Teacher Attitudes in the Peterson dataset was significant, 

and revisiting these excerpts later helped me to explain some of the unique challenges 

the Peterson administrators faced related to policy implementation. 

 For each of the two datasets, I compiled and read through the code 

applications for the five a priori codes: Policy, English Learners, Distributed 

Leadership, Leader Agency, and Institutional Mechanisms. When I reduced the data 

in this way and examined the codes that co-occurred with the a priori codes, some 

codes appeared infrequently and dropped out of the analysis, including Student 

Activities, Student Discipline, and Interruptions/Distractions. All three of these codes 

were subsumed by other more frequently-occurring codes, including School Culture 

and Institutional Mechanisms. Other codes, including School Culture and School 

Vision/Mission/Goals assumed a prominent place in my analysis. I identified the most 

common co-occurrences with each of a priori codes and queried the co-occurrences 

shown in Table 3.  
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Table 3: Code Co-Occurrences 

A Priori 
Code 

Co-
Occurring 
Code 

Co-
Occurring 
Code 

Co-
Occurring 
Code 

Co-Occurring 
Code 

Co-
Occurring 
Code 

English 
Learners 

Distributed 
Leadership 

Policy Instruction Interventions 
and Supports 

Constraints 
and 
Challenges 

 
Distributed 
Leadership 

 
English 
Learners 

 
Policy 
 

 
Instruction 

 
Constraints and 
Challenges 

 
Teacher 
Attitudes 

 
Leader 
Agency 

 
Distributed 
Leadership 

 
English 
Learners 

 
School 
Culture 

 
Leadership 
Style 

 

 
Policy 

 
Constraints 
and 
Challenges 

 
English 
Learners 

 
District 
Office 

 
School 
Vision/Mission/ 
Goals 

 
Student 
Placement 

 
Institutional 
Mechanisms 

 
Constraints 
and 
Challenges 

 
English 
Learners 

 
Distributed 
Leadership 

  

 

Significantly, some of the a priori codes frequently co-occurred with each 

other, as the above table demonstrates. The intersections among English Learners, 

Policy, and Distributed Leadership were particularly important in my beginning to 

understand how the theoretical frame of distributed leadership did or did not help to 

explain how administrators might exercise agency in navigating EL-related policy. 

That the Leader Agency code frequently co-occurred with Distributed Leadership was 

also notable and was an initial indicator to me that distribution of leadership might 

serve as a mechanism by which administrators exercised agency. This conception of 

where distribution of leadership fit into administrators’ work with ELs challenged my 

initial understanding of distributed leadership as how leadership practice was enacted 

within and beyond the administration team. But this preliminary finding was also 
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supported by later rounds of analysis, and as I further examined the Distributed 

Leadership-coded excerpts from various perspectives, it became clear not only that 

administrators attempted to use the distribution of leadership to spur change to 

classroom practice but also that these efforts resulted in particular types of challenges 

for the administrators. 

In the next round of analysis, I exported the excerpts for each of the co-

occurrences as a separate matrix, each of which listed the meeting or interview the 

excerpt came from, the date, and the other codes applied to the excerpt. I read through 

each of the spreadsheets and highlighted and made note of emerging themes. Because 

the code Constraints and Challenges frequently co-occurred with four of the five a 

priori codes, I paid particular attention to these excerpts and worked to sort and 

categorize the types and constraints and challenges the administrators faced. In 

analyzing the co-occurrences, I found that in some cases the challenge related to an a 

priori code, such as Distributed Leadership or Policy, and in some the challenge 

related to some aspect of school culture, which elevated the importance of school 

culture in my analysis. I made note on the excerpts coded Constraints and Challenges 

of the more specific nature of the challenge. This process helped to further illuminate 

major themes.  

Analyzing the co-occurrences brought several key themes to the forefront that 

were common to the two schools: administrators’ valuing of distributed leadership, 

though they did not use that term; administrators’ focus on various aspects of school 

culture, including staff members’ attitudes toward students; administrators’ interest in 
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defining and clarifying a shared understanding of the school’s identity and vision; and 

administrators’ talk of “using,” or “leveraging,” policies or programs to help them 

achieve their goals. Once these three broad themes had emerged, I queried the related 

codes and co-occurrences for each of the themes and, using these new matrices, 

conducted a within-case analysis of the separate school datasets using the reduced set 

of codes in order first to test whether the themes held at the individual schools and 

then to explore the unique roles that distributed leadership, school culture, and 

leveraging of policy played at the two sites.  

Because the topic of school culture emerged in the inductive analysis, once it 

became clear that I would need to explore it more deeply, I returned to the literature 

to learn about the relationship between school culture and school leadership. Scholars 

recognize both shared vision and relationships among staff as elements of school 

culture (Leithwood, 1994; MacNeil et al., 2009), so in order to analyze the data 

related to school culture, I clustered four codes and examined the co-occurrences 

among them: School Culture, School Vision/Mission/Goals, School Identity, and 

Relationships. While the data as a whole revealed school culture as a high priority for 

administrators based on the frequency with which they mentioned it, particularly 

when discussing ELs, the within-case analysis demonstrated a stark contrast: West 

Coast administrators tended to describe culture as an asset, and Peterson 

administrators tended to describe it as an obstacle.  

As I examined this contrast, it appeared initially that the West Coast 

administrators had been successful at using school culture as a mechanism to foster 
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more equitable education for ELs, where the Peterson administration continued to 

struggle. But other evidence complicated this claim. For one, West Coast’s 

achievement data showed persistently low academic outcomes for ELs, which 

suggested either a looser connection between strong school culture and academic 

achievement than research has shown or significant intervening variables (Miles & 

Huberman, 1994). Additionally, there were a few examples of West Coast 

administrators citing the school’s positive, collaborative culture as problematic for 

their efforts to change classroom practice. In an inductive analysis (Becker, 1998), I 

used the counterexamples to help me revise my initial claim and recognize the role of 

school culture in administrators’ work at both schools as more complex than I had 

originally proposed.  

I took each of the three broad themes—distribution of instructional leadership, 

shaping of school culture as a means of influencing teaching and learning, and 

leveraging of policies and programs--as a starting point for analyzing relevant data, 

querying new code co-occurrences and examining patterns as well as complexities 

and apparent contradictions such as those that I found in the analysis of the role of 

school culture. I report and discuss my findings related to these themes in Chapters 4-

7. First, however, I present profiles of the two case study school sites in the next 

chapter. 
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Chapter 3: The School Sites 

West Coast High School 

 West Coast High School, with 842 students in grades 9-12 at the time of the 

study, was situated in a suburb on California’s central coast. Just over half of the 

students, 56.5%, were identified as Hispanic/Latino. Approximately one third, 35.6%, 

were identified as white. Asian students comprised 1.5% of the population, Filipino 

students .7%, African American students .6%, American Indian students .2%, and 

students of two or more races 4%.  In the ten years prior to the study, according to 

data reported on the California Department of Education website, and according to 

the principal, the percentage of Hispanic/Latino students had steadily increased and 

the percentage of white students had steadily declined. According to the California 

Department of Education’s database, ten years prior to the study, in 2008-09, the 

percentages were almost exactly reversed, with white students comprising 55.5% of 

the population and Hispanic/Latino students comprising 35.5%. The numbers shifted 

each subsequent year. The principal attributed this change both to West Coast’s 

reputation in the community as a positive environment for Latino students and to 

“racism,” as white families in the school’s attendance boundary increasingly 

requested transfers to a nearby high school in the district that was predominantly 

white. As I discuss in more detail later, West Coast administrators cited the school’s 

inclusiveness and embracing of diversity as central to the school’s identity.  

 The district in which West Coast was situated regarded California’s four-year 

college eligibility requirements as the default curriculum for all students in the 
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district. The counselors described West Coast to incoming eighth grade students as a 

“college prep school.” West Coast had a robust AVID (Advancement Via Individual 

Determination) program, which replaced an elective each year for the students 

enrolled and supported them in a college-prep curriculum through teaching of 

organization and study skills, academic tutoring, and guidance through the college 

application process. After-school tutoring was also offered, and the school had a full-

time RtI (Response to Intervention) coordinator who worked with teachers in one 

department to develop common assessments and intervention systems to support 

student achievement in the curriculum.  

 During the year of the study, West Coast voted to become an IB school, 

offering the International Baccalaureate program, an advanced curriculum with 

embedded assessments through which students can earn college credits. The principal 

stressed that IB at West Coast would be a “social justice project,” inclusive of all 

students and focused on the goal of raising academic rigor schoolwide and ensuring 

all students access to high-level learning. Adopting IB is a multi-year process that 

requires extensive training for all staff, a formal application, a visit, and submission 

of materials demonstrating readiness to offer courses. 

 In 2018-19, 12.9% of West Coast’s students were identified as English 

Learners, and an additional 35.4% had been reclassified as Fluent English Proficient 

at some point in their K-12 schooling. West Coast had put several structures in place 

both to ensure that English Learners are participating fully in the life of the school 

and to increase their academic achievement. The school allotted a number of sections 
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with relatively few students in order to provide leveled ELD classes rather than 

combining multiple levels into one class. The ELD classes were also “double-

blocked,” so that on the school’s rotating block schedule, English Learners had ELD 

every day rather than every other day. Students at West Coast took six classes a year, 

so a double-blocked ELD class meant ELs were spending a significant portion of 

their day with other ELs, receiving explicit language instruction rather than integrated 

language and content instruction. From the administration’s perspective, however, 

they were prioritizing ELs by devoting substantial resources to their instruction in the 

master scheduling process; in fact, they explained that they placed the ELD classes on 

the master schedule board first, so the schedule was built around them. Rebecca had 

also allotted a release period for the ELD teacher in hopes that she would begin to 

work with content area teachers and generally assume some leadership of EL 

instruction. 

 The administration team was comprised of the principal, Rebecca, and two 

assistant principals, Todd and Laura4. Rebecca, a former teacher, served as an 

assistant principal at West Coast for four years prior to assuming the principalship. 

She was in her third year as principal at the time of the study. For Todd, education 

was a second career; he left another field to enter middle school teaching and came to 

West Coast as an assistant principal. This was his fifth year in the position, and his 

third in his current role. Laura had spent ten years as a teacher in another district prior 

to coming to West Coast as an assistant principal. She was in her third year in this 

 
4 All names of administrators and other school personnel are pseudonyms.. 
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position, having assumed the role that Todd previously held when Rebecca moved 

from Todd’s current role into the principal position. All three administrators were 

white, and while they all claimed some knowledge of Spanish, none of the three were 

comfortable communicating with Spanish-speaking students and parents in their 

home language. The school employed a number of bilingual staff members, whom the 

administrators relied upon heavily for interpretation.  

 The administration at West Coast divided responsibilities in what Laura 

referred to as a “traditional” way. One assistant principal oversaw the guidance 

counselors and developed the master schedule, while the other oversaw facilities, 

safety, attendance, testing, and student activities. The three administrators met weekly 

to address upcoming issues that week and sometimes to plan meetings.  

 At the beginning of the year, Rebecca expressed excitement about the 

expansion of the teacher leadership team, which now included a representative from 

every department. The activities director and athletic director attended the weekly 

administrator meetings for varying periods of time over the course of the year as 

Rebecca worked to find a balance between having them sit through discussions that 

were not relevant to them and excluding them from decisions they should be part of. 

The administration also relied heavily on the school’s community liaison, who 

worked closely with Spanish-speaking families and facilitated the school’s English 

Learner Advisory Committee (ELAC), a state-mandated school-level committee 

made up of parents, staff, and community members whose purpose was to provide 

input to school leaders related to English Learner programs and services. 
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 During the year of the study, West Coast High School was undertaking a self-

study process in preparation for a WASC (Western Association of Schools and 

Colleges) accreditation visit in March. The school had previously received a six-year 

accreditation, the highest level given, so this was the whole administration team’s 

first time leading a school through a self-study as administrators. Because the self-

study process requires reporting of data and identification of areas for growth based 

on that data, there was much discussion of data, areas of strength, and areas for 

growth in meetings at all levels, although most of this discussion during the year of 

the study was focused on completing the accreditation report and following through 

on the required action plan, the bulk of the data analysis work having taken place the 

previous school year. The WASC accreditation and the IB adoption consumed a 

significant amount of time and energy during the year of the study, and, as I discuss 

in more depth in the findings sections, both WASC and IB functioned as de facto 

language policies, working to define learning goals as well as the types of language 

and literacy tasks English Learners would engage with in their classes. 

 As the school acknowledged in its self-study, West Coast’s standardized test 

scores reflected disparities in outcomes between white students and Hispanic/Latino 

students, and much more stark disparities between students designated as English 

Learners and all other students. In response, by the end of the year, the school had 

identified two key areas for development: “clarity of learning,” which the 

administration defined as consistent learning outcomes and assessment and grading 

practices, and the development of a multitiered system of interventions. 
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Peterson High School 

 Peterson High School was situated in a large district in the greater San 

Francisco Bay Area. Of its student population of 1,053 in the year of the study, 80.4% 

were identified as Hispanic/Latino, 6.4% were identified as Asian, 6.3% were 

identified as Filipino, 3.3% were identified as white, and 2.1% were identified as 

African American.  

 Peterson identified itself as a New Tech school, part of the New Tech 

Network, which focuses on project-based learning and core practices to be taught to 

every student across classrooms, which Peterson referred to as “pillars.” Peterson’s 

four pillars were agency, collaboration, communication, and growth mindset. As 

discussed later, the degree of classroom-level implementation of the pillars, and of 

project-based learning, at Peterson was uneven.  

 Like West Coast, Peterson had three administrators--a principal and two 

assistant principals--and also like West Coast, one assistant principal oversaw 

guidance counseling, staffing, and the master schedule, while the other oversaw 

facilities, safety, and activities. The principal, Richard, had had a long history at 

Peterson as a teacher and an assistant principal but was in just his second year as 

principal at the time of the study. The two assistant principals were both in their first 

years in their positions. One of the two assistant principals, Julie, had been in the 

district for a number of years but was new both to the assistant principal role and to 

Peterson. She had worked not only as a teacher but also as an activities director and a 

“support specialist,” a teacher released from instructional duties to respond to 



 

 71 

classroom and other discipline issues. In her assistant principal position, Julie 

oversaw the support specialists, handled higher-level discipline matters such as 

expulsion recommendations, and managed facilities and safety. Manuel, the other 

assistant principal, came to Peterson with administrative experience but at the 

elementary and middle school levels. His role was to oversee guidance and the master 

schedule, which presented a steep learning curve since he was new to the high school 

level. The administrative team at Peterson was more diverse than West Coast’s; 

Richard identified as white, Julie identified as Asian, and Manuel identified as Latino 

and mentioned in our first interview that he himself at been designated as an English 

Learner in his early schooling.  

 According to the data reported by the California Department of Education, 

17.9% of Peterson’s students were designated as English Learners, but of the 188 

students with that designation, 173 were classified as “Long-Term English Learners,” 

indicating they had been in US schools for six or more years. This was not 

representative of the school’s attendance boundary; some years prior, the district had 

made the decision to house ELD programs at two nearby schools, so ELs testing at 

the beginning or intermediate level of English proficiency were encouraged to 

transfer out of Peterson to one of those schools. Richard, the principal, and some of 

the teachers commented that when this shift was made, the school lost its connection 

to the community. When I conducted the study, because Peterson did not have an 

ELD program as such, English Learners received little explicit attention and support 

except in the freshman year when a teacher pushed into a combined core class to 
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provide ELD support; however, in the year of the study, the school did have a school 

goal in its Local Control Accountability Plan (LCAP) focused on English Learners.  

 Coincidentally, Peterson, like West Coast, was also undertaking a self-study 

for accreditation during the 2018-19 school year. And again, this was the first self-

study the administration team had been a part of in their leadership roles. In 

Peterson’s case, the principal took the bulk of the writing of the report upon himself, 

so the discussions of data and areas for growth did not infuse leadership and staff 

meetings throughout the year in the same way they did at West Coast.  

 Richard did frequently share data with teachers and parents, most often to 

illustrate how the school was improving student achievement. The school had 

achieved growth in the number of students completing California’s 4-year college 

eligibility requirements (known as UC/CSU a-g requirements), average GPA, and 

graduation rates. There were, however, significant disparities in a-g completion and 

graduation rates between students designated as English Learners and other students. 

The Policy Context 

 School leaders in California high schools were, at the time of this study, 

navigating a complex policy context related to ELs. Curricular standards, testing 

policies, graduation and college entrance requirements, accreditation processes, and 

policies defining EL identification and reclassification criteria combined to create 

challenging choices for school leaders as they built master schedules, allocated 

staffing, planned professional development, counseled students, and provided 
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guidance and support for parents. This section briefly describes the policies that 

school leaders most frequently mentioned over the course of the study.  

ELD Standards and ELA/ELD Framework 

In 2011, the California legislature passed a bill mandating the revision of the 

state’s English Language Development (ELD) standards to align with the California 

State Standards for English Language Arts. The California ELD standards focus on 

two key areas: students’ ability to “interact in meaningful ways” during instruction, 

and students’ “knowledge about how the English language works in different 

contexts” (CA ELD Standards, 2012, p. 10). The California ELA/ELD Framework, 

the state’s guidance document for developing curriculum, identifies several key tenets 

that should guide EL education: cultivating/maintaining bilingualism and biliteracy; 

valuing and drawing on students’ linguistic resources (p. 65); and recognition that 

development of language/literacy and development of content knowledge are 

“reciprocal” (p. 88). The Framework stresses the importance of providing students 

with both “designated” and “integrated” ELD--the former defined as time set aside to 

provide English language instruction, and the latter defined as English language 

instruction and support woven into content instruction throughout the school day.  

In order to provide additional guidance to school districts serving ELs, the 

California Board of Education in 2017 adopted the California English Learner 

Roadmap, a policy statement accompanied by a guidance document for school and 

district personnel. The Roadmap stresses four core principles: assets-oriented and 

needs-responsive schools; intellectual quality of instruction and meaningful access; 
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system conditions that support effectiveness; and alignment and articulation within 

and across systems. Together, these principles underscore the state’s commitment to 

providing ELs with academically rigorous curriculum, high-quality instruction, and 

appropriate supports to ensure their success.  

Local Control Funding Formula 

In 2013, California enacted a major reform to its school funding system, the 

Local Control Funding Formula (LCFF), which allowed school districts flexibility in 

spending, provided they seek input from stakeholders and develop a Local Control 

Accountability Plan (LCAP) detailing district and school goals for three populations 

of students: ELs, students from low-income homes, and foster youth. Heilig, Romero, 

and Hopkins (2017) argued that the LCFF presented an opportunity for districts to 

shift the “zone of mediation”-–where and among whom policy decisions are 

mediated-–to bring about reform in the education of ELs. In an examination of 20 

districts’ LCAPs, however, they found that most districts had not taken advantage of 

the opportunity to introduce new stakeholders into the process. This resulted in 

surface-level changes, such as added staffing, rather than substantive reform. 

Importantly, both principals in this study cited the LCFF when asked about 

policies that shaped their work with ELs, and both talked about it as a tool that helped 

them focus resources on ELs, which both argued was an area of need.  

California Assessment of Student Performance and Progress 

In grades three through eight and grade eleven, California students take the 

California Assessment of Student Performance and Progress (CAASPP), which 
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includes standards-aligned tests in English language arts, math, and science. The math 

and ELA tests are computer-adaptive and include a performance task, which requires 

students to “integrate knowledge and skills across multiple standards” (CDE, 2020). 

Students are scored on a four-point scale: standard not met, standard nearly met, 

standard met, and standard exceeded. Schools’ CAASPP scores are included on the 

California School Dashboard as one of multiple measures by which the public can 

assess California schools.  

EL Reclassification 

Once identified as English Learners, students must meet established criteria to 

be redesignated Fluent English Proficient. California legislation includes four criteria: 

1. Assessment of English language proficiency, which is typically determined by a 

minimum score on the English Language Proficiency Assessments for California 

(ELPAC), a test that all ELs take annually; 2. Teacher evaluation of the student’s 

performance; 3. Parent input; 4. Comparison of the student’s academic proficiency to 

that of English-proficient students at the student’s grade level. Within these criteria, 

districts have considerable room to determine how the criteria are measured and to 

raise the criteria if they choose to.  

UC/CSU a-g Requirements 

The University of California (UC) and California State University (CSU) 

systems require that freshman applicants have completed a sequence of UC-approved 

courses across subject areas. These include two lab sciences, a minimum of three 

years of math including algebra 2 or integrated math 3, and four years of English, of 
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which up to two years can be fulfilled with ELD. Most California schools track 

closely the percentage of students who complete a-g requirements, and some districts, 

including the district that West Coast is a part of, formally regard a-g requirements as 

the default curriculum for all students, although most set their graduation 

requirements lower. 

WASC Accreditation 

 The Western Association of Schools and Colleges is the accrediting agency 

for K-12 schools in California. When schools are due for accreditation, they complete 

a self-study, gathering and reporting data and identifying strengths and areas for 

growth, based on given categories and rubrics for each. Schools are expected to 

involve all stakeholders in the self-study process. A visiting committee reviews the 

school’s report and conducts a three-day visit to confirm the claims in the report, 

meet with stakeholders, make recommendations based on identified areas for growth, 

and recommend a term of accreditation.  

While not inherently contradictory, the above policies can work in tension or 

compete with one another for priority. And while not all directly pertain to ELs, each 

in some way shapes schools’ goals, by calling attention to particular data points, 

driving course offerings, or influencing the ways students are counseled and placed 

into courses. 

In the following chapters, I present the findings from the study, organized into 

three major topics: administrators’ efforts to distribute instructional leadership, their 

efforts to shape school culture, and their work to leverage policies and tools. These 
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were the primary means through which, based on my analysis, the administrators 

exercised agency in mediating language policies and advancing their goals for 

English Learner education. While these three major themes were common to the two 

schools, a number of interesting contrasts emerged, some of which help to reveal how 

context-specific variables shaped the ways the administrators talked about goals for 

ELs and how they worked to influence classroom practice in direct and indirect ways. 

I begin Chapter 4 with distributed instructional leadership. 
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Chapter 4: Distributed Instructional Leadership as a Means of Transforming 

Instruction: West Coast High School 

In developing the theoretical framework for this study, I incorporated 

distributed leadership because I wanted to explore how the administrative teams 

structured leadership and who beyond the administrators in each school played 

leadership roles in mediating language policy and shaping English Learners’ 

experiences. I also wanted to understand how leadership practice was enacted in 

interactions and mediated by routines and artefacts in the environment (Gronn, 2000; 

Spillane et al., 1999). Most importantly, I wanted to explore the possible means 

through which the administrators might exercise agency to transform structures and 

enact language policy in ways that improved learning outcomes for ELs. Because 

structuration theory allows for this possibility but does not explain how 

transformation can take place, I hoped that the distributed leadership lens would help 

to uncover how leadership practice might facilitate transformation of structures and 

lead to expanded opportunities for learning for ELs.  

Administrators’ comments in interviews and in informal conversations clearly 

demonstrated that they placed high value on distributed leadership, particularly on 

teachers’ leadership in developing and revising curriculum and improving classroom 

instruction. Both schools had structures in place to support shared leadership, 

including release periods, stipends for teachers taking on formal leadership roles, and 

leadership teams that met regularly. Both administrative teams recognized that they 

needed teachers to lead instruction in their respective departments because it was 
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teachers who knew the content and standards for their subject areas and who were 

most able to arrive at concrete actions at the classroom level that would move the 

schools toward their goals. 

But both administrative teams also identified this sharing of leadership as a 

challenge, for different reasons. At West Coast, the administrators struggled with 

what the assistant principals suggested was unwillingness on the part of the teacher 

leaders to engage in difficult conversation with their colleagues. At Peterson, the 

administrators cited fraught teacher relationships and lack of trust as obstacles to 

effective distributed leadership. The findings reported in this chapter and Chapter 5 

highlight both the effort and investment that administrators made in teacher 

leadership and the challenges associated with distributing leadership. The 

administrators in this study recognized that the classroom-level changes that needed 

to occur to improve learning for ELs required teachers to take leadership within their 

content areas, and they expressed eagerness to share leadership with their teachers, 

but they grappled with constraints in enacting this model.  

At both schools, the administrators, especially the principals, articulated broad 

goals for curriculum and instruction schoolwide when I asked them about their vision 

for English Learners. At West Coast, Rebecca, the principal, cited the International 

Baccalaureate (IB) program, an advanced curricular program the school was working 

to adopt during the year of the study, as embodying the changes she believed needed 

to take place to improve outcomes for ELs: more rigorous instruction across classes; 

inclusion of all students in advanced coursework, and alignment of curriculum and 
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assessments within departments--part of what the school referred to in its 

accreditation self-study as “clarity of learning.” At Peterson, principal Richard cited 

project-based learning, which the school had adopted several years earlier in the form 

of the New Tech model, as incorporating the features of instruction that he believed 

English Learners needed: language and literacy in authentic contexts, collaboration 

with peers, and high levels of engagement in learning. As at West Coast, the Peterson 

administration also had established curricular alignment within departments as a goal, 

and like West Coast, the teachers had designated collaboration time in which to do 

this work. However, although the administrators at both schools had laid out a vision 

for instruction and undertaken some leadership activities to move instruction toward 

their vision, they also relied on teacher leaders to lead the work in their departments. 

The administrators worked with their instructional leadership teams to guide and 

shape the leadership the teacher leaders provided within their departments.  

In the next section, I provide a brief overview of instructional leadership and 

present the notion of distributed instructional leadership, which more accurately 

captures the nature of distributed leadership the administrators sought to cultivate. I 

then discuss the data analysis process that led me to the findings reported in this 

chapter and the subsequent chapter. Finally, I discuss how the administration at West 

Coast worked to lead instructional change to better serve ELs, using distributed 

instructional leadership as a means to bring about that change. In the following 

chapter, I turn to Peterson High School and discuss the parallel efforts there, as well 

as the ways that similar efforts played out differently in the two different contexts.  
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Analyzing Instructional Leadership Data 

 Because I had incorporated distributed leadership in my theoretical 

framework, I had designated “distributed leadership” as a deductive code. In the first 

round of analysis, I added “leading instruction” as an inductive code as I saw in my 

field notes leadership actions taken that specifically targeted changes to instruction. 

Sometimes these two codes co-occurred; for example, when an assistant principal at 

West Coast talked to the instructional leadership team about some of the challenges 

of creating a course outline meeting IB criteria, I coded both “distributed leadership” 

and “leading instruction.”  In other cases the codes occurred separately. I applied only 

the “distributed leadership” code when the leadership activity in question was 

unrelated to instruction, as when the activities director at West Coast explained in a 

meeting how he was selecting students for the leadership class. I applied only 

“leading instruction” when the principal or administrative team took action to shape 

instruction without involving teachers or other staff, as when the principal and an 

assistant principal at Peterson discussed goals for a professional development 

workshop.  

In applying the “distributed leadership” code, I was primarily concerned with 

the involvement of people other than the administrators in leadership activity. I co-

coded these excerpts with “leading instruction” any time teaching and learning were 

the focus of the activity, including discussions of grading policies, alignment of 

curriculum, and implementation of a curricular program, in addition to more explicit 

references to instruction such as discussion of instructional strategies. Sometimes the 
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code “English Learners” co-occurred with one or both of the leadership codes, but 

there were many instances in which English Learners were not directly addressed, but 

there were clear implications for them, so I did not limit my analysis for this chapter 

to excerpts coded “English Learners.”   This chapter, which focuses on West Coast 

High School, and the next, which focuses on Peterson High School, are both based on 

analyses of queries of these the two leadership codes as well as co-occurrences of 

these codes and “policy.” At both schools, the administrators themselves engaged in 

leadership activities designed to shape instruction in order to improve outcomes for 

ELs, and at both schools, the administrators sought to spread leadership out over the 

school. At both schools, administrators claimed some successes and acknowledged 

some challenges. These successes and challenges help to shed light on the 

complexities involved in leading schoolwide instruction change in a comprehensive 

high school, and they raise important questions about instructional leadership practice 

within this context.  

Conceptions of Instructional Leadership 

The notion of instructional leadership has held a prominent place in the 

literature on school leadership since the 1980s, when the educational leadership field 

began stressing its importance for school reform leading to improved student learning 

(Hallinger, 2010). Definitions of instructional leadership have varied, but Hallinger & 

Murphy (1985) presented a model that has been frequently cited (Hallinger, 2010; 

Leithwood et al., 1999; Southworth, 2010). This model of instructional leadership 

includes three major components: defining the school mission, managing the 
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instructional program, and promoting a positive school learning climate (Hallinger & 

Murphy, 1985). Early research on instructional leadership (also referred to as 

“instructional management”) generally viewed instructional leadership as the role of 

the principal and focused largely on principal behaviors associated with effective 

school leadership (Hallinger, 2005). 

Importantly, as Hallinger and Murphy discussed, research on instructional 

leadership recognized both direct and indirect influences that school leaders had on 

instruction. Direct activity is defined as behavior “performed in relation to individual 

teachers or students” (Hallinger & Murphy, 1985, p. 221), such as supervision, 

coaching, and evaluation of instruction. An example of an indirect activity is a 

schoolwide policy, such as the requirement that teachers post learning objectives 

daily, that is intended to shape teacher behavior but does not directly involve the 

school leader. Other indirect activities include shaping the school culture and creating 

structures for teacher collaboration, which have also been found to influence 

instruction (Boyce & Bowers, 2018). Southworth (2010) referred to instructional 

leadership that encompasses both direct and indirect activity as a broad approach to 

instructional leadership.  

Even as instructional leadership came to the forefront in research on 

principals’ work and attempts to define it proliferated, scholars were calling the 

models into question. Barth (1986) challenged the “list logic” prevalent in school 

leadership and “effective schools” research, arguing instead that schools should be 

“learning communities” in which adults and students all pose questions and engage in 
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learning together, striving for improvement from within. In this paradigm, according 

to Barth, the principal becomes the “head learner, engaging in the most important 

enterprise of the school--experiencing, displaying, modeling, and celebrating what it 

is hoped and expected that teachers and pupils will do” (Barth, 1986, p. 296; 

emphasis in original). Bossert et al. (1982) also pointed out that much research 

indicated that what constituted effective leadership behaviors depended on the local 

context, suggesting that simple lists of instructional leadership behaviors could not be 

generalized and universally applied. Hallinger (2010) noted that, despite these 

critiques, the lists were taken up by policymakers and widely disseminated as 

prescriptions for effective school leadership. 

According to Hallinger (2010), scholars also questioned the feasibility of 

placing this responsibility squarely in the hands of the principal, citing concerns 

ranging from principals’ levels of expertise to the many other demands on the 

principal’s time to the fragmented nature of the principal’s job, which was not 

consistent with the types of tasks instructional leadership models called for. More 

recently, researchers have drawn on distributed leadership theory to begin 

conceptualizing and studying instructional leadership as shared throughout the school 

and situated in nature (Halverson & Clifford, 2013; Klar, 2012). Dubbed “distributed 

instructional leadership,” this construction integrates the focus on teacher behaviors 

and shaping of the learning environment characteristic of instructional leadership with 

the social and situated nature of distributed leadership.  
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Halverson and Clifford (2013) argued that understanding instructional 

leadership as distributed is particularly important at the high school level, where the 

departmental and disciplinary divisions, as well as the size of the school and diversity 

in instruction, present leadership challenges. The authors pointed out that, while 

reform efforts have changed high school teachers’ work by creating collaboration 

structures, often instruction itself remains unchanged. In order to improve instruction, 

leaders must “change the context in which learning takes place” (Halverson & 

Clifford, 2013, p. 8), which in a comprehensive high school means that leaders “must 

recognize and work within disciplinary expectations, have direct access to the daily 

practices of instruction, and develop working relationships with the departments” (p. 

8). Developing such leadership capacity, the authors argued, requires multiple people 

involved in leadership. Klar (2012) described how high school principals 

intentionally fostered distributed instructional leadership through their collaborative 

work with department chairs in professional communities. Conceiving of instructional 

leadership as distributed over the school allows for expertise to be spread out rather 

than concentrated in a few people and builds capacity that would otherwise be limited 

by the many non-instructional demands on administrators’ time and the sheer number 

of teachers and classrooms to be directly supervised.  

The notion of distributed instructional leadership was particularly relevant for 

this study because I was interested specifically in how the administrators shaped 

teaching and learning for ELs through the distribution of leadership over the school. 

Distributed leadership, and specifically distributed instructional leadership, may be 
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particularly important for understanding leadership of English Learner education 

because it is often ELD teachers, specialists, and instructional coaches, not 

administrators, who are charged with supporting content area teachers in providing 

effective instruction for these students. Moreover, with increased calls for inclusion 

of ELs in college-preparatory coursework (Callahan & Shifrer, 2016), and given the 

significant language and literacy demands embedded in the content standards (Valdés 

et al., 2014), the need for all teachers to build expertise in quality instruction for ELs 

has grown. To provide the level of support, advice, and coaching that many teachers 

will need in order to make substantive changes to their instruction will require that 

leadership in this area be spread throughout the school rather than being housed with 

a few specialists.  

While this chapter focuses primarily on teachers’ roles in assuming 

leadership, other staff members at both schools played important roles as well, 

especially with respect to ELs, including the community liaison at West Coast and the 

lead counselor at Peterson. In the next section, I discuss how the West Coast 

administrators worked to cultivate distributed instructional leadership in order to 

drive changes to curriculum and instruction in alignment with the goals set out in 

their accreditation self-study and the International Baccalaureate (IB), the curricular 

program the school was moving to adopt. 

I begin my discussion by describing particular actions the West Coast 

administrators took to shape instruction, directly and indirectly, toward the school’s 

two key goals established in their WASC self-study: “clarity of learning” and the 
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development of a system of interventions. I then describe how the West Coast 

administrators worked with their instructional leadership team, comprised of one 

representative from each department, to enact two key policies: the school’s WASC 

self-study process, and the adoption and implementation of the IB program. As I 

discuss, the administrators’ own leadership activities focused primarily on the 

“clarity” goal, leaving open the opportunity for loose coupling, in which symbolic 

actions are taken to create the appearance of change but little substantive change to 

instruction occurs.  And in their efforts to distribute instructional leadership, while the 

instructional leadership team members were positive and enthusiastic in meetings, the 

administrators repeatedly found that the team members stopped short of agreeing 

upon and leading their departments in concrete moves to transform their teaching.   

Administrators’ Instructional Leadership Activities: Focus on “Clarity” 

At the beginning of the 2018-19 school year, the West Coast administration 

team was embarking on two substantial projects: completing a self-study for their 

accreditation and working to become an International Baccalaureate (IB) school. The 

Western Association of Schools and Colleges (WASC) self-study requires that 

schools revisit and clarify the school vision and mission, examine data and assess the 

school’s strengths and areas for growth, and develop an action plan. At the same time, 

the administration team was working to garner faculty support for adopting the IB 

program, which is an international curricular program whose mission centers inquiry, 

global consciousness, rigor, and lifelong learning. Rebecca, the West Coast principal, 

acknowledged in our initial interview that pursuing IB for West Coast served multiple 
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purposes. One was to draw students to the school in a district with an open-

enrollment policy. IB’s reputation as a rigorous, high-quality program that can earn 

students college credits and bolster a college application increased the likelihood that 

families would choose West Coast over the other district high schools.  In one 

informal conversation, Rebecca updated me on the school’s progress on the IB 

adoption and reiterated that IB would help West Coast to distinguish itself in the open 

enrollment climate.  “We need a thing, and this is a thing,” Rebecca explained. At the 

same time, from her perspective, the program would drive horizontal and vertical 

alignment of curriculum across departments and raise rigor in curriculum and 

instruction across campus, which was a goal the school had set in its WASC report. 

As I discuss in Chapter 7, the administrative team at West Coast very intentionally 

leveraged both the WASC self-study and the IB adoption to lead instruction toward 

their desired goals.  

 In our initial interview, Rebecca expressed a high regard for the West Coast 

teaching staff: 

[They are] very professional, really hard working, I think that they are--in 
general they are very collaborative and want to work on curriculum together, 
they want consistency for students, so they really align their work . . . just 
wanting to do the right thing for students, get them college-ready, make sure 
they’re successful in their classes… 
 

She highlighted two departments as being “especially strong” in their shared 

commitment to student success. Rebecca’s interaction with teachers in staff meetings 

and leadership meetings and in informal encounters that I observed reflected her 

respect for them and her pride in their work. She invited district administrators and 
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outside visitors to come observe the work the English teachers were doing to provide 

effective intervention for students. She publicly commended departments’ 

presentations of their programs at the school’s open house for incoming freshmen. 

When I walked through classrooms with her, she mentioned how excited she was to 

have a new teacher in place, how effectively another teacher was building an elective 

program, and how collaborative a particular department was. She acknowledged 

“outliers” but consistently, in my observation, spoke highly of the work teachers were 

doing on campus, particularly as it related to ensuring student success. The 

instructional leadership the administration provided during the year of the study 

focused largely on the work Rebecca said the teachers were already doing: building 

consistency across classrooms, clarifying learning expectations, and supporting ELs’ 

access to rigorous content. And the types of actions the administrators took appeared 

to offer support and guidance to teachers in furtherance of agreed-upon goals rather 

than to improve poor instruction or take instruction in a new direction.   

