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“The more things change, the more they stay the same.” 
Jean-Baptiste Alphonse Karr 

 
Dissatisfaction with the current state of the nation’s public schools continues to reveal 

itself through repeated efforts to transform the traditional, long-standing core elements known as 

the “grammar of schooling” (Tyack & Tobin, 1994).   Generational rhetoric on the failed state of 

traditional public education and a drive for equitable outcomes for all students serve as 

guideposts for many school reform efforts. It is the need to reveal the systems and structures 
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supporting changes to the traditional architecture of schools that has inspired me to conduct this 

research.   

This dissertation explores how a nontraditional high school, nested within a traditional 

district, supports and sustains its nontraditional model. Through a case study approach this 

research utilized interviews with administrative and teaching staff and an analysis of key 

documents, policies, and practices. Central to this study was an examination of the school’s core 

values and the practices of competency-based education (CBE) that served to shape and 

influence the school’s direction and nontraditional model.   Emergent themes from this research 

were analyzed through the lens of Fullan and Quinn’s (2016) Coherence Framework and their 

four identified drivers for systems improvement. Findings illustrate that school structures which 

intentionally foster relationships and build opportunities for teacher collaboration contribute to 

the long-term sustainability of school reform and help influence and shape a school’s direction.  

Furthermore, clarity of expectations for teaching and learning, when outlined in a school’s 

mission and vision statement, can serve as guideposts for long-term sustainability. Guidance and 

support with respect the CBE model was especially important.  

Lastly, these findings underscore the importance of site leadership in maintaining balance 

between the needs of the school and the district as essential to sustaining the school’s 

nontraditional approach.  By identifying factors and conditions serving to sustain the school’s 

nontraditional approach, the findings of this study can assist others who seek to change the 

traditional architecture of schooling currently dominates most schools.



1 
 

CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION 

Background 

Americans are on a continuous search for high-quality educational experiences for their 

children often with a lack of agreement on what encompasses a quality school or school 

system.  Dissatisfaction with the current state of the nation’s public-schools reveals itself 

through repeated efforts to transform the traditional, long-standing core elements known as the 

“grammar of schooling” (Tyack & Tobin, 1994).  Seats facing front, students organized by 

subject and age, rule-based classrooms that value order over creativity, and a grading system 

that positions rank and GPA over mastery learning are hallmarks of the traditional grammar of 

schooling.  While change has occurred in pockets of innovation throughout the US, the 

grammar of schooling continues to have remarkable staying power and has maintained its 

traditional structure in most of America’s schools (Mehta & Fine, 2019; Harris & Jones, 2017; 

Tyack & Tobin, 1994).  Though public schools have for the most part remained largely 

unchanged, legislative action and government initiatives play a major role in many reform 

efforts undertaken by America’s schools.  A Nation At Risk (1983) is viewed as a seminal 

document in US school reform and offered a dismal portrait of the American education 

system.  The report portrayed a country on the verge of decline as an international powerhouse 

in the areas of technology, education, and innovation.  The document cited a watered-down 

curriculum with low academic expectations for students, particularly in the areas of science, 

math, and literacy.  Educational reform efforts and legislation aimed at raising the standards of 

American education followed.  

The 2002 No Child Left Behind (NCLB) Act ushered in a new age of assessment and 

accountability for the nation’s schools.  Specific end of course grade-level standardized tests 
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were designed to serve as indicators of quality for America’s public schools and students. The 

overarching goal of NCLB was to close the achievement gap while improving educational 

outcomes for all students.  Less than five years after its passage the National Center for 

Education Statistics (NCES) reported that 28% of America’s schools failed to meet NCLB 

Annual Yearly Progress (AYP) learning targets in math and literacy. By 2011 that number had 

increased to 38%.  Confidence in America’s public schools waned and efforts to reform schools 

intensified (Stillings Candal, 2018).  Stillings Candal’s (2018) report noted a number of 

educationally related disparities which included: a decline in college admission rates, an 

increase in national school dropout rates, rising post-secondary educational costs, a growing 

need for early childhood education, and a renewed focus on college and career readiness which 

underscored the myriad of challenges currently facing America’s schools.   

The state of public education and the drive to reform schools continue to dominate the 

national rhetoric. Much of the literature calls upon educators most closely responsible for 

leading change efforts to be well-versed in change theory and research-based practices that 

serve to inform decisions on school reform leading to more equitable student outcomes if they 

are to have any hope of changing the traditional grammar of schooling (Desimone, 2002; 

Darling-Hammond, 2003; Fullan, 2011; Fullan & Quinn, 2016; Tyack & Tobin, 1994; 

McDonald, 2014; McLaughlin & Talbert, 2003; Sturgis & Casey, 2018).  “Humans build 

organizations and can change them.  Cultural constructions of schooling have changed over 

time and can change again” (Tyack & Tobin, 1994, p. 478). 