 One instructional goal the administration regularly articulated was alignment 

among teachers, not only in curriculum and assessment but in classroom practice. In 

the WASC report, they termed this goal “clarity of instruction”--a term that the 

administrators themselves at times acknowledged was somewhat unclear. From the 

administration team’s perspective, the goal encompassed shared strategies that 

students would recognize from classroom to classroom, shared language, vertically 

and horizontally aligned curriculum and common assessments, and common grading 

policies across campus. In identifying “clarity of learning” as a goal, the 
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administrators pulled together several smaller-scale goals, but as I understood it from 

their conversations and presentations to faculty, the larger goal was consistency. In 

the few examples in the data of administrators taking direct action to influence 

classroom instruction, it was toward this end. 

As an example, in February, Rebecca purchased magnets for teachers’ 

whiteboards that read, “Learning Intention,” “Agenda,” and “Homework.” She asked 

the other administrators for input on which words they should use (“Learning 

Intention” sparked the most discussion), but she took the initiative to order the 

magnets on her own, telling the assistant principals, “I’m just going to do it.” As she 

explained to the other administrators, she hoped that by distributing these to teachers, 

she could ensure that every teacher consistently communicated this information to 

students on a daily basis and used the same terms, which she expected would be 

especially helpful to ELs. At an administration team meeting at the end of February, 

Rebecca expressed concern about how to share these with the staff. By this point, she 

had told the instructional leadership team that she had ordered them, and the teachers 

on the team had responded positively. In the administrative meeting, she commented 

that the leadership team had “seemed excited” about them, but “not everyone will 

be.” When she did present them in a faculty meeting, she called them a “present” 

rather than framing their use as a mandate, and she offered them as a helpful way for 

teachers to organize information on the board, specifically promoting them as 

potentially supportive of ELs.  
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For Rebecca to take such strong initiative and act unilaterally as she did in 

ordering the magnets struck me as unusual based on my observation of her leadership 

practice throughout the year.  Her concern about how to share them with the faculty, 

and her ultimate use of the word “present” to describe them in the faculty meeting, 

reflected a hesitance to issue top-down directives that emerged as a theme in my 

observation data at West Coast. At the same time, she often articulated to me 

expectations for teachers based on the vision and goals the school had established 

before she assumed the role of principal. She and other administrators had addressed 

in previous faculty and leadership meetings the importance of consistent language 

across classrooms, especially for ELs, and in sharing the idea of the magnets with the 

assistant principals, she described them as both a support for teachers and a means of 

ensuring that teachers used agreed-upon language. Based on her comments to the 

assistant principals, it appeared that she presented them as the former at least in part 

because she knew some teachers would interpret them as the latter.  

As noted above, Hallinger and Murphy (1985) provided examples of both 

direct and indirect leadership activities that shape instruction. The magnets were an 

example of an indirect activity. Rebecca provided them and asked that teachers put 

them on their whiteboards, but the teachers’ use of the magnets required no direct 

supervision or coaching on the administrators’ part. It was possible the magnets could 

have facilitated instructional change by prompting teachers to articulate learning 

expectations more clearly or by reminding teachers of the importance of making 

information available to English Learners in more than one form.  From the 
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perspective of institutional theory, however, how the magnets were received and used 

could also have represented an example of loose coupling (Weick, 1976). For some 

teachers, they might have changed nothing but the terminology they used, and others 

might have given little thought to what they wrote under each magnet, aiming only to 

comply with the request in a symbolic way. Either way, the concern Rebecca 

expressed that “not everyone” would be excited about receiving the magnets 

suggested that she believed some teachers would view the magnets as an intrusion on 

their autonomy. 

When I walked through classrooms with Rebecca a few weeks after she 

distributed the magnets, she noted that most teachers did have them displayed and 

appeared to be using them to organize information for students on the board. From 

Rebecca’s perspective, the consistency in language was a worthwhile goal because, as 

Rebecca explained, she believed English Learners would benefit from consistent 

terminology across classrooms and common visual cues. Still, this was one of very 

few times in my observation at West Coast that an administrator made a direct request 

that impacted the classroom; in the vast majority of cases, decisions related to 

instruction were left to teacher leaders.  

Promoting Common Instructional Strategies for ELs 

 Another indirect activity the West Coast administrators undertook to improve 

instruction for ELs was to arrange at the beginning of the school year to offer an 

ELD-related professional development workshop--GLAD training--to the 

instructional leadership team and other teachers who chose to participate. GLAD 



 

 93 

training is offered by the organization Project GLAD (Guided Language Acquisition 

Design), based in the Orange County Department of Education, which provides 

training in pedagogical strategies designed to make content accessible to all students, 

specifically ELs. The in-person training is six days long and includes presentation, 

demonstration with students, and teacher work time. At the request of the 

instructional leadership team, Rebecca arranged for the training to be broken into two 

parts--three days at the beginning of the school year and three days in January--at the 

start of the second semester. In January, as the second three training days approached, 

Rebecca lamented at an administration meeting that the teachers were “dropping like 

flies” out of the training, offering various reasons they were now unable to attend. 

Although she felt there was little she could do to compel them to attend, she privately 

expressed frustration with what felt to her like a broken agreement by the teachers, 

particularly given the compromise she had made by dividing the training into two 

parts.  

 The instructional leadership team was paid a stipend for their attendance at 

monthly leadership meetings and additional work with their departments, but as 

Rebecca said in the initial interview, she saw the teaching staff overall as hard-

working and committed to their jobs. The teachers on the leadership team were 

diligent in attending leadership meetings and, by Rebecca’s account, often put in 

hours beyond what was required of them. It is possible that the teachers were busier 

and more overwhelmed at the start of the spring semester than they had anticipated 

they would be in August when they requested to push the second half of the training 



 

 94 

out to January. It is also possible that, having attended the first half, they were not 

enthusiastic about the second half and so did not make it a priority. In our 

conversation, Rebecca did not seem to consider the possibility that the teachers had 

not found the training valuable. But the sense she expressed of being stuck--of being 

frustrated with people’s behavior but lacking the power to change it--was a theme that 

emerged repeatedly in the West Coast data. Rebecca appeared to want to assert less 

authority and to have teachers, especially the instructional leadership team, take the 

lead in working toward the school goals in their own departmental contexts, but she 

seemed unsure of how to guide or motivate them to do that. 

Ultimately, a number of the instructional leadership team members did attend 

at least part of the final three days of training. These sessions, two of which I 

attended, consisted of demonstration and practice of a number of strategies for 

supporting students in reading complex text, including prereading strategies such as 

the use of images, and activities to use during and after reading including 

paraphrasing and drawing. The training also heavily emphasized management 

strategies, such as hand gestures to quiet the class and signal transitions in activities 

and numbering students in their groups to help divide responsibilities. Teams were 

regularly asked to assess their own collaborative efforts as an exercise in 

metacognition. I noted that when the facilitator asked teachers to reflect on the 

strategies she had used with the students, their comments centered on the ways that 

collaboration skills were made explicit and the hand gestures served as a means of 
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support. The language and reading strategies, at least in the two trainings I observed, 

were not what resonated with teachers. 

The West Coast teachers who participated seemed to have taken away little of 

substance from the workshop based on their comments in subsequent meetings. The 

teachers who shared their takeaways from the training in these meetings highlighted 

the hand gestures and Word of the Day strategies. Rebecca, as the only administrator 

who attended the training, also promoted the hand gestures as something all teachers 

might adopt. Although one teacher who attended commented that the training “came 

together” during the collaborative planning time, when she began to see how the 

various strategies might be built into a unit, the hand signals were the only component 

of the training that remained salient by the end of the year and that seemed likely to 

be implemented in more than a very few classrooms. While Rebecca and some 

members of the instructional leadership team argued that the hand gestures would be 

helpful to ELs and would allow them to participate more fully in class, it is striking 

that what most teachers pulled from a six-day training focused on language 

acquisition had little or nothing to do with language. In our final interview, Rebecca 

cited the GLAD training as having raised awareness of ELs rather than having 

impacted instruction: “We did the GLAD training.  Even though not a lot of staff did 

it, just the fact that staff knew there were 17 people doing the GLAD training showed 

people that it was a priority.”  

That Rebecca focused more on the hand gestures presented in the GLAD 

training than on the strategies intended to promote language development suggested 
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to me that she might have been viewing the training with the larger goal of 

consistency in mind. In the instructional leadership team meeting following the 

training, which I observed, Rebecca proposed to the instructional leadership team that 

ninth grade teachers could choose some of the hand gestures shared in the training 

and agree to adopt them in order to support English Learners by providing 

recognizable signals in every classroom that would help them more easily know what 

was being asked of them. This concern with consistency across classrooms was 

similar to her rationale for purchasing the magnets. While the “clarity of learning” 

goal involved more than consistent signals and terminology across classrooms, this 

was the aspect of the goal that the administrators took on in concrete ways. In 

response to Rebecca’s specific suggestion that teachers identify and implement a few 

hand signals, however, the instructional leadership team expressed enthusiasm in the 

meeting but did not follow through with any sort of shared commitment. This 

behavior on the part of the leadership team--expressing enthusiasm in a leadership 

meeting but not following through with a commitment to action--emerged as a theme 

in my observation data, and all three administrators raised it as a source of frustration 

at the end of the year. 

There are at least two possible explanations for Rebecca’s focus on hand 

gestures other than her concern with consistency. One is that she recognized that the 

training offered little of value and she was trying to draw something out that might be 

useful. This explanation would be consistent with her comment at the end of the year 

that the GLAD training raised awareness of ELs and showed that they were a 
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“priority.” If she had seen no real potential for the training to bring about substantive 

improvement in classroom instruction, she might have reached for possible positive 

outcomes. It is also possible that, because she viewed the training from the 

perspective of an administrator and not a content teacher grappling with how to 

engage ELs with complex text, she focused more on strategies she saw as broadly 

applicable and potentially anxiety-reducing for ELs rather than on how the reading 

strategies presented might or might not support ELs’ engagement with various types 

of disciplinary texts.  

But concern with consistency emerged as a clear theme in the West Coast 

administrators’ comments and actions related to instructional leadership. In addition 

to the magnets and the suggestion that teachers adopt common hand gestures, the 

administrators also worked to ensure that teachers used common tools and strategies 

to support students in organizing and managing their academic work. I discuss this 

effort in the next section. 

Promoting Common Support Strategies 

Another example of the administration’s leadership activity designed to shape 

instruction was their active promotion of the use of AVID (Advancement Via 

Individual Determination) tools and strategies, which the administrators and the 

AVID teachers argued were helpful to all students, but especially students in the 

AVID class.  One such tool was the Organized Binder. Organized Binder is an 

organization that provides materials and training for teachers in supporting students’ 

organization, goal-setting, and self-monitoring through a particular method of 
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organizing and tracking their work. The adoption of the Organized Binder preceded 

this administration team, but they continued to endorse it as a tool that would support 

student achievement by keeping them organized and helping them to learn to monitor 

their own learning. The administration built Organized Binder training into the 

January staff development day for teachers who needed it, and they planned to do the 

same in the fall of 2019 during the teacher work day before the start of school. 

Rebecca commented twice in administration meetings that she wanted to make the 

use of the Organized Binder an expectation of all teachers; she believed the vast 

majority were using it, so she saw the goal of ensuring that all teachers used it as 

within reach.  

Overall, the administration team made a number of efforts to support teachers 

in moving their instruction in directions the administrators believed would benefit 

ELs. The actions they took were consistent with the two major growth goals they had 

set forth in the WASC report: establishing “clarity of learning” across campus and 

developing systems of interventions. Rebecca sought the instructional leadership 

team’s commitment in planning the GLAD training, hoping it would spur the 

adoption of strategies across classrooms that would support ELs, serving as a first tier 

of intervention embedded in regular classroom instruction. The promotion of the 

Organized Binder aligned with both goals: it created consistency across classrooms in 

how students were taught to organize their school work and monitor their learning, 

and it also provided first-tier intervention for students who needed support with these 

skills as part of improving overall academic achievement. In focusing their 
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instructional leadership activities primarily on promoting consistency across 

classrooms, the administrators helped to ensure that students, especially ELs, were 

supported by familiar language and routines across classrooms, but they also did not 

point teachers in a clear direction to improve their instruction in substantive ways for 

English Learners. Beyond the organizational strategies and management-based 

strategies that the teachers seemed to take up from the GLAD training, the “clarity of 

learning” goal called for aligned curriculum, common formative and summative 

assessments, and common grading policies, in addition to clearly articulated learning 

objectives and expectations. Because these expectations were specific to the content 

area, they required that teachers take the lead in making decisions. I turn to the effort 

to develop distributed leadership in the next section. 

Cultivating Distributed Instructional Leadership to Achieve Schoolwide Goals 

The administrators at West Coast articulated clear goals for ELs. In our 

opening interview, Rebecca said she hoped that newcomers would be able to graduate 

from high school and that long-term ELs would be able to graduate and meet a-g 

requirements, the coursework required for eligibility for California’s two public four-

year university systems. Meeting a-g requirements would entail being fully included 

in college-preparatory coursework. Rebecca explained that her vision for EL 

education included content teachers’ awareness and understanding that teaching 

“academic literacy” is “part of teaching the content.” The belief that ELs should have 

access to the full range of curricular opportunities and that content and language 

instruction should be integrated was consistent with the school’s broader efforts to 



 

 100 

reduce tracking and to ensure rigorous learning for all students. But the 

administrators, in reflecting on the WASC action plan, questioned the clarity of their 

own goals for instruction and professional development. In one administrative 

meeting in late March, shortly after the WASC visit, as the administrators reviewed 

the visiting committee’s recommendations, Todd, an assistant principal, commented 

that it would be difficult to assess whether professional development had achieved the 

desired results when it was not clear what the desired results were. In the same 

meeting, the administrators made note of the WASC visiting committee’s comment 

that it was unclear to what extent departments were using common assessments and 

evaluating student performance collaboratively. A general disconnect between the 

school’s stated goals, which the administrators and teacher leaders could clearly 

articulate, and the implementation of concrete action that would advance those goals 

was a theme that emerged prominently in my West Coast observation and interview 

data. This disconnect was, in fact, one challenge that the West Coast administrators 

separately named in reflecting on their struggle to facilitate classroom-level change. 

The administrators had cast a vision of the type of instructional practice that 

would lead to improved outcomes for ELs: common formative assessments used to 

monitor student learning, intervene, and adjust instruction; clearly articulated learning 

expectations; common supports, such as the Organized Binder and GLAD strategies, 

that would support ELs both through the consistency of expectations across 

classrooms and by providing scaffolds for student learning. At the same time, they 
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recognized the need to begin defining success criteria and assessing progress towards 

these goals.   

 Realizing the administration’s vision for quality instruction conducive to 

improved outcomes for ELs required distributed leadership, in part because of the 

content expertise required to enact some of the goals and in part because of the need 

for thorough and frequent communication among teachers and between teachers and 

administrators. The administrators uniformly expressed strong support of teacher 

leadership, but throughout the year, they also struggled with how to facilitate and 

support the teacher leaders at their sites and periodically expressed frustration that 

their efforts to foster teacher leadership were not yielding the outcomes they desired. 

Challenges in Distributed Leadership at West Coast:  

A Struggle to Move from Talk to Action 

 Several structures were in place at West Coast to facilitate the distribution of 

leadership on campus. Some of these preceded the current administration team, and 

some the current administrators had put in place to achieve particular aims. One key 

structure, which had existed in various forms but had expanded under Rebecca’s 

leadership, was the instructional leadership team comprised of department chairs, 

administrators, and counselors, which met monthly. Another, which the previous 

principal had created, was a weekly early release for teacher collaboration, which was 

to be used for professional learning community (PLC) meetings. A third structure, 

which Rebecca had created, was deliberate allocation of release periods: one 

designated for an ELD teacher and a full FTE designated for an RtI (Response to 
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Intervention) coordinator. Rebecca intended for these positions, and the release 

periods allocated for them, to address two significant areas for growth that the school 

identified in the WASC report. The administrators hoped that with her release period, 

the ELD teacher would take the lead in identifying and tracking ELs who were no 

longer in ELD to help monitor their progress. Rebecca had assigned the RtI 

coordinator to help develop a multi-tiered system of interventions (MTSS), also 

identified as a goal in the WASC report. The administration also included the 

activities director and the athletic director, both teachers as well, in their weekly 

meetings. In addition, Laura, the assistant principal overseeing activities, had regular 

one-on-one meetings with the activities director.  

 In our initial interview in the fall, Rebecca described the recent growth of the 

instructional leadership team, which had been expanded to include representatives 

from all departments as well as a counselor and AVID coordinator. She said that the 

district provided stipends for the majority of the members of this team, but she had 

allocated money out of the site budget to add the athletic director and activities 

director to the team. When the administrators met to plan these meetings, they 

appeared to struggle to come up with discussion topics. Although Rebecca had 

explained in our initial interview that the meeting agendas for this team were based 

on established goals, in the four administrative meetings I observed where the 

administrators planned these meetings, I never heard the goals referenced. I made 

note twice in my field notes as I observed the administrators’ planning sessions that 

they appeared to be trying to find ways to fill the time, which struck me as surprising 
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given the high value they placed on distributed leadership in their comments in our 

interviews and in the time and resources they had allocated to it. 

 One topic regularly referenced in leadership team meetings was professional 

learning community work, which consisted of curriculum alignment among subjects 

and grade levels, development of common formative and summative assessments, and 

analysis of common assessment results. Rebecca had mentioned in our initial 

interview that professional learning communities were a district initiative but that 

they were only beginning to get clarity from the district on how they were defined 

and what was expected. The teachers met regularly in these teams on early-release 

days, and teachers sporadically reported on their departments’ progress in this area 

during the department update portion of the leadership meetings, and the 

administration monitored this work twice yearly by asking teams to complete and turn 

in a form reporting on their progress. In an effort to draw concrete action items out of 

professional learning community work, Rebecca and Todd both periodically brought 

up common assessment and grading policies as examples of action steps teachers 

could take to advance the goals in the WASC report. The topic came up in the June 

leadership team meeting as the group discussed high-priority goals for the following 

school year. Although the leadership team seemed amenable to discussing changes to 

grading practices as a goal, the logistics of IB policy, questions about whether 

grading practices should be consistent across grade levels, and concern about the tight 

timeline began to overwhelm the conversation. Rebecca attempted to bring the 

conversation back into focus, explaining, “We don’t want to get caught up in side 
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issues. The reason this is coming up is because of Ds and Fs. We need to make sure 

we don’t have grading practices that are inadvertently hurting students.” The allotted 

time for this agenda item ran out before the team could reach any sort of conclusion 

or agreement upon next steps. This conversation stood out to me as illustrative of an 

apparent disconnect between the administrators’ vision as they articulated it to me 

and the leadership team’s understanding of that vision -or perhaps willingness to take 

concrete steps to enact it. The administrators worked in these meetings to encourage 

the teacher leaders to act as a bridge between the schoolwide goals and direction the 

administrators presented and the content-specific implementation of those goals in 

classrooms. In my observation and from the perspective the administrators expressed, 

the teacher leaders often did not take up that role. As I discuss in Chapter 6, both 

assistant principals speculated in conversations with me that the teacher leaders’ 

apparent reluctance to propose classroom-level actions was a function of a school 

culture that avoided conflict and “hard conversations.” But my analysis of the 

questions and comments the teacher leaders raised in these meetings suggested that 

perhaps they did not know what concrete actions to propose. 

 One example of teachers’ apparent uncertainty was a discussion in a 

leadership team meeting about the upcoming WASC visit. In preparation for the visit, 

the administration team distributed the action plan and asked the leadership team to 

read the goals and discuss what actions they could take, or were already taking, at the 

classroom level to address that goal. Teachers were slow to respond. One teacher 

commented that flexibility with student placement in Spanish could increase the 
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number of students completing UC/CSU a-g requirements, and Rebecca responded 

that this was not a classroom-level action. Rebecca said, “The hard part is providing 

evidence in the binder.” A teacher then asked if a policy to allow quiz retakes might 

be an example. Rebecca responded that if that policy was common to the department, 

then it would be. Ultimately, Rebecca ended the discussion by offering some possible 

examples and then telling the team, “This is frontloading for when you go back to 

your departments,” suggesting that the team members would need to be prepared to 

lead a discussion with their colleagues that they had just had a very difficult time 

participating in. Later, in an administrative meeting, the administrators cited this 

leadership team meeting as they expressed skepticism about whether there was a 

meaningful way to engage teachers in discussion of the action plan at the staff 

meeting. Todd asked, as a probe to start the conversation, “What’s important [for 

teachers] about the action plan?” Rebecca responded that she didn’t know; the action 

plan was like the SPSA (Single Plan for Student Achievement -a report California 

schools submit annually to the state), which she said she had always “protected” the 

staff from. The challenge the administrators faced in involving teachers in the 

enactment of the WASC goals illustrated a central point of tension in leadership at 

West Coast: the administrators recognized that the school goals and areas for growth 

could not be effectively addressed without substantive change at the classroom level, 

but at the same time they viewed the work of goal-setting and school plan 

development as separate from the work of instruction.  
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Interestingly, the administrators had not included the instructional leadership 

team in discussions they were having about data and classroom practice, which I 

noted in my field notes was surprising since they had expressed a desire for the team 

to take more ownership of instructional leadership.  In one administrative meeting, 

Rebecca suggested reporting in the next day’s instructional leadership meeting the 

rate of participation in the most recent round of peer classroom observations. Laura 

responded, “If it’s good. If it’s like forty percent, maybe not.” In this case, and in 

other instances I observed, the information shared even with this leadership body was 

filtered through a desire to portray the school in a positive light. Based on my 

observations of these meetings and on assistant principal Laura’s comments in our 

final interview, which I discuss below, my impression was not that the administrators 

had any intention of keeping information from teachers. Rather, the objective 

appeared to be to stay focused on positive data points in order to encourage and 

motivate teachers, and to maintain the culture of pride in the school, which I discuss 

further in Chapter 6. Still, had the administrators chosen more frequently to share data 

with the leadership team that raised questions and concerns, they might have found 

that this spurred constructive conversations among teachers and led to a stronger 

sense of ownership among teachers of the school’s growth areas. 

 The tone of the instructional leadership team meetings was indeed consistently 

positive. The administrators started the meetings by having each member share a 

highlight of the last month, and then they went around again to share a department 

update, which was also almost universally positive. When the team discussed the 
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upcoming WASC visit, the concerns they expressed reflected their desire to represent 

the school well during the visit, which is often the case in preparing for an 

accreditation visit. When Rebecca shared the whiteboard magnets with the team, they 

expressed enthusiasm. When they debriefed the GLAD training, they highlighted the 

elements they saw as valuable rather than complaining about the elements that were 

not. And when they discussed the changes at hand in planning for the implementation 

of IB, they reported on their departments’ progress and asked practical, logistical 

questions. Rebecca commented near the end of one meeting on how much she 

enjoyed these meetings because they were always so positive. After the final meeting 

of the school year, as I was walking out with Rebecca and Todd, I commented on 

how little tension and disagreement there was in these meetings. Todd responded that 

while this was true, it was not entirely positive. He explained that the general lack of 

tension reflected an unwillingness on the part of the team members to engage in hard 

conversations, challenge each other, and commit to any real action that would help to 

move the school forward. Laura echoed this concern in our final interview: 

“…there was a tendency, I think, for them to be polite and to defer to 
collegiality instead of really looking at like what…and in a department and 
also as a school, like what are the things that we are lacking. … I mean, a 
tendency to kind of just be nice to each other, you know, and not really like 
hold each other accountable for…you know, and even just looking at the 
original action plan, it was all like admin that was doing it, you know, and it 
was…well, wait a second, like teachers have to be part of this, like we can’t 
change all of this ourselves, you know, and we shouldn’t because then it’s 
artificial, if it’s just us putting these things in place.” 
 

The concern that an interest in collegiality superseded a willingness to confront the 

hard work of change led the administration in August to challenge the instructional 
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leadership team to rebrand themselves as “action leaders,” and two representatives 

from the team presented this new vision to the staff at the opening meeting at the start 

of the 2019-20 school year.  

 At the end of the year, Rebecca reflected on her work with the leadership team 

and expressed her frustration at the lack of real leadership the teachers were taking: 

I still think it’s a struggle.  Why am I spending so much time on the agendas 
by myself, right?  I feel like eh, we can change facilitators but that’s not going 
to really change the fact that I still make the whole agenda, so I don’t know.  
Yeah, it’s better that the people are participating more, but they’re still not 
really.  I mean you saw a couple meetings when we would say like now bring 
this down to the classroom level, they just couldn’t do it.  If we’re going to 
[come up] upon grading consistencies like what steps do we need to take as a 
school?  They were just like no, grading consistencies, we can’t-, and they 
couldn’t even think about oh, we’d need to go to training, we’d need to-.  That 
happened a couple times in [leadership team meetings] where we were like 
ok, now figure out what does this mean to you?  They were just like what do 
you mean, what does this mean to me? 
 

This sense that the teachers in leadership roles seemed not to know how to take 

initiative to enact that leadership at the classroom level that Rebecca expressed here 

was the same concern that often emerged in planning meetings, when the 

administrators struggled to generate ideas for activities that would engage the 

teachers in meaningful discussion about implications of bigger ideas and goals for 

instruction. Rebecca’s interpretation was different from Todd’s and Laura’s; both 

assistant principals saw the leadership team’s inaction as reluctance, not as inability.  

 When I analyzed teachers’ responses and interactions in instructional 

leadership team meetings, though, I found that the nature of the leadership team’s 

engagement in discussion varied depending in part on the topic. The leadership team 

members were highly engaged when discussing IB and the expectations for 
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implementation. Many of their questions were logistical in nature and not about the 

substance of the curriculum, but their comments and questions demonstrated their 

interest in being equipped to lead their departments in developing course outlines and 

policies. They appeared to struggle more with engaging with the WASC action plan 

and generating ideas for concrete actions they could take at the classroom level. In 

fact, in one instructional leadership team meeting just before the WASC visit, a 

teacher turned the discussion about the action plan to the topic of the upcoming visit, 

expressing concern that she might not be familiar enough with the report as a whole 

to respond to the visiting team’s questions. A few others in the meeting echoed this 

concern, and the administrators shifted into practical discussion of how teachers could 

best prepare for the upcoming visit. I commented in my field notes that it was 

interesting that the teachers were clearly invested in ensuring that the school’s WASC 

visit was positive, but they could not seem to engage deeply with their own part in 

moving the school toward its identified WASC goals.  

Still, as much as the teachers struggled to apply the action plan to their own 

work, the administrators also struggled with designing an activity that would engage 

them in this work. Todd and Laura might well have been right that the teachers shied 

away from commitments that might trigger difficult conversations in their 

departments, but the instructional leadership team might also have needed more 

support and guidance to understand how to take broad school goals and turn them into 

classroom-level action.  
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Challenges with Teachers in Formal Leadership Positions 

Just as the work with the instructional leadership team appeared to succeed in 

some respects and fall short in others, the release periods allocated to the ELD teacher 

and the teacher who served as RtI coordinator also yielded mixed results, according to 

administrators’ assessments. The roles teachers held did not necessarily translate into 

the types of leadership practice the administrators expected or desired from the people 

who held those roles. In our initial interview, Rebecca told me that she hoped the 

ELD teacher, Sarah, would use the release period to help with student placement and 

EL Reviews, the district’s structure for monitoring the progress of ELs. Even in the 

initial interview, Rebecca indicated that this had not been effective and she needed to 

work with Sarah but had not yet had the time to do that. Sarah told me that she was 

using her release period to work with students and to do reclassification paperwork. 

By the end of the year, Rebecca had decided to do away with the release period. 

When I asked why, Rebecca explained that while she felt the newcomer ELs were 

being effectively monitored and supported, she had wanted Sarah to begin tracking 

and monitoring the students who were still classified as ELs but were not in ELD. In 

her assessment, Sarah had not done that. Rebecca explained,  

  I had told Sarah what I wanted was to track those students.  Where are they, 
what classes are they in, how are they doing? When their ELPAC scores come 
out let’s take a look at that, and it just didn’t happen. I mean that was a waste 
of money and that’s unfortunate because I feel like there was a lot of potential 
there. We obviously--the admin doesn’t have the bandwidth to do it or we’d 
be doing it. 

 
The administration did not turn to Sarah for input on ELD instruction, even though 

she was the only ELD teacher who had been at West Coast for any length of time. For 
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input on what ELs needed in those classes, the administrators, and particularly Todd, 

turned to the community liaison, Lucía. Lucía had a background as a language 

teacher, although not a recent one and never in ELD, and she had earned the respect 

of the administrators. In Lucía’s assessment, the ELD classes lacked rigor, and Todd 

hoped that the WASC action plan, which called for examining rigor in all courses, 

would provide impetus for Lucía to intervene and offer input into the ELD 

curriculum. Lucía’s formal role did not assign her instruction-related responsibilities, 

but she enacted leadership in this area because of other aspects of her role. She 

interacted frequently with the two assistant principals, in part because she helped with 

discipline and attendance issues with Spanish-speaking students, which connected her 

to Laura, and in part because her office was very near Todd’s, and they often engaged 

in informal conversation. Both assistant principals relied on her to translate in 

meetings with students and parents, and because she was the first point of contact, she 

developed strong relationships with many Spanish-speaking families, and they shared 

concerns with her. Thus, Lucía had insight that was valuable to the administrators, 

and they solicited her ideas on a range of topics related to ELs, including instruction. 

From a distributed leadership perspective, leadership practice was constituted in the 

interactions between Lucía and the assistant principals and mediated by the situation, 

which included Lucía’s bilingualism and the assistant principals’ monolingualism; the 

location of Lucía’s office near to Todd’s, and a somewhat strained relationship 

between the lead ELD teacher and the administrators, which likely contributed to the 
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assistant principals’ tendency to direct questions about teaching and learning for ELs 

to Lucía rather than Sarah.  

 Another formal role the administrators had created by allocating release 

periods was an RtI (Response to Intervention) coordinator.  The RtI coordinator 

focused exclusively on one subject area during the year of the study, building 

structures that Rebecca, Todd, and a counselor all said had led to improved student 

achievement and even drew outside observers to West Coast to learn about what they 

had in place. The coordinator led the development of common assessments and 

common pacing in the foundational course, set up tutoring and a grading system that 

allowed for assessment retakes, and created and managed a system for monitoring 

student progress and to support students in self-monitoring. While the system 

required a high degree of teacher cooperation, it was heavily reliant on the 

coordinator herself, who administered retakes, hosted tutorials, and managed and 

organized the paperwork for monitoring student progress.  

Rebecca came into one administration meeting excited because she had just 

led a group of 12 visitors through the classrooms and had them meet with the RtI 

coordinator, and the response had been extremely positive. One administrator from 

another district had commented to her that he knew the success of the structures 

would not have been possible without a high level of support from site administrators 

-a comment she shared with Todd and Laura at the start of the meeting. This was 

certainly an accurate assessment; the administrators had not only carved out and 

funded a full FTE for the RtI position out of the site budget, but they had supported 
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the focus on a single subject and had designed the master schedule to provide the 

teachers with a common preparation period -a significant undertaking that can require 

adjustments throughout the master schedule.  At the end of the year, however, 

Rebecca expressed that she was ready to begin spreading the RtI coordinator’s work 

out among other departments. Especially because Sarah’s release period had not 

produced the results they had hoped for, Rebecca stated in the final interview, “ I feel 

like [the RtI coordinator] could be doing a lot more with that schoolwide and I feel 

like including English Learners and those [EL Reviews} are a perfect fit for RtI.” 

While it might well have been reasonable to expect a full-time RtI coordinator to 

assume a schoolwide role in developing and supporting interventions and monitoring 

systems, given the coordinator’s very direct involvement in managing structures in 

the focal department, it was unlikely that these structures and systems could be 

sustained, at least at the same level, if the coordinator divided her time among 

departments.  

The West Coast administration’s commitment to fostering teacher leadership 

was evident in several ways. The monetary investment alone that the West Coast 

administration had made in teacher leadership demonstrated their belief in its value. 

And while the administrators often struggled with planning leadership team meetings, 

Rebecca always carved out time in their administration meetings so the administrators 

could plan them together; the agenda for these meetings was not something Rebecca 

delegated or dashed off at the last minute. It was also clear from the leadership team’s 

opening presentation to the staff in August of 2019, when they dubbed themselves 
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“action leaders,” that the administration had worked with the leadership team in their 

pre-school meeting to address the concerns they had shared with me about the 

leadership team’s need to move beyond conversation toward classroom-level change.  

At the same time, the administrators expressed frustration with the 

ineffectiveness of the teacher leadership in place in generating substantive changes to 

instruction. The administrators had created time and spaces for teachers to lead, they 

had created positive, supportive environments where teachers’ initiative and 

achievements were celebrated, and they had ensured that teacher leaders understood 

the vision and goals--among them the need to improve ELs’ academic performance. 

How to translate all of this into commitments and action remained elusive. Whether 

the teacher leaders were unsure of what actions to take or whether Todd and Laura 

were correct that the teacher leaders were shying away from difficult discussions with 

their colleges was unclear. What was clear was that, in this case, inviting teachers into 

leadership, compensating them for their time, and casting vision for school growth 

were insufficient to foster the type of instructional leadership the administration 

hoped for from the teacher leaders.  

In the next chapter, I turn to Peterson High School, exploring the ways the 

Peterson administration team worked to use the distribution of leadership as a means 

of spurring instructional change in order to improve student outcomes. Like the West 

Coast administrators, the Peterson administrators consistently expressed how strongly 

they valued spreading leadership over the school and how much they appreciated 

teacher leaders, but also like the West Coast administrators, the Peterson 



 

 115 

administrators encountered challenges in translating distributed leadership into 

desired results. As I discuss, the challenges the Peterson administrators faced were 

different and reflected a unique set of variables within the school and leadership 

context. 
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Chapter 5: Distributed Leadership and the Problem of Trust:  

Peterson High School 

 In the previous chapter, I described the leadership activities undertaken by the 

administration at West Coast to shape instruction toward one of the school’s two 

established WASC goals, “clarity of learning,” with the larger goal of bringing about 

more equitable academic outcomes for ELs and Latino/a students. I then discussed 

the administrators’ efforts to distribute instructional leadership over the campus, and 

their struggles to motivate or guide teachers to engage in instructional leadership 

activity outside of leadership meetings. At West Coast, talk in instructional leadership 

meetings was positive in tone and free of conflict, but, as all three administrators 

commented, the conceptual agreement and enthusiasm expressed in meetings had not 

thus far translated into concrete actions to change instructional practice. I turn now to 

Peterson High School, where distributed instructional leadership looked quite 

different. Peterson had a number of teachers who proposed and initiated change, but 

varying attitudes toward the school’s core curricular model and strained interpersonal 

relationships complicated administrators’ and teachers’ efforts.  

The administration team at Peterson was in a much different position to lead 

instruction from the team at West Coast; the two new assistant principals’ learning 

curves were steep, and Richard, the principal, had volunteered to take on all the 

teacher evaluations during the year of the study and to chair the two teacher teams -

the instructional leadership team and the professional development team. Manuel, the 

assistant principal overseeing counseling, attended the instructional leadership team 
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meetings in preparation to take over the facilitation of this team the following year. 

Overall, though, the assistant principals’ role in instruction was minimal, both in my 

observation and by their own accounts. This was a central theme in my conversations 

with Julie, one of the two assistant principals, who commented that her time was 

consumed with student discipline and supervision of a few challenging staff members 

and that she had little involvement with teaching and learning. During the year of the 

study, Richard, the principal, was the only Peterson administrator who talked to me 

about the specifics of classroom instruction on campus. 

 Richard expressed clear ideas about what he wanted to see in classrooms, and 

he walked through classrooms frequently. Because he put classroom walkthroughs on 

his calendar regularly and shared his calendar with me, I was able to accompany him 

on four walkthroughs over the course of the year. During these observations, which 

generally involved visiting 12-15 classrooms in about an hour or an hour and a half, 

Richard chatted with students when possible, engaged with the teachers when 

students were working independently, and scanned the room for evidence of the 

school’s “pillars:” agency, communication, collaboration, and growth mindset. It was 

clear that teachers and students were accustomed to seeing him in classrooms; most 

engaged with him easily, or simply went on with their lessons. When he left each 

room, he made notes on his phone. He told me that he picks a few teachers to follow 

up with after each visit, but generally each visit lasted no more than ten minutes, and 

sometimes much less depending on the activity. Richard conducted full-period visits 
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when he was evaluating teachers, but he used these shorter walkthroughs to stay 

abreast of the types of learning students were engaged in across campus.  

 As we walked the campus, Richard commented on what we saw in each 

classroom. In one Spanish class, the teacher stood at the board walking through a 

grammar exercise, while most students watched but most were clearly disengaged. 

When we walked out, Richard commented, “That’s going to be a conversation.” 

Another teacher whose class we visited twice had students working independently, 

with directions on the projector screen for what students should work on if they were 

behind, on track, or ahead. Richard expressed frustration with his inability to work 

successfully with this teacher, who was in her second year and whose contract 

Richard did not anticipate renewing. He had suggested she provide more flexibility in 

her classroom for students at different levels, but she had moved too far in this 

direction and stopped providing direct instruction altogether. In a social studies 

classroom, a teacher had students highly engaged in fast-paced, but low-level, 

questioning. When we left the room, Richard commented ironically on the teacher’s 

engaging instruction in “white American history.” In our informal conversation at the 

end of that walkthrough, Richard expressed frustration that the history teachers had 

struggled to break out of the chronological curriculum, which New Tech, the project-

based learning model the school had adopted several years prior, gave them freedom 

to do, and continued to teach in a largely traditional manner.  

 Richard also had a number of classrooms he enjoyed visiting, where he was 

confident students would be engaged in rigorous learning. One was a science class, 
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where students were active in doing science and were consistently able to explain 

what they were doing and why. Another was a co-taught class integrating two subject 

areas. Co-taught courses were a part of the original New Tech model that Peterson 

had developed, but the number of these courses had declined significantly until only a 

few committed pairs of teachers had continued with the model. These two teachers 

had embraced project-based learning and were bold in their innovation. On one visit, 

one of the two teachers stopped Richard in the hallway to propose a new cross-

disciplinary project that would involve students in Special Education and would make 

use of a newly vacant facility on campus. Richard enthusiastically supported the idea 

and promised to talk further with her about what they would need. Richard also was 

impressed by one of the art teachers who, on the day I visited, had students working 

on a wire sculpting project and had a video playing on loop in a corner of the room 

demonstrating a more challenging project for students who finished early.  

 Richard’s confidence and clarity in commenting on instruction across content 

areas struck me as unique among the administrators in this study. I did not have data 

to suggest that Richard had any more actual expertise in instruction than any of the 

other administrators, and I did not observe him in one-on-one conversations with 

teachers about their instruction, so the assessments he articulated to me may or may 

not have made their way to teachers. Still, his frequent classroom visits constituted a 

micro-task (Fasso et al., 2016; Spillane et al., 2001), which Spillane et al. (2001) 

defined as day-to-day work that helps to realize the macro-functions of school 

leadership, such as leading and guiding instruction.  
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Distributing Instructional Leadership:  

Competing Demands and Conflicting Messages 

 Outside of these classroom observations and one-on-one post-conferences 

with teachers, Richard and the assistant principals did not center instruction in their 

work as a team, in the administration meetings I observed or in whole-staff meetings. 

The administrators’ interaction around instructional leadership at Peterson is worth 

exploring because it helps to illuminate how and why leadership as a whole was not 

actually distributed at Peterson, despite Richard’s apparent commitment to the 

principle.  

In general, there was less communication among the administrators and 

between administrators and staff about teaching and learning at Peterson than there 

was at West Coast. At Peterson, faculty meetings were not held regularly, and during 

the year of the study, when the staff was gathered, the focus was, respectively, on 

WASC, classroom management, and revisiting the school mission. In contrast to the 

West Coast administration team, who spent considerable energy working to involve 

the staff in the development of the WASC report and action plan, Richard wrote the 

report himself. I discuss this decision and its consequences in more detail in Chapter 

7. Importantly, though, the staff as a whole, based on Richard’s account of the 

process and my observation of the whole-staff WASC meeting, did not play a central 

role in the self-study process and were not explicitly asked, as the West Coast 

teachers were, to identify their roles at the classroom level in working toward the 

goals laid out in the report and implementing the action plan.  
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 A concern the administrators frequently cited when discussing their leadership 

goals and their goals for teaching and learning on campus was staff relationships.  In 

interviews and informal conversations with me throughout the year, all three 

administrators identified relationships as a challenge that they believed was hindering 

growth in other areas, including classroom instruction. In early December, I watched 

as Richard worked with Manuel through most of a weekly administration meeting to 

develop ideas for a professional development day scheduled for January. (Julie, the 

other assistant principal, had left school early that day to attend to a sick child.) The 

two discussed the relationships among compliance, engagement, and student learning. 

Richard argued that the “sales pitch” for the day should be about increasing student 

compliance. He said, “We’re going to come for compliance, but relationships will get 

you to compliance.” Manuel pointed out that there were teachers who had high levels 

of compliance from students without relationships, but some need “better 

instructional practice.” Manuel added that “compliance shouldn’t be the instructional 

goal.” Richard responded, “It’s not. But it’s a fine dance. We all know in this room 

that when we say we want compliance, what we really want is engagement.” He 

explained that teachers would become defensive and interpret a focus on engagement 

as a suggestion that their poor instruction was responsible for students’ disinclination 

to do the work. Richard expressed a desire to create and promote the workshop so that 

the day following would be the “dawning of a new day,” where teachers engaged 

students in fundamentally different ways.   
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 Ultimately, the administrators did not plan or facilitate such a workshop. Even 

in this meeting, Manuel began to backpedal when Richard asked about his capacity to 

participate in follow-up by visiting classrooms. When all three administrators 

revisited the conversation two weeks later, Julie also voiced concern about a lack of 

time to plan the workshop and suggested that they instead bring in an outside group to 

provide professional development that day. Richard, clearly frustrated, conceded. The 

assistant principals’ expressing reluctance to take on additional responsibility and 

Richard’s exasperated response was a pattern that emerged repeatedly in my 

observation data. I discuss the administrators’ relationships in more depth in Chapter 

6, but this was not the only time that a tentative professional development plan was 

stalled by this dynamic. Julie, whose job responsibilities included discipline, safety, 

and facilities and were less connected to instruction as it was, regularly voiced to me 

and to the other administrators how overwhelmed she felt. She attributed her sense of 

overload to a number of factors, including cumbersome district paperwork 

requirements, staff members who required enormous amounts of supervision, and 

severe discipline issues on campus. She also had young children at home and 

commented often on the challenges of balancing being a parent of young children 

with being a first-year high school administrator. Like Laura, the assistant principal at 

West Coast, Julie commented that because of her job responsibilities, she felt 

disconnected from the other two administrators and from classroom instruction.  

 On the one hand, Julie’s reluctance to take on professional development 

responsibilities seems surprising given this feeling of being uninvolved with teaching 
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and learning; on the other hand, because of her job responsibilities, Julie had little 

experience leading instruction and very likely felt ill-equipped to jump into a 

leadership role in professional development. She also may have felt genuinely 

overwhelmed by the possibility of any added responsibility. At the same time, 

Richard asked the assistant principals for collaboration but did not clearly outline the 

task or the support that would be available to them. When Richard asked Manuel in 

the planning meeting if he could commit to classroom visits as follow-up, he seemed 

to be cautioning Manuel about the time commitment, almost suggesting that he 

should not accept the responsibility. At the subsequent meeting, when Julie pointed 

out how little time remained before the scheduled workshop day and the amount of 

planning they had to do, Richard acknowledged that she was right without providing 

his own insight as to how they could find the time. While Richard clearly expressed 

frustration at the assistant principals for pulling back from the plan, he had also 

presented the plan in a way that seemed intended to discourage the assistant 

principals.  

 Following this interaction and others like it, I wrote questions in my field 

notes about what Richard really wanted and was trying to do. He sometimes readily 

acknowledged that the two first-year assistant principals needed time to learn their 

jobs, and he voluntarily took on additional teacher evaluations and meeting 

facilitation responsibilities in order to lighten their load in the first year. At other 

times, he appeared annoyed that they were not taking more initiative. By their own 

accounts, neither assistant principal played a significant role in instructional 
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leadership during the year of the study. But Richard, in taking on the teacher 

evaluations and leadership meetings, had deliberately removed that role from their job 

responsibilities. Instructional leadership at Peterson, then, could not be reasonably 

described as “distributed,” even though there were a number of teachers who played 

strong leadership roles within their departments. Supervision and oversight of 

instruction was concentrated with Richard, and this was likely related to teacher 

complaints about unilateral, top-down decisions that lacked transparency, which were 

instrumental in the trust and relationship challenges at Peterson and which I discuss in 

more detail in the next chapter.  

On the day of the scheduled workshop, the staff worked with hired facilitators 

to define “Courtesy Mode,” a term that arose out of New Tech to capture a range of 

behaviors considered respectful in a project-based classroom. Richard explained to 

me before the workshop that this choice of topics was, at least in part, his response to 

teachers’ demand for a schoolwide cell phone policy. Richard believed that what 

students needed was not more severe consequences for using cell phones in class but 

a clearer understanding of how to engage in respectful and appropriate ways. This 

distinction reflected Richard’s belief in engagement over compliance; he wanted 

teachers to create a learning environment in their classrooms that rendered things like 

cell phone policies unnecessary. Despite this attempt at a broader discussion, 

however, two teachers persistently used the whole-group sharing time to reiterate 

their interest in a schoolwide cell phone policy.  



 
 

 125 

 The January professional development workshop, while it may have prompted 

some useful reflection on behavioral expectations in the classroom, certainly did not 

lead to the “dawning of a new day” that Richard had envisioned early in December. 

The external facilitators fumbled in responding to teachers’ comments, apparently 

lacking contextual information about the conflict over a cell phone policy. Although 

the focus on “Courtesy Mode” might have been an appropriate scope for a 2-hour 

workshop, it also seemed to prevent the discussion from addressing Richard’s central 

concern: the relationship between student behavior and high-quality, engaging 

instruction. Far from promoting higher levels of student engagement in rigorous 

learning, this workshop, like the GLAD training at West Coast, did little more than 

reinforce an emphasis on behavior management.  

 Richard believed, as he stressed repeatedly in our interviews and informal 

conversations, that project-based learning, central to the New Tech model, 

encompassed what ELs needed when done well: opportunities for authentic 

interaction and communication, active engagement rather than passive seat work, 

emphasis on practices rather than learning of facts, and learning in multiple 

modalities. He also acknowledged that instruction on campus was not consistently 

meeting this standard: 

I think we still have to, as a staff, we still have more work around getting 
greater depth and scaffolding [inaudible] up to the higher level of learning, a 
more rigorous type of projects or lessons, and that’s not happening across the 
board.  We’ll start to plateau in terms of our successes until we’re able to 
make that next shift, and then we’ll see another jump in CAASPP scores, or 
the SAT, or ACT scores.  But we won’t see those jumps until we really take 
on those more continuously and more successfully in every single classroom, 
and that we’re working up toward something more and more complex with the 
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students instead of just kind of driving them so that they’re willing to take on 
more challenges.  So we’ll…I think there’ll be piece to that, which is around 
every staff member is going to have to be able to be better at language 
acquisition, written communication, and all communication. 
 

 At the beginning of the year, Manuel and Julie both acknowledged that their 

understanding of New Tech was limited, but by the end of the year, Manuel was 

echoing Richard’s points, citing New Tech as something the school could “leverage” 

to improve instruction, particularly for ELs. However, while Richard articulated a 

clear vision of quality instruction, the actions the administrators took during the year 

of the study focused on issues peripheral to that vision, including student behavior 

and staff and student relationships. The micro-tasks of leadership, in this case, were 

not helping to realize the macro-function of casting clear vision for instruction.  

 In some ways, compared to West Coast, teacher leadership at Peterson was 

strong, but it was also fraught with conflict. Like West Coast, Peterson had monthly 

meetings of an instructional leadership team, which consisted of representatives from 

each department, but Peterson had a separate professional development team as well, 

which had some overlapping members but also included a number of teachers who 

were not part of the instructional leadership team. As mentioned above, Richard ran 

the instructional leadership team meetings, but Manuel attended them as well because 

Richard had told Manuel that he wanted him to take over the team the following year. 

Richard also ran the professional development team meetings. 

 The professional development team, according to Richard, was designed to 

provide direction for schoolwide professional learning. One apparent challenge they 

faced was the number of identified needs and the perceived importance of all of them. 
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At one meeting, Richard projected a Google Doc with a list of possible topics for 

training and asked the team to assign a priority level to each. The document was long, 

and the team members’ rankings provided little guidance. Every topic was rated by at 

least a few team members as high-priority. Also complicating these decisions were 

the diverse needs of teachers, some of whom were new to the school and needed 

orientation to New Tech and project-based instruction and others who had years of 

experience and extensive New Tech training, and the wide range of topics, some 

directly related to content instruction, some related to use of technology and other 

tools, and some related to social-emotional learning. To prioritize these topics relative 

to one another proved nearly impossible, as the ensuing discussion demonstrated. At 

the end of this meeting, Richard proposed what he called a “crazy idea:” to adopt a 

“sister school” in the region with whom they would partner in professional 

development. The purpose, he explained, was to learn from others outside the school; 

internal collaboration and conversations were limited, he said, because everyone was 

operating within the same context and shared perspective. This was a brief 

conversation, and the idea was not revisited during the year of the study. As a 

separate entity from the instructional leadership team, the professional development 

team seemed to lack clear direction and guidelines for the decisions they made. 

 Although the structure and tone of instructional leadership and professional 

development team meetings at Peterson were very different from those at West Coast, 

one observation I made in my field notes during the meeting described above was that 

the two schools similarly struggled to move from the talk in these meetings to 
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leadership tasks that would begin to change instructional practice. Of course, the 

reasons for this disconnect were also different. At West Coast, the teachers in these 

meetings expressed agreement on the overall vision but either could not generate 

ideas for action within the context of their disciplines or were reluctant to propose 

ideas to their departments. At Peterson, the messages the administrators presented in 

these meetings were not consistent with a clear vision. West Coast’s two central goals 

were articulated repeatedly throughout the year, and the administrators repeatedly 

articulated that both goals had the larger end of more equitable academic outcomes 

for ELs and Latino/a students. At Peterson, while Richard frequently presented data, 

there were multiple initiatives and seemingly disconnected topics discussed in the 

meetings, and given the number of agenda items, none of the topics were given much 

time. Because Richard had repeatedly expressed to me and to the assistant principals 

the high priority the school needed to place on relationships and trust, I was surprised 

in this meeting both to see him present a long list of possible professional 

development topics and to hear him propose the idea of partnering with another 

school. As clearly and consistently as Richard articulated his priorities for 

professional development to the assistant principals, at least in the meetings I 

observed, those priorities were not shared with the professional development team. 

Although it was never entirely clear to me why Richard did not openly discuss his 

concerns about relationships and trust and his vision for repairing those relationships 

with his leadership teams, as distributed leadership theory holds, leadership practice 

is inseparable from the context in which it is situated (Hartley, 2009; Spillane et al., 
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1999). At Peterson, that context included Richard’s personal history with members of 

his staff, the legacy left by prior leaders, and the broader school culture, which I 

discuss in the Chapter 6. 

Teacher Initiative and Professional Conflict 

 The first instructional leadership team meeting I attended at Peterson 

immediately followed my initial interview with Manuel, who had assumed his 

position less than two months prior, after the school year had started. During the 

interview, I had asked him to share his thoughts on quality instruction for ELs, and he 

told me that Peterson had very few ELs. We clarified that in fact they had many 

students designated as ELs, but nearly all of them scored at advanced levels on 

English proficiency assessments and had been in US schools for a number of years, 

which classified them as Long-Term English Learners (LTELs.). Manuel reiterated 

that Peterson had few students who would require specialized instruction or language 

support. Richard had explained in an earlier interview that Peterson had lost many 

ELs when the district moved students classified as beginning and intermediate ELs to 

two neighboring schools. Richard often referred to the ELs at Peterson but explained 

that he believed the best way to meet their language needs was through high-quality 

project-based learning, not through specialized language instruction and support. 

When Manuel and I returned to the office after our interview to meet Richard for the 

instructional leadership team meeting, Richard was dealing with a serious discipline 

issue and told Manuel he would need to start the meeting.  
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Manuel began the meeting by asking each team member to provide a 

department update. The representative from the English department expressed 

concern about the concentration of students needing support in some of their upper-

level classes. Students who had failed English in the lower grades were still being 

placed in the upper-level classes, sometimes with zero English credits. The teacher 

suggested that there needed to be more support for ELs at this level, and that perhaps 

they should create an additional “repeater” class, designed for students who had failed 

earlier classes and needed more intensive support. Other teachers echoed the concern 

about the lack of support for ELs, particularly in the upper grades. By this point, I had 

interviewed all three administrators and none had indicated that lack of specialized 

support for ELs was a challenge, so I was surprised to hear this concern expressed by 

teachers. Manuel was surprised as well and commented on it to me as we walked 

back to the office after the meeting.  

 Another striking and prevalent theme in the observation data from this and 

other instructional leadership team meetings was the initiative that teachers took to 

propose course offerings and other adjustments to the department schedules. At a 

meeting in the early spring, an art teacher said her department was working to create a 

new course for students who had taken basic art but did not feel ready for the 

advanced course. This course would, the teacher explained, give students an 

opportunity to stay engaged in visual art and explore different media, even if they had 

not felt successful enough in basic art to take the next level. A math teacher in the 

same meeting shared that her department was working on revising their course 
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offerings to accelerate the path to calculus. They believed they could rework their 

math analysis curriculum to make it a “bridge” to calculus so that students would now 

have two possible paths to calculus rather than one. The science department was 

active throughout the spring preparing to launch an AP Environmental Science 

course, which they believed would draw more students into AP-level science. All of 

these proposals came from teachers to administrators. Richard engaged the teachers in 

discussion about their ideas, sometimes pointing out that adding new courses would 

inevitably draw students out of other courses and asking teachers to consider what 

they might be willing to let go in order to make room for new offerings. In general, 

though, he welcomed and supported the ideas teachers brought forward. Richard 

discussed this in our final interview: 

I don’t know what other principals do, but I know that if a teacher has a good 
idea and they’re excited about it, then it’ll work.  So, when our science teacher 
wanted to create forensic science three years ago, as a way to help students 
complete their physical science requirement for graduation, the answer was 
yes.  And a different teacher wanted to do AP environmental science, as a 
single period AP course, instead of trying to carry AP chem and AP biology, 
which are double courses, the answer was yes.  And I think those 
opportunities, when you have a staff that’s willing to try new things, that’s a 
great sign, I think that’s a good sign that…their dedication to the students is 
kind of a…I would say that’s the key. 
 
In contrast to West Coast, where teachers seemed hesitant to propose 

substantive or concrete changes, teachers at Peterson were highly proactive and 

innovative but not necessarily in alignment with each other or with the administration 

philosophically. The course offerings were one example. While the math and science 

proposals were designed to increase student enrollment in rigorous, college-

preparatory coursework, the English department’s suggested addition of another 
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“repeater” course was intentionally creating a less rigorous pathway for students who 

the teachers felt were not prepared for their upper-level courses.  

Curriculum alignment was a frequently-mentioned goal at Peterson just as it 

was at West Coast. And as with West Coast, the administration at Peterson had little 

direct involvement with teachers in this work and minimal awareness of the progress 

various teacher teams had made. At one spring instructional leadership team meeting, 

Richard went around the room and asked each teacher to provide an update on their 

department’s progress in aligning curriculum and what resources, including release 

time and summer pay, they might need to finish the work. Most teachers responded 

with vague estimates of how much time they still needed. A science teacher said her 

department was on hold while they waited for the district to make decisions about 

science curriculum. Richard accepted this response. An art teacher commented that 

she was not sure what the work would look like for her because she was the only 

teacher of her courses and thus had no one to align with. Richard responded, “You’re 

done,” and moved on to the next teacher. Richard’s responses suggested that he was 

more interested in documenting that the work had been done than in using the 

alignment process to strengthen curriculum across campus. This orientation was 

particularly interesting because he placed so much emphasis on quality project-based 

instruction as foundational to improving learning outcomes, especially for ELs. He 

had set a clear expectation that teachers were to work together to ensure consistency 

in their learning outcomes and projects being assigned, but he left that work entirely 

to teachers, providing no criteria, guidelines, or benchmarks to ensure that teachers’ 
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curriculum work aligned to the values of New Tech or to the mission and goals of the 

school. 

Unlike West Coast, where the tone of instructional leadership meetings was 

consistently positive, at Peterson these meetings occasionally became contentious. At 

the first meeting I attended--the one Manuel facilitated in Richard’s absence--a social 

studies teacher asked when there was going to be a discussion about discontinuing a 

mentor program that was currently being housed in social studies classes. The 

program brought in community members to work with juniors, and for this school 

year, the administration had set aside Mondays in U.S. History courses as the time 

when these meetings took place. Richard had mentioned in the previous 

administration meeting that the social studies department was unhappy, but he felt the 

program was worth the cost in class time, and U.S. History was the only class that all 

juniors took, which made scheduling relatively simple. Manuel was unprepared to 

field the social studies’ teachers concerns in this meeting, but several teachers 

engaged in the conversation, some to affirm that losing twenty percent of 

instructional time would indeed create a hardship for teachers, and some to defend the 

program. The social studies teacher stressed that he was not questioning the value or 

quality of the program, but rather was concerned about the impact on social studies 

instruction. There was one particularly heated exchange between the social studies 

teacher and another teacher, but I learned later that this relationship had been strained 

for some time. 
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What became clear in the instructional leadership meetings was that a core of 

teachers demonstrated a deep investment in the school and a sense of ownership of 

the directions of their own departments. They knew where their challenges were--in 

enrollment, course failure rates, numbers of students reaching high-level courses--and 

they took it upon themselves to address those challenges. Generally, Richard 

supported them and worked to create the structures and give them the resources to do 

what they believed would be best for student learning. When he disagreed with them 

or turned down their requests, as he did with the mentor program, it often led to 

tension and conflict. Some of this tension was exacerbated by long-standing conflict 

among teachers or between teachers and administrators, which I discuss in Chapter 6.  

Comparing the Two Sites 

 I began Chapter 4 by arguing the importance of distributed leadership theory 

as a frame for understanding the complexity of instructional leadership, particularly 

as it pertains to changing instruction to better serve ELs. In both Chapter 4 and the 

current chapter, I have discussed the difficulty that both administration teams 

experienced in translating the administrators’ stated vision and goals into distributed 

leadership practice that would realize that vision in departments and in individual 

classrooms. As noted earlier, distributed leadership as a theory shifts focus from 

leadership roles to leadership practice. The administrators at both schools identified 

disconnects between the formal leadership roles people occupied and the leadership 

practice they saw taking place, or not taking place. As the administrators found, 

delegating responsibilities or “flattening the hierarchy” (Harris & Spillane, 2008, p. 
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31) on its own does not ensure better leadership, let alone improved teaching and 

learning.  

The administration teams at both schools stated and demonstrated through 

structures they put in place that they valued distributed leadership and wanted and 

expected teachers to play an active role in leading instruction. Richard even said he 

envisioned creating additional leadership teams so that every teacher played some 

sort of leadership role in the school. Both administration teams had worked to create 

an infrastructure that supported teacher leadership, including regular team meetings, 

designated leadership positions, and release time for teacher collaboration. But even 

with these structures in place, both administrative teams expressed some 

dissatisfaction with teacher leadership as a force in improving learning. At West 

Coast, this dissatisfaction was primarily with what administrators regarded as 

teachers’ inability or reluctance to take big ideas and goals and apply them to the 

classroom level to drive concrete change in their departments. This might have 

stemmed from an aversion to conflict, as Laura and Todd, the two assistant principals, 

suggested, or it might have reflected teachers’ need for deeper understanding of the 

school goals and areas of need and the types of classroom-level actions that might 

address them. At Peterson, on the other hand, teachers regularly initiated change and 

requested action from administrators, but in my observation, these changes and 

requests were not always in alignment with shared goals. And according to Richard 

and teachers themselves, even with a number of proactive teacher leaders on campus, 

instruction at Peterson did not reflect a shared commitment to project-based learning 
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or to the four pillars. The tension at Peterson among teachers and between teachers 

and administrators also interfered with effective teacher leadership. These challenges 

the administrators faced, different though they were in the two different contexts, 

demonstrate that valuing teacher leadership and creating infrastructures to support it 

were, in these two cases, insufficient to ensure effective distributed instructional 

leadership.  

 The data from this study demonstrates that distributed leadership, and 

distributed instructional leadership in particular, in some ways functioned at both 

schools as a mechanism by which administrators mediated key policies shaping ELs’ 

educational experiences. Teachers’ early work to realign their curricula to IB goals 

and requirements at West Coast was beginning to give shape to West Coast’s IB 

model. In working with the leadership team, engaging them in ongoing conversations 

about their vision for IB as a “social justice project” and its convergence with other 

programs and initiatives on campus, the administrators leveraged distributed 

instructional leadership to mediate the implementation of IB so that it served the 

larger goal of increased access to rigorous instruction for ELs. Klar (2012) 

demonstrated that administrators can communicate vision to department leaders so 

that they can successfully enact it in their own departments. Especially with an 

initiative like IB implementation where many decisions are situated in content areas, 

effective teacher leadership is crucial because the administration relies on teachers’ 

content expertise in making decisions (Halverson & Clifford, 2013). Many of these 

decisions were just beginning to be made at the end of the study year, but Todd, who 
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was building the next year’s master schedule, expressed excitement at the end of the 

year about the ownership teachers were taking of revisions to their departments’ 

course sequences as they planned for IB.  

 In other areas, using distributed leadership to mediate policy proved more 

challenging. Neither administration team, from their own perspectives, successfully 

facilitated shared leadership of the WASC self-study process. West Coast had a 

successful visit, in part because the staff was well informed and well prepared, but the 

administrators struggled to involve the leadership team in the development of the 

action plan. There were problems with the way the administrators had outlined the 

action plan; it had to be rewritten during the visit because the visiting committee 

pointed out that the action items did not directly address the school’s critical areas for 

growth. It is possible that this misalignment created a lack of clarity that made it 

difficult for the teacher leaders to see their roles in implementing the action plan. It is 

also possible that the teacher leaders did not thoroughly understand the goals the 

administrators had identified and how those goals would apply in the classroom. At 

Peterson, the instructional leadership team was minimally involved in the self-study 

because Richard made the decision to pare down the process and limit teachers’ roles. 

As both Rebecca and West Coast and Manuel at Peterson noted in our final 

interviews, the WASC self-study can serve as a valuable lever for change, sharpening 

the school’s focus on its critical growth areas, which at both schools included EL 

outcomes. Had the instructional leadership teams played a more integral role in the 

development of the action plan, the administrators might have been able to accelerate 
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forward movement because content-specific actions would have been identified as the 

report was being constructed.  

 At both schools, the challenges the administrators faced in fostering 

leadership among teachers raised questions about the relationship between 

instructional leadership and school culture. At West Coast, the administrators 

speculated that the positive tone and harmonious relationships among teachers might 

have prevented teacher leaders from confronting difficult topics with their colleagues 

and pushing for collective commitments to instructional change. At Peterson, in the 

administrators’ view and in my own observation, longstanding conflicts among 

teachers interfered with teacher leaders’ ability to work together toward instructional 

goals. Absent from the data at both sites is evidence of instructional leadership 

specifically targeting improved language and content learning for ELs. By placing 

responsibility for classroom-level actions in the hands of teachers, which both teams 

did, and without clear guidance and direction for EL instruction from the 

administration level, which neither team provided, the administrators left open the 

possibility that divergent beliefs and assumptions about the role of language in 

content learning would drive teachers’ instructional decisions within their content 

areas, or that little consideration would be given to ELs as teachers collaborated 

within their departments on curriculum and assessment. Teachers at both sites 

received the clear message from administrators that ELs needed to be more 

successful, but what teachers believed accounted for these students’ low achievement 

and how they interpreted and responded to this mandate depended in part on the 
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culture of the school. In the next chapter, I explore the ways that culture facilitated or 

hindered administrators’ efforts to improve outcomes for ELs, and also the ways that 

administrators at both sites sought to shape culture as an indirect means of impacting 

teaching and learning.
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Chapter 6: The Role of School Culture in Advancing  
Equitable Outcomes for English Learners 

 
In developing the research questions for this study and framing it 

theoretically, I recognized and explicitly acknowledged the likely interaction of many 

facets of school leadership in shaping English Learners’ experiences. However, I did 

not address school culture or climate, nor did I consider how substantial a role it 

might play for administrators in mediating language policy. But the topic emerged in 

my initial interviews with the principals when I asked about English Learner 

instruction, and it was central to administrators’ discussions in their internal meetings 

and in their meetings with teachers.  The topic of school culture was so prevalent that 

in my inductive analysis of the data for this study, I created four separate codes 

related to the culture of the school based on two early rounds of analysis: School 

Culture; Relationships; School Identity; and School Vision, Mission, and Goals. The 

administrators addressed each of these areas in the course of their work, and while 

they arose as separate topics, it was clear from my analysis of the excerpts to which 

these codes were applied that the administrators saw them as related, and they saw 

them as foundational to their efforts to improve academic outcomes for English 

Learners.  

In this chapter, after briefly discussing conceptions of school culture and its 

relationship to leadership and student achievement, I describe how the administrative 

teams at the two schools worked with one another and with teachers to shape the 

school culture and how they viewed the school culture as integral to effective 

teaching and learning, especially for English Learners, whose academic outcomes 
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lagged behind their peers’.  While positive school culture was generally articulated as 

the broad goal, the administrators went about influencing school culture through the 

other three areas: cultivating trusting and collaborative relationships among staff and 

students, articulating and reiterating the school’s shared beliefs and values, and 

establishing and revisiting school vision and goals. Analysis of the data also reveals a 

relationship in the administrators’ view between school culture and equity. In the 

coded excerpts from interview transcripts and field notes, these two codes co-

occurred 29 times. The administrators tied school culture to equity in their efforts to 

build inclusion and foster positive attitudes among teachers toward ELs and others 

who were often viewed through a deficit lens. I argue that the administrators, in 

taking these approaches to building school culture, used culture as a mechanism to 

mediate language policy and shape the opportunities English Learners had on 

campus, in and out of the classroom. 

At West Coast, the administration and staff took pride in the positive and 

inclusive culture of the school and saw this quality as distinguishing the school from 

others in the district, in their view making West Coast a better environment for ELs 

and Latino students than the other schools. By the end of the year, however, the 

administration had acknowledged the importance of moving beyond the focus on 

culture to more directly address instruction. At Peterson, administrators and teachers 

agreed that a culture of distrust and negative relationships among staff members 

posed a significant challenge for the school. Both Richard and Manuel argued that 

this negative culture interfered with efforts to strengthen the school’s project-based 
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learning model, which both believed was key to improving learning for ELs. The 

administration emphasized culture-related issues above all others in planning 

professional development and setting goals, and they centered these topics in 

discussing teaching and learning. Like cultivating strong teacher leadership, the 

administrators viewed shaping of the school culture as an indirect means by which 

they could impact student outcomes. However, at West Coast, these efforts had not 

yet produced the intended effect, and at Peterson, the administrators had so far been 

unable to clear the obstacle that the negative culture was creating to addressing 

teaching and learning.  

Facets of School Culture and Their Relationship to Student Achievement 

  The term “school culture” is widely used in literature on ELs and on school 

leadership, but the term is often not clearly defined. While researchers and 

practitioners frequently use the term “culture” to refer to ELs’ racial and ethnic 

backgrounds and identities, “school culture,” as the administrators in this study used 

it and as I use it in this chapter, refers to the shared norms, understandings, beliefs, 

and practices that permeated the schools. The term is often used interchangeably with 

“school climate,” but Schoen & Teddlie (2008) saw school climate as subsumed by 

school culture, which they found to bed defined more broadly in research literature. 

Schoen and Teddlie (2008) presented a framework conceptualizing school culture as 

having four dimensions: professional orientation, organizational structure, quality of 

the learning environment, and student-centered focus. The authors defined school 

culture as “the shared basic assumptions and espoused beliefs that exist in the [four 
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dimensions] of the school that determine and sustain the norms of behavior, 

traditions, and processes particular to a specific school” (Schoen & Teddlie, 2008, p. 

139).  Deal and Peterson (1999) provided a similar definition: “the unwritten rules 

and traditions, norms, and expectations that seem to permeate everything: the way 

people act, how they dress, what they talk about or avoid talking about, whether they 

seek out colleagues for help or don't, and how teachers feel about their work and their 

students” (Loc. 96-99, Kindle Edition). At the two case study schools, staff members 

behaved and interacted in meetings in starkly different ways, reflecting the 

contrasting “unwritten rules,” beliefs, and attitudes established at the two schools.    

While it is defined and discussed in a variety of ways, the topic of school 

culture has received substantial attention as a factor influencing student achievement, 

and specifically as a factor that school leaders can shape toward that end (Bossert et 

al., 1982; Burlis, 2009; Hallinger & Heck, 1998; Hoy & Hannum, 1997; Leithwood, 

1994; MacNeil, Prater, & Busch, 2009).  Leithwood (1994) noted that school leaders 

who develop a culture consistent with an effective school focus both on the “strength” 

and the “form” of the school culture (p. 83). The strength of the culture relates to the 

clarity of vision, goals, shared beliefs, and values. Symbols, rituals, and stories play 

an important role in strengthening a school’s culture (Deal & Peterson, 1999). The 

form of the culture refers to the ways the culture takes shape, often whether the 

culture is one of collaboration or isolation (Leithwood, 1994). MacNeil et al. (2009) 

asserted, “School principals seeking to improve student performance should focus on 

improving the school’s culture by getting the relationships right between themselves, 
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their teachers, students, and parents” (p. 78). The broad goal of shared norms and 

values is consistent with a model of distributed leadership as well. As Harris (2007) 

argued, “A distributed perspective suggests the ‘co-practice of routines’ and the ‘co-

sharing of leadership’ which, it could be argued, both necessitates and creates a 

supportive and cohesive school culture” (p. 319).  

 Sarason (1996) emphasized the role of school culture in shaping students’ 

experiences in school as well as our assumptions about students, the two being 

mutually constituting. Taking an ecological perspective, Sarason argued that we must 

take our focus off of individual teachers and children and see instead the 

environments in which teachers and students are working. This approach, he 

contended, prevents our own beliefs and values from blinding us as researchers to 

new findings. Seeking to understand a school’s culture by attending to the structures, 

the symbols, the artifacts, and the routines that make up the environment allows us to 

see how culture is created and maintained, and how it shapes the behaviors of the 

people within it, as well as how those behaviors are responded to and perceived.  

Inclusion and Equity 

While much research on culture and school improvement relies on the 

definitions of school culture cited above, research has increasingly attended to the 

role of school culture in creating more equitable conditions for learning for culturally 

and linguistically diverse students (Theoharis, 2007; Khalifa et. al, 2016), and some 

has focused specifically on the importance of a school culture that integrates ELs in 

the life of the school and fosters a sense of belonging (Scanlan & López, 2012; 
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Theoharis & O’Toole, 2011). In a linguistically diverse school context, where 

improving teaching and learning and the school experiences of ELs is a priority, any 

discussion of culture must take into consideration the intersection of language and 

race for many ELs (Liggett, 2019) and the reality that ELs are often racially 

minoritized in addition to being viewed through a deficit lens and isolated from their 

peers due to their still-developing English proficiency (Kanno & Kangas, 2014; 

Shapiro, 2014; Valdés, 2004).  

Khalifa et al. (2016) identified the cultivation of an inclusive school 

environment as a central component of “culturally responsive leadership.” Both West 

Coast and Peterson had large populations of Latino/a students, most of whom were 

not designated as ELs but who were also graduating and accessing college at lower 

rates than white students in the respective districts. In discussions of school goals and 

school culture, the administrators at both schools did not always separate ELs from 

the larger Latino/a population. While at West Coast, the administration made some 

targeted efforts to draw ELs into school life, including having the athletic director 

visit ELD classes to talk about athletic tryouts and changing teachers’ classroom 

assignments to ensure that ELs were not geographically isolated, the administrators 

also included ELs in their population of Latino/a students whom they recognized as 

marginalized in public education. Rebecca, the principal, expressed in our initial 

interview that she wanted to address “systemic racism” at West Coast and in the 

district, and the administration team had committed to read So You Want to Talk 

About Race, by Ijeoma Oluo, as part of their work during the year of the study. At 
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Peterson, Richard, the principal, and Julie, one of the two assistant principals, 

attended a workshop in the early spring teaching educators to identify and address 

their implicit biases, and both expressed enthusiasm about engaging the staff in this 

work over the following school year. In addressing school culture then, the 

administrators at both schools understood this as fostering a culture focused on 

inclusion and racial equity in addition to the broad goal of cultivating positive 

relationships and a school environment oriented toward learning.  

Teacher and Staff Collaboration 

A facet of school culture that is particularly important to instructional change 

is a culture of teacher collaboration (Leithwood & Jantzi, 1990; Waldron & 

McLeskey, 2010). Such a culture is recognized as central to improving instruction, in 

part because teachers negotiate understandings and construct meaning around purpose 

and goals in collaborative settings. Barth (1990) contended that shifting schools from 

a culture of isolation to one of collegiality belonged on the national reform agenda, 

arguing, “…the relationships among adults are the basis, the precondition, the sin qua 

non that allow, energize, and sustain all other attempts at school improvement” (p. 

32). In collaborative contexts, teachers are more likely to have their assumptions 

challenged and formulate new understandings, which then drive instructional change 

(Leithwood & Jantzi, 1990). Palmer (2018) argued that a culture of collaboration is 

particularly important for bilingual teachers who often “find themselves in 

marginalizing spaces that diminish their professional agency and undermine their 

leadership identities” (p. 155). Presumably, this argument could be extended to 
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teachers of ELs and other racially and linguistically minoritized students who seek to 

challenge policies and structures that privilege white, middle-class norms and values 

and dominant language practices. Working toward more just policies and pedagogies 

and equitable outcomes for ELs, as both administrative teams stated as goals, then 

requires a culture of collaboration where teachers working with ELs can advocate for 

these students and mentor and support their colleagues in providing effective 

instruction that offers opportunities for deep academic engagement and interaction 

with peers. 