In 2012, an urban public school district in Southern California began a journey to design 

a school of choice that would differ from the traditional grammar of schooling illustrated by 

Tyack and Tobin (1994) and still common to most public schools and districts.  The school was 
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designed with an emphasis on culture, relationships, collaboration, and high quality teaching 

and learning.  Systems and structures of support aimed to address the social-emotional and 

academic needs of all students were an essential consideration of the school’s mission and core 

beliefs. These foci served as the center of the school’s design model and provided a coherent 

framework, a common vision and focused direction for school.  Underscoring the mission and 

core values of the school was the school-wide belief that all students can learn at high levels 

when provided with the right support.  The school mission and core beliefs document was 

grounded in the work of Berger (2003) and Fisher, Frey, and Pumpian (2012).  Fisher et al. 

(2012) championed a school design around a core set of pillars or practices that positions 

culture at its center.  “The collective power of a school community that turns its attention to 

building a culture of achievement cannot be underestimated” (Fisher et al., 2012, p. 3).  

Creating a culture of achievement served as the bedrock for considerations on the systems and 

supports that would govern the school’s nontraditional design model.  Hiring teachers who 

valued creativity and collaboration with a focus on individualized and personalized learning was 

paramount to the school’s initial launch and future success.  Drawing upon the work of Berger 

(2003), the leadership positioned the teacher as a master craftsman with a classroom space filled 

with innovation.  Expectations for teaching were clearly delineated in the school’s key 

documents, policies, procedures, and practices.  Structures were put in place that would support 

a coherent approach that positioned students at its center.  The school’s mission and core values 

document underscored the importance of systems and structures that focused on equitable 

outcomes for all students.  Nontraditional practices found in the literature on competency-based 

education (CBE) were peppered throughout the school’s instructional model.  The following 

definition of CBE presented by Lopez, Patrick, and Sturgis (2017), reveals the promise of CBE 
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as a design approach that draws upon much of what we know about teaching and learning.  

Lopez et al., (2017) states:   

At the highest level, competency-based education is a culture and structure that 
builds upon everything we’ve learned about how and why students learn and 
designs the system so that every student will be successful. It is not a method of 
teaching nor a particular approach to schooling, but rather is demonstrated 
through similar design principles and decision making from districts and schools 
(p. 2). 
 

I came to Future Challenge School (FCS) as its second principal in the school’s first five years 

and just as the school prepared to graduate its third class.  My role as the principal at this school, 

a school that focuses squarely on transformative practices that lead to equitable experiences for 

all students, is what drives me to explore the systems and structures necessary to sustain change 

to the traditional grammar of schooling. 

Purpose of the Study and Research Questions 

There is limited literature that details the supports and structures necessary to sustain 

change to the traditional grammar of schooling and create lasting reform in America’s public 

schools, in part because such examples are few (Giles & Hargreaves, 2006; Tyack & Tobin, 

1994; Jacobson, Johnson, Ylimaki & Giles, 2009).  Challenged by traditional policies and 

procedures that often fail to account for the dynamics of innovative practices, schools attempting 

change efforts often revert back to the norm (Blanco-Portela, Benayas, Pertierra, & Lozano, 

2017; Hargreaves & Goodson, 2006; Tyack & Tobin, 1994). This dissertation study explored the 

systems and supports needed to sustain educational change in one small school whose approach 

to teaching and learning attempts to break away from the traditional school architecture of 

schools.  The title of this dissertation, caught in the middle, refers to the challenges of supporting 

change within a nontraditional public school positioned in a traditional public school district.  

This study examined the values and beliefs on sustaining school change from the perspectives of 
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the school’s teachers and district administrators tasked with supporting and maintaining the 

school’s nontraditional approach.  The following research question and sub-questions served to 

guide this study: 

1. What are the systems and supports necessary to sustain a nontraditional public school in a 

traditional school district, from both the perspectives of the school and the district? 

a. How are the core values of the nontraditional school maintained within the traditional 

school district structure? 

b. How do the key documents (i.e., grading policies, assessment policies, graduation 

criteria, master schedules, vision statements, etc.), procedures, and practices help to 

shape and influence the direction of the school? 

c. How does the school sustain the key practices identified within a competency-based 

education (CBE) program as a cornerstone of its nontraditional approach? 

Reforming schools is difficult work and requires an examination of culture, values, and 

practices that both enhance and inhibit the system’s reform efforts (Cohen & Mehta, 2017; 

Darling-Hammond, 2003; Fullan, 2016; Kania & Kramer, 2011).  This research used Fullan and 

Quinn’s (2016) Coherence Framework as a foundation for identification of the factors and 

conditions essential to the sustainability of a nontraditional school that attempted to break away 

from the traditional school models within the district.  An aim of this study was to explore the 

perspectives on sustainability of change that exist between the school district and the school 

site. Through a series of interviews with both teacher and district administrators and an analysis 

of the key documents, policies, and practices shared by the participants as essential to the 

school’s nontraditional approach, this study explored the systems and supports necessary to 



6 
 

sustain a nontraditional public school whose approach to teaching and learning attempted to 

break away from the traditional grammar of schooling.    

Significance 

This study is significant because schools and school districts continue to respond to a 

profile of educational inequity showcased in literature and media on the current state of 

education in America’s schools.  Those charged with leading schools face both internal and 

external pressures for changes to the existing system in order to achieve more equitable learning 

outcomes for students and in response to a variety of social and political demands (Lewis et al., 

2014; Sturgis & Casey, 2018).  The call for school improvement transcends the American 

landscape with international studies that reaffirm the need for transformation of school systems 

and the barriers that exist in reforming and sustaining change for all students (Al-Alawi, 

Abdulmohsen, Al-Malki, & Mehrotra, 2019; Chen & Selwood, 2009; Hadfield & Ainscow, 

2018).  The demand for reform efforts that help prepare students for an ever-changing global 

economy has never been greater and the stakes for preparing students with a high-quality 

educational experience have never been higher (Le, Wolfe, & Steinberg, 2014; Lewis et al., 

2014; Lester, 2018).   

This study underscores the need for a coherent approach to teaching and learning that 

addresses inequities in the traditional education system.  Educational leaders seeking to 

implement a new approach to schooling will benefit from this research by exploring the systems 

and supports for long-term sustainability that emerged from this study.  The findings of this 

research serve to aid educators in other public schools and districts that imagine changes to the 

traditional grammar of schooling. 
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Overview of the Dissertation 

In Chapter Two, I review the literature on school reform efforts and competency-based 

education in order to underscore the need to change the traditional grammar of schooling.  Fullan 

and Quinn’s (2016) Coherence Framework is presented to illustrate the need for a coherent 

approach to school change and serves as the basis for the presented conceptual framework and 

organization of this study. Chapter Three describes the methodology used for this study, the 

study’s design, and the data collection and analysis processes.  Chapter Four details the findings 

of this research, and Chapter Five provides a summary of the study and outlines the implications 

for policy, practice, and research.  
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CHAPTER 2: LITERATURE REVIEW 

An Overview of Educational Reform 

“A thorough, sophisticated literature review is the foundation and inspiration for 

substantial, useful research” (Boote & Beile, 2005, p. 3). The purpose of this literature review is 

to inform and shape this research on the systems and supports considered necessary to sustain 

innovative educational change. The study explored both internal and external underlying 

elements of change that serves to challenge the traditional grammar of schooling common in 

American public schools (Tyack & Tobin, 1994).  Presented in this literature review are: (a) an 

overview of key legislative events that influence school reform efforts in the U.S., (b) the 

imperative of equity in educational reform, (c) an examination of the literature on Competency-

Based Education (CBE) as model for school change, and (d) research on leadership for 

educational change.  The chapter culminates with a discussion of Fullan and Quinn’s (2016) 

Coherence Framework as the guide for this research.   

Overview of Key Legislative Events That Shaped School Change 

 As noted in Chapter 1, A Nation at Risk (1983) is considered a seminal document in the 

educational history of US school reform efforts.  

With the perspective of two decades, it is now apparent that A Nation at Risk was 
the most important educational reform document of the 20th century.  It captured 
the attention not only of educators and political leaders, but also of the general 
public, thus shaping the terms of the debate about schooling for a generation after 
its publication (Ravich, 2003, p. 33). 
 

Illustrating a crisis in public education and a fear of being left behind in the international 

educational race for innovation, technology, and educational  advancement, the report stated, 

“America’s position in the world may once have been reasonably secure with only a few 

exceptionally well-trained men and women.  It is no longer” (A Nation At Risk, 1983, p. 10).  
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The report called upon those responsible for overseeing America’s schools to examine all aspects 

of the educational system against the recommendations for change outlined within the 

legislation.  The changes were ambitious, but the document reinforced the need for educational 

leaders to ensure that students would be future ready.    