Leithwood and Jantzi (1990) identified six strategies through which school 

leaders foster a collaborative culture among teachers: strengthening the school’s 

culture; using a variety of bureaucratic mechanisms to stimulate and reinforce cultural 

change; fostering staff development; engaging in direct and frequent communication 

about cultural norms, values, and belief; sharing power and responsibility with others; 

and using symbols to express cultural values (p. 269). Their study clearly 

demonstrated the interrelatedness of the many variables that comprise a school 

culture and the complexity of school leaders’ roles in shaping it. Waldron & 

McLeskey (2010) asserted that to support the development of a collaborative culture, 

school leaders must distribute leadership and decision-making, model and encourage 

collaboration, ensure coherence in purpose and goals, and build capacity by creating 

infrastructures that support collaboration. 
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School Culture as a Means to Improve English Learner Education 

Importantly, then, school culture and distributed leadership are intertwined, 

and the administrative teams at both West Coast and Peterson appeared to understand 

this. They also saw student culture and teacher culture as interrelated; Richard, the 

Peterson principal, specifically commented that students model their own relational 

behavior after what they see from their teachers. Both administrative teams targeted 

school culture in intentional ways and connected it directly to supporting ELs. West 

Coast placed so much emphasis on culture that their WASC visiting committee 

suggested they shift their focus toward classroom instruction.  However, despite what 

could certainly be described as a positive, inclusive, collaborative culture, the school 

still faced the challenge of persistently low academic outcomes among their ELs and 

Latino students; the efforts to foster a strong culture had not yet led to significantly 

improved outcomes. Peterson’s administrative team spent a great deal of time 

discussing culture--particularly relationships and “trust”--but during the 2018-19 

school year, from the perspective of the administrators and some teacher leaders, little 

had changed in this area. Working to shape their school cultures was an important 

means by which the administration teams in both case study schools sought to 

improve the academic outcomes of ELs. Three themes that arose from the data are 

worth noting: 1. While the research on leadership and school culture focuses largely 

on principals, in both case study schools, every administrator had a unique role in 

influencing the school culture, thereby shaping ELs’ experiences; 2. All of the 

administrators in this study identified teachers’ treatment of students—particularly 
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ELs and other marginalized students—as a major component of school culture; 3. The 

relationships among the administrators themselves, from both the principals’ and 

assistant principals’ perspectives, impacted their ability to shape the school culture in 

desirable ways.  

West Coast: Focus on Inclusion and Equity 

The Role of Teacher Leadership in School Culture 

 During the very first meeting I observed at West Coast, the activities director 

reported that, as was their routine practice, student government would be increasing 

the prices of dance tickets incrementally during the time they were on sale. Rebecca, 

the principal, asked why they planned to raise the prices. The activities director 

explained that starting sales at lower prices gave students an incentive to buy their 

tickets early, which aids student leaders in planning the event. He added that this 

practice “rewards” the students who are “responsible.” Rebecca questioned whether 

some students might need to wait to buy tickets for financial reasons. She suggested 

that perhaps some had to wait until a parent was paid or until they were paid 

themselves. An extensive discussion ensued. The athletic director, also in attendance, 

commented that he had grown up in a low-income home and had often had to make 

choices about which school activities he could afford. Todd, one of the assistant 

principals, echoed Rebecca’s concern that the assumption that students who delayed 

buying their tickets were simply procrastinating might be inaccurate. Rebecca added 

that by the time some of these students were able to purchase tickets, the increased 

prices might make the tickets unaffordable for them.  
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 While the student population at West Coast was majority Latino/a, Rebecca 

had commented that white, middle-class students dominated certain programs, 

including student leadership. The administrators were conscious of this imbalance 

and were taking steps to increase representation of Latino/a students and ELs in 

leadership, but the students in the leadership class, which planned dances and other 

events, were still predominantly white, as was the activities director. The 

administrators’ argument here was clearly aimed at ensuring that students from low-

income homes, who were largely Latino/a, were not inadvertently excluded from a 

school activity by a long-standing, apparently previously unquestioned, practice.  

The activities director pushed back throughout the dance ticket discussion. He 

reiterated the point that students needed the “incentive” to purchase tickets earlier, 

and he warned that, without the incremental increases, the ticket price would have to 

be higher, which might deter more students from attending. Rebecca and Todd 

pushed the activities director to estimate what that price would be, and Rebecca 

offered to subsidize the cost out of the school’s general budget to help keep the price 

down. At one point, the activities director asked if the students in student government 

could buy their tickets at the lower price because they might agree more easily to the 

change if it didn’t increase the cost for them. Rebecca responded that she thought 

every student should pay the same price. Ultimately, the activities director, clearly 

unsatisfied, agreed to work with the students to rework the numbers and sell tickets at 

a uniform cost.  
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 This discussion reflected a theme that emerged prominently in my interview 

and observation data from West Coast: all three administrators regularly 

demonstrated a strong commitment to examining and reworking policies, practices, 

and structures that might lead to or reinforce inequity or limit access to the full range 

of opportunities the school offered. Importantly here, consistent with the illustrations 

Sarason (1996) provides, the practice in place of raising prices incrementally was 

based on the assumption that students were likely to procrastinate and not be 

“responsible” if there were no external incentive in place for them to act promptly. 

For the activities director and student leaders, this assumption was confirmed by the 

drop-off in ticket sales once prices increased. The structure in place and students’ 

responses to it reinforced the beliefs about student responsibility and procrastination 

that had justified the policy in the first place. The administrators and athletic director 

were proposing an alternative explanation: that perhaps some students waited to buy 

tickets because they needed to wait, not because they were lazy, and the increased 

price eliminated the option for them altogether. The activities director purported to be 

speaking for the students, but his resistance to the administrators’ suggestion 

indicated that he shared the students’ view. He and the students might have simply 

been entrenched in a long-standing practice that had always seemed to work; they 

might have been genuinely concerned about how a slower trickle of ticket sales might 

impact their planning; or they might have been firmly convinced that a price increase 

was a necessary motivator that appropriately and justly rewarded students who were 

responsible and purchased tickets early. 
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 In my field notes from this first observation, I noted that while ELs were 

never mentioned in the meeting, the discussion might provide important insight into 

the tension the administrators were navigating and how they were working to exercise 

agency to promote more equitable opportunities on campus. It is possible in this 

example to see the dance ticket policy as a lever the administrators were using to 

drive a shift in school culture. If the administrators could remove the types of status-

quo policies and practices that sustained inequality, perhaps new norms would take 

shape, beliefs would shift, and the school culture would become more inclusive. 

While some evidence in the data suggests that a positive, inclusive culture might have 

been an end goal for the West Coast administrators, other evidence suggests that they 

might have worked to shape school culture as an indirect means of influencing 

classroom practice.  

In another example of the administrators’ efforts to change existing practice to 

increase equity, when the athletic director reported on recruitment for winter sports, 

Rebecca asked if he had visited the ELD classes. He responded that he had. Weeks 

later, when he reported that the majority of athletes who had become ineligible due to 

grades were soccer players, the administrators understood that to mean that they were 

disproportionately Latino/a and/or ELs. The athletic director added that he had asked 

the school’s bilingual community liaison, Lucía, to meet with these students and their 

families. Rebecca responded to the athletic director, “You should be in those 

meetings too.” The athletic director affirmed that he would, and the group moved on 

in their conversation. But later that day, in an informal conversation on the quad, 
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Rebecca expressed exasperation at having had to say this. She said she felt that the 

athletic director should have taken the same initiative to intervene with these students 

and their families as he would have with any other athlete, even if he needed the 

community liaison’s support as an interpreter. The dance ticket discussion also 

became a source of frustration for Rebecca; the students in student government 

pressed the issue, and Rebecca, in her words, “caved,” and later regretted it. In both 

of these cases, Rebecca expressed disappointment that the teachers in these two 

leadership roles, in these instances, were not leading in accordance with the values 

the administrators had tried to establish.  

 There was, here and at Peterson, an important link between the administrators’ 

efforts to cultivate strong teacher leadership and their efforts to build a positive, 

equity-oriented school culture. They relied on teachers in formal leadership roles, 

including the activities and athletic directors, to model attitudes and behaviors for 

students and colleagues consistent with the cultural shifts they sought to create. 

Although the activities director consented to go back to the students and make the 

requested adjustment to ticket sales, the fact that the students later approached 

Rebecca suggests that the activities director did not present the administrators’ 

argument to the students in a way that was particularly persuasive. He might have 

intentionally undermined the administrators in this case because he disagreed, or he 

might simply not have understood the administrators’ case well enough to present it 

in a compelling way to the students. Either way, that he did not share the 

administrators’ perspective interfered with their ability to make this specific change, 



 
 

 154 

and likely, in turn, other similar changes that would have contributed to a larger 

cultural shift in student activities on campus.  

Clarifying School Vision and Goals 

 The West Coast administration proactively worked to clarify and 

communicate the school’s vision and goals, which Leithwood et al. (1999) identified 

as a leadership behavior that strengthens school culture and builds a strong sense of 

identity for the school. Over the course of the 2018-19 school year, the administration 

had the school logo redesigned, sharing regular progress with the School Site 

Council, the instructional leadership team, the parents who attended the principal’s 

“coffee talk” meetings, the faculty, and various student groups. The goal, as Rebecca 

explained it, was to have an agreed-upon logo that all clubs, teams, and other school 

organizations used, rather than the array of logos that had developed over time. They 

also ordered a new sign for the front of the school and had a new mural painted near 

the entrance to the campus. These initiatives were in part efforts to “market” the 

school, a word Rebecca twice placed in air quotes in our conversations, but the 

administrators also saw them as important for cultivating a sense of pride in the 

school. Additionally, Todd worked with the instructional leadership team to create a 

kind of acrostic, using each letter of the school name to list a different trait of the 

ideal West Coast student. Todd presented a draft of this at a faculty meeting, and 

responses from faculty were generally positive except for concerns about grammatical 

consistency among the words. Ultimately, though, Todd dropped this idea, as he 

explained to the administration team in their final meeting, partly because it was not 
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coming together, and partly because the International Baccalaureate (IB), the 

curricular program the school was adopting, provided lists of student traits that Todd 

argued West Coast should adopt as their own. The role that the IB adoption played in 

redefining and shaping the school’s stated goals is important, I believe, and created 

potential conflicts of its own, which I discuss in Chapter 7.   

 References to shared beliefs and values that administrators associated with 

West Coast also permeated their internal conversations. In one meeting, the 

administrators discussed a student who was being transferred to West Coast from 

another district school for discipline-related reasons. The administrators were 

concerned that the terms of the transfer were unclear and that the student’s transition 

could be challenging. They briefly discussed meeting with the student and family to 

set up a behavior contract, but Rebecca quickly noted, “Starting out on a behavior 

contract doesn’t sound like a very good way to come into a new school.” Laura 

responded, “It doesn’t sound very ‘West Coast’ either.” This comment nicely 

captured the strong sense that the administration and many other staff members had 

of who the school was.  Sometimes this school identity was positioned in contrast to 

other local schools. In another discipline-related conversation, the administrators 

discussed what to do with a student who had been repeatedly disciplined and seemed 

not to be succeeding at West Coast. Laura mentioned that the family wanted to move 

him to another comprehensive high school in the district. Rebecca rejected that idea: 

“He would be targeted there.” She paused. “By the adults.” In a follow-up 

conversation later that morning, Rebecca explained to me that the way the student 
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looked and dressed would make him “stick out” at the other school, whose population 

was predominantly white and middle-class. The sense that West Coast was a safer 

place for students of color than other district schools emerged often in the 

administrators’ discussions. With one exception, when a student had physically 

endangered other students in a classroom, the administrators’ conversations about 

individual students, in my observation, always oriented toward keeping the student at 

West Coast and providing the supports and accommodations that the student needed 

to be successful.  

 Relatedly, West Coast’s administration team was also actively working to 

shape the school’s discipline environment, regarded as a component of school culture 

(Jones & Shindler, 2016). Laura had attended training in restorative practices, which 

focus on relationship-building and problem-solving to resolve conflict in positive and 

constructive ways rather than relying on punishment. The teachers who attended with 

her had implemented some of the practices in their classrooms, and Rebecca and 

Laura discussed ways to introduce those practices to the rest of the staff in a way that 

would feel approachable. In one meeting, which Todd had left to handle a discipline 

situation, Rebecca and Laura discussed under what circumstances they should be 

contacting police. Laura and Rebecca agreed that calling the police should not be the 

administration’s default course of action, but Laura also commented that it was for 

the other schools in the district. Rebecca questioned whether the other schools were 

doing the right thing. As in other cases, consistency with the other district schools 

was less important to the West Coast administrators than adherence to their own 
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shared values, which included keeping their students--particularly their Latino/a 

students--safe. The decision not to follow the other schools’ practice was consistent 

with the administrators’ tendency to view West Coast as a unique environment, 

distinct from the other schools, and was indicative of their belief in a restorative 

rather than a punitive approach to discipline.   

 Unlike the administration’s experience with spurring teachers to take up 

instructional change, response to student behavior did appear to be an area where 

teachers carried out the administrators’ vision and goals in their classrooms. As often 

as the administrators discussed discipline cases in their meetings, they rarely raised 

concerns about teachers resisting the move to restorative practices. Notably, the 

administrators were not pushing hard for teachers to be proactive in implementing 

restorative practices in their classrooms; they were taking the approach, mentioned 

above, of having more willing and enthusiastic teachers learn the practices themselves 

and share them with staff. Still, suspension rates were low at West Coast, per the data 

collected by the California Department of Education, and the two assistant principals 

worked to prevent students from missing instruction due to behavior.  

Curricular Programs to Increase Equity in Academic Rigor and Outcomes 

 The commitment to student success, particularly for Latino/a students and, 

among them, ELs, also drove West Coast’s academic goals and curricular changes. 

This attitude emerged in Rebecca’s repeated references to the adoption of IB 

(International Baccalaureate) as a “social justice project,” aimed at raising the level of 

rigor for all students, ensuring that “advanced” courses were not accessible only to 
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students coming from privileged backgrounds. By replacing a required social science 

course with an IB course for all students, West Coast guaranteed that even students 

who might not self-select into IB courses would take at least one IB course. The 

administration also planned to embed another IB course into AVID (Advancement 

Via Individual Determination), a 4-year program designed to support 

underrepresented students in preparing for college. This adaptation made space in 

schedules for students whose elective choices were limited by their involvement in 

AVID. The administration also voiced a commitment to monitor shifts in enrollment 

as students transferred to West Coast to be part of the IB program; they did not want 

the program to change the demographic make-up of the school by drawing large 

numbers of white, middle-class students from outside the school’s neighborhood 

boundaries.  

 Even as West Coast worked to engage ELs in higher-level content learning, 

however, Laura, one of the assistant principals, and Lucía, the community liaison, 

expressed concern that many West Coast teachers did not hold ELs to the same 

standard as other students. Lucía explained that ELs, especially recent immigrant 

students, needed to learn the academic and behavioral expectations of the US school 

system and would benefit from having those expectations made clear. She said she 

had observed that teachers, in an effort to be supportive of ELs, subjected them to 

“pobrecito syndrome” 5(Paredes Scribner, 1995), lowering academic expectations and 

letting behaviors slide because of the challenges they believed these students were 

 
5 Pobrecito is a Spanish word meaning “poor little one.” 
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facing outside of school. Laura similarly expressed a desire for teachers to strike 

balance between showing compassion and holding ELs to high standards: 

I think there’s a tendency to say, well, they don’t know, you know, and go a 
little bit too…more to the side…that sort of like poor…pobrecito kind of 
attitude, and I think you can balance an understanding of where they’re 
coming from, and that they have…they’ve had a different educational 
experience than many of our students, but at the same time, they’re in our 
school system now, and so, you know, we need to show them that this is how 
it works in our school system, and you can do that in a way that’s respectful 
and, you know, gentle, but you still need to do it, like you can’t just brush it 
off and say, well, they just don’t know any better.   
 

Todd, the assistant principal, was also aware that Lucía had this concern and 

commented in an administration meeting that she was interested in assessing the level 

of rigor in ELD courses and making recommendations. However, in my observation, 

the administrative team had not discussed this concern about low expectations for 

ELs among themselves, and while Lucía and both assistant principals mentioned it to 

me separately, I never heard Rebecca address it. If this attitude was in fact pervasive 

among faculty, it was likely to present challenges as the school worked to raise 

academic expectations schoolwide.  

 There are two possible explanations for the tendency of teachers at West 

Coast to hold lower standards for ELs, if that was in fact the case and not just the 

perception of Lucía and the assistant principals. One is that teachers harbored 

unconscious bias and deficit views of ELs, conflating their still-developing English 

proficiency with low academic ability and inability to understand the expectations of 

school. The other is that teachers, embracing the school goal of increased graduation 

rates for ELs, were doing what they believed best for these students, focusing more 
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on caring for them than on ensuring their learning. Lucía and Laura both told me that 

they suspected the latter, and if it was the latter, then at least some teachers were 

misinterpreting the administrators’ messages about equity, perhaps assuming they 

needed to simplify content and lower learning expectations in order to support ELs in 

successfully completing their courses. This tendency to lower academic expectations 

for ELs in the interest of supporting them academically is a common trend that 

language education scholars have addressed (Bunch et al., 2012; Callahan, 2005; 

Harklau, 1994; Kanno & Kangas, 2014). While this type of simplification can be 

well-intentioned, it represents a misunderstanding on the part of teachers of their 

responsibility to provide scaffolding and support for ELs’ learning. This aspect of the 

school culture was also likely to present challenges when the school began 

implementing IB coursework and aligned their regular curriculum to IB to prepare all 

students for this advanced-level curriculum.  

Strengthening Culture with Routines  

 As Deal and Peterson (1999) explained, organizational culture is developed 

and strengthened in part by rituals and symbols. At West Coast, it was clear from 

observations of meetings and other events the important role that routines played in 

reinforcing shared values and fostering a collaborative environment. The 

administrators at West Coast provided food at every staff meeting, and they asked 

members of the instructional leadership team to take turns providing snacks for their 

meetings. Though it was little more than a symbolic gesture, the food did appear to 

bring about friendly interaction. Teachers socialized before the start of faculty 
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meetings and during breaks as they got their food, and homemade cookies at 

leadership team meetings occasionally led to conversation about recipes and who at 

home did the cooking. At faculty meetings, students from the AVID program 

presented a model of the school’s mascot to a teacher they felt had supported their 

learning. This served both as a positive recognition of teachers’ efforts to support 

students and as a reminder to other teachers of the types of strategies that students 

found helpful. Also, as part of the reforms to student discipline, Laura, one of the 

assistant principals, had spearheaded a student recognition program. Teachers were 

encouraged to submit names of students who modeled the positive behaviors the 

school had identified, and the administration periodically selected names at random 

and went to their classrooms to congratulate them and present them with a small 

token such as a school sticker. Laura commented that she had expected students to 

dismiss this recognition as insignificant, but that she was pleasantly surprised to see 

how much they appreciated it, and how enthusiastically their classmates celebrated 

the students who were recognized.   

Peterson: Struggling to Rebuild Positive Culture 

In my initial interview with him, Richard, the Peterson principal, wove school 

culture into his discussion of English Learner education at Peterson. He explained 

that by pushing support into mainstream courses rather than running shadow and 

other support classes for ELs, he and the other administrators had freed ELs to take 

more electives, which provided them with a more equitable educational experience, 

being included in the full range of offerings, as well as with opportunities for 



 
 

 162 

“socialization,” which Richard argued was just as important as academic instruction. 

Indeed, the desire to foster positive relationships among students, among teachers, 

and between students and teachers permeated the Peterson administrators’ 

conversations in most of the meetings I observed, and several times in these 

conversations they made direct connections between relationships and student 

learning. But from both the administrators’ and teachers’ perspectives, rebuilding a 

strong, positive school culture after a difficult few years had been challenging at 

Peterson. All three administrators identified school culture as a high priority, 

particularly as they worked to improve instruction and academic outcomes for ELs 

and overall. 

Lacking Clarity in Vision and Goals. 

 From some of the teachers’ perspectives, Peterson lacked clarity on its goals 

and identity as a school. In one of the focus group meetings during the WASC visit, a 

few teachers expressed this concern. They commented that when the school had first 

adopted New Tech, there was a strong sense of commitment on the part of teachers, 

but over time, as new teachers had been hired, the definition of what it meant for 

Peterson to be a New Tech school had become muddied and had lost meaning. The 

Professional Development Team had also identified a clear definition and renewed 

commitment to New Tech as a priority for professional development. In response to 

these concerns, Richard planned a meeting in April to redefine the school’s mission 

and revisit the definition of New Tech as it applied to Peterson. Richard, however, 

was not himself convinced this would be a particularly meaningful activity. As he 
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explained to me before the meeting, he felt that developing a definition and a mission 

would have limited significance; the depth of meaning, he explained, would come 

through the work of professional learning teams, and the products they “put on the 

table” would make the principles and commitments concrete. When Richard 

introduced the activity to the staff, he said, “This could be a super quick activity, like 

‘yeah, that’s where we’re at.’”  

 The activity was not as quick or as easy as Richard had anticipated, but he was 

right in anticipating a lack of depth in the discussion of the school’s mission absent 

concrete examples. Instead, teachers’ conversations focused on staff and student 

accountability, and two of the faculty small groups had the phrase “buy-in” written on 

their posters. During the break, I asked Richard what he thought about the repeated 

references to accountability and buy-in, and he responded, “That’s the trust issue.” He 

said he had intentionally put at least one teacher in each group whom “people don’t 

trust” so that all the groups would have to navigate those relationships. On what basis 

he had determined who those people were was unclear. It appeared from watching 

faculty interactions over the course of that year that who was trusted and who was not 

depended on the teachers’ perspectives. By the end of the meeting, Richard had a 

slightly revised mission statement projected on the screen: 

Peterson is where project and problem-based learning is at the core of 
instruction, making student learning authentic and connected to our 
community. Adult and student learning is done collaboratively and 
purposefully so all students are emotionally and academically supported, 
giving them the opportunity to achieve, succeed, and realize their potential. 
Pillars are implemented and assessed so that all students are college and career 
ready.   
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Interestingly, although “buy-in” or “accountability” appeared on almost every group’s 

poster, no one raised these topics in the large-group discussion or proposed adding 

them to the mission statement, including the assistant principals, who were both 

assigned to groups. Richard also saw these items on the posters but said nothing about 

them in the large-group discussion either. So this issue that seemed to be on the minds 

of a number of teachers as they discussed the school’s mission went unaddressed. The 

actual revision of the mission statement did indeed turn out to be a quick, relatively 

uncomplicated activity. 

 At the end of the year, however, Manuel, one of the two assistant principals, 

pointed out that the staff had not actually reached consensus on the definition in this 

meeting, but in retrospect, he thought the meeting was still an important starting 

point: 

 Manuel: We had a definition, we had a whole meeting where we 
defined ourselves, and now we have a vision, a mission, pillars, core 
values.  Now we have a definition, and even at the definition one of 
the teachers said well half the room didn’t even agree with it, but they 
didn’t even raise their hands because they just felt tired. 

 
Heather: That was the meeting that I attended, I think. 
 
Manuel: You know there was one teacher, and I don’t know if you 
were in the room, that said the definition sucks.  But no one brought it 
up. 
 
Heather: Oh, I didn’t hear that. 
 
Manuel: Yeah, at an [instructional leadership team meeting} I think, 
and I’m like oh my God, when are we ever gonna get traction?  We 
can’t please everyone even though we’re trying to please everyone.  
We’re trying to do things that people are recommending to do: have an 
open conversation, define it, do this, do that.  Ok, we do, we do, we 
do, and people are still not going to be 100%.  So, the success for me 
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is we opened it up for us to really grapple with it because this is 
holding back our culture and relationships.   
 

Developing a clear vision of New Tech at Peterson was important, especially for 

English Learners, not only for the value of shared beliefs and goals among staff but 

also because New Tech shaped the types of language and literacy tasks students were 

asked to engage with in classes across subject areas. To the extent that shared vision 

and teacher collaboration are mutually reinforcing (Leithwood & Jantzi, 1990; 

Waldron & McLeskey, 2010), establishing a shared understanding of what it meant to 

be a New Tech school had the potential to bring about richer, more focused 

collaboration, in turn supporting improvement in instruction (Barth, 1990).  

“Accountability” and “Trust” 

References to staff and student “accountability” appeared repeatedly in the 

Peterson observation data, with both assistant principals and some teachers 

expressing a desire for stronger accountability and Richard resisting that push. In my 

initial interview with Manuel, who was a new assistant principal at the time, he 

commented, even as he was just beginning to adjust to the school, that there seemed 

to be “deals” that had been made in what he called a “godfather-style administration.” 

Manuel explained that his challenge had been to understand how these processes 

worked and compared the school to a “river that has been flowing for a long time” 

that he was now jumping into. Notably, in the instructional leadership team meeting 

that same afternoon, during the tense exchange over the CareerCoach program’s 

impact on social studies class, a PE teacher commented, “We do handshakes with 

people.” An example of one such “handshake” came up in an administration meeting, 
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when Richard, the principal, acknowledged to the assistant principals that a staff 

member had been given permission some years earlier to report to work later than the 

contract required in exchange for additional afterschool duties he had taken on. Julie, 

the assistant principal who was now supervising this staff member, had not been told 

about this and expressed some frustration to Richard when she learned it. Richard 

acknowledged the agreement was in place but declined to discuss it any further.  

Richard never raised the concern about staff accountability in any of our 

conversations; from his perspective, the issue was one of trust, as he commented in 

the faculty meeting about the school mission. In response to pressure from faculty to 

adopt a schoolwide classroom cell phone policy, Richard planned a meeting to 

develop a shared understanding of “Courtesy Mode,” a term that had come out of 

New Tech, the school’s project-based learning model, and agreed-upon norms for 

respectful behavior. This reframing appeared to reflect an orientation that emerged as 

a theme in my observations and conversations with Richard: He wanted the staff and 

leadership to work from shared understanding, shared vision, and trust in each other, 

rather than relying upon rules and consequences. However, from the perspective of 

both assistant principals and at least one teacher, Richard undermined that goal with 

the private agreements he made with individuals, releasing some from the 

expectations others were held to. 

If the behavior of individuals cannot be abstracted from the context in which 

they are working (Hartley, 2009; Sarason, 1996), both Richard’s apparently-

contradictory behavior and teachers’ resistance to his efforts to build a culture of 
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collaboration and trust were situated in the history of the school and, as I discuss in 

Chapter 7, the adoption of New Tech and resulting conflict. Richard did in fact have 

informal structures in place, such as agreements with individual staff members, that 

teachers and the assistant principals argued lacked transparency and felt inconsistent 

and unfair. Manuel’s use of the term “godfather-style” to describe Richard’s practice 

reflected the feelings that teachers expressed as well. Teachers’ demands for clear 

rules and accountability measures are unsurprising in this context. In an environment 

where expectations seemed variable and unclear, perhaps teachers craved clearly 

stated policies and consistent consequences for violating them. For his part, Richard 

acknowledged the “handshake deals” he had made with certain staff members but 

never, in my observation, conceded that they might be contributing to what he termed 

a “trust issue” among staff. When the assistant principals raised questions about one 

particular situation, Richard declined to discuss specifics and told the assistant 

principals they didn’t know the background. Richard, who had past relationships with 

many of the Peterson teachers as a teaching colleague before he moved into an 

administrative role, may have been protecting relationships by leaving agreements in 

place.  

Conflict and resentment among staff very clearly interfered with the 

administrators’ ability to shape instruction in ways that would have improved 

outcomes for ELs. As Richard explained to Manuel and again to Manuel and Julie in 

preparing for the meeting on Courtesy Mode, he believed the classroom behaviors 

teachers were frustrated by were rooted in lack of student engagement, which he 
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believed in turn was at least partly rooted in teacher-student relationships. Conflicting 

logics were at play here. A vocal faction of teachers was seeking increased 

accountability so they could be more effective in their classrooms; Richard was 

seeking to improve teacher effectiveness to reduce the need for accountability. Until 

this fundamental conflict was addressed, any successful professional development 

initiative was unlikely.  

 By as early as December, assistant principal Julie had earned praise from 

teachers for restoring some level of order on campus through student discipline. As 

she explained it, she had created consistency in consequences for such rule infractions 

as tardiness to class, classroom disruption, and truancy. Teachers commented in a 

focus group meeting during the WASC visit that they had seen a decline in these 

types of behaviors because students knew they would be “held accountable,” and they 

explicitly gave Julie credit for shifting this aspect of the culture. The approach Julie 

took contrasted sharply with the West Coast administration’s approach to discipline, 

which had shifted away from punishment toward problem-solving. It was clear, 

however, from a conversation Richard had with Manuel in December that he had 

hoped this initial punishment-driven approach would serve as a means to a desired 

end of shifting classroom culture. Richard commented to Manuel on Julie’s success in 

this area, noting that Julie “got buy-in” by making and keeping promises to the staff 

about student discipline, but he also noted that she had not required any commitment 

from the staff in return. The teachers, according to Richard, had appreciated the 

decreased disruptions brought about by Julie’s new enforcement of rules and 
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consequences, but they had not responded by shifting the culture of their classrooms, 

which was Richard’s ultimate goal. For Julie’s part, she reiterated in every 

conversation I had with her how overwhelmed she was by her job as it was; she did 

not visit classrooms and did not feel she had the capacity to do so with the way her 

job was structured.  

 Richard, however, continued to urge Julie to take a lead role in transforming 

classroom culture. In the early spring, Richard and Julie attended implicit bias 

training and spoke highly of the quality and value of the training in an administration 

meeting. Julie expressed enthusiasm for the potential of the principles and strategies 

to improve teacher-student relationships, to make classrooms more inclusive, and to 

make instruction more responsive to students’ diverse needs. In early April, Richard 

asked Julie in an administration meeting what she thought could be done with it in 

professional development. Julie responded that the content “directly ties to culture 

building,” which they had established they wanted to focus on in the next school year. 

She went on to say that she wanted the staff to have “real-life discussions,” focused 

not just on what the tools were but on how to use them in particular scenarios. 

Richard asked Julie to “start with the ideal” and develop a proposed plan for 

professional development. Julie responded, “We’d have to start planning now.” 

Richard answered, “Uh huh.” Julie expressed concern that teachers on the 

professional development team might not be enthusiastic about taking on this type of 

planning so late in the year. She said, “I don’t know how much buy-in we’re going to 

get.” Richard responded, “More than you think.” He added, “I want people to move 
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past the scars of the past, to see each other as colleagues with true respect.” He also 

wanted Julie to take ownership of this professional development initiative, and in an 

administration meeting in early May, she backed off, saying she would need training 

that she did not have and suggesting that it might be better to bring in an outside 

company. Richard, clearly frustrated, told her that if she could not lead it, they would 

cut it. 

Aspects of the culture at Peterson closely resembled what Olsen and Sexton 

(2009) found in one high school facing accountability pressure and characterized as 

threat rigidity, citing Staw et al. (1981). Staw and colleagues described the effects of 

threat on both individuals and organizations; individuals experience more rigidity in 

cognitive processes such as problem solving and deciphering unfamiliar stimuli, and 

at the organizational level, the flow of information is restricted, control is centralized 

and tightened, and resources are conserved in a concentrated focus on efficiency. 

Peterson showed some of the same responses that Olsen and Sexton described in their 

case study school. At Peterson, Richard seemed to shut down when challenged or 

confronted; as I mentioned in the previous chapter, I made several notes to myself 

during observations questioning why he would not engage a teacher’s or assistant 

principal’s question and instead seemed to exacerbate tension and frustration by 

going silent. Consistent with Staw’s description of individuals’ responses to threat, 

Richard’s responses became increasingly rigid. As an organization as well, Peterson’s 

culture reflected such a response. While the school had seen improvement in 

graduation and college-going rates in recent years, it was still viewed as a low-
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achieving school. In addition, the ongoing conflicts over New Tech and other 

initiatives and the loss of a well-respected principal had, by teachers’ and 

administrators’ accounts, damaged the cohesiveness and shared vision the school had 

enjoyed in past years. In some ways, Richard appeared to give up as the year went on, 

dropping plans for professional development and instead hiring outside facilitators 

and only half-heartedly planning an annual staff luncheon. But in other ways, he 

tightened his grip on control, as I discuss in the next section, as did some department 

chairs. 

Administrators’ Roles and Relationships and the Impact on Culture 

 At both schools, the different administrators identified their own unique roles 

in shaping school culture, particularly as it related to equity and inclusion of ELs and 

other marginalized students. The schools’ administration teams had similar structures 

in that one of the two assistant principals oversaw counseling and the master schedule 

and therefore played a more direct role in curriculum and instruction than the other, 

who oversaw facilities, student activities, and attendance. These sharp boundaries 

around the assistant principals’ roles meant that each one had areas of the school, and 

its culture, that they uniquely shaped; however, tension among the administrators, 

which in part stemmed from the ways their jobs were defined, also impacted their 

efforts to shape the broader school culture.  

At both schools, the assistant principal overseeing facilities, student activities, 

and attendance identified areas where they believed they had made a direct impact on 

school culture but also expressed frustration with the nature of the job. At West 
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Coast, the responsibility for student discipline was shared among the two assistant 

principals, but at Peterson, Julie was primarily responsible for student discipline. As 

mentioned earlier, Peterson utilized what they called “support specialists,” teachers 

released from the classroom to respond to minor disciplinary infractions such as 

classroom disruption and tardiness for class. Julie oversaw the support specialists and 

handled the more serious issues that required suspension or expulsion. According to 

Julie, Peterson had a number of serious incidents such as fights that created 

substantial work for her. Between the discipline work and some challenges with staff 

members that she was supervising, Julie regularly expressed that she felt 

overwhelmed by her job. Laura, in a parallel position at West Coast, appeared to 

manage the workload effectively but explained in both our opening and closing 

interviews that she felt largely excluded from the real work of leading the school. 

At Peterson, in my first interview with Julie, she openly voiced her frustration 

with her job and her sense of having more to do than was feasible. She showed me 

her calendar alongside Richard’s and Manuel’s, which were shared with her, to 

illustrate how much fuller her schedule was than her administrative colleagues’. She 

showed me thick suspension packets and detailed the amount of time this paperwork 

took. She discussed her lack of involvement with instruction, noting that she was 

unable given her heavy workload to visit classrooms or to be involved with 

instructional leadership. She did, however, comment that she believed her efforts to 

deal more proactively with minor infractions had made a difference in how teachers 
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felt about their work and in the general orderliness of the campus. Richard confirmed 

this more than once, as did a group of teachers in a meeting I observed.  

Expressing similar concerns, Laura referred to the structure of the 

administration team at West Coast as a “pay-your-dues model”--based on the 

assumption that “management” responsibilities such as facilities, school safety, and 

student attendance were relegated to the new administrator. Laura explained that in 

this structure, “All the undesirable parts of [school administration] are put into one 

job,” which was her position, while Rebecca and Todd were “running the school.” 

Laura identified her strengths as curriculum and instruction. She spoke positively of 

her work with students and teachers, but she said she had little “interest or 

experience” in the facilities and safety-related duties. Like Julie, Lindsay did believe 

she had opportunities in her job to shape school culture. In our closing interview, 

Laura highlighted three personal successes she felt she’d had over the course of the 

year, and all three were related to school culture and equity. The first was her work 

with the activities director. Together, they had developed a student club to serve as a 

student leadership body outside of student government, which was limited to students 

who were elected to office or accepted by application into the class. Laura hoped the 

club would engage more students in leadership, including ELs, whose two periods of 

ELD limited their elective choices. Second, Laura discussed her participation with a 

team of teachers in restorative justice training, noting that she was pleasantly 

surprised by teachers’ enthusiasm about adopting restorative practices in their 

classrooms. Finally, Laura had shifted the focus of attendance oversight away from 
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truancies toward students with high numbers of excused absences. She had found that 

the majority of students with excused absences were white, while the majority of 

students marked truant were Latino/a, so in focusing on truancies, she had been 

concentrating her time disproportionately on Latino students. She also commented 

that there were “equity issues in requiring doctor’s notes,” which sometimes 

determined whether an absence was excused or unexcused. She had also involved the 

school’s community liaison in meeting with Spanish-speaking families to ensure that 

they received the same messages about attendance as English-speaking families. 

Laura stated that since she had made these changes, the school’s average attendance 

had improved markedly, and she felt the approach she was now taking was a more 

equitable one. 

In both Julie’s and Laura’s cases, though, their own frustrations led to tensions 

within the administration teams that came to a head at both schools. Just before the 

start of an administration team meeting at West Coast in January, as Rebecca and I 

waited in her office for the other administrators to arrive, Rebecca said to me, “We’re 

having a team issue. So if things seem weird…it’s because they’re weird.” From my 

perspective, things did not “seem weird” that day. The administration team engaged 

in routine discussion politely and respectfully as they always did. After the meeting, 

as I stood with Rebecca in the quad, she told me that Laura “threw down the gauntlet” 

the previous week, voicing her dissatisfaction with her job to Rebecca and making 

clear that she did not plan to return to the same position the following year. Rebecca 

had actually initiated the conversation, telling Laura that she (Laura) seemed visibly 
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unhappy and that her attitude was affecting the team. Over the next three months, 

Laura secured a new position for the 2019-2020 school year, and Rebecca hired from 

within the school to replace her. While Laura appeared to remain fully engaged in her 

job, and Rebecca never indicated that she thought Laura was doing less than was 

expected of her, it was clear from comments Rebecca made in passing throughout the 

spring that she was looking forward to starting fresh with a new team member the 

following year. Knowing as early as January that Laura would not be returning likely 

prevented the team from looking forward as a team and planning for the future as 

they otherwise might have.  

At Peterson, tension between Julie and Richard came to a head in an 

administration meeting at the end of March. Julie and Manuel had both been sharing 

their challenges in working with a staff member who had been dismissive of both of 

them. Richard told them he had not received complaints and that he needed specifics 

in order to address the issue. Julie told Richard that she believed people treated him 

differently as the principal, and he might not see what she and Manuel see in staff 

members’ behavior. Julie repeated something the staff member had told her about his 

job expectations the previous year. Richard confirmed that this was true; the staff 

member had not been asked to perform the same duties in previous years. This 

appeared to inflame Julie, and she responded, “I want to see that email.” This was the 

first time I had seen Julie become defiant with Richard, but he did not engage with 

this particular issue. Instead, he reminded the assistant principals that the school had 

been dysfunctional for some time and that staff oversight had not been a priority. He 
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added, “We can change the culture, but we have to be patient. It will take time.” At 

this point Julie pushed the issue and claimed more broadly that people were not 

experiencing “accountability” from Richard. Richard responded, “What are you 

saying?” She went on to accuse him of making “deals” and having side conversations 

with people, which undermined her and Manuel’s efforts to hold people accountable. 

Both Richard and Manuel sat silently while Julie talked, and when she stopped, 

Richard closed his computer, stood up, and told the assistant principals that he had 

another meeting and this was a good time to stop anyway.  

Julie told me during my next visit that she had apologized for behavior she 

described as unprofessional, but this incident is illustrative of three patterns that 

appeared in the Peterson data. The first was the prevailing belief that Richard’s 

tendency to make individual arrangements with people undermined a sense of trust on 

campus. Julie expressed very directly what others had said. The second was Richard’s 

disinclination to engage in conversation when he was challenged. This happened with 

teachers as well. In one instructional leadership meeting, a teacher asked if more 

could be done to increase parent participation and representation on the School Site 

Council. Richard quickly became defensive. At one point, he asked the teacher, 

“What are you saying?” and at another point said, “You’re implying no effort has 

been made.” Richard’s tone with Julie was similar. The third pattern was Julie’s and 

Manuel’s apparent feeling that they depended on Richard’s support to effectively 

supervise staff, particularly staff members who were not meeting expectations. 

During the conversation that escalated into conflict between Julie and Richard, 
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Manuel had described an incident in which the same staff member had dismissed a 

request he made. Richard suggested that he write it up, and Manuel resisted, 

explaining that he did not want any disciplinary action to revolve around his 

interaction with the staff member because he did not want to damage the working 

relationship. 

Despite the similar job duties and somewhat similar frustrations that Laura 

and Julie had at each school, neither of the principals (Richard nor Rebecca) ever 

indicated that the position itself was problematic, although research has long 

highlighted the problems with assistant principal roles that are overly focused on 

discipline and operational duties, low job satisfaction among them (Oleszewski et al., 

2012). I asked Rebecca in one conversation if she had ever held the job that Laura 

had. She said she had, and that her attitude towards the job had changed when she 

decided to focus on doing the job exceptionally well--making testing, fire drills, 

facilities maintenance, and other processes that fell under her domain smoother and 

more effective than they had ever been. In this way, she made her work valuable to 

teachers and found fulfillment in the job. Richard attributed most of Julie’s struggles 

to her newness in the position. He told me in one conversation that Julie needed to 

learn to prioritize and to accept that not everything could be done to the level of detail 

that Julie wanted and expected of herself.  

As Sarason (1996) suggested, if we examine the environments that Laura and 

Julie both occupied without considering them as individuals, we can begin to 

understand their experiences. We would see Laura spending large portions of the day 
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behind closed doors in her office with individual students or parents, or consulting 

with custodians and maintenance. We would see her frequently on the phone in her 

office. We would see her occasionally in meetings in the principal’s office but often 

walking in while the meeting was in progress or leaving before the others, often on 

her radio. We would rarely see her in classrooms. It is easy to conceive of Laura 

feeling excluded from the work of teaching and learning. Julie’s experience was 

perhaps more isolating because her office was in the attendance office, geographically 

removed from both of the other administrators and from the counselors. This 

particular administration team structure is not uncommon at the high school level, as 

suggested by the fact that both case study schools used it, but it did impact my ability 

to treat the administration teams as a unit for the purpose of my study. At West Coast, 

Laura made a significant effort to engage wherever possible in work related to 

classroom instruction. She conducted teacher evaluations and co-facilitated 

instructional leadership and staff meetings as often as possible. Julie at Peterson did 

not conduct teacher evaluations and was not responsible for facilitating, or even 

expected to attend, meetings related to teaching and learning such as instructional 

leadership meetings or professional development meetings. Peterson, unlike West 

Coast, did not have monthly faculty meetings.   

The structure of the administration teams at both schools created a kind of 

hierarchy, which Laura at West Coast was referring to when she described the 

structure as a “pay-your-dues” model. The administrator in Todd’s or Manuel’s role, 

by virtue of the position, worked more closely with the principal and with the 
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school’s technical core of teaching and learning. The other administrator worked in 

areas that were further removed from the technical core, managing such areas as 

facilities, activities, student attendance, and testing. Both Laura and Julie expressed 

not only dissatisfaction with their own job responsibilities but also resentment of the 

other assistant principal. And both Laura and Julie expressed to me in interviews that 

they would have less to say about the topic of English Learner education than the 

other administrators because they were less involved with teaching and learning. As I 

finished my final interview with Julie and got up to leave, she asked, “Was any of this 

stuff even relevant for you?” Although I found this to be less the case with Laura, 

who actually did speak knowledgeably about instruction on campus and about ELs’ 

classroom experiences, neither expressed that they felt they were part of a team 

addressing issues of equity in teaching and learning together. 

Just as Laura and Julie held similar roles, so did the other two assistant 

principals: Todd at West Coast and Manuel at Peterson. In reflecting on their own 

impact over the course of the year, both identified elements of school culture in their 

successes. Todd said that through working particularly hard to honor teachers’ 

requests in building the master schedule, he had built “capital” with teachers that 

would support their willingness to take on the challenges of implementing IB. In this 

way, he said, he had contributed to a more collaborative culture characterized by 

shared decision making: 

So it kind of…it feels kind of small because it’s just master schedule, but it’s 
more like I think people feel like this is a big team effort, and that’s what our 
goal was this…we need to flatten the hierarchy a little bit, and build 
engagement, and make it so that people feel like there’s a transparency in the 
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conversation that allows them to be part of the solution… in many schools, 
and in our school in particular, there’s a lot of, well, just tell me what to do, 
you know, just kind of, you’re in charge, you’re the leader…And we’ve been 
putting a ton of work into, no, that’s not how we do things, and there’s a lot of 
resistance about that…But we were doing a lot of like, well, we’re not gonna 
make that decision because we all need to implement it, so like let’s talk about 
it a little bit, let’s hash it out, let’s brainstorm some things...it’s created a 
situation where we’re not totally there yet, but we’re getting way better at 
buy-in and engagement, and teachers being a part of the solution. 
 

This explanation that Todd provided also nicely illustrates the interconnectedness that 

the administrators saw among school culture, teacher leadership, and student learning. 

Todd saw successful implementation of IB, which was targeted toward raising the 

level of rigor for all students, as depending on teacher engagement, which depended 

on a collaborative culture and “flattening” of the “hierarchy.”  

 At Peterson, Manuel also viewed school culture as the highest of priorities, 

arguing that it enables or hinders all other efforts: 

 There is something that I picked up a long time ago that culture will eat 
anything else for dinner, for breakfast, lunch and dinner.  We can serve the 
best instructional program, the top-of-the-line curriculum, the top-of-the-line 
PDs and we can have it all, but if the culture isn’t set it’s not going anywhere.  
It’s just not…So, for me the culture, the Peterson culture needs a heavy 
investment.  We need to get back on track.  We need to get our head straight, 
we need to heal the wounds, we need to hash some things out, but we need to 
move forward at the end of the day. 

 
When I asked Manuel how well positioned he felt to do that, he responded that he felt 

well positioned because he had worked to keep systems running smoothly so that 

teachers knew they could trust him to manage the educational services side of the 

school, and from there, he could build on what he had in place and “take it to the next 

level.”   
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Manuel also felt, however, that while Peterson had taken an important step in 

revisiting its mission as a New Tech school, the structure and culture of the 

administration team were such that he as an assistant principal had little opportunity 

to shape the direction of the school. He compared his role to serving dinner on a ship: 

Is it the culture, is it the dynamic, is it the [district] thing to do that these 
positions, or at least the one that I walked into, I felt it more of keep it afloat?  
Keep it afloat and the ship is going where it’s going either because of time or 
momentum or-, like it’s just moving and I’m just like serving dinner.  I don’t 
know where we’re going.  I haven’t been on the top deck, or I’ve been to the 
top deck but we’re going that way, fine, I’m still having to serve dinner.  I 
don’t contribute much towards let’s go-, instead of that; let’s go over there.  I 
think the principal says we’re going over there, you still serve dinner.  I think 
that’s kind of the way it felt.  
 
This perception that Manuel had of his role at Peterson appeared quite 

different from that of Todd, who spoke of himself very much as a school leader at 

West Coast and used “we” in discussing the administration’s vision and goals. From 

my perspective, as from Manuel’s, it was unclear what might have contributed to his 

feeling that he was a manager, implementing plans rather than developing them. His 

newness to the school was certainly one possible factor. As Richard had said, he had 

taken on several responsibilities during the year of the study that he hoped to turn 

over to the assistant principals as they gained more experience in their jobs. District 

culture might also have played a role, although Richard often positioned his own site 

leadership as distinct from district leadership and culture. It is also notable that in my 

observations, Richard made a number of attempts to give the assistant principals 

significant autonomy and leadership responsibility, and they pulled back. Examples 

included his request that Julie develop a professional development proposal around 
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implicit bias, his suggestion that Manuel write up and conference with the 

insubordinate staff member, and, earlier in the year, the suggestion that they work 

together to design a professional development day in January. In all three cases, the 

assistant principals voiced reluctance based on lack of time, lack of training, or 

concern about repercussions.  

At the end of the school year, Richard accepted another principal position at a 

nearby school for the 2019-2020 school year, and the district appointed his successor 

rather than conducting a search. Both assistant principals at Peterson said they felt 

blindsided by the sudden announcement of Richard’s departure, but Richard had told 

me he had been considering other opportunities since the early spring. As Manuel put 

it, given the dissatisfaction of many staff members and the many challenging 

relationships, the new principal faced an “uphill climb.” Rebecca, on the other hand, 

left the school year excited about the coming year at West Coast, particularly the 

addition of a new, enthusiastic assistant principal to the administration team.  

School Culture and EL Leadership 

 The heavy emphasis that both administration teams placed on school culture 

suggests that all the administrators believed to some degree what Manuel expressed: 

“Culture will eat anything else for…breakfast, lunch, and dinner.” They viewed a 

strong, collaborative culture as foundational to improved instruction that would lead 

to improved academic outcomes for ELs and other underserved students. West Coast 

had been largely successful and, based on their WASC committee’s 

recommendations, the administration was feeling pushed to build on their positive 
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school culture and use it to advance instructional goals. Peterson continued to 

struggle to improve staff and student relationships and foster commitment to shared 

values, and Richard’s departure was likely to set them back somewhat, but both 

assistant principals believed some progress had been made toward arriving at shared 

agreements, especially with respect to commitment to New Tech, and they believed 

they could build on what had been done in the coming school year, even with the 

change in principal. 

 Because culture is a means through with administrators can indirectly impact 

student achievement, and because improving achievement for ELs was a central 

concern for both administration teams, it follows that culture would occupy a 

significant amount of time for administrators, individually and collectively. But the 

experiences of these two teams raises questions about whether culture can consume 

too much of school leaders’ attention, detracting from other efforts to improve 

teaching and learning. At West Coast, the WASC team commended the school’s work 

to establish a positive culture but encouraged them to redirect their action plan away 

from culture-related goals in the interest of addressing persistent disparities in 

academic achievement. At Peterson, while culture dominated the administration’s 

discussion of professional development throughout the year, the administrators, in my 

observation, took little action to move forward with the types of professional 

development that might have advanced the staff’s commitment to shared values and 

improved relationships, and they also missed opportunities to address curriculum and 

instruction more directly. At both schools, the desire to foster a positive culture also 
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seemed to lead administrators to highlight with teachers and parents the schools’ 

achievements rather than focusing on the areas where they were struggling and 

needed to improve, as both teachers and administrators observed. Both schools had 

work to do in order to improve learning for ELs beyond building a strong school 

culture.  

 The administrators at both schools clearly articulated a relationship between 

school culture and improved academic outcomes for English Learners. Explicitly, 

they saw a culture of inclusion and positive teacher attitudes toward ELs as being 

essential to providing ELs with access to rigorous coursework and other curricular 

and co-curricular opportunities, including elective courses and school leadership. 

Implicitly, they saw positive relationships and collaboration among staff as 

supporting positive changes to curriculum and improved instruction, which in turn 

would support ELs’ learning. Working to shape school culture then, was a means by 

which the administrators sought to exercise agency in mediating language policy.  

The West Coast administrators spent significant time with staff during the 

year of the study working to reinforce a strong sense of West Coast as an inclusive 

environment that embraced diversity and was fiercely committed to the success of 

traditionally underserved students, who at West Coast were primarily ELs and other 

Latino/a students. While the school still had much to do in creating a system of 

interventions, a goal identified in their self-study report for their accreditation, the 

administrators had laid groundwork for building these structures by cultivating a 

shared commitment to supporting students’ success. And as the administrators shifted 



 
 

 185 

the school’s stated goals to align with those of the International Baccalaureate (IB), 

the curricular program the school had just adopted, they would be working to lay 

groundwork for the changes to curriculum and instruction that would be required in 

IB implementation.  As discussed further in the next chapter, however, the 

administrators expressed some concern that the move from shared beliefs to action 

proved challenging. In shaping the discipline environment, the administrators also 

worked to challenge status-quo discipline practices that disproportionately impact 

students of color, even attempting to distinguish West Coast as a uniquely safe and 

supportive environment for students who might be labeled and “targeted,” as Rebecca 

put it, at the other district schools. The administrators had the ability to influence 

school culture, and they used it in order to further equity for English Learners and to 

foster the collaborative environment that would support improved teaching and 

learning. 

At Peterson, the administrators placed the same high value on strong school 

culture that the West Coast administration did, but unlike the West Coast 

administrators, who considered school culture a strength to be built upon, the 

Peterson administrators identified school culture as a challenge that was hindering 

other efforts toward improved instruction. Richard, the principal, argued that a 

negative culture and issues with “trust” would have prevented him from conducting 

the school’s accreditation process as the Western Association of Schools and 

Colleges (WASC) intends. But in this case, rather than trying to address those issues, 

he worked around them by writing the report himself, as I discuss in the next chapter. 
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While he attempted to clarify the school vision around New Tech, the school’s 

adopted instructional model, he expressed little faith that the activity would lead to 

any real change and framed and led the activity in a way that communicated this to 

the faculty. As Richard explained to me, he believed shared vision would emerge 

from concrete work, not that shared vision was necessary groundwork for concrete 

work. All three administrators at Peterson did express, though, that they believed 

working on staff and student relationships, and specifically socioemotional learning 

and implicit bias, were important priorities for the following year, in part because, as 

Richard explained to Manuel, student engagement, and in turn student learning, 

would stem from positive relationships. So while the administrators at Peterson did 

not undertake the same types of actions to shape culture during the year of the study 

that the West Coast administrators did, it was apparent from their comments that they 

also understood school culture as a means by which they could mediate policy and 

shape teaching and learning, particularly for underserved students such as English 

Learners who were not finding success in their classes. 

School Culture and Structuration Theory 

 In designing this study, I did not consider school culture as a potentially 

relevant phenomenon for language policy implementation. I had envisioned 

administrators discussing such topics as English Learners’ course placement, 

professional development for teachers, and academic interventions. I realized, though, 

in my first observation at West Coast when I listened to the animated discussion of 

dance ticket prices, that I would have to expand my conception of the range of 
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possible ways administrators might exercise agency in realizing their own visions for 

ELs and in attending to policy mandates. In working to shape culture, the 

administrators created meso-level structures (Rigby et al., 2016) that served as a 

mediating space between the institutional level and the classroom. The culture-related 

messages that administrators conveyed reflected how they made meaning of equity 

discourses, and the actions they took mediated policy messages, shaping what equity 

meant on their campuses. When the West Coast administrators pushed to change 

student leadership’s policy on dance ticket pricing, they interpreted equity as access 

to the school structures already in place, rather than, for example, the development of 

new and different types of student activities that might appeal to a more diverse 

population of students. When the Peterson administrators allocated one of only a few 

schoolwide professional development days to defining “Courtesy Mode,” they 

attempted to shift the teachers’ focus on classroom goals from compliance to 

engagement, in a climate of mutual trust and respect.  

 School culture, in this sense, was a means by which school administrators 

worked to exercise agency in molding policy messages toward their own visions for 

ELs and other underserved students on their campuses. In my initial interview with 

the two principals, I asked what they were most proud of in the school’s work with 

English Learners. Both responses were about shared vision and commitment, core 

elements of school culture. And as Giddens (1984) theorized in structuration, the 

administrators used rules and resources available to them and worked to transform 

them, as with the dance ticket pricing policy and the use of Courtesy Mode to clarify 
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a vision for classroom culture. The reworking of these existing structures constituted 

leadership tasks that mediated policy by highlighting particular issues as important 

and in need of attention and by casting policy discourses into concrete forms that 

gave them meaning in the local contexts. By shaping shared meaning and giving new 

symbolic meaning to specific structures, the administrators created the potential for 

transformation in both classroom interactions and student activities. 

In the next chapter, I turn to the administrators’ leveraging of policies and 

tools to advance their goals. The administrators at both schools, within the context of 

their school cultures and leadership structures, used policies, programs, and other 

tools to spur change that had been slow or stalled, to provide direction for teachers, 

and, in some cases, to resist competing initiatives that they saw as detracting from 

their goals.  
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Chapter 7: Leveraging Policies and Tools to Drive Change 

 The previous two chapters have discussed how, at West Coast and Peterson, 

distributed leadership and school culture worked as mechanisms through which 

administrators exercised agency to shape instruction for ELs and also worked in ways 

that at times undermined the administrators’ efforts. In this chapter, I turn to the 

administrators’ interaction with language policy, analyzing ways in which the 

administrators not only mediated and implemented policies but in some cases turned 

to policies to help them advance their goals, and in other cases chose policies to 

center and use as levers for change. 

 In defining policy, I draw on Ball’s conception of policy both as text and as 

discourse. This is particularly important for language policy related to English 

Learners, which carries with it language ideologies that often position students 

designated as ELs as deficient. Dominant language ideologies prevalent in 

educational institutions value English and fail to recognize ELs’ own rich linguistic 

repertoires as assets, instead highlighting these students’ lack of proficiency in 

English (Gutiérrez & Orellana, 2006; Olvera, 2015). Like any type of policy, 

language policy can be implemented in ways that reinforce these ideologies or that 

challenge them and transform structure and practice. Research has demonstrated that 

school leaders who deeply understand language and language policies can leverage 

the policies to advance social justice (Mavrogordato & White, 2020)  

Policy implementation emerged as its own phenomenon in policy study in the 

1970s, when it became apparent that poor management in organizations did not 
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adequately explain the dissimilarity between the design and goals of a policy and how 

the policy took shape in classrooms (McLaughlin, 1987). Honig (2006) organized the 

history of policy implementation research into what she called three “waves.” The 

first wave was a “focus on what gets implemented” (p. 5). During this wave, in the 

1960s and 1970s, researchers analyzed implementation of large-scale federal policies 

and found that implementation had failed. According to Honig, researchers, operating 

on the assumption of a rational system with rational actors acting in their own 

interests, attributed these failures to conflicting interests. Individuals did not carry out 

policy directives because they lacked either the capacity or the will to do so. In the 

second wave of implementation research, which Honig labeled, “Attention to what 

gets implemented over time,” researchers began to take longitudinal approaches to 

implementation analysis, recognizing that implementation changes as schools and 

districts adapt and that over time, implementation more closely resembles policy 

design. Also during this wave, researchers began to consider individuals 

implementing policy as knowledgeable agents making conscious decisions about 

implementation with the best interests of their students in mind. Still, Honig noted, 

while research during this period acknowledged that implementation variables 

existed, it did little to examine how those variables shaped implementation. Studies 

during this period reflected a “top-down” orientation, assuming that local 

implementation should conform to the intentions of the policy design (p. 6). Honig’s 

third “wave” of implementation is labeled, “Growing concern with what works.” 

Research during this period began to explore nuances in policy itself, such as the 
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policy instruments at work, as well as the specific ways in which actors at various 

levels served as mediators in policy implementation. McLaughlin (1987) also stressed 

the importance of understanding “why” and “how” in addition to “what” and “how 

much” in analyzing local variability in policy implementation.  

Berman and McLaughlin (1976) challenged earlier approaches to policy 

implementation analysis by shifting from a focus on “fidelity of implementation” (p. 

350) to a focus on the implementation process, which included what they called 

“mutual adaptation” -the adaptation of the reform to the local context combined with 

the adaptation of the local context to the reform. Mutual adaptation is contrasted with 

non-implementation, where neither the reform nor the implementers adapt, and 

cooptation, where the implementers adapt the reform to their own context but do not 

change their behavior in response to the reform. In their study, the authors found that 

mutual adaptation occurred only when the reform was “preceded by attitudes and 

commitments associated with problem-solving” (p. 353). In highlighting the 

reciprocal nature of the process--and the assumption that any top-down reform to be 

implemented in a local context presents problems to be solved--Berman and 

McLaughlin laid groundwork for more nuanced analyses of the variations in policies, 

actors, and contexts and how those variations shape policy implementation.  

Two examples of such nuanced analyses are Datnow’s study of the politics of 

reform adoptions in schools (Datnow, 2000) and Olsen and Kirtman’s study of 

teachers’ mediation of school reform. Datnow attended to the relationships between 

how particular reforms were adopted in schools and teachers’ buy-in. Using interview 
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and focus group data, Datnow found that teachers tended to resist reform or only 

implement it symbolically when they felt coerced into adopting it. When principals 

initiated reform adoption, however, so the choice appeared based on the needs of the 

school, teachers were more likely to buy in and implement the reform more fully in 

their classrooms. Datnow also considered the nature of the reform policy as a factor 

in the implementation process; when teachers felt that reform was being imposed 

upon them, they tended to choose reforms that demanded only superficial change. 

Datnow also noted teachers may have engaged in “retrospective sensemaking,” 

describing their own involvement in the reform adoption differently depending on 

how well they believed the reform was working. Olsen and Kirtman (2002) explored 

the interplay of various types of influences on teachers’ mediation of reform policy. 

The authors identified three “strands” of influence: schoolwide influences such as the 

school’s organizational structure and available resources; the formal implementation 

process, including staff development provided and the nature and history of the 

reform itself; and individual influences, including teachers’ personal experiences, 

stage in their career, personal relationships, and history with the reform. Olsen and 

Kirtman found complex interactions among individual influences as well as among 

the three strands in terms of how teachers implemented reforms in their classrooms. 

Both of these studies, by deeply examining factors that influence teachers’ attitudes 

toward and enactment of reform, contribute to a broader understanding of the 

complexity of reform implementation and, specifically, the interaction between 

individuals with their own experiences and beliefs and larger schoolwide variables 
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and processes. These studies from teachers’ perspectives can inform understanding of 

administrators’ roles as mediators of policy, particularly since they both indicate that 

administrators’ messages and actions influence teachers’ implementation of the 

policy.  

Following her historical overview of the three waves of policy implementation 

research, Honig (2006) argued that the next phase of implementation research must 

take on complexity, given that policy designs have evolved and become more varied 

and that new knowledge of the interplay among “policy, people, and places” (p. 10) 

calls for deeper inquiry into how and why these interactions shape policy 

implementation.  All of this work informed my exploration of administrators’ 

mediation of language policy; it underscores how policy is shaped and transformed in 

implementation and how the relationships among individuals, the local context, and 

the larger policy context can lead to transformation. 

 Interpretive policy analysis (Yanow, 2007), which I discussed in Chapter 3, 

provided an important lens for the analysis I discuss in this chapter. Interpretive 

policy analysis centers a policy’s meaning not in the text itself but in the interpretive 

context. In drawing on interpretive policy analysis for this study, I chose to focus on 

the ways that administrators and other leaders constructed meaning out of policy text 

through their discussions and their actions as they implemented policies themselves 

or mediated them for teachers. Ball, Maguire, & Braun (2009) wrote,  

Policies – new and old – are set against and alongside existing commitments, 
values and forms of experience. In other words, a framework for policy 
enactments will need to consider a set of objective conditions in relation to a 
set of subjective ‘interpretational’ dynamics. Thus, the material, structural and 
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relational need to be incorporated into policy analysis in order to make better 
sense of policy enactments at the institutional level (p. 32).  
 

The same policies took shape differently in the two schools, and the findings from 

this study suggest that a number of factors played important roles in shaping how the 

administrators mediated and implemented policies: the site administrators’ own goals 

for ELs; their understandings of broader policy goals; and the unique school contexts, 

including the programs and structures in place that the administrators valued, all 

played important roles in shaping how the administrators implemented and mediated 

policies. The two administrative teams also exercised some choice regarding which 

policies drove the staff’s work around ELs and to what extent.  

 Prior to my first round of data analysis, I had designated “Policy” as a 

deductive code as language policy was central to all three of my research questions. 

During the first round of analysis, I coded comments about International 

Baccalaureate (IB), the curricular program that West Coast was in the process of 

adopting, and New Tech, the project-based learning model that Peterson had adopted, 

as “Special Programs.” Through this analysis, however, I saw that IB and New Tech, 

in defining language and literacy outcomes and shaping the language and literacy 

practices teachers and students would engage with during instruction, functioned as 

de facto language policy. In the second round of analysis, then, I co-coded “Special 

Programs” with “Policy” in order to capture these programs as policies in the 

analysis. Once comments on these two programs were included in the “Policy” data 

set, it became evident to me that the administrators saw these programs and other 

policies as tools they could use to advance their goals.  
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Research has explored the ways that school leaders not only implement policy 

but take hold of it and use it to lead instruction and advance their goals. Ball, Maguire 

& Braun (2009) distinguished between “interpretation” of policy and “translation” of 

policy, explaining that translation “is a sort of third space between policy and 

practice…[and] an iterative process of making institutional texts and putting those 

texts into action” (Ball, et al., 2009, p. 58). School leaders act as policy mediators by 

shaping the policy message, engaging in interaction around the policy, and structuring 

teacher learning opportunities (Coburn, 2005). Beyond these mediation activities, 

though, they can also use policy in transformational ways (Mavrogordato & White, 

2019; Miller, Pavlakis, Lac, & Hoffman, 2014). The administration teams at both 

West Coast and Peterson at times treated policies as tools that they used for various 

purposes: to guide teachers’ work on curriculum and instruction; to set in motion 

progress they felt had been slow or stalled, and to resist district initiatives that might 

interfere with their own goals.  

At West Coast, the administration used the school’s adoption of the 

International Baccalaureate (IB) program to drive some of the changes they wanted to 

see in curriculum and instruction. The program would require all departments to 

make changes to their curricula to align to IB outcomes and, in the subject areas 

where IB courses would be offered, to align their curricula vertically to prepare 

students for those courses. Rebecca, the West Coast principal, had explained that IB 

was likely to draw students from within and outside the district, helping to address 

concerns about low enrollment. West Coast’s WASC (Western Association of 
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Schools and Colleges) accreditation process also spurred the identification of goals 

and action steps, which all three administrators hoped would help to guide changes to 

instruction and assessment as well as the development of interventions for students 

not meeting academic and behavioral expectations.  

At Peterson, Richard, the principal, and Manuel, one of the assistant 

principals, described New Tech as a tool they believed they could leverage to raise 

both academic expectations and outcomes, especially for English Learners and other 

underserved students. Richard described the model as calling for student engagement 

in meaningful academic work and for the integration of content learning and the 

development of thinking, communication, and literacy practices. Especially because 

Peterson’s EL population was comprised almost exclusively of long-term ELs, both 

Principal Richard and Vice Principal Manuel identified effective project-based 

instruction as central to improving outcomes for ELs. In addition to New Tech, 

Peterson also had established partnerships with several outside projects and 

organizations, including CareerCoach, discussed in the previous chapter, and two 

organizations connected to local universities that provided college counseling to 

students. As both Richard and Manuel commented, while each of these organizations 

provided services that aligned with school goals, their convergence created a sense of 

disorganization that undermined the support they provided.  

Both administrative teams explicitly sought to use policies and other 

mechanisms to help them advance their goals and meet the external mandate to 

improve outcomes for ELs, but these efforts looked different and yielded different 
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outcomes at the two sites. The data for this study suggest three key differences: 1. 

The policies, tools, and mechanisms converged in different ways at the two sites, 

complementing one another at West Coast and interfering with one another and 

creating overload for teachers and administrators at Peterson; 2. The two principals 

managed the WASC accreditation process in different ways, with Rebecca at West 

Coast intentionally involving teachers at every stage of the process and Richard at 

Peterson largely writing the report on his own; 3. While each site had adopted a 

program intended to shape curriculum and instruction, West Coast’s teachers had 

recently agreed on the IB adoption and were approaching it enthusiastically, while 

teachers’ enthusiasm for New Tech at Peterson was inconsistent, as discussed in the 

previous chapter. Thus, while both administrative teams worked deliberately to use 

policies and other tools as leverage to advance their own goals for ELs, these 

differences led to different outcomes. At West Coast, by the end of the study year, the 

administrators felt positive about the school’s progress toward aligning curriculum, 

increasing academic rigor for all students, and developing an effective system of 

interventions; at Peterson, the WASC process had been defeating for all three 

administrators, and while all three pointed to successes they felt they had experienced 

during the school year, none expressed that they had achieved momentum in 

improving curriculum and instruction.  

In the remainder of the chapter, I discuss the specific programs and policies at 

each school and how the administrators sought to leverage them to advance their 

goals, as well as the factors that appeared to facilitate their success or lead to 



 
 

 198 

challenges. Insights from institutional theory, including competing logics, and 

distributed leadership help to explain how the administrators enacted their leadership 

roles in interactions with each other, with members of the school communities, and 

with the policies themselves with the goal of transforming classroom practice to 

promote equity for ELs and other underserved students. 

Adopting IB at West Coast: A “Social Justice Project” 

 Before discussing how the West Coast administrators worked to leverage IB 

to improve outcomes for ELs, it is important to consider the context of IB’s growth in 

the U.S. The underrepresentation of minority students and students from low-income 

families in advanced curricular programs such as AP and IB has been highlighted in 

research (Caspary, et al., 2015; Kenesson, 2019; Perna, et al., 2015; Theokas & 

Saaris, 2013). In response, both the College Board, which administers AP courses and 

exams, and the International Baccalaureate Organization, which administers the IB 

program, have actively promoted increased access and equity in these programs. 

Unlike AP, which is comprised of stand-alone courses, IB offers an IB Diploma, 

comprised of courses in six subjects, a research-based extended essay, creative and 

service-related activities, and study of theory of knowledge. The Diploma Program, 

then, has the potential to become a school within a school (Vanderbrook, 2006), 

effectively placing students in the program on a separate curricular track from other 

students in the school. As concerns about equity of access to IB programs have 

grown, schools and districts have increasingly cast an alternative vision of “IB for 

All,” working to design course sequences and curricula that expand students’ access 
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to IB and to encourage students –particularly historically marginalized students –to 

enroll in the IB program (Burris, et al., 2008; Chae & Gray-Rice, 2019). Aldana & 

Mayer (2014) argue that IB is particularly well suited to the goal of providing 

rigorous college-preparatory learning opportunities for English Learners.  

 In the next sections, I describe two themes that emerged in my analysis of the 

West Coast administrators’ use of IB as a lever for change: the administrators’ deep 

knowledge of IB, which appeared to enable them to shape the program around the 

needs of the school and to respond confidently to teachers’ and community members 

questions and concerns; and the administrators’ strategic planning to build staff 

support for IB, which appeared to create enthusiasm and momentum among teachers 

and drive teacher-initiated change. I also address the competing logics evident in the 

dual rationale for adopting IB: the school’s need to increase its enrollment, on the one 

hand, and on the other, the program’s potential to increase rigor in instruction for all 

students, leading to more equitable academic outcomes for ELs. 

Knowledge of the Program 

At West Coast, before I arrived at the school and during my first few months 

of data collection, the administrators spent several months investigating the 

International Baccalaureate program in preparation to hold a faculty vote and seek 

board approval. Rebecca, the principal, had attended training designed for 

administrators and had consulted with the principal of a nearby school with a similar 

demographic that had implemented the program successfully. The two assistant 

principals, Todd and Laura, had also begun training, and even before the faculty had 
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voted to apply for IB candidacy, the administrators had identified a potential IB 

coordinator, who was also investigating the program. When I asked Rebecca in the 

fall what would happen to the AP program if they adopted IB, she responded, “It will 

go away,” with the exception of a few classes without IB equivalents. Following the 

other school’s model, the administrators had decided that a core IB class, Theory of 

Knowledge, would be integrated into AVID (Advancement Via Individual 

Determination), a curricular program designed to support traditionally-

underrepresented students in preparing for and applying to college. Integrating this IB 

course into AVID would facilitate AVID students’ participation in IB and help to 

minimize scheduling constraints. By the time the administrators planned and held the 

faculty vote, they were able to answer most of the teachers’ questions confidently, 

having had enough preliminary meetings and conversations and done enough 

investigation that they had anticipated and prepared for the questions teachers raised.   

In addition to likely helping to ensure a strong “yes” vote by the faculty, the 

administrators’ knowledge of IB and thorough exploration of options for 

implementation also seemed to enable them to use the adoption of IB to address 

several of their goals and concerns. One, as Rebecca acknowledged, was declining 

enrollment. Although Rebecca expressed frustration with the pressure she felt to 

“market” the school, she also recognized that, given the district’s open-enrollment 

policy, the school needed some sort of feature to set it apart and entice families to 

choose West Coast. Rebecca explained in our initial interview that the district 

administration supported West Coast’s pursuit of IB for that reason, and she 
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speculated that the teachers were leaning toward supporting the move because they 

understood this concern as well. At the same time, the administrators considered the 

possibility that IB could draw more white, middle-class students seeking 

opportunities to boost their competitiveness for college, shifting the school’s 

demographic. Rebecca addressed this with the faculty before the vote, assuring them 

that the administration would be monitoring interdistrict transfer requests to guard 

against West Coast becoming “a different school.”  

The administration’s stated commitment to guard against changes in the 

school’s demographic was not in response to any concern that I saw or heard 

expressed by teachers, but Rebecca’s comment in this meeting did indicate that the 

possibility that the IB adoption could shift the school’s population, and in turn its 

identity, troubled Rebecca. How the administration could prevent such a shift was not 

clear to me. Unless a school’s enrollment is at capacity, the district’s policy is to 

approve intradistrict transfers. If the school does not reach capacity with in-district 

enrollment, it seems unlikely to me that the district office would decline interdistrict 

transfer requests, since these bring in revenue for the district. I did not pursue this 

question, however, and neither did the teachers in this staff meeting or at the 

subsequent instructional leadership meeting where the questions were discussed. Still 

the pressure the school was under to increase enrollment was significant. Faced with 

the threat of being transferred or having to split time between schools because of 

declining enrollment, it is conceivable that teachers would agree to changes that they 

might otherwise object to. The adoption of IB to preserve enrollment is also a 
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possible example of isomorphism; West Coast needs to follow the other schools in 

the region in order to achieve legitimacy and compete in the open enrollment market, 

thus ensuring its survival. 

Relatedly, the administration had engaged in much discussion about their 

desire to make IB inclusive of the whole student population, including ELs. Rebecca 

explained how, contrary to many IB schools that run what amounts to an IB track, 

separating the students in the program from the rest of the student population, at West 

Coast, IB would be a “social justice project.” She also commented to the faculty in 

this meeting, “We don’t want this to be a school within a school.” The administrators’ 

understanding of both the opportunities IB offered for rigorous learning and its 

potential to lead to tracking allowed them to craft their message to the school 

community in a way that preempted any possible pushback related to the effect the 

program might have on the culture of the school.  

Research has shown that school leaders’ ability to use policy in 

transformational ways is tied to their knowledge and understanding of the policy. 

Mavrogordato and White (2019) found that school leaders who not only knew the EL 

reclassification policy but deeply understood the intentions of the policy were better 

able to implement the policy in ways that ensured ELs were provided with access to 

the learning opportunities and the support they needed. Similarly, Miller, Pavlakis, 

and Hoffman (2014) found that one school leader with a high level of what they 

termed “policy fluency” was able to use education policy as well as policies related to 

housing and transportation to ensure that students in especially challenging 
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circumstances had access to the resources they needed. In both of these cases, the 

leaders used policy as a tool to practice social justice leadership (Theoharis, 2007).  

The West Coast administration was so well-versed in the goals and the 

structure of the IB program that they were able to explain not only how the program 

typically worked but how they planned to implement it at West Coast to best meet the 

needs of their population and to ensure that it would complement, rather than interfere 

with, programs such as AVID that they already had in place. In this way, the 

administrators’ knowledge and understanding of IB afforded them the ability to take 

charge of the implementation and to use IB to advance equity in learning rather than 

further separating students based on curricular track. Knowledge of the program, or 

what Miller et al. (2014) termed “policy fluency,” appeared to play a role in enabling 

the West Coast administrators to use IB as a mechanism to exercise agency in 

negotiating language policy, challenging the status-quo assumptions about advanced 

courses being limited to an elite group of students and opening up rigorous learning 

opportunities for ELs.  

Building Support for IB 

 Observation data from the administration team meetings throughout the fall 

shows the deliberate steps the administrators took to garner the support and approval 

they needed from various bodies in order to move toward candidacy as an IB school. 

As noted above, Rebecca expressed confidence in the fall that the district 

administration supported West Coast’s move in this direction because they wanted to 

see the school increase enrollment. The district’s open-enrollment policy allowed 
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families to choose from the three district high schools rather than requiring that 

students attend their neighborhood school, provided that space was available in their 

school of choice. This policy required that the schools actively work to draw families 

to their sites, and according to Rebecca, the district administration was putting 

pressure on the West Coast administration to bring their numbers up. Rebecca 

explained that she had proposed to the district administration that West Coast pursue 

becoming an IB school as a means of drawing families, especially those who had 

been requesting transfers to a neighboring school with more advanced curricular 

options. The support of the district administration was crucial as IB is costly to run, 

and the site would need additional funding. As Rebecca shared with the faculty at 

their January staff development meeting, the district administration anticipated that 

IB would also draw families from outside the district, bringing in additional revenue 

and offsetting the cost of the program. 

 In the administration meeting prior to West Coast’s January staff development 

day, the administrators carefully planned the faculty vote, anticipating faculty 

members’ questions and concerns and discussing how to frame the question and 

response choices on the faculty ballot.  They discussed the desire to give teachers the 

option to voice their concerns and questions without having to vote against adopting 

the program. Ultimately, they gave faculty four options: to endorse the IB application, 

to endorse with minor reservations (and list the reservations), to abstain, or not to 

endorse. They had decided, and announced at the staff meeting, that if 75% of the 

faculty voted in favor, they would move forward with the application. In preparing 
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the faculty for the vote, Rebecca introduced the ballot and made a strong pitch to the 

faculty: “I really believe that this is the right thing to do for our school.” She stressed 

the potential for increased enrollment, pointing out that the district anticipated the 

program would draw approximately 150 additional students to the school and 

commenting, “We’ve exhausted all other options for marketing.” She also 

acknowledged that there were many unknowns and that the vote required a “leap of 

faith.” She said, “I wish I could show you a master schedule now, but that isn’t how 

we build master schedules. I wish I could answer all your questions, but that is what 

next year is going to be about.” She assured the faculty again that she did not want to 

see the school demographic change, noting that West Coast reflected the demographic 

of California in ways that other schools in the county did not, and she closed by 

saying, “We just want the kids who deserve to go to West Coast High to be here.” 

After the faculty had cast their ballots, she called for their attention and said, “Now I 

can breathe,” revealing her own personal investment and anxiety over the outcome of 

the vote.  

Rebecca’s presentation to the faculty before the IB vote demonstrated both her 

awareness of the faculty’s concerns and her own personal investment in bringing IB 

to West Coast. Rebecca’s comment to the staff that she really believed adopting IB 

was the right thing for West Coast was perhaps the most emphatic public expression 

of her own vision that I heard all year. Over the course of this morning meeting, 

Rebecca facilitated three of the agenda items. The IB presentation was the only time 

she used “I.” In presenting the agenda and goals for the day, she presented on behalf 
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of the administrative team, using “we,” and she did the same later in the meeting 

when she updated the staff on the WASC process and introduced the activity. Such a 

strong assertion of her own beliefs illustrated not only the importance the vote held to 

her personally but also that she believed she had enough trust from the staff that her 

opinion might matter. It was also evident that Rebecca had carefully planned her 

remarks to the staff leading up to the vote, which further indicated her deep 

investment in a positive outcome.  

The faculty did vote strongly in support of IB: 68% voted to endorse, 24% 

voted to endorse with minor reservations, two abstained, and two voted not to 

endorse. Rebecca told me during the break after the votes had been counted that, at 

first glance, she thought most of the reservations faculty members wrote on their 

ballots could be easily addressed. The carefully-planned vote provided the 

administration with the validation they needed to go confidently to the school board 

to seek initial funding. In the administration meeting the following week, Rebecca 

thanked Laura for suggesting the “endorse with reservations” option because it 

appeared to allow people to simultaneously agree to support movement forward and 

express their concerns.  

Responding to Teachers’ Concerns 

I had limited access to teachers’ perspectives on the adoption of IB, so the 

faculty’s reasons for supporting West Coast’s move to IB were not clear to me. It is 

worth mentioning, however, that the focus on enrollment numbers in Rebecca’s 

opening comments, and her comment in our initial interview that she thought 
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enrollment was a factor in teachers’ preliminary support for IB, suggest that the 

faculty may have felt pressure to endorse the move, knowing that continued failure to 

increase enrollment could have consequences for them and their programs. Low 

enrollment requires schools to reduce the number of elective courses offered, 

including upper-level academic courses not required for graduation, which in turn 

gives teachers less choice in what they teach, and in some cases leads to layoffs of 

less senior teachers. Teachers, then, have reason to be concerned about enrollment 

numbers. As Datnow (2000) has found, internal politics and power dynamics play an 

important part in decisions about reform adoption: “If local educators feel forced to 

choose a reform model in order to avoid having one foisted upon them, reform 

adoption will be motivated by an interest in retaining autonomy, following 

administrative mandates, or securing additional resources” (p. 367). In the case of 

West Coast teachers, the IB adoption was presented as a solution to declining 

enrollment, which was a shared concern. Although the administrators saw IB as 

aligning with other goals as well, including curricular alignment and increased rigor 

across the curriculum, it is possible that the teachers were less committed to, or even 

aware of, these larger goals and were inclined to support the program in order to 

avoid the loss of resources and choice in their teaching loads that would come with 

persistently low or declining enrollment.  

Some of the reservations that teachers listed on their ballots did suggest that at 

least some of the teachers who voted to endorse IB lacked clarity on the purposes and 

goals of the program. Rebecca projected the list of reservations at the first leadership 
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team meeting after the vote and walked through them with the team. Of the ten 

comments listed, three reflected concerns about the loss of AP courses; two of those 

questioned whether the shift away from AP would hurt students in college admissions 

and college course placement. Three comments expressed concern about the impact 

on teachers’ workloads, one questioning whether teaching IB would be truly 

voluntary and two asking about how IB teachers would be supported. Two expressed 

concern about student readiness, and two expressed reservations about the changes to 

curriculum and department offerings that would be required. 

In talking to the administrators, it was clear that they expected departments to 

revise curriculum in all of their core courses in order to build toward the IB courses in 

their departments. The questions that three teachers raised about teacher workload 

and the types of support teachers would receive demonstrated an understanding of the 

scope of this work. One specifically referenced the reality that West Coast teachers 

would be engaging in this work on their own and therefore would lack opportunities 

for intradistrict collaboration. Based on the two questions related to curricular change, 

however, at least some teachers were unclear on how and to what extent such changes 

would be expected. The questions about the loss of AP suggested either that the 

administrators had not clearly communicated their rationale for replacing AP with IB 

rather than keeping both, or that the teachers disagreed and were resistant to giving up 

the AP courses. In fact, given the school’s enrollment, it was unlikely that they could 

have filled both AP and IB courses in the same subject area, even if they had wanted 

to maintain both programs.  
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The two comments about student readiness suggested a misalignment between 

these teachers’ thinking and the administrators’ goals. One of these comments 

expressed concern that implementing IB would lead to an “increase in students who 

need Special Education.” A school’s curriculum would have no impact on the number 

of students who qualify for Special Education services, but the concern the teacher 

seemed to be expressing was that a number of students would be unable to meet the 

academic expectations of the IB curriculum. Similarly, another teacher anticipated 

“educational gaps” and suggested that the school would need to offer more “general 

education” courses in the core academic areas to give students opportunities to “catch 

up.” While it was likely, as the administrators had mentioned, that an “IB for All” 

model would require a stronger system of interventions than the school had in place, 

adding courses at lower levels was directly counter to the goal that Rebecca 

articulated--to make the implementation of IB a “social justice project.” In the 

leadership team meeting discussion, one teacher commented that some schools have 

an “IB track,” which again suggested that some of the teachers were not clearly 

distinguishing between the “school-within-a-school” model that IB can become and 

the “IB for All” model that the administrators intended to adopt. None of the 

administrators responded to this comment, and the discussion moved to more 

logistical concerns such as the minimum age for IB courses. The administrators 

touted the 92% endorsement by faculty in several subsequent meetings and 

presentations, and given that they had set a bar of 75% to move forward, this was a 

strong outcome. But aside from the two teachers who voted no, the comments on the 
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ballot indicated that there were a number of underlying concerns to be addressed as 

the school moved forward--and that not every teacher who voted to endorse IB did so 

out of a genuine belief in the potential of the program. While the administrators made 

clear in interviews and conversations with me their intent to use IB not only to draw 

new students but to raise the level of rigor for all students, including ELs, if some of 

the teachers who supported the adoption were not aligned with both of these goals, 

the administrators were likely to face challenges in leveraging IB in the ways they 

intended. During the year of the study, however, the administrators expressed only 

optimism in their comments about the initial stages of implementation. 

 My observation and interview data indicated that the administrators hoped that 

the adoption of IB would serve as a driving force for improvements they had been 

encouraging for several years, including changes in course sequences and vertical 

alignment of curriculum. Todd, in our final interview, explained that he felt that was 

already beginning to happen, citing a change in the science course sequence as an 

example. Having been concerned about high failure rates in biology for some time, 

Todd explained that the administrators believed the course progression in science 

needed to change, with biology placed at a higher grade. Rebecca told me during a 

classroom walkthrough that the previous year they had tried changing biology 

teachers, hoping a different instructional approach would boost student achievement, 

but they had seen minimal improvement. As Rebecca put it, “We found out the 

problem wasn’t the teacher.” Nationally, science educators have advocated placing 

physics at the ninth-grade level as the first-level high school science course, reversing 
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the traditional biology-chemistry-physics sequence, though questions remain about 

how best to implement the revised sequence (Larkin, 2016). Todd described how IB 

had served as a catalyst for this change: 

… I think that [IB is] going to lead to really the next level of what we’re going 
be able to be working on, and we’re already seeing that with master schedule.  
I mean, the physics 9 thing is…before we started talking about it here at West 
Coast around IB, and what needed to happen with the pathways for IB, it was 
kind of like a dream, like maybe someday we’ll be able to take this biology 
class that basically all but a few kids barely pass and do something with 
it…And here we are three months later, after basically the whole school 
deciding to go to IB, and then digging into what does that mean, we’re doing 
something that the state will probably…do three to five years from now…We 
were able to do the thing where, ok, IB is this thing we want to 
do…philosophically it’s a match, all right, in order to do that we’re going 
have to do these things, oh, this is hard, but, ok, it was the right thing…like 
that whole thing happened with the physics things in a way that we’re doing 
the right things for kids, which is changing the demands, putting them in 
better places, but also doing it in a way where teachers feel like they’re 
making a decision about it...  

 
Todd’s comment that “teachers feel like they’re making a decision about it” 

seems to suggest that, in his view, teachers might not actually have been making the 

decision; however, Todd also made clear that this change in the placement of physics 

could not have happened nearly so quickly had the teachers not taken the lead. Todd 

indicated that the administrators believed a change to the science sequence was in 

order, but that the move to IB drove the science teachers to enact that change rather 

than requiring the administrators to pull them in that direction. Todd reiterated the 

strong faculty support for IB (“basically the whole school”), reinforcing the value the 

administration placed on staff consensus. Although they voiced frustration that the 

teacher leaders often seemed too conflict-averse to lead change, in this case they 
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seemed to see the near-unanimity among the staff as allowing, and even advocating 

for, more rapid change.  

Most importantly, though, Todd’s comments are consistent with a trend in 

administrators’ comments that support my contention that administrators viewed 

external mechanisms such as IB as potential levers to advance their own policy goals. 

The goals and ideas preceded the adoption of IB, but the adoption of IB spurred the 

teachers to take concrete action to move toward those goals. This idea came up in a 

number of conversations with and among administrators. Todd commented that he 

anticipated that IB would move the school away from multiple levels of classes, 

which he noted made students feel stigmatized, toward embedded support for high-

level learning. Rebecca more specifically tied IB to the administrators’ goal of 

combatting racism by noting that she hoped it would drive curriculum alignment to 

more rigorous learning goals. She said, “The academic level in the whole school 

needs to be brought up, and I feel like IB is a concrete way to do that.” Laura also 

stressed the value of IB as a lever for change, stating, “There’s opportunities within 

[the process of preparing for IB] to address some things we’ve been trying to address 

for a long time, like grading consistencies and other consistencies maybe…” The 

adoption of IB at West Coast, while it came with its own mandates and deadlines, 

was for the administrators not an end in itself but a means to achieve the larger goals 

of higher academic expectations, horizontal and vertical curricular alignment, and 

rigorous curriculum and instruction for all students.  
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Despite the administrators’ stated desire to use IB as a lever to advance equity 

for ELs, the dual aims were likely to become problematic. West Coast needed a 

“thing” to set itself apart as families with the freedom to choose their children’s high 

school shopped the three comprehensive high schools and other private or charter 

schools in the area. At the same time, West Coast’s administrators wanted to better 

serve the school’s EL population and to bring about more equitable outcomes. While 

Rebecca elegantly articulated the dual aims of the IB adoption, as the administration 

and teacher leaders grappled with the setting up IB structures within the existing 

master schedule, the problem of competing logics (Burch et al., 2020) was likely to 

come into play.  The market logic likely conflicts with the equity logic. What an 

organization must do to compete in a market may not be compatible with what it must 

do to more effectively serve traditionally underserved students. From a distributed 

leadership perspective, the leadership activities enacted in different circles on campus 

as teachers developed their IB course sequences were likely to reflect whichever logic 

dominated the discourse in that circle: the need to compete in the market or the need 

to promote more equitable access to rigorous learning. 

At Peterson, which we turn to next, the administrators talked about Peterson’s 

adopted instructional model, New Tech, in similar ways, but as my analysis 

demonstrates, the challenges they had faced in implementing the model over the past 

five years hindered the administrators’ ability to leverage New Tech in the ways that 

the West Coast administration hoped to leverage IB. 
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New Tech at Peterson: “Are We New Tech or Not?” 

 Five years prior to the study, Peterson’s teachers had adopted the New Tech 

model with the same enthusiasm and cohesion with which West Coast adopted IB. 

The New Tech Network launched its first high school in Napa, California, in 1997, 

modeling an approach to education designed to prepare students for the type of 

creative, collaborative work that would be expected of them in the 21st century 

workplace. Schools that are part of the New Tech Network engage students in 

project-based learning in technology-rich classrooms, targeting four core outcomes: 

collaboration, agency, written communication, and oral communication. The New 

Tech model is commonly implemented in smaller charter or magnet schools, or as an 

academy within a comprehensive high school, which students apply to or opt into. 

Peterson is one of only two comprehensive high schools in the region to adopt the 

New Tech model as a whole school. Similar to the rationale for IB for All, adopting 

the model for the whole school aims to ensure that all students benefit from the 

innovations in instruction and the philosophical and cultural shifts that New Tech 

calls for.  

 Interestingly, Peterson High School’s website does not feature the school’s 

affiliation with the New Tech Network, and in our initial interview, Principal Richard 

explained that the school followed a project-based learning model and added, 

“Sometimes we call it New Tech.” During the year of the study, I did not observe the 

administration working directly with the New Tech Network to access resources and 

support, such as professional development, although the New Tech Network 



 
 

 215 

highlights this collaboration and support of schools as a central component of their 

work. While Richard touted the key features of the New Tech model, including 

project-based learning and the core learning outcomes, which Peterson referred to as 

the “pillars,” the affiliation with the New Tech Network appeared not to be a 

significant element of the school’s identity. This loose tie to the organization may 

have been related to the lack of cohesion among the staff in what it meant to be a 

“New Tech school.” Although a loose affiliation with the organization afforded the 

opportunity for Peterson to define the model on their own terms, shaping it to the 

unique context of the school, teachers’ comments in meetings suggested that they 

lacked clarity on a definition, which would likely have complicated the 

administrators’ efforts to use the program as a lever for instructional change.  

Leadership of New Tech 

As Richard and a veteran teacher, Jessica, separately explained to me, the 

decision to adopt the New Tech model was made under the leadership of a well-liked 

and well-respected principal who had led the school for a number of years and had 

gained the faculty’s trust. Richard, originally a teacher at Peterson, had left to take an 

assistant principal position at another district school and returned to Peterson as an 

assistant principal to be part of the implementation. But the then-principal was 

promoted to the district office just as the school began to implement the new model, 

and both Richard and Jessica believed that the loss of this principal’s leadership 

contributed to the school’s struggle to implement the model successfully. Richard was 

the third principal in the five years since this principal had left, so the staff had not 
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seen continuity in leadership during Peterson’s time as a New Tech school. Jessica, 

the veteran teacher I spoke to, who had also been part of the school leadership team 

during the implementation, said she felt that the school had made a mistake in 

implementing the New Tech model in phases. She explained that, because they began 

with an exclusive group of teachers, this group became a sort of cohort, attending 

trainings together, forming co-teaching teams, and building the school’s model; 

teachers who joined in later phases, she said, never demonstrated the same level of 

commitment and enthusiasm as the first group. Jessica argued that had the whole 

school moved forward together, the staff would likely have been more unified in the 

transition. Manuel, in our final interview, echoed this interpretation, which Richard 

had shared with him. Manuel noted that the first group of teachers was “hand-picked” 

by the principal, which led to resentment among staff and, according to Manuel, harsh 

criticism of the program by the teachers who had yet to implement. 

All of this helps to explain the context in which Richard and the assistant 

principals were working to build a culture of collaboration and trust among staff. 

Richard, having come from the ranks of the teachers, moved into administration at a 

time when the initial collective enthusiasm for New Tech was fading, the teaching 

staff had become less cohesive, and the school had experienced two abrupt principal 

changes. To not only take the principalship at this time but also to continue the 

implementation of New Tech naturally presented challenges. Because policy takes 

shape within the local context and is mediated by leaders, symbols, and artifacts, what 

New Tech implementation looked like under Richard’s leadership was necessarily 
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different than it would have been under the leadership of the principal who led the 

staff to coalesce around the model.  

Indeed, even several years later, the division among the staff regarding New 

Tech was evident, as discussed earlier. Over the course of the year of the study, in the 

meetings I observed, the administration did little as a team to take proactive steps to 

garner teacher support and commitment to the New Tech model. Both Richard and 

veteran teacher Jessica contended that the frequent turnover in administration since 

the adoption of New Tech had complicated its implementation. In addition, Manuel 

and Julie, the two assistant principals, both new to the school in the year of the study, 

knew little about New Tech when they came to the school. In the fall, Richard gave 

both of them a book about the model and asked them to read it. At an administration 

meeting in the early spring, both stated that they had not yet had time to read it, 

reinforcing their argument that they lacked the capacity to take a larger role in 

instructional leadership and professional development. Both assistant principals 

expressed multiple times during the year that were too busy to plan and lead 

professional development or to regularly observe classes and work with teachers. 

And, as mentioned earlier, Richard had told me that he had decided to take classroom 

observations and teacher evaluations off the assistant principals’ plates for their first 

year.  

Without these roles, in my observation, and as I mentioned in Chapter 5, the 

assistant principals played a minimal role in shaping instruction directly during the 

year of the study. In conversations with me, Richard alternately expressed, on the one 
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hand, a desire to give the assistant principals time to learn the basics of their jobs and, 

on the other, frustration with the sense that he was bearing a disproportionate load. 

When I inquired about Richard’s plans to have Manuel take over the instructional 

leadership team the following year, Richard responded, “He has to. I can’t lead every 

meeting.” Still, even in whole-staff meetings that centered instruction, the assistant 

principals did not share a facilitation role. In the meeting held in the spring to revisit 

the definition of New Tech at Peterson, Richard assigned the two assistant principals 

to groups with the teachers rather than having them share leadership of the meeting 

and circulate the room with him. This struck me as a stark contrast to West Coast, 

where all three administrators took part in facilitating multiple discussions of IB. At 

West Coast, from my perspective, it appeared that the administration had made the 

adoption of IB a whole-team effort. In contrast, at Peterson, with little knowledge of 

New Tech and little responsibility for supervising instruction or facilitating 

instruction-related meetings, the assistant principals appeared to have little 

opportunity, at least during the year of the study, to be part of such a team leadership 

effort. Any strategic use of New Tech to provide direction or spur instructional 

change, then, would have fallen to Richard. The administrators lacked whatever 

strength might have been gained from a team approach to New Tech as a mechanism 

for advancing their goals.  

New Tech as Leverage 

 In our initial interview, Richard described the school’s approach to serving 

ELs largely in terms of the New Tech model. He argued that project-based learning 
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allowed for collaboration among students, engaging them in authentic 

communication, and that the schoolwide focus on written and oral communication, 

two of the pillars, ensured that ELs were supported in their language development in 

every class. Richard explained that by taking part in project-based learning, ELs were 

actively engaged instead of completing passive seatwork, they were interacting 

meaningfully with peers, and they were using language in a range of ways for 

authentic purposes. From the perspective he expressed, the New Tech model ensured 

that Peterson’s population of ELs, nearly all of whom had been in U.S. schools for six 

years or more, received the instruction and support they needed. Assistant principal 

Manuel echoed this idea in our initial interview, though at the time acknowledged he 

knew little about the New Tech model. He commented, “We need to use New Tech” 

and align the approach to support of ELs to the New Tech model.  

 By the end of the year, Manuel had apparently read the book Richard had 

given him on New Tech because, as he reflected on the year and looked forward to 

the next, he focused more specifically on the New Tech model as an asset to build 

upon. He explained, “So New Tech, without the fancy bells and whistles to me-, I 

mean there’s a whole book about it, but the take-away is authentic real-world learning 

based on students’ collaborating, communicating, being creative and being mentored 

by their teacher who is more of a facilitator than a direct instruction type of person.” 

Manuel went on to describe examples the book provided of apprenticeship-style 

learning, where students are engaged in authentic practice, such as creating an art 

piece, and the teacher “hovers” and provides guidance as needed. Manuel clearly saw 
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value in this instructional approach. When I asked how he believed New Tech was 

shaping instruction on campus, he described the program in terms of relevance and 

application: 

 [New Tech] gives the teachers the charge of making-, directing them to be 
more-, make their instructions and their assignments and their projects much 
more real-world-centered.  By that I mean don’t just have them read a book 
about Shakespeare and have them analyze it in a vacuum, but if you’re going 
do some text that’s rich and that’s historical and all that stuff, then your 
charge is apply it to today.  Why are you reading that today?  What does that 
give us?  It’s obviously on the list of reading to do but how is it applicable to 
today’s society, to today’s kids?  New Tech pushes teachers to create those 
learning experiences. 

 
In contrast to the IB program, which defines the content of its courses and how 

students will be assessed, New Tech, as the Peterson administrators defined it, was an 

instructional approach that could be applied across content areas. Manuel’s 

description of the model focused broadly on the goal of student engagement. 

Manuel’s comment suggests that he believed the New Tech model could “push” 

teachers to adopt an instructional approach that would facilitate student engagement 

and, presumably, improved learning. As I discuss in the next section, however, the 

administrators at Peterson were struggling to unite teachers around this vision for 

instruction, and they attributed the challenges in part to school culture and in part to 

the fact that structures that had supported and helped to define the model when it was 

first adopted were no longer in place.  

Challenges with New Tech 

 I conducted my final interview with Manuel just a few days after Richard had 

announced his resignation and the district had announced the appointment of a new 
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principal. Manuel, having generally deferred to Richard and taken direction from him 

in my observation, asserted his own vision in this interview more concretely than he 

had in the meetings I had observed or in our conversations in the past. In discussing 

the state of New Tech on campus, he maintained that revisiting the school’s definition 

of New Tech as a staff (this meeting was described in Chapter 6) had been necessary 

and useful, but he saw this as a first step. Manuel believed there needed to be an 

“accountability piece” for teachers: with the exception of AP teachers, he argued, all 

teachers should be required to provide a date for the “celebration” at the end of a 

project-based unit, and an administrator should visit the classroom to observe. He 

acknowledged, however, that without “buy-in,” these measures would be difficult to 

put in place:  

…for me there are ways to manage New Tech but we’re not going to be able 
to manage it if we don’t have the buy-in.  So, we’re still stuck.  We’re still 
stuck with the buy-in, because if we begin to hold people accountable without 
the buy-in that’s going to add fuel to the fire for the people who are ready to 
let it go. 

 
Manuel noted as well that Richard seemed to feel Peterson was “slipping into the 

elimination of New Tech.”  

 Richard, in our final interview that same afternoon, did not express this 

sentiment to me, but he did voice frustration at some teachers’ unwillingness to work 

through the challenges that New Tech presented and find a way to make it work: 

Until we turn that corner around like, hey, I’m mad about something, I voiced 
my opinion, I’m happy that I voiced my opinion, I’m ready to move on.  That 
through line doesn’t happen.  I want to voice my opinion, I voiced my 
opinion, now I’m expecting you to change things to match my opinion… But 
the expectation is, well, you have to…end New Tech because I’m having a 
bad experience this year… 
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Peterson had two structures in place that the administrators saw as core components 

of their version of the New Tech model. The first was co-taught classes. The school 

had partnered teachers in different disciplines, remodeled and removed walls to 

double the size of some classrooms, and created integrated courses, such as Biology 

and English 1 at the freshman level, in order to foster an interdisciplinary approach to 

instruction. The English/Biology combination remained in place at the time of the 

study, and Richard attributed the reduced failure rate in freshman courses over the 

past few years in part to this foundational course. But many of the other pairings were 

no longer in place, some because of scheduling and some by the teachers’ choice. 

Richard had said he would honor any request to break up a pairing because he only 

wanted teachers partnered willingly. But as the number of co-taught courses 

decreased, a structure that Richard had described to me as fundamental to Peterson’s 

project-based learning model was being dismantled. The other structure was a kind of 

advisory period that the school called “Bridges.” The goal, as Richard explained it, 

was to cultivate relationships among students and staff, which would help to foster a 

culture conducive to collaborative learning. Richard told me that this type of structure 

was a “strong recommendation” of New Tech. Peterson had attempted several 

iterations of Bridges, but it remained a contentious issue throughout the year of the 

study, with teachers in leadership and whole-staff meetings repeatedly voicing 

frustration that Bridges cut into instructional time and was not serving its purpose. By 

the end of the year, the administration had decided to drop it, at least for the following 

year. Between the reduced number of co-taught courses and the loss of Bridges, 



 
 

 223 

Manuel told me that Richard had posed the question, “What about Peterson is New 

Tech?”  

 This question, though I never actually heard Richard pose it, is interesting 

because it reflects the piecemeal way in which New Tech had been implemented, at 

least recently. Rather than taking shape as an instructional model, transforming how 

teachers think about quality teaching and learning, New Tech had been understood by 

some teachers, and apparently even to some extent by Richard, as multiple separate 

components: co-taught classes, Bridges, the pillars, project-based instruction. As 

teachers became frustrated or disgruntled, they dropped pieces. They assigned fewer 

projects. They broke up their interdisciplinary teams and began teaching alone. As I 

noted in Chapter 4, I was struck in the first instructional leadership team meeting I 

attended by the initiative the English department had taken in revising the schoolwide 

written communication rubric (one of the school’s four pillars), and I coded it as an 

example of distributed leadership. On further analysis, though, the English 

department’s initiative suggested more compartmentalization than distribution of 

leadership. That the English department revised the rubric and presented it without 

engaging the instructional leadership team in discussion about the ways writing was 

being assigned in various content areas further supports my contention that, by the 

year of the study, New Tech was fragmented and no longer represented a shared 

vision for teaching and learning.  

 For English Learner instruction, this is a particularly important finding 

because Richard had identified the New Tech model–specifically the schoolwide 
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commitment to written and oral communication in every classroom–as the school’s 

approach to integrating content and language instruction for ELs who were highly 

proficient in English but needed to continue developing their academic language and 

literacy in order to succeed academically.   

 For his part, Manuel seemed to hold out hope for the survival of New Tech at 

Peterson, but he identified several hurdles the school would have to overcome in 

order to sustain it. One concern Manuel expressed related to the diverse needs of 

Peterson’s students, and particularly the number of students entering with low reading 

levels. Building on the analogy of apprenticeship-style learning, he noted that, in the 

types of apprenticeships described in the book, the apprentices would likely have 

strong preparation for the work, in contrast to many high school students: 

You show up at a high school, you bring that model to a high school, you’re 
not going to get students who have already passed their MCATs.  So, you’re 
going to have to rethink how project-based learning is going to look at a 
school that has students with diverse needs and social emotional needs 
because not all of them are ready to chisel away and not all of them are ready 
to become the doctors that the program wants them to be… That is the goal.  
That is a beautiful vision, that is a beautiful mission and that’s what we’re 
about.  That’s what we want to do. 
 

He went on to explain that, to achieve this vision, they would need to provide training 

for teachers who felt ill-equipped to adapt to the model and work on the “mindsets” 

of teachers who did not believe the vision was attainable. Principal Richard also 

raised the issue of teachers’ beliefs when discussing New Tech with me, calling 

education a “theology” and explaining that a successful school required shared beliefs 

and commitments. Manuel also argued that the staff would need to grapple with how 

the model would need to be adapted for struggling readers and students with 
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disabilities, and how it could be aligned to AP courses with large volumes of 

prescribed content. 

 During the year of the study, the little professional development that was 

provided at Peterson did not focus on project-based learning, and the administration 

discussed in two administration meetings that the professional development focus for 

the following year should be implicit bias and social-emotional learning, in an effort 

to improve relationships. While the Professional Development Team had identified 

orientation to New Tech as a need for new teachers on campus, in my observation, 

teachers were not requesting professional development in project-based learning, and 

the administration in my observation had not discussed plans to provide it.  

One possible reason that the administration and professional development 

team had not prioritized project-based learning is that they believed teachers were 

adequately prepared to provide this type of instruction. While this may have been the 

case, the reality, in Richard’s and Manuel’s view, was that a number of teachers were 

not providing it. This was also my impression in accompanying Richard on classroom 

walkthroughs. In most classes I observed, teachers were presenting content or 

monitoring students doing independent work at their desks. Whether teachers were 

not implementing project-based learning because they felt ill-prepared or ill-equipped 

or for some other reason, Richard’s persistent focus on trust and relationships rather 

than on instructional coaching and training suggested that he believed that it had more 

to do with attitude than with preparation. Whatever the explanation, it was clear to me 

that, from the administrators’ perspectives, New Tech implementation was tied up 
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with staff relationships and teacher attitudes. Both Richard and Manuel expressed 

their beliefs that they would not improve the quality of project-based learning on 

campus until they addressed issues of school culture.  

Policy and Program Convergence 

 While both Peterson and West Coast had identified core programs that drove 

the schools’ visions for teaching and learning, these programs interacted with several 

other programs and structures the schools already had in place. How the 

administrators and other school leaders worked to align these various programs and 

structures played a role in shaping both the success of the respective programs and 

staff attitudes toward the programs. 

Research has shown that external policies and mandates can converge with 

each other and with internal goals in ways that either facilitate educators’ work or 

present challenges. Knapp et al. (1998) presented three possible types of 

convergence: mutual reinforcement, in which the policies complement one another by 

adding different resource streams and approaches to compatible tasks; interference, in 

which policies pull educators in competing directions; and cumulation and overload, 

in which multiple policies place excessive demands on educators. Honig and Hatch 

(2004) described schools’ and districts’ process of “crafting coherence” among 

external mandates and internal goals through the development of schoolwide goals 

and strategies, the use of external demands to advance school goals, and collaboration 

between schools and districts (p. 19). At West Coast, as the staff began to develop 

plans for the implementation of IB, there appeared to be mutual reinforcement among 
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IB and other programs and structures, and the administration was actively working to 

craft coherence among them. At Peterson, the convergence of multiple programs 

created some interference and much cumulation and overload. 

IB Complementing Structures in Place at West Coast 

West Coast High School had adopted AVID (Advancement Via Individual 

Determination), a program designed to prepare traditionally underrepresented 

students for college, several years before Rebecca became principal. The previous 

principal had rotated several teachers through the program and had finally succeeded 

in finding a teacher who was able to expand the program from one to five sections 

(Schlaman, 2019). Rebecca, Todd, and Laura had worked to infuse AVID strategies, 

such as the use of the Organized Binder and Cornell notes, into classrooms across 

campus. Rebecca planned two different Organized Binder trainings during the year of 

the study and said in a December administration meeting that she felt it was time to 

make the use of the Organized Binder an expectation of all teachers on campus. 

Additionally, at the first staff meeting I attended, a group of four students and their 

AVID teacher made a presentation singling out and recognizing one teacher who they 

felt had supported them by using AVID strategies in the classroom. The students took 

turns speaking and named specific tools the teacher regularly used, and then they 

presented her with a small gift to thank her. This short presentation, which apparently 

the AVID students made somewhat regularly to different teachers, struck me as a 

positive way not only of acknowledging teachers’ efforts but also of reminding 

teachers of the AVID strategies and nudging them toward using them.  
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Given the emphasis the administration had placed on AVID and the work that 

had gone into developing a strong program, it was important, when West Coast 

adopted IB, that IB not conflict or interfere with AVID. Because AVID takes an 

elective spot in students’ schedules each year, it can create scheduling challenges for 

students who want to take a competitive college-preparatory course load. At the same 

time, a central goal of AVID is to support students through these high-level academic 

courses. By embedding IB’s Theory of Knowledge course, required for the IB 

diploma, into AVID, as another nearby school had done, the administration helped to 

ensure that students in AVID were included in the IB program. 

West Coast also had built teacher collaboration time into their schedule, which 

the administrators referred to as PLC (Professional Learning Community) time. 

Curricular alignment and common assessments are central to the form of PLC work 

that West Coast teachers had committed to several years earlier when they voted to 

build in collaboration time (DuFour & Eaker, 1998). In Assistant Principal Todd’s 

view, this existing structure provided the time and space for teachers to do the 

curricular work that IB required, and IB would, at the same time, provide direction 

and impetus for the PLC work that teachers were given time to do but were doing 

inconsistently. Todd explained that the IB adoption had spurred a level of 

productivity in teachers’ PLC collaboration time that they had not seen before: 

…people are really getting self-reflective about what are we doing and why, 
how could we level it up, how do we support kids in ninth and tenth grade to 
be able to do this in eleventh and twelfth grade, which we’ve always wanted 
to do…what’s happening sort of organically is that whole departments are 
getting together and thinking through this idea of, well, we’re going have to 
change what’s happening now to get kids ready for later, and just that vertical 
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planning…that whole team discussion about what kids learn when, we’ve 
been trying to get that going for years, and immediately…and this is 
happening at such a significant level that departments are changing the whole 
course pathways, and they’re taking whole classes out that, we were trying to 
get to work, but won’t work anymore, so we’re simplifying for kids. 
 

Todd saw teachers utilizing the structure already in place -the collaboration time 

designed for Professional Learning Community work -to complete the work that IB 

implementation required, but where IB work might have supplanted or conflicted 

with other curriculum work in progress, in Todd’s view, it facilitated the work that 

should have been in progress but was not. What was particularly interesting is that 

Todd believed this work was now happening “organically,” not in response to a 

mandate or a deadline, even though teachers did in fact have both a mandate and a 

deadline. 

Interference and Overload at Peterson 

 A central source of conflict at Peterson during the year of the study was 

demands on instructional time. The CareerCoach program, discussed in the previous 

chapter, replaced juniors’ social studies class one day a week. Bridges, the advisory-

like period described above that Richard explained was designed to facilitate 

relationship-building, altered the bell schedule every two weeks, shaving time off the 

regular class periods to carve out the additional period. The issue of CareerCoach 

came up in the first instructional leadership team meeting that I observed at Peterson. 

In this meeting, while the teachers stressed that they recognized the value of 

CareerCoach and did not take issue with the program itself, the social studies teachers 

expressed frustration at the infringement on their instructional time, and a number of 
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teachers in other departments agreed that no teacher should be asked to give up 20 

percent of their instructional time. According to Manuel, teachers also complained 

that Bridges required additional planning, students were disengaged and often did not 

attend, and the biweekly period was not enough to form the types of relationships the 

program was intended to foster.  

 Bridges, which both Richard and Manuel identified as a central component of 

New Tech, seemed to detract from, rather than complement, development of project-

based learning, which Richard and Manuel identified as the central component of 

New Tech. Students’ disengagement and irregular attendance in Bridges frustrated 

teachers, according to Manuel, working counter to its purpose of cultivating positive 

relationships between students and teachers. Rather than connecting students to each 

other and to their teachers through engaging activities, it created conflict. The 

administration responded to teachers’ complaints by eliminating Bridges for the 

following year, which was likely to satisfy the teachers who were most frustrated but 

left the “relationship” component of New Tech unaddressed in any formal way.  

 In addition to CareerCoach, Peterson had two other organizations operating on 

campus, focused on college counseling. Representatives from each of these groups 

separately met with the administrators near the end of May to report on what they had 

done over the course of the school year. I sat in on these meetings and listened as the 

two representatives provided similar reports, which included the number of student 

contacts they had made, the number of students who had completed financial aid 

paperwork and college applications with their support, and the challenges they faced 
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in meeting these goals. Although Manuel oversaw counseling and was in the room, 

Richard provided most of the feedback to the two representatives; he congratulated 

them on their success and, in both cases, made suggestions for how their programs 

could better integrate into other work the school was doing in the coming year. The 

two programs seemed to have worked separately; the representatives met with the 

administration one after the other, so the two did not even hear each other’s reports. 

But the first representative mentioned that there had been overlap in their caseloads, 

which they hoped to eliminate the following year.  

 Both representatives commented that they had struggled to maintain 

consistent contact with students because students often did not follow up with them. 

Richard told them that they would work to find ways to reach students in classrooms 

because the school had a “directive” to increase counselors’ student contacts. Richard 

also mentioned that he wanted to involve the organizations in MTSS (Multi-Tiered 

System of Interventions) and that he wasn’t sure where that “fit in.” The term 

“MTSS” came up frequently at West Coast because developing an intervention 

system was one of the school’s two goals that emerged from their WASC self-study, 

but this was the first time I had ever heard anyone raise this topic at Peterson. The 

two back-to-back reports and ensuing discussions highlighted the multitude of entities 

operating at Peterson and the lack of coordination among them. I made the following 

observation in my field notes after this series of meetings: 

There are several different outside agencies involved here, charged with 
supporting students in different ways. This end-of-year report seemed to hold 
a lot of new information for Richard, and it seems that the different pieces 
aren’t quite as well connected as they could be. It’s also interesting that with 
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all this support, the counselors still don’t have enough student contacts…And 
it’s notable that Richard isn’t sure where MTSS “fits in.” One would think 
that would drive the other pieces. 
 

Based on the numbers the representatives presented, it appeared that Peterson 

students benefited from these organizations’ presence on campus. Peterson’s lead 

counselor attended both these meetings and contributed significantly to the 

conversation about college-going data, challenges with financial aid applications, 

questions the counselors were still investigating, and modifications they planned to 

make for next year, demonstrating her own knowledge of and engagement with the 

work the organizations had done. But it was not clear how the support of these 

organizations had complemented the counselors’ work or increased their capacity to 

reach students in other ways.  

 Richard’s comment about MTSS was also telling in terms of convergence. 

First, as noted in the field notes excerpt above, the work that these organizations were 

doing would have fit logically into a multi-tiered system of interventions, rather than 

the other way around. The absence of such a system may help to explain why the 

various counseling-related efforts appeared uncoordinated; the support the outside 

organizations were providing was not situated into a larger framework of needs and 

responses. The same might have been true of CareerCoach. The second representative 

commented that CareerCoach had helped them to get into classrooms, which suggests 

there was some overlap in the needs these organizations were meeting, though that 

overlap appeared not to be clearly articulated.  
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 Given the teachers’ frustration with loss of instructional time, any additional 

effort the counselors made to contact students during class time was likely to draw 

backlash from teachers. The elimination of Bridges might have alleviated some 

concern by putting some instructional minutes back into the day, but Bridges was 

serving a different purpose, so one was not a natural replacement for the other. It was 

also unclear why, especially with outside support, the counselors were not making 

enough contact with students already. Richard told parents in a meeting I observed in 

the fall that Peterson had the lowest student-to-counselor ratio in the district, so they 

apparently were not understaffed. The counselors’ need for more student contacts also 

raises the question of why representatives from outside agencies were meeting with 

students instead of the students’ own counselors. Presumably, the school counselors 

could provide more targeted guidance for students based on their knowledge of the 

school and community; it would seem that any counseling provided by outside 

organizations would supplement the work the school counselors were already doing. 

All of this suggests that the administration had more to do to craft coherence among 

the various supports being provided to students.  

Contrasting WASC Accreditation Processes 

 Coincidentally, both case study schools had WASC accreditations scheduled 

during the year of the study. The Western Association of Schools and Colleges grants 

terms of accreditation up to six years. When a school is up for renewal of their 

accreditation, they complete a self-study process that typically involves 

representatives from all stakeholder groups and write and submit a report, 
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documenting progress since the previous self-study and establishing areas for growth 

and an action plan to address them. A team of educators receives the report and 

conducts a three-day visit in the spring, during which they meet with stakeholder 

groups and visit classrooms, seeking to confirm the findings of the self-study. The 

visiting team then writes its own report, including commendations and 

recommendations, and recommends a term of accreditation.  

 For both principals, this was their first WASC process in their current roles, 

but both were familiar with the process, having experienced it before as teachers or 

assistant principals. The West Coast administration followed a standard process of 

breaking the staff into home groups and focus groups; the focus groups included 

members from across departments and focused on one facet of the self-study, such as 

school culture, curriculum and instruction, or assessment. The home groups worked 

together to provide data and evidence for the focus groups. West Coast had the report 

completed well before the deadline and spent time in several meetings having 

teachers review the goals, strengths, and areas for growth; contribute to the action 

plan; and consider what specific evidence they could provide for the visiting team 

during the visit. The administration team struggled with how best to involve teachers 

in the development of the action plan, as described in an earlier chapter, but they 

made efforts both in a whole-staff meeting an in an instructional leadership meeting. 

Rebecca also went over the logistics of the visit with both groups and gave them 

opportunities to ask questions. She included words of encouragement and reminders 

about the visit in her weekly newsletter. By the time the visit took place in mid-
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March, the staff was well acquainted with the key points of the report and with the 

identified strengths, areas for growth, and goals that guided the action plan. The 

attention the administration gave to the process in meetings likely increased the 

staff’s awareness of the importance of the visit. 

In sharp contrast, at Peterson, Richard involved the staff minimally in the self-

study process. He did not divide the staff into home groups and focus groups as is 

typically done, and as West Coast did. At the meeting he did hold, he had the faculty 

break into small groups and review the goals, areas of need, and action items he had 

developed and add any metrics or action items they felt were missing. Rather than co-

facilitating the meeting, the two assistant principals were assigned to groups and 

worked with the teachers. I sat in with the group Manuel was assigned to, with two 

teachers. This group only discussed two of the five goals, spending a significant 

amount of time talking about the first goal, college and career readiness, and how the 

goal was being measured, and speculating on various reasons for low graduation rates 

among English Learners and students with disabilities. Manuel, who was attending to 

a family situation, was in and out during this discussion; he opened the conversation 

about the first goal but then became focused on his phone and at one point stood up to 

take a phone call. One of the teachers also became distracted by an email, and the 

conversation between the two teachers veered off topic as well. The group had not yet 

reached the third goal when Richard called the staff back together to close the 

meeting and make some final announcements. The staff appeared to be seeing the 
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goals and supporting data for the first time, and there was no whole-group discussion 

to allow the staff to share ideas, questions, or concerns.  

The schools’ experiences with their visits also differed dramatically. When I 

saw Richard shortly after Peterson’s visit, he told me the visit had gone badly. The 

committee, he said, voiced concerns during the visit. One was that a number of 

teachers were absent during the visit, and of those who were present, several seemed, 

according to the visiting team chair, not to take the visit “seriously.” Richard said the 

visiting team had also expressed concern that the staff and school community had not 

been more involved in the development of the report. The committee had 

recommended that the school be given a probationary status and repeat the self-study 

process the following year. Richard had written a letter of appeal, which was sitting 

on the table in the conference room, and which I asked permission to read. In the 

letter, and in his conversation with me, Richard defended his teachers, citing specific 

reasons for some of the teachers’ absences during the visit and explaining that he had 

urged them not to do anything out of the ordinary for the visit but just to let the 

visiting committee see them at work. He also argued to me that he could not have led 

the process in the typical way, with home and focus groups, because there was not 

enough trust among staff for teachers to develop sections of the report in small 

groups.  

In contrast, West Coast had what the administration felt was a very successful 

visit. The visiting team was positive about what they saw, and Rebecca said that she 

felt supported by the visiting team chair, who privately acknowledged some of the 
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challenges she was facing and helped her revise the action plan to target the areas 

where the school was struggling to make progress. Laura, one of the assistant 

principals, explained in more detail the visiting team’s response to the action plan, 

which led to a rewrite during the visit: 

[The action plan] wasn’t really addressing the areas that we saw, and the areas 
we identified, like identifying wanting to improve our culture, they were like, 
your culture is good, like there’s always room to do that, it doesn’t mean you 
can’t do that, yeah, do restorative justice, keep going in that direction, that’s 
not where your biggest need is.  Your biggest need is in these achievement 
gaps and in these freshmen that are failing, and the…you know, this is where 
your need is, you’ve got to create an action plan around that.  And that the 
action steps weren’t specific enough, and didn’t really have a specific enough 
timeline, you know, to like…we’re going to do this piece then, and this piece 
then.  So, that was kind of the concern.   
 

Laura saw the visiting team’s concerns about the action plan as further evidence that 

as a school, West Coast tended not to confront its weaknesses directly, tending to 

focus instead on what was going well and what the staff already agreed on.   

Leveraging WASC 

 Once the process was complete, though, the administrative team at West 

Coast saw WASC as something they could use to focus their work and steer the 

direction of the school. Rebecca described what she saw as the value of WASC for 

her leadership: 

 I think [WASC] helped me to have a thing to point to like WASC is-, you 
know being audited it has-, there’s some benefits…Making the action plan 
was really helpful…It’s been valuable in talking at the district level 
too…They forget about WASC.  I mean when the chairperson was here, he 
was like we’re all you need to worry about.  You guys need to not be-, they 
need to let you work on what we’re telling you you need to work on, so that 
was really helpful for me.  I feel like I just need to keep pointing to that.  
Sorry, WASC is telling me I’ve got to do this other thing.  So, I feel like it 
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helped me also just grow as a principal.  It gave me a little bit more 
confidence. 

 
Rebecca’s comments illustrate the pressure she felt to resist district initiatives and 

maintain clear direction for the school. Later in the same interview, she referred to 

herself as a “buffer” for teachers, protecting them from the competing demands on 

their time and ensuring that they could stay focused on the work that was most 

important for the school. Rebecca’s use of the term “buffer” echoes Bidwell (2001), 

who saw this function of site administrators–buffering teachers from district-level 

mandates–as a means of severing the communication loop, thereby becoming a “locus 

of loose coupling” (p. 109). I would contend that in this case, Rebecca’s acting as a 

buffer did not constitute loose coupling but rather was a strategy she used to mediate 

policy and ensure that her staff could maintain focus on the high-priority policies and 

goals the site had established, which were aligned with, not separate from, district-

level policies and goals. Based on her explanation, in acting as a buffer, Rebecca saw 

herself not as freeing her staff from policy mandates but as ensuring that that they 

maintained the capacity and clarity to address the highest-priority mandates 

effectively.  

 Assistant principal Todd also described the WASC process as a helpful driver 

for the change the administrative team was seeking: “We’re excited that the things 

that WASC told us to do match what we think we should do, and that gives us another 

motor to start doing those things at the next level.” While both Rebecca and Todd 

identified WASC as a structure they could use in transformational ways, the 

difference in their interpretations of its potential use underscores the difference in 
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their roles. While Rebecca and Todd worked very much as a team, and Todd, as I 

noted in the Chapter 6, described himself as a co-leader with Rebecca shaping the 

direction of the school, it was Rebecca who interacted with district-level 

administrators and assumed responsibility not just for articulating vision and goals to 

the staff but advocating for those goals and for the leadership tasks she planned to 

take to advance them.  

 Even though Peterson’s WASC process was, by all accounts, a disappointing 

experience, by the end of the year, Assistant Principal Manuel saw the potential for 

WASC to push forward change that had been slow or stalled:  

It made me see that the WASC could really be this leverage point, right, 
where if the school is not really coming together and being cohesive, has some 
loose ends, WASC can really get people to get focused.  Sometimes that inner 
urgency isn’t created, but if you begin to talk about this outside pressure, use 
it, whatever.  If it’s not working from within then use WASC to push people 
forward.  I think that’s what I also picked up is that WASC could be that tow 
truck that gets you out of the mud, right, because you’re just spinning your 
wheels and you just need that push to get out of the mud and WASC can do 
that.  
 

The administrators’ conception of WASC as a useful lever for change rather than a 

cumbersome and disruptive process demonstrates their perceived need for external 

forces, either to help them maintain focus amid distractions, to give them the force of 

a higher-level mandate to fortify their own authority with staff, or to provide guidance 

and timelines to facilitate the work and keep it moving forward.  

Policies, Programs, and Structures as Supports 

 When I asked the two principals about specific policies that shaped their work 

with ELs, both Rebecca and Richard cited the Local Control Accountability Plan 
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(LCAP), but they described it not as a constraint but as a help. Richard explained that, 

because LCAP required explicit attention to ELs, he was able to allocate staffing to 

provide push-in support for ELs at the freshman level. He believed this specialized 

support, embedded in the heterogeneously grouped, co-taught English/Biology 

course, contributed significantly to ninth-graders’ relative academic success. Rebecca 

also highlighted LCAP as useful in allowing her to allocate funds specifically for 

ELs, providing bilingual aides in classrooms, additional sections to reduce class size 

in ELD classes, or after-school tutoring. Similar to their descriptions of WASC, IB, 

and New Tech, the administrators looked to LCAP, as to other external policies and 

programs, to support, strengthen, guide, and focus their work. What they chose, and 

how they chose to use it, depended on the context, the leaders’ priorities, the culture 

of the school, and the areas for growth. As policy implementation research has 

shown, policy enactment is situated in the local context, within the particular culture 

and political climate of a given school (Berman & McLaughlin, 1976; McLaughlin, 

1987). The administrators in the case study schools saw policies and programs as 

tools to be used to achieve their goals, not as directives defining their goals.  

 While the administrators often expressed frustration with their inability to 

change teachers’ behaviors and practices, or with district policies that seemed 

irrelevant at best and counterproductive at worst, they still saw themselves as having 

agency as leaders in casting vision for the school and making school-level decisions 

to advance their goals. In a conversation with the administrative team, Rebecca 

explained what she saw as her team’s position: 
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We are the model for the district.  We’re the school that has the highest 
need…We’re mostly looking at our own, like how many students did we 
have-, what seems like you know based on where students are placed, what do 
they need?  Do we add more Cyber High electives?  I don’t want to say it’s 
individualized, but I think we’re looking at what makes sense in our 
context…. You know there are mandates and there are laws about things we 
have to do that we follow, but in terms of like a model of…what we’re going 
to do, I feel like we decide that for ourselves. 
 

Several administrators articulated the importance of being a model--getting out ahead 

of mandates and making changes in ways that work best for the school rather than 

waiting to be told what to do. This is what Todd argued that West Coast had done in 

moving Physics to the ninth grade, and Richard explained that Peterson was seeking 

to do the same with implicit bias training--contracting with an outside company and 

planning the training before the district planned it for them.  

 Both administrative teams sought to use policies and programs in 

transformational ways rather than being driven by them. Both recognized the 

usefulness of external mandates to spur change. But my analysis demonstrated that 

the West Coast administration experienced greater success in leveraging these tools 

during the year of the study than Peterson did. Several factors appeared to be at play 

in determining these contrasting outcomes. First, as West Coast found, much of the 

power of WASC and of the IB adoption lay in the involvement of the whole staff and 

the sense of unity in moving forward. The administration frequently highlighted the 

near-unanimity of the IB vote, and the teachers’ heavy involvement in the WASC 

process led to a sense of collective celebration at the end of a successful visit. In 

contrast, Peterson administrators cited division of the staff as central to the flawed 

implementation of New Tech, and the WASC visiting team focused on the lack of 
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staff involvement in the WASC self-study as the primary reason for their 

recommendation of probation.  

Second, West Coast was embarking on change that held promise for both 

students and teachers; while they had begun the planning process, they had not yet 

encountered the inevitable challenges and conflicts that would come with IB 

implementation. Peterson’s faculty had experienced these challenges and now 

appeared to be in conflict over how to navigate them--to abandon New Tech 

altogether or to reengage with professional development and try to repair the damage 

done in the initial implementation. Whether West Coast can navigate their own 

challenges with IB successfully remains to be seen, but the West Coast 

administrations’ success in leveraging IB to drive curricular alignment likely had 

much to do with the sense of hope and excitement the teachers felt.  

Finally, the number of relatively disconnected initiatives at Peterson appeared 

to contribute to an overall lack of focus among teachers and administrators, in 

contrast to West Coast, where all three administrators quickly and easily articulated 

IB implementation and the two WASC goals as the primary areas of focus. How this 

contrast came about was unclear. Administrator turnover at Peterson may have been a 

factor. Peterson’s setting in a low-income community in an industry-rich area might 

also have contributed; non-profit and for-profit organizations offering professional 

development and other support were abundant in the region, and these organizations 

sought out schools with Peterson’s demographic. West Coast, on the other hand, had 

had more continuity in leadership over a number of years; Rebecca had worked 
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closely with the previous principal and had supported and carried forward his vision. 

There had been less opportunity for multiple initiatives and entities to come in. 

Chapter Conclusion: Policies as Levers 

Ultimately, how effectively the administrators were able to leverage available 

programs, policies, and structures was intertwined with school culture and the history, 

structure, and culture of leadership on campus. Even given these critical contextual 

factors, though, the potential of policies to serve as tools for transformation of EL 

education is of central importance. My analysis suggests that the administrators in 

this study saw policies as useful resources, providing force behind their own 

leadership initiatives in some cases, and in others providing the direction teachers 

needed to know how to enact those initiatives. And as both this study and the research 

literature demonstrate, administrators need opportunities to learn policies, and the 

principles that undergird them, deeply so that they can use them effectively as levers 

for change (Mavrogordato, 2020; Miller et al., 2014). Finally, administrators need to 

understand, and be equipped to navigate, the convergence of policies and programs 

(Honig & Hatch, 2004; Knapp et al., 1998), in ways that maximize learning 

opportunities and ensure quality instruction for English Learners. 

 Both structuration theory and distributed leadership theory help to explain the 

ways the administrators used policies as levers to drive instructional change and the 

challenges they faced in these efforts. As Giddens (1984) explained, “Analyzing the 

structuration of social systems means studying the modes in which such systems, 

grounded in the knowledgeable activities of situated actors who draw upon rules and 
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resources in the diversity of action contexts, are produced and reproduced in 

interactions” (p. 25). In implementing their core instructional programs–IB at West 

Coast and New Tech at Peterson–the administrators drew on available resources 

within the institutional context, hoping to achieve multiple ends. As well-established 

programs, IB and New Tech are recognizable, and therefore legitimizing, and also 

unique enough to set the school apart from others in the immediate area. Adopting 

these programs can be seen as innovative in that most schools do not have them and 

they require significant changes to the core program to implement. But they are also 

familiar both in name and in the discourses they carry with them. IB is known for 

such qualities as rigor, college-readiness, depth, and challenge. New Tech is known 

for relevant, authentic, 21st-century learning. In choosing these respective programs, 

then, the administrators at both schools leveraged available resources and worked to 

facilitate interactions with teachers, among teachers, and between teachers and 

students, to enact policies they believed would bring about desired change in the 

interest of equity and improved academic performance, but at the same time were 

reproducing institutional norms and structures and discourses already in place. Once 

administrators and teachers had made new policies operational on the school sites, the 

IB goals and outcomes and the New Tech pillars and model of instruction would then 

in turn shape the teachers implementing them.  

 As the administrators talked among themselves and facilitated meetings, and 

as the teachers and staff in formal leadership roles engaged their colleagues in 

interactions using such artefacts as IB course outline templates, schoolwide rubrics, 
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project handouts, and course sequence maps, they engaged in situated leadership 

practice that stretched leadership over the school, so that it could be enacted 

differently in different departments, in ways appropriate to the discipline.  

 At the same time, both schools’ administrative teams faced challenges in 

enacting the policies they sought to leverage. At Peterson, generating schoolwide 

support and enthusiasm for any initiative proved challenging, at least in part because 

of the fraught relationships among staff and administrators. The high level of control 

that Richard took over Peterson’s WASC process, which he explained was due to the 

lack of trust among staff, created the appearance of fragmentation among the staff to 

the WASC visiting team, in turn stripping the self-study of any power it might have 

had to focus and drive change. The sense that Richard and Manuel both had that New 

Tech had lost momentum also stemmed from the absence of shared commitment to 

the model and the discord that had developed through the implementation process and 

the simultaneous turnover in administration. At West Coast, there appeared to be a 

strong sense of shared commitment both to the WASC process and to the IB 

adoption, but the WASC process had not led to clear direction for teachers beyond the 

very positive visit. The IB adoption, still in the early stages at the end of the year of 

the study, was complicated by the dual and conflicting goals: to draw students from 

within and outside the district, and to promote more equitable opportunities for 

students within the boundaries.  

 In examining the administrators’ efforts to leverage policies and programs to 

advance their goals for ELs, we begin to see more clearly the intersection among the 
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major themes of the study. First, successful distribution of leadership relies not only 

on shared commitment but on strong professional relationships among staff and deep 

understanding of the connections between abstract goals and classroom practice. 

Second, interpretation and implementation of policy takes place within a context that 

includes personal and professional histories of the actors involved, shared language 

and meanings, and external pressures on the school. In the final chapter, I discuss the 

relationships among the themes and the implications for research, administrator 

preparation, and policy. 
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Chapter 8: Conclusion 

The purpose of this study was to explore how school site administrators 

mediated language policy and exercised agency within the institutional context to 

shape the educational experiences of students designated as English Learners. While 

the two case study schools were situated in different communities and had different 

types of English Learner populations, the administrators at both schools identified the 

academic achievement of their ELs as both a concern and a high priority. State-level 

policy--specifically the Local Control Funding Formula, which requires schools to 

report achievement data for ELs as one of three highlighted subgroups--has almost 

certainly helped to elevate concerns about ELs for administrators, but the 

administrators at West Coast and Peterson talked about this goal as their own, not one 

imposed upon them.  

The findings of this study support Hopkins’ argument that language policy 

implementation is influenced not only by the knowledge and beliefs of those 

implementing but a full range of institutional variables (Hopkins, 2016), all of which 

must be understood and considered in order to effectively support school leaders in 

mediating language policy in ways that advance equity and quality educational 

experiences for ELs. Ultimately, I argue that supporting school leaders in providing 

effective leadership for ELs requires understanding several intersecting realities: 1. 

For school leaders to impact instruction requires not only that the leaders understand 

effective pedagogy for ELs but that they be able to marshal and facilitate teacher 

leadership in each subject area to work with colleagues and enact administrators’ 
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vision; 2. School leaders view positive school culture and shared vision as essential 

for instructional change and therefore worthy of their time and effort; 3. School 

leaders view policies not only as mandates or constraints on their work but as tools 

they can use to push their schools toward their desired ends. School leaders’ own 

understanding of language and language education is undoubtedly crucial (Alanís & 

Rodríguez, 2008; Gort, de Jong & Cobb, 2008;  Menken & Solorza, 2014), but so is 

their ability to maximize the effectiveness of teacher leadership, to cultivate a school 

culture that supports such leadership, and to put policies to work in the interest of 

ELs’ learning.  

I begin this final chapter with an overall comparison of the two case study 

schools and how the administrative teams in each worked to enact language policy in 

ways that aimed to improve learning outcomes for ELs. I then review and discuss the 

central themes that emerged from the findings, and I conclude with implications for 

research, practice, and policy.   

West Coast High School: Balancing School Culture with Leadership 

Action 

West Coast High School administrators mentioned ELs frequently, in their 

conversations with each other and in meetings with teachers. While all three touted 

ELs’ increased participation in school activities and the staff’s collective commitment 

to ELs’ success, the administrators also regularly acknowledged that the shared 

commitment had not yet translated into improved performance, measured by test 

scores, reclassification rates, graduation rates, and college eligibility. The 
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administration’s awareness of this gap had been heightened by the WASC self-study 

process, which requires analysis and reporting of achievement data. Paralleling this 

gap between shared commitment and concrete outcomes was the disconnect the 

administrators identified between their instructional leadership team’s positive 

attitude and expressed enthusiasm about changing curriculum and instructional 

practice and the generation and carrying out of leadership tasks to bring about that 

change. At least in conversations with me, the administrators did not draw a parallel 

between these two gaps, but at the core of both is that, even as shared commitment to 

English Learners’ success strengthened, few if any substantive changes had been 

made to instruction. The administrators relied on teachers, led by their department 

chairs who represented them on the instructional leadership team, to determine what 

these changes should be. But as the administrators observed in the development of the 

WASC action plan, the teachers struggled with this task. The administrators did the 

meso-level leadership work of articulating school-wide growth goals and action items 

based on the WASC self-study. They asked the teachers to perform the micro-tasks of 

identifying classroom-level actions that would advance those schoolwide goals. 

Twice, after an instructional leadership team meeting and the whole-staff meeting, the 

administrators discussed their concern that the teachers seemed not to be able to make 

sense of the schoolwide action plan at the classroom level.  

Although the administrators expressed to each other that the teachers seemed 

not to be able to apply the school goals to the classroom in concrete actions, two 

administrators also told me that they believed the teachers on the instructional 
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leadership team were reluctant to propose concrete changes to instruction because 

they did not want to engage in difficult conversations with their colleagues. In this 

context, the administrators apparently believed teachers did know what to do in order 

to advance the school goals. Rebecca provided the example of agreeing on a common 

grading policy, which she believed some teachers were simply resisting. Rebecca also 

encouraged teachers to choose and agree on common implementation of GLAD 

strategies, but no one in the meeting actively took up that suggestion, and the 

conversation was dropped. Even in these cases, though, it is possible that teachers 

were not reluctant to commit to action but lacked confidence to make decisions about 

how to implement the suggestions, such as which grading practices should take 

priority, and which GLAD strategies might be most useful. Todd did say at the end of 

the year that departments had made progress on IB course outlines, and he expressed 

optimism about the initiative some departments were taking to make changes to their 

course sequences in anticipation of IB. This forward movement could indicate that IB 

gave teachers the direction they needed to take action or that teachers were more 

excited about this large-scale change than they had been about taking action to 

advance WASC goals. Without a clearer understanding of the root of the disconnects 

between stated commitment and concrete action at West Coast, it is difficult to know 

what has made IB different so far, or whether the problem will reemerge as the school 

approaches full implementation. 

The disconnects may be explained in part by different understandings of 

school goals, which a distributed leadership perspective helps to illuminate. As clear 
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as the school’s collective commitment to student success was, and as intentional as 

the administrators were in communicating the school vision, mission, and goals, my 

analysis demonstrated that leadership practices did not always align with each other, 

and at times leadership practice reflected varying interpretations of what it meant to 

provide equity, access, and quality learning for ELs. Even in a Common Core 

Standards-based curriculum, and even more so in the IB curriculum, language and 

literacy practices are embedded in disciplinary learning (Valdés et al., 2014) and 

often unique to the registers and genres of the discipline. Implementing an IB 

program that fully includes ELs, as the West Coast administration said they plan to 

do, will require that teachers unpack the language and literacy demands of their 

curriculum and design instruction that calls explicit attention to them and engages 

ELs with these practices and genres in meaningful ways and with carefully designed 

scaffolds for learning. The GLAD training, which was the only professional 

development specific to ELs offered during the year of the study, provided general 

instructional strategies designed to be applicable to any class. The ones that resonated 

with teachers, as I discussed in Chapter 4, were strategies designed to call for 

attention, focus on specific words in isolation, and manage group behavior. While the 

training included strategies that might be useful in any class, including an IB class, 

the layering of separate strategies onto instruction is not consistent with providing 

ELs access to the types of texts and language and literacy practices they will 

encounter in IB courses or in lower-grade courses aligned to IB. The administration in 

this case performed two meso-level tasks in support of the macro-function of 



 
 

 252 

improving learning outcomes for ELs: planning the GLAD training and adopting IB. 

But these two meso-level tasks called for different, and even conflicting, types of 

micro-level tasks at the teacher level.  

 Additionally, the two WASC goals, establishing clarity of learning and 

building a system of interventions, both require more clarification than, in my 

observation, they received. The administrators acknowledged to each other that the 

first goal was awkwardly worded, but they agreed it was the best they could do given 

what they wanted to capture with the phrase. The goal, as the administration 

articulated it, included curriculum alignment within departments, common 

assessments within course teams, clear and consistent grading practices, clearly stated 

learning outcomes and expectations, and shared practices to support students such as 

AVID strategies used across campus. The goal as stated suggests some embedded 

assumptions. One is that consistency across classrooms is better than variation. The 

administrators and teachers on the instructional leadership team often cited ELs in 

advocating consistency, arguing that consistent language and routines support these 

students by preventing confusion and allowing them to focus on learning. However, 

based on my observations of teachers’ hesitancy to propose concrete actions aligned 

with the WASC goals, it seemed that perhaps teachers could have benefited from 

more direction and clearer criteria for quality practice rather than aiming simply for 

consistency. It is certainly possible that these criteria had been developed in prior 

years, before I began my study, but if they were, I did not see them re-articulated. In 

enacting the WASC action plan at the classroom level, all teachers were asked to 
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engage in leadership practice because the actions would necessarily be different for 

different departments. And in this case, as with the GLAD training, the meso-level 

leadership tasks, in this case setting the WASC goals, might not have provided 

adequate direction and support for the micro-level tasks.  

Peterson High School: “Culture Will Eat Everything” 

 The administration at Peterson rarely mentioned English Learners unless I 

mentioned them first. As I explained earlier, because the vast majority of ELs at 

Peterson were designated as Long-Term ELs, the administration, as well as the head 

counselor, paid little attention to this designation in placing them in classes or 

providing guidance for their course selections or postsecondary paths. Richard was, 

however, clear with me that the majority of Peterson’s students struggled with the 

academic language and literacy demands of their courses. Assistant principal Julie 

also repeatedly commented to me on the difficulty many of the students she interacted 

with had with writing. So while the administrators rarely talked about English 

Learners explicitly, they did express the importance of supporting students’ language 

development in their work to improve academic outcomes for their students and the 

promise of the New Tech model to help them achieve this goal. 

 In stark contrast to West Coast, whose school culture was a point of pride for 

the administrators, Peterson’s administration identified school culture as their most 

significant challenge. Richard contended that a lack of trust and negative relationships 

among staff prevented a productive WASC process, and he targeted relationship-

building as a central goal for professional development.  
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 The tension in meetings made it easy for me to focus my notes on the conflict 

and to miss the leadership practices teachers were engaging in, but there were many 

such practices, and some were even enacted in the conflict. The science teachers 

annually entered all students in a regional science festival to get their projects into the 

community, a practice clearly aligned with New Tech’s model. The science teachers 

also collaborated as a department over the course of the year to offer a new course 

and adjust their course sequence, explaining to Richard that they believed the shift 

would facilitate more students moving into higher-level courses. The English 

department proposed a change in their course sequence in the interest of addressing 

high failure rates, and while in my field notes I questioned whether their proposal 

would really just exacerbate tracking, that teachers took this work upon themselves 

without administrative prodding or guidance is noteworthy and speaks to an aspect of 

the school culture that was rarely discussed. At least some of the teachers 

demonstrated a strong sense of ownership of student success in their departments.  

 I argued in Chapter 5 that leadership at Peterson could not reasonably be said 

to be distributed in the sense that Spillane et al. (2001) describe, but it was certainly 

not left to the administration team to drive changes to curriculum as they were 

needed. The core instructional model, however, lacked cohesion in its 

implementation, as I discussed in Chapters 4 and 5, and this fragmentation was the 

curricular issue that teachers raised most frequently in my observations. In the WASC 

meeting I attended during the visit, a teacher raised the question, “Are we New Tech 

or not?” Of course there was nothing to prevent teachers from implementing project-
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based learning in their classrooms, even if many of their colleagues did not, and the 

administrators supported co-taught classes and built the master schedule around any 

pair of teachers who wanted to continue with the integrated model. But where West 

Coast’s administration had worked to build a sense of school identity with pride in the 

school’s positive and inclusive culture and more recently with branding, Peterson’s 

identity, at least for the teachers who pioneered the implementation, was centered in 

New Tech. In adopting the model as a whole school instead of as a school within a 

school, Peterson had done something ambitious and innovative. A number of teachers 

expressed dissatisfaction with the piecemeal implementation that was now in place. 

Some requested a clarification of what it meant to be a New Tech School, some 

requested a renewed commitment to the model, and some just seemed to want the 

administration to make a decision about whether the school would continue with the 

model or not.  

 From a structuration theory perspective, the adoption of the New Tech model 

put new structures in place that shaped teachers’ and administrators’ actions, and 

teachers’ and administrators’ actions within the structures in turn shaped the form that 

New Tech took on their campus. The implementation of the model was shaped by the 

local context, including the recent departure of the well-respected principal and the 

decision to implement initially with just a cohort of teachers. As the new instructional 

environment took shape, with one group of teachers out ahead of the others and a new 

administrative team, the teachers and administrators likely responded to that 

environment and further changed their behaviors and interactions with their 
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colleagues. From this perspective, Richard’s contention that the school must heal 

relationships before it can move forward might not be the most accurate assessment. 

As Sarason (1996) might suggest, reworking the school environment might be an 

effective starting point. If teachers’ working environments changed and they were 

interacting with different colleagues in different contexts, their beliefs, attitudes, and 

relationships might shift in response. If people and their actions are constructed by the 

structures which they in turn shape, it becomes impossible to identify a linear 

progression toward desired change. As I proposed in my theoretical framework, 

distributed leadership theory did help to explain how agency was exercised and how 

transformation did, or at least could, take place. Focusing on the micro-level 

leadership practices that constituted the macro-level functions allowed for a fuller 

exploration of how the administrators worked to enact change at the classroom level 

in direct and indirect ways. 

Common Themes from the Findings 

One of my initial observations as I began collecting data for this study was 

that the administrators at the case study schools seemed to attend very little to what 

could clearly be defined as “language policy.” As Menken (2008) argued, however, 

language policy takes many forms, and like the school leaders in Menken’s study, the 

administrators at West Coast and Peterson High Schools were guided by implicit as 

well as explicit language policies. These included California’s data reporting 

requirements; the Local Control Funding Formula; their WASC self-study criteria; 

district-level curricular and professional development mandates; and the goals and 
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guidelines set out by the curricular and support programs that the schools themselves 

had adopted. Rather than treating these separately, however, the administrators at 

both schools, based on their comments, had synthesized policy mandates into central 

goals, among which was to improve academic outcomes for English Learners. This 

was not an isolated goal at either school; it was part of a larger goal to improve 

academic outcomes for Latino/a students, who constituted the majority of both 

schools’ student populations. Likely because this larger goal applied to the majority 

of their students, they took whole-school actions aimed at improving learning for all 

students, often asserting that these changes would be good for ELs as well. Where 

they did take action focused specifically on ELs, as with using LCAP funding to 

provide additional support in classrooms, they saw themselves as agentive, using the 

LCAP provisions to advance their goals.  

Undoubtedly, institutional structures and mechanisms shaped the 

administrators’ work in improving ELs’ outcomes. The compartmentalized nature of 

a comprehensive high school, where teachers work predominantly within their 

departments and ELD is effectively its own department, limited at both schools the 

amount of collaboration that took place around instruction for ELs. Both principals 

also voiced frustration with certain district-level decisions they felt were in conflict 

with the needs of their schools. Rebecca objected to the district’s open-enrollment 

policy because she felt the pressure to “market” the school drove decisions more than 

she would have liked. Richard opposed the district’s decision not to offer math 

courses below the algebra 1 level because he believed it hurt the students who came 
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in with gaps in their math knowledge and complicated teachers’ work in ninth grade 

math classes. Interestingly, while the administrators occasionally voiced frustration 

with district-level mandates, no administrator complained about state-level policies, 

at least as they related to ELs. This might have been because they generally agreed 

with the larger policy messages at this level--that disparities in outcomes must be 

addressed; that ELs are capable and deserving of greater access to rigorous learning 

opportunities; and that greater challenge must be balanced with effective support. 

They might also have taken little issue with state-level policies because they tended to 

encounter these policies as mediated by district-level administrators. Generally, 

though, the administrators articulated EL-related goals that aligned well with state 

policies, and when they spoke of the LCAP--the policy that most affected their site-

level work--they spoke of it more as helpful than as constraining. 

Beliefs and attitudes--what Scott (2013) refers to as the “cognitive pillar” in 

institutional theory--also shaped the administrators’ work. Rebecca commented that at 

West Coast, while the faculty overall was committed to supporting ELs’ success, 

some teachers remained resistant to changing their instruction and putting additional 

supports in place, arguing instead that ELs should not be enrolled in their classes if 

they are unable to succeed without specialized support. Richard voiced frustration 

that the math teachers at Peterson assumed incoming students had lower math skills 

than they actually did; Richard told me he believed about 80 percent of incoming 

students were well prepared for the grade-level math class, but the teachers taught at a 

much lower level because they generalized based on the relatively few whose levels 
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were lower. Although neither principal made the connection explicitly, it is likely that 

these beliefs about students’ academic abilities, even if they were not widespread on 

either campus, contributed to course-taking patterns that often left ELs unprepared for 

postsecondary education.  

At times, the administrators grappled with tension related to competing logics. 

At both schools, administrators were working in tension with teachers’ assumptions 

about student behavior and traditional student discipline norms as they sought to 

reshape the discipline environment. Shifting the school culture away from 

punishment challenged some teachers’ expectations and created frustration for some 

teachers who saw the shifts as tolerance of inappropriate school behavior. At 

Peterson, Julie, by working to establish “order” on campus by creating consistent 

consequences for minor infractions like tardiness to class, seemed to have reinforced 

the teachers’ assumptions about student discipline at the same time that Richard was 

urging teachers to shift their classrooms from a focus on rules to a culture of mutual 

respect. At West Coast, the move toward restorative practices in student discipline 

worked in tension with concerns about teachers’ “pobrecito” attitudes toward ELs. 

On the one hand, the administrators wanted to move away from punishment and focus 

instead on offering the support students needed to succeed on campus; on the other 

hand, as both Laura and Lucía expressed, they felt that ELs, especially recent 

immigrants, needed to learn and be accountable to the academic and behavioral 

expectations of the U.S. school system. 
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While the administrators worked within institutional constraints, they did 

exercise agency in working to create more equitable outcomes for ELs. Combining 

structuration theory with distributed leadership theory helped to show both how the 

administrators operated within the structures available them and how, in their 

leadership practice, they worked to transform those structures and in turn break out of 

the patterns and trends that have historically reproduced inequitable experiences and 

outcomes for English Learners. All six administrators made clear in interviews and in 

interactions in meetings that they were keenly aware of the obstacles ELs and other 

students of color and low-income students faced in the U.S. public school system, 

including systemic racism, deficit views of their language and cultural practices, past 

trauma, and financial strain that required many to work to help support their families. 

They spoke often of equity, and both principals at times compared their own students 

to those of other district schools, noting disparities in privilege and resources and 

expressing their own commitment to providing their students with the same access to 

postsecondary opportunities. Just by working as school leaders in their particular 

school contexts, then, they viewed themselves as challenging status-quo power 

structures.  

Although the principals explicitly cited only LCAP when asked about policies 

shaping their work with ELs, it was the International Baccalaureate adoption at West 

Coast and the revisiting/redefining of New Tech at Peterson that actually seemed to 

drive the administrators’ discussions of school goals and of teaching and learning. At 

West Coast, the school’s WASC self-study was equally important in focusing and 



 
 

 261 

guiding the administrators’ work; at Peterson, Richard placed much less emphasis on 

WASC with the staff, so the self-study appeared less significant to most of the staff, 

as evidenced by the visiting committee’s comments that the staff seemed not to take 

the visit seriously. Peterson’s WASC visiting committee had ensured, however, that 

the self-study would assume a more prominent position in the staff’s work the 

following year as they started the process over.   

The WASC self-study was, of course, required and fairly rigid in its 

requirements. The schools identify their own strengths, areas for growth, and action 

plans, but they do so based on the categories and rubrics that WASC provides. 

Importantly, the WASC self-study report is expected to align to the school’s LCAP 

and to be based on analysis of data from the California Dashboard, the California 

Department of Education’s school data profile (ACS WASC). At West Coast, the 

administrators commented that they felt affirmed by the WASC visiting committee’s 

feedback, and they felt the report provided clear direction that would help them to 

advance their own goals in the coming year. Rebecca additionally commented that 

she expected it would help her to resist district initiatives that were not aligned with 

her own priorities for West Coast. Manuel also commented that, while the WASC 

process would have to be redone under the new principal’s leadership, he believed it 

could serve as valuable leverage for change. While the administrators saw value in 

the process, though, the WASC self-study largely reinforced state-level mandates, 

drawing on data the state collected annually and complementing the state-mandated 

LCAP. While the WASC process played out differently at the two schools based on 
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the principals’ leadership, the administrators had little say in what the self-study 

addressed, the data analyzed, or even what conclusions their drew in their school 

report.  

Where the administrators did have space for agency was in the curricular 

programs the schools adopted. Manuel and Julie, the assistant principals at Peterson, 

both new to the school in the year of the study, were not part of the adoption of New 

Tech, but Richard was, and he was deeply invested in the model as a means of 

providing rich learning opportunities, integrating language and content learning, for 

all students. Julie, in her own assessment, had little time to engage with New Tech, or 

instruction in general, during her first year and offered minimal input, but Manuel 

recognized New Tech as a potential lever for improved learning if the administration 

could unite teachers around it again. As Richard explained in our initial interview, 

project-based learning, the core of the New Tech model, engaged students in reading, 

writing, and speaking in authentic contexts; collaboration with peers and adults; and 

problem-solving in unpredictable situations. Richard argued that for Peterson’s 

population of ELs, nearly all of whom had grown up in the U.S. and were fluent in 

English, this type of instructional model was the most effective possible way to 

provide them opportunities to develop their language and literacy in engaging, 

relevant contexts. The adoption of this instructional model, along with the “pillars” 

and corresponding school-wide rubrics, which included written and oral 

communication, functioned as de facto language policy by defining the ways in which 

teachers engaged students with language and literacy.  
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Although West Coast was still two years from implementation during the year 

of the study, IB was already leading to changes in course sequences, such as the 

science department’s decision to move their physics course to the freshman year, 

where biology is currently, and move biology to a higher grade level. The social 

science department was realigning their course sequence as well, in order to ensure 

that all students were prepared to take the required IB course in the junior year. IB 

courses require internal and external assessments, with a heavy emphasis on oral and 

written communication, inquiry, creative problem solving, and argument (IBO). In 

order to earn college credit for IB courses or earn credit toward the IB diploma, 

students must attain minimum scores on these assessments, so the curriculum and 

instruction in IB courses are designed to prepare students to complete these tasks 

successfully. Like New Tech at Peterson, in driving the types of texts teachers used in 

class as well as forms and means of communicating knowledge, the IB program 

functioned as de facto language policy.  

Within institutional constraints, the adoption of IB at West Coast and the 

decision to work to renew schoolwide commitment to New Tech did constitute 

agency on the part of the administrators. Recognizing that curriculum and instruction 

had to change in order for ELs’ academic outcomes to improve, the administrators, 

with the support of the staff, chose a vehicle by which to accomplish that change. At 

West Coast, the adoption of IB was driven in part by the need for “a thing,” as 

Rebecca put it, to draw students and families to the school, but while she 

acknowledged the benefit, and the reality that concern about enrollment was likely 
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the reason that district administrators and many teachers supported the move, she also 

expressed confidence that IB would drive the changes to curriculum and instruction 

needed to provide access to rigorous learning for ELs. Richard also expressed a great 

deal of faith in the New Tech model to drive the type of instruction he believed the 

EL population at Peterson needed in order to develop their language and literacy and 

build strong content knowledge.  

In describing their goals for ELs, five of the six administrators talked about 

equity of access not only to quality instruction but to opportunities in and beyond the 

classroom. At West Coast, this included soliciting ELs’ participation in advanced 

coursework, athletics, student activities, and leadership. At Peterson, it meant 

expanding advanced course offerings and Career and Technical Education offerings, 

creating accessible pathways into advanced courses, and partnering with multiple 

organizations to support students in preparing and applying for college. Engaging 

ELs’ families was also a high priority to both principals; Richard held monthly 

meetings with an interpreter, usually a counselor, and the community liaison at West 

Coast had developed an active English Learner Advisory Committee (ELAC).  

A school culture that included ELs in all facets of school life, valued their 

experiences and cultures, and held them to high expectations was, at both schools, 

both a desired outcome in itself and a means by which the administrators sought to 

attain the goal of improved academic outcomes for ELs. Enrollment numbers in 

advanced, college-preparatory coursework, graduation rates, and college-going rates 

were among the data that both schools tracked; a school culture that encouraged and 
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supported ELs in pursuing these opportunities was, from the administrators’ 

perspective, an essential element of serving ELs well. At the same time, building 

school culture was a means by which the administrators exercised agency in shaping 

ELs’ experiences. The focus was different at the two schools because the contexts 

were different, but all six administrators spoke of school culture both as something 

they felt they could shape and as something that would help them achieve their larger 

goals. At Peterson, one key focus in this area was on improving relationships between 

teachers and students, which Richard believed would result in a reduced demand for 

“compliance” in classrooms and greater emphasis on engagement. In turn, as Richard 

explained to Manuel, teachers would spend less time managing behavior and more 

time immersing students in rich learning experiences. At West Coast, the 

administrators expressed pride in the school culture, which they viewed as positive, 

collaborative, and inclusive, and they worked to build upon that culture to raise the 

level of rigor in instruction across campus and provide the support that students, 

especially ELs, would need in order to meet higher academic expectations. Laura, one 

of the West Coast assistant principals, also viewed the expansion of student 

leadership to include ELs as an important step in integrating ELs more fully into the 

life of the school, giving them a voice, and therefore an investment, in the school. 

Both administrative teams also saw parent and family engagement as a means to 

improving ELs’ learning; if parents felt connected to the school, they could more 

easily serve as partners in their children’s education. At West Coast, the culture was 

seen as an asset to be leveraged, while at Peterson, the culture was viewed more as a 
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problem to be solved, but both administrative teams recognized school culture as a 

vehicle for attaining their goal of improved learning outcomes. 

Closely related to school culture was distributed instructional leadership, 

which administrators at both schools valued highly and worked to cultivate. From the 

principals’ perspectives, distributed leadership was essential in part because of the 

limited capacity--what Rebecca called “bandwidth”--of the administration teams, but 

at the high school level, teachers’ content expertise also positions them to make 

decisions and recommendations regarding curricular paths, instructional strategies, 

and suitable interventions. The principals not only wanted teachers to take leadership 

in improving curriculum and instruction, but they recognized that the changes they 

hoped to facilitate could not happen without teacher leadership in the content areas. 

At West Coast, Rebecca and Todd also commented that they wanted teachers to take 

the lead with recommending and initiating schoolwide changes such as consistent 

grading policies and assessment practices because teachers were the ones who would 

implement these changes. As discussed earlier, the West Coast administrators 

expressed frustration with teachers’ apparent hesitation to assume this role, and they 

saw this inaction as hindering substantive improvements to curriculum and instruction 

that would support the success of ELs, among other students. At Peterson, there were 

teachers who did take leadership within their departments to initiate changes to course 

offerings and curriculum and, as the English department had done, even to the 

schoolwide expectations laid out in the written and oral communication rubrics. The 

challenge the administrators faced at Peterson was that there was little consensus 
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among teachers regarding the direction of curriculum and instruction; the faculty was 

divided on what it meant to be a “New Tech school” and whether Peterson should 

continue with New Tech or move away from the model. Importantly, Richard 

believed this division was not a lack of agreement with the instructional philosophy 

but rather frustration with aspects of the model as Peterson had implemented it, 

including Bridges and co-teaching.  

Distributing leadership, particularly instructional leadership of the changes to 

curriculum and instruction that needed to be made in order to improve ELs’ 

outcomes, increased the capacity for change by expanding leadership into 

departments, where discussions of adaptations could take place in content-specific 

contexts. Non-teaching staff also played important leadership roles at both schools. 

At West Coast, all three administrators relied heavily on Lucía, the community 

liaison, to represent the school to Spanish-speaking families, to help socialize 

incoming ELs into the school culture, and provide input for them regarding ELs’ 

experiences in their courses. At Peterson, the lead counselor played a similar role, 

often providing Spanish/English interpretation at parent meetings with Richard and, 

because she had started as a teacher at Peterson, offering feedback to Richard about 

instruction and course sequences, generally informed by patterns of student success 

and failure in particular classes. While it was somewhat unclear the extent to which 

these leaders’ messages and the administrators’ intended messages aligned, all of the 

administrators expressed trust and confidence in these leaders, valued their 

contributions, and readily accepted their suggestions.  



 
 

 268 

Finally, the administrators exercised agency by leveraging the policies, 

programs, and tools that they saw as helpful to them in advancing their goals, in some 

cases to push forward change that had been slow or stalled, in some cases to resist 

other initiatives they saw as less aligned with their goals, and in some cases to focus 

teachers’ work. Although the schools’ WASC self-studies were mandated and, as 

mentioned earlier, reinforced state-level mandates, Rebecca at West Coast saw the 

visiting committee’s report as useful leverage both with teachers and with district 

administrators in the coming year. While Peterson’s WASC process would have to be 

redone the following year under a new principal, Manuel, an assistant principal, 

viewed the WASC report as potential leverage as well. Both principals also 

intentionally leveraged their adopted curricular programs--IB at West Coast and New 

Tech at Peterson--to spur the changes they hoped to see to curriculum and instruction 

to improve outcomes for ELs. In selecting these programs from many different 

options, the administrators had in effect constructed language policy in addition to 

adopting instructional philosophy for their school sites. Once adopted, they could use 

what had now become mandates as external forces to provide backing for their own 

leadership.  

While institutional structures did shape the administrators’ work with ELs, 

they also found means through which the shaped the structures, which, as Giddens 

(1984) described, in turn shaped their work. Once Peterson and West Coast adopted 

New Tech and IB, respectively, those programs then drove the changes to instruction 

that teachers made. In working to build a culture that valued and included ELs in the 
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full range of curricular opportunities the schools offered, they sought to shift teacher 

attitudes toward ELs, in turn, ideally, further transforming school culture. And in 

working to foster strong teacher leadership, the administrators hoped to empower 

teachers to initiate changes to the curricular structures in their content areas that 

would facilitate improved learning for ELs, which in turn would shape instructional 

practice and classroom culture.  

Of course, there was no indication that the administrators conceived of school 

culture, teacher leadership, and leveraging of policies and tools as three separate areas 

of their work; in fact, they were so thoroughly interwoven in their conversations and 

day-to-day work that many of their actions and comments could have been placed 

into any or all of the three categories. But identifying the three areas and exploring 

how the administrators used each one to facilitate changes to curriculum and 

instruction, which at both schools were largely the domain of teachers and generally 

difficult for administrators to shape, is important for understanding how site 

administrators can be better prepared for and supported in the work of improving 

outcomes for ELs.  

Perhaps most importantly, exploring site-level leadership for English Learners 

through the lenses of structuration theory and distributed leadership theory 

illuminated both the ways that language policies, implicit and explicit, shape 

administrators’ thinking about and work toward improved learning for ELs, and also 

the types of leadership practices that administrators enact to shape ELs’ learning and 

improve academic outcomes that are often missed in research on English Learners. 
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Structuration theory highlights the ways that department structures, master schedules, 

competing initiatives, accreditation requirements, and accountability measures shape 

and in some cases constrain administrators’ actions, but also how structures 

constituted by knowledgeable agents enable transformation, as with West Coast’s 

adoption of IB. Distributed leadership theory helped to uncover how leadership 

practice, including the setting of goals, the facilitation of leadership teams, the 

creation of new student organizations, the revision of course sequences, and the 

crafting of messages about quality instruction can draw upon and transform existing 

structures, in turn leading to new types of action and leadership practice. 

Administrators’ understandings and beliefs about language and language learning are 

crucially important, but so are the structures and contexts in which those beliefs are 

situated because beliefs and attitudes that are mutually constituted will also be 

mutually transformed. 

Implications 

Implications for Research 

 The findings from this study demonstrate that, while site administrators may 

not explicitly attend to specific language policies as they consider how to best serve 

the EL populations in their schools, they play an important role in mediating and 

constructing language policy and in shaping ELs’ experiences on their campuses. As 

Hopkins (2016) argued, understanding how the full range of institutional forces, and 

not just administrators’ own knowledge and beliefs, influence administrators’ work in 
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this area informs scholarship in language policy and educational leadership and raises 

additional questions. 

 The administrators in this study all exhibited a strong commitment to 

improving outcomes for ELs as part of a larger commitment to equity. They 

recognized the disparities but also recognized that, for many of their students 

designated as ELs, language was only one of a number of challenges hindering their 

success in school. Because the challenges were complex and multifaceted, the 

response had to be complex and multifaceted. Research on leadership of EL 

education at the high school level that fails to acknowledge this complexity will likely 

miss much of the work that administrators do in the interest of ELs. While there is 

strong evidence that administrators with deeper knowledge of language and the 

unique assets and needs of multilingual students are better positioned to build and 

maintain structures that build on their bilingualism and facilitate their success 

(Menken & Solorza, 2014), there is much more at this level that administrators need 

to attend to.  

 At the same time, a topic for further research is how and to what extent high 

school administrators are thinking about language and literacy in the classroom when 

they make decisions about curricular programs (in these cases IB and New Tech) and 

about professional development for teachers. Rebecca clearly expressed that a goal of 

the IB adoption was to increase rigor in curriculum and instruction for all students, 

but how she and the other administrators were defining “rigor” was less clear. At the 

end of the school year, the administrators were beginning to replace their own school 
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goals with the goals articulated by the International Baccalaureate Organization 

(IBO), in essence trusting IB to redefine for them what the IBO calls the “learner 

profile” -the characteristics of a student who has met the IB outcomes. Even as the 

administrators participated in initial IB training and prepared to have the faculty vote 

to adopt IB, Rebecca planned the GLAD training--the six-part workshop on strategies 

for ELs described earlier. From my perspective, as I discussed earlier, there was little 

alignment between the types of activities modeled in the GLAD training and the types 

of language and literacy practices the IBO identifies in its goals. Similarly, at 

Peterson, while Richard clearly articulated how he believed the project-based learning 

model at the core of New Tech would engage ELs in the types of authentic language 

and literacy practices they needed to develop their English, there seemed to be little 

attention, at least during the year of the study, to the schoolwide rubrics and how oral 

and written communication, two of the four “pillars,” were actually being 

incorporated into instruction and assessment in classrooms. Research should continue 

to explore the amount and types of preparation and support high school administrators 

need in order to provide leadership that connects schoolwide curricular work and 

professional development to the language and literacy goals the school has 

established for its students, particular those still developing English. 

 Another question this study raised was how the professional learning 

community (PLC) structure, which both schools had in place, could be used 

effectively to improve instruction for ELs. At both case study schools, the principals 

occasionally asked teacher leaders to report on the work their PLCs were doing, but 
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the administrators appeared to entrust to teachers decisions about how to use the 

collaboration time. With clear vision and goals, it is likely that the PLC structure 

could be leveraged, like other structures, to advance those goals or, at minimum, to 

identify specific needs for professional development. Given the diversity of the EL 

population and the range of challenges these students face in different subject areas, 

PLCs could serve as a place for more focused, content-specific data analysis resulting 

in targeted adjustments to curriculum and instruction. How site administrators could 

provide leadership and direction for this work, particularly with a focus on the needs 

of ELs, would be a useful topic for further research. 

Implications for Administrator Preparation 

 This study demonstrated that while high school administrators have little 

direct influence on classroom instruction, they do have vehicles through which they 

can exercise agency, spurring desired change and mediating policy in ways that 

advance their goals for ELs.  

 The administrators in this study looked to policies and tools, like their adopted 

curricular programs, for support in furthering their own agendas. As Mavrogordato 

and White (2020) found, administrators can implement policies in ways that are 

transformative and promote equity when they understand the intent of the policy and 

are deliberate in how they implement it. Administrators in this study also selected 

among policies and initiatives, choosing some as points of focus and minimizing 

others, including, at both schools, reclassification of ELs. Administrator preparation 

programs might consider the complex ways in which administrators use policy in 
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practice and encourage preservice administrators to begin to explore this complexity 

and begin to see policy not only as mandates to follow but as potential levers and 

supports for change. 

 As I discussed in Chapters 4 and 5, the administrators in this study uniformly 

valued the distribution of leadership. The schools had multiple structures in place to 

support shared leadership and the principals both spoke with pride about their 

instructional leadership teams. But it was also clear from the data at both sites that 

valuing distributed leadership and allocating resources to support it are insufficient to 

ensure that leadership is in fact effectively distributed in ways that advance shared 

goals. The findings from this study suggested that administrators needed to be able to 

provide support and guidance to the teachers in leadership positions to help them 

bridge shared goals and vision and classroom practice in their content areas. The 

Peterson High School data makes clear that administrators must also work to 

understand how staff members’ personal and professional relationships with one 

another influence collaboration and how staff members view one another as leaders. 

And finally, consistent with distributed leadership theory, distributed leadership 

centers practice, not roles. Providing titles and stipends and release periods does not 

ensure that leadership practice will take place. Administrator preparation programs 

should consider how to move aspiring administrators beyond conceiving of shared 

instructional leadership as structures, such as leadership teams and professional 

learning communities, toward conceiving of the distribution of leadership practice. 

Such a shift in focus might help new administrators to attend to the interactions 
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among teachers and other staff that constitute leadership practice and to work toward 

shaping those interactions rather than focusing on the work of those in leadership 

roles specifically. 

 Prior research has explored what teachers need to know about language in 

order to provide effective instruction for ELs in their classrooms (Bunch, 2013; Wong 

Filmore & Snow, 2002). Administrators’ role in leading instruction is clearly 

different from teachers’ role in providing instruction, but administrators do need to be 

explicitly aware of how they mediate and construct language policy, and of the types 

of language and literacy practices they hope to see their students engage with in 

classrooms. While administrators cannot effectively address ELs’ needs by attending 

only to language and language instruction, they do need to be prepared to guide teams 

of teachers as they build and revise their curricula in identifying the language and 

literacy demands and to consider how common instructional practices, a multi-tiered 

system of interventions, and professional development can support teachers in 

teaching those practices and support students in acquiring them. For administrator 

preparation programs, providing prospective administrators with a strong grounding 

in theories of language and language learning might yield better returns than 

familiarizing them with approaches and strategies. School leaders who can recognize 

how particular classroom practices reflect different conceptions of language might be 

most able to make choices about professional development and provide feedback and 

guidance to teachers that align with a coherent, schoolwide vision for ELs’ learning.  
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Implications for Policy 

 
One of the most striking findings of this study was how the administrators 

looked to policy to help them advance their goals for their students. Both principals 

cited the LCAP as allowing them to target resources where they believed they were 

most needed and providing them with the justification they needed in the face of 

competing demands. The West Coast administration worked carefully with the 

WASC visiting team to craft an action plan that would help to guide and focus their 

work in the coming years. And both administrative teams saw their core instructional 

programs as useful for defining and spurring development of high-quality curriculum 

and instruction.  

The administrators in this study did not separate language policy from broader 

education policy in their conversations with me. But they did enact policy that 

defined the types of language and literacy practices that would be taught on their 

campuses. Policymakers have an opportunity to support and guide administrators as 

they work to make decisions that will lead to more equitable experiences and 

outcomes for their English Learners. The administrators in this study were deeply 

committed to advancing equity for this population of students but were not always 

certain what that required, especially at the classroom level. They did not need policy 

to require them to provide access and equity for ELs; they needed policy to provide 

force behind their efforts and to guide them in shaping meanings of equity and access 

in their local contexts. In the sections that follow, I discuss implications for the 
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particular policies the administrators in this study cited as shaping their work with 

ELs. 

Local Control Accountability Plan. 

 In the initial interviews, both principals named the LCAP in response to a 

question about policies that shape their work with ELs. Rebecca at West Coast noted 

that the designation of funds specifically for ELs “help[ed]” her as a new principal in 

budgeting and made her “able” to target money directly to ELs’ needs. The Peterson 

principal commented that the LCAP had “forced” the school leadership to account for 

how the school served ELs. For the principals in this study, the LCAP called specific 

attention to ELs and drew resources toward this population in a way that both found 

valuable. How the funds were spent at West Coast, however, based on the data 

collected, reflected little continuity in the school’s approach to serving ELs. As I 

discussed earlier, the GLAD training that West Coast administrators provided for 

teachers did not align with the language demands of the IB program, one goal of 

which the principal argued was to promote equity for ELs by providing more rigorous 

curriculum that would include all students. At Peterson, while the principal explained 

in the initial interview that LCAP funds provided for push-in support in core courses 

so ELs could be more fully included in courses, the few teacher comments about ELs 

in the data indicated that they felt ELs needed more support than they were receiving. 

Also, despite the principal’s comments that LCAP “forced” the school to attend to 

ELs, neither of the two whole-staff professional development sessions during the year 
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of the study addressed ELs, and ELs were rarely explicitly referenced in the data from 

administration meetings or instructional leadership team meetings.  

 The LCAP, at least in the two cases in this study, had highlighted ELs and led 

administrators to set funds aside to address ELs’ needs, but at one school, the 

administrators appeared to lack clear direction in how best to target those funds, and 

at the other, that targeted funding did not appear to have resulted in substantial 

attention to ELs in administrators’ or teacher leaders’ work. The LCAP requires 

schools to set goals targeting improved outcomes for ELs, but administrators may 

need more guidance in deciding how best to direct their LCAP funding to achieve 

those goals.  

WASC Self-Study 

As I discussed in Chapter 7, administrators at both sites made comments about 

the value of the WASC self-study as a potential lever for change, although at Peterson 

the assistant principal acknowledged it had not served that purpose during the year of 

the study. At the data from the West Coast administrators’ planning meetings 

demonstrates, this administration made deliberate efforts to involve teachers in the 

development of the school’s WASC action plan, encouraging them to identify actions 

they could take at the classroom level that would advance the school’s identified 

goals. Based on both the administrators’ discussions and observation data from two 

WASC-related meetings, teachers struggled to apply the school goals to their own 

work, and the administrators struggled to help them. The Peterson principal did the 
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vast majority of the work on the self-study himself, so the teachers at Peterson also 

had limited involvement in planning for change based on the school’s WASC goals.  

The WASC self-study process is designed to include all stakeholders, and the 

West Coast administration had followed the recommended process, assigning 

teachers to focus groups and including them in analysis of evidence and data 

throughout the self-study. But for the WASC self-study process to serve as the lever 

the administrators hoped it could be for instructional change, the action plan did, as 

the West Coast administrators suggested, need to include teacher-level actions. In this 

case, despite the teachers’ involvement in each stage of the process, they were not 

able to determine how they could share in the implementation of the action plan. The 

administrators in leading the self-study might have benefited from being able to see a 

clear path from data to conclusions to areas of need to goals to actions. As it was, 

they relied on teachers to make connections to the classroom, and most teachers 

struggled to make those connections. The administrators still expressed confidence at 

the end of the year that the WASC plan would help them to advance their goals and 

improve outcomes for students, but the power of the plan to facilitate instructional 

change might have been stronger had teachers played a more active role in 

constructing it. 

English Learner Reclassification 

 The state of California provides flexibility for districts to choose means to 

measure three of four criteria for reclassification of ELs as Fluent English Proficient. 

Aside from English proficiency, which must be measured using the state’s adopted 
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English proficiency assessment, districts determine how to assess students’ academic 

performance relative to English-proficient peers and how to elicit teacher and parent 

input. At both sites in the study, site administrators expressed a lack of confidence in 

their district’s reclassification policies to accurately identify English-proficient 

students. Both the principal and the head counselor at Peterson explained that they 

were not concerned with reclassification data—the principal because he believed 

students were not invested in being reclassified and therefore put little effort into the 

assessment, and the counselor because she believed the district criteria were 

unreasonably high and not entirely relevant to English proficiency. The West Coast 

principal expressed frustration that the district administration sometimes overturned 

site-level reclassification decisions even though site personnel knew the students. 

Although the critiques were different, at both sites administrators were explicit about 

having little regard for reclassification data and relying instead on other measures of 

success for ELs, such as graduation.  

 While schools can certainly have course placement policies in place that allow 

ELs to access the full range of curricular opportunities even without being 

reclassified, reclassification data can provide a useful indicator of ELs’ progress 

toward English proficiency and achievement in content learning. The administrators’ 

disregard of this data effectively stripped it of its usefulness. Delegating aspects of 

reclassification policy to local education agencies creates the potential for districts to 

use criteria that is meaningful in the local context, such as district-level content 

assessments. But if site leaders do not understand or agree with these district-
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designed policies, or if site leaders lack autonomy in implementing these policies at 

their sites, they are likely not to provide important information about ELs’ progress. 

Closing 

 School site administrators play a complex role in shaping the education of 

English Learners in their schools—a role that, because their work is situated in time 

and place (Spillane & Orlina, 2005), cannot be distilled down to a list of leadership 

qualities or strategies that will result in equity and improved outcomes for ELs. 

Neither does administrators’ ability to shape EL education in transformational ways 

depend entirely on their knowledge and beliefs about language. Language policy is 

codified in state law and is embedded in standards, curriculum, and assessments; it is 

interwoven with an array of other education policies and constituted in a range of 

other structures and practices. While administrators should be able to recognize 

language policy and understand its intent, they cannot treat language policy in 

isolation of broader teaching and learning initiatives and educational reforms. As this 

study has shown, administrators’ potential to exercise agency in transforming 

learning for English Learners lies in their larger understanding of the school and 

community as a whole, their relationships with teachers and staff, and their clear 

goals for teaching and learning broadly and for English Learners specifically.
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Appendix A: Initial Interview Protocol 
 
 

Thank you for taking time to talk with me today. As you know, I am conducting 
dissertation research focused on high school administrators’ leadership of English 
Learner instruction. The purpose of this interview is for me to learn more about the 
work your administration team and your school as a whole are doing to more 
effectively meet the learning needs of your English Learner population.  
 
I will use the information and insights you share with me today to help provide a 
foundation for my study this year. Your identity will be concealed, as will the identity 
of your school and district. With your permission, I would like to audio record the 
interview. The audio recording and transcript will be secured and accessed only by 
me. Are you comfortable having me record? 
 
Based on the information you share with me today, I may follow up with you to invite 
you to participate further in the study, but talking with me today in no way obligates 
you to do that.  
 
I have a list of questions I will ask you. The first few are about your background and 
some contextual information about the school. We will then move into the work that 
is happening related to English Learner instruction. Finally, I will ask you about your 
own perceptions of that work and the types of challenges you have encountered.  
 
Do you have any questions before we begin? 
 
Context 

1. Could you tell me about your professional background, including how long 
you have served in this role and how you came to it? 

2. I have reviewed the demographic breakdown of your student population 
(review). How would you describe your student body?   

3. How would you describe your teaching staff? 
4. Who constitutes your leadership team? How does that leadership team 

function? 
 
English Learner Instruction 

5. How has the education of English Learners evolved in your time at this 
school? 

6. How have various policies, at the federal, state, or local level, shaped the 
direction you have taken with your English Learners? 

7. What is your long-term vision for English Learner education here? 
8. What would you say are the strengths and weaknesses of your current 

structures and practices related to English Learners? 
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9. Could you describe the efforts that are currently underway to improve 
instruction and/or English Learners’ overall experience? 

10. How and by whom are those efforts being led and implemented? 
11. What is your role and what are the roles of the other site administrators in 

this process? 
 
Perceptions 

12. What are you most proud of about the practices currently in place or the 
changes taking place related to English Learner education? 

13. What are you disappointed or frustrated by?  
14. What do you see as the challenges involved in improving the education of 

English Learners? 
15. What do you think it would take to achieve your vision for English Learner 

education here? 
16. If you had the power to remove one obstacle to change, what would it be? 

 
Is there anything you would like to add?  
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Appendix B: Dissertation Coding Manual 
 

Top-Down Codes 
 
Policy  

• References to explicit or implicit policy, especially but not limited to language 
policy 

o Include: Comments on student placement policies, standardized tests, 
district regulations or board policies, disciplinary policies 

o Do not include: Classroom-level rules or teacher-generated norms 
 
Distributed leadership 

• Leadership “stretched over” the school 
o Include: Examples of staff other than administrators assuming 

leadership roles; examples of shared leadership 
o Do not include: Leadership above the site level;  

 
Leader agency 

• School leaders, especially administrators, advancing their own goals or acting 
outside of institutional norms or regulations 

o Include: Comments about departing from district direction or 
breaking with other schools; examples of school leaders strategizing 
to achieve their own goals 

 
English Learners 

• Comments about the population of students designated as ELs 
• Notable language about ELs 

o Include: References to  
 
Institutional mechanisms 

• Structures, rules, or procedures that help to sustain the status quo and may 
constrain leaders’ behaviors 

o Include: Comments about the master schedule, staffing constraints, 
release periods, PD pay and time, district office requirements 

 
 
Bottom-up Codes 
 
Constraints and Challenges 

• References to institutional forces, policies, staffing limitations, budget, or 
other variables that leaders perceive as preventing them from achieving 
something 
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o Include: Administrators’ comments about challenges or constraints; 
field note observations of challenges 

 
 
Counseling 

• Comments about counselors’ roles and actions and the types of guidance 
counselors provide to students in course selection and post-secondary 
planning 

o Include: Intake procedures, counselor presentations, admin 
comments about counselors  

o Do not include: Master schedule building 
 
Data 

• References to data on enrollment, student outcomes, or student, staff, or 
community perception; comments about using data, including in professional 
learning teams 

o Include: Field note observations of presentations of data 
o Do not include: Discussions of standardized testing 

 
District Office 

• References to district-level policies and expectations, district administrators, 
or district-level actions or involvement in school-level activities 

o Include: Comments about district administrators; district office 
policies; district initiatives; negotiations with district office about 
discipline or other issues 

 
 
ELD 
References to  

• ELD courses or programs, including sheltered or bilingually taught courses 
o Include: Comments about “integrated” ELD 
o Do not include: References to more general interventions designed to 

include ELs 
 
Equity 

• References to equity or inequity, including disparities in outcomes or access 
o Include: Comments about disparities in data, comments about equity-

related goals, comments about policies or practices perceived as 
inequitable 

 
Facilities/Management 

• References to facilities issues or management tasks or roles 
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o Include: Discussions of administrators’ involvement with facilities or 
management of such responsibilities as testing and safety protocols, 
and supervision of custodians and maintenance staff 

o Do not include: Comments about student discipline or attendance 
 
Instruction 

• References to classroom instruction, referencing individual teachers or 
common or desired practices across campus 

o Include: Comments by teachers or administrators or other leaders 
about classroom instruction 

 
 
Interruptions/distractions 

• Pressing issues or incidents that disrupt school leaders’ planned agenda or 
progress toward goals 

o Include: Examples of alarms going off, fights or other discipline issues, 
district office visits that interfere with planned school activities 

 
Interventions/Supports 

• References to intervention structures or programs, including tutorial courses 
or tutoring programs, mentoring programs, classroom-level policies and 
practices to support students; interventions targeting ELs and non-ELs 

o Include: References to programs such as CareerCoach, Cyber High, 
and AVID in addition to informal structures and practices 

o Do not include: References to typical counseling roles such as student 
and parent conferences; ELD 

 
Leader Identity 

• References to who leaders are, including race, gender, and language and 
cultural background 

o Include: Leaders’ comments on their own identity; references to 
leaders’ personal and professional backgrounds 

 
Leading instruction 

• Comments leaders make or actions they take related to shaping or leading 
classroom instruction, including decisions about professional development, 
conversations with teachers, or activities in staff meetings 

o Include: Administrator comments about their own leadership 
practices directly shaping instruction; administrator comments about 
instruction; field note observations of classroom walkthroughs 

 
Leadership Style 
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• References to the ways individual leaders enact their roles, including 
interactions with staff and other leaders, facilitation of meetings and events, 
and decision-making practices 

o Include: Leaders’ comparisons of their own styles to other leaders’ 
styles; Field note comments on leader style 

 
Leveraging policies  

• References to use of a policy to further leaders’ goals, sometimes by allowing 
them to resist or deemphasize another policy or initiative.  

o Include: Administrators’ comments about plans or importance of 
leveraging policy 

 
Literacy 

• References to literacy demands in courses, literacy-related school or 
classroom goals, or students’ literacy skills and practices 

o Include: Comments on students’ literacy levels or new or changing 
expectations 

 
 
 
Marketing 

• Comments related to promotion of the school, for purposes of increasing 
enrollment, building pride among students and staff, or encouraging and 
reassuring the parent community 

o Include: any use of the word “marketing” to refer to promoting the 
school; documentation of decisions by administrators explicitly 
targeted to attract students and families; comments about the need 
to attract students and increase or sustain enrollment 

 
Parent/Family Engagement 

• References to parent involvement in the school, either on behalf or their own 
students or as members of committees or volunteers, contributing to the 
larger life of the school; observations of parent involvement; references to 
structures designed to elicit parent involvement, including Site Council, ELAC, 
and principal coffees  

o Include: Field note observations of parent meetings 
o Do not include; References to routine parent phone calls regarding 

discipline or attendance 
 

 
Professional Development 
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• References to professional development provided at the site or district level, 
optional or required, for some or all teachers 

o Include: Field note observations of professional development; 
administrator or leadership team discussions of professional 
development 

 
 
 
Relationships 

• Interactions or comments that shed light on relationships between and 
among staff, leaders, students, district administrators, and/or families 

o Include: Comments about relationships; field note observations of 
interactions that suggest alliances or tensions 

 
 
School Culture 

• References to the culture or climate of the school and efforts to change or 
shape the culture; may be co-coded with vision, mission and goals and/or 
school identity. 

o Include: Any use of the term “school culture;” accounts of past 
changes in school culture 

o Do not include: General comments about staff/student relationships; 
any references to school vision or goals 
 

School identity 
• Characterizations of the school, students, and staff, defining, formally or 

informally, “who we are” 
o Include: References to “who we are” as a school 

 
 

School vision, mission and goals 
• Comments about school’s explicitly stated mission, vision, or established 

annual goals 
o Include: References to vision documents, goals established for 

accreditation purposes or SPSA 
o Do not include: References to school identity; descriptions of culture 

 
 

 
 

 
Staffing/master schedule 
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• References to decisions about teaching assignments, section allocations, 
elective offerings, hiring, non-reelects, master schedule building 

o Include: Comments about plans or progress on master schedule; 
discussions of staffing 

o Do not include: General comments about enrollment numbers or 
course sequences unless sections are discussed 

 
Student Activities 

• References both to specific student activities such as rallies, dances, and 
athletic events, as well as student activities as an area of work 

o Include: Comments about student activities or student leadership; 
comments about the activities director 

 
Student Assessment 

• References to testing, including but not limited to English proficiency testing 
and CAASPP testing, as well as classroom assessment, including grading and 
retake policies 

o Include: Formal and informal assessment; comments about 
intervention if related to assessment or grading 

 
 

Student discipline 
• Comments about student behavior and/or school response, including 

discipline cases that administrators are handling, classroom management, 
suspension and expulsion, order on campus, or restorative practices 

o Include: Administrator or teacher comments about individual 
discipline cases or overall trends or policies 

o Do not include: Details about specific student discipline cases 
 

Student placement 
• Policies and practices for placing students in particular courses, including ELD 

placement but also practices such as teacher recommendations and 
prerequisite policies 

o Include: Comments about placement of ELs; comments about 
placement policies 

o Do not include: General comments about guidance practices in 
student enrollment 

 
Teacher Attitudes 

• Comments about or reflections of teachers’ attitudes toward students, the 
school, the community, policies, or leader decisions 
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o Include: Administrator comments about teacher attitudes, positive or 
negative; noteworthy field note observations of teachers’ attitudes in 
meetings or workshops 
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