Nearly twenty years after A Nation at Risk was published, the passage of No Child Left 

Behind (NCLB, 2002) became the focus of the next wave of public school reform.  The goal of 

NCLB was to close the achievement gap for all students.  Each year students in grades 2-11 were 

required to participate in a series of state assessments aligned to a common set of standards.  The 

legislation required students to make annual measurable progress in math and English, and 

growth targets were increased annually for schools and districts.  Data was disaggregated to 

illustrate the disparity of academic performance between identified sub-groups of students and 

the population as a whole.  Failure to make adequate progress resulted in a series of increased 

sanctions and requirements for academic intervention. Though the overarching goal of NCLB 

was to improve student learning, the sanction-based approach was met with widespread 

criticism.  Darling-Hammond (2006) suggested that, 

While small, restructured schools are improving graduation and college 
attendance rates, NCLB accountability provisions create counter incentives that 
encourage higher dropout and push-out rates for low-achieving students 
(especially English language learners), create obstacles” to staffing that allow for 
greater personalization, and discourage performance assessments that cultivate 
higher-order thinking and performance abilities (p. 667). 
 

The wave of sanction-based accountability during the NCLB era stirred a national debate over 

the merits of standardized testing; one that has remained a part of the national conversation on 

school reform ever since. 

In 2015, the federal government passed the Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA) 

reauthorizing the 50-year old Elementary and Secondary Education Act.  ESSA allocated 69.4 
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billion dollars in educational reform funding.  The reauthorized legislation called for school 

reform in three key areas: “(1) increasing equity and excellence; (2) providing support for 

teachers and school leaders; and (3) promoting access, affordability, and completion in higher 

education” (ESSA, 2015, p. 1).  However, many of the original accountability measures from the 

former NCLB legislation remain in place.  Nationally mandated standardized testing in the areas 

of math and literacy continued to be a mainstay of the public school system.  Data generated 

from the state-mandated and federally required assessments continued to reveal equity gaps for 

students of color, economically disadvantaged students, and students with disabilities (National 

Center for Education Statistics, 2019).  Data that illustrate a myriad of inequitable outcomes for 

all students remains as a key catalyst for school reform efforts (Stillings Candal, 2018; Lewis et 

al., 2014; NCES, 2019).  

The Imperative of Equity In Educational Reform 

In a two-part report by The Center for Education Reform (CER) on the state of American 

education, Stillings Candal (2018) states, “Traditional district schools aren’t working for an 

increasing number of American families” (p. 13).  Data from the same report portrayed a 

snapshot of the educational and economic disparity for America’s children.  Stillings Candal’s, 

(2018) report found that, forty-three percent of America’s children lived below the poverty line 

and while 85% of America’s students graduated from high school, a wide variance between 

states, between regions within states, and within specific student populations exists. 

While 2017-2018 data from the National Center for Educational Statistics (NCES) found 

that 85% of students graduated from America’s public high schools, a statistic that increased 

nearly 6% over the past ten years, a closer look at the data reveals a pattern of inequity for much 

of America’s public school students.  Table 1 details a partial list of NCES adjusted cohort 
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graduation rates by race/ethnicity and certain characteristics as identified by specific state and/or 

federal criteria. 

Table 1.  A Partial List of 2017-2018 NCES Public School Adjusted Cohort Graduation Rate by 
Race/Ethnicity 
 

Overall 
Grad 
Rate 

White Black Hispanic 
Asian 
Pacific 

Islander 

American 
Indian 
Alaska 
Native* 

Students 
with 

Disabil-
ities* 

Limited 
English 

Proficient* 

Economically 
Disadvantaged* 

85% 89% 79% 81% 92% 74% 
Estimated 
assuming a 
count of zero 
American 
Indian/Alask
a Native 
students for 
Hawaii 

67% 
Students 
identified as 
children 
with 
disabilities 
under the 
Individuals 
with 
Disabilities 
Education 
Act 
(IDEA). 

68% 
Students who 
met the 
definition of 
limited 
English 
proficient 
students as 
outlined in the 
EDFacts 
workbook. For 
more 
information, 
see 
https://www2.
ed.gov/about/i
nits/ed/edfacts/
eden-
workbook.htm
l. 

80% 
Students who met the 
state criteria for 
classification as 
economically 
disadvantaged. 

 

An adjusted graduation rate takes into account students who start in grade 9 and  

finish high school in four years. This disparity in student outcomes supports a need for change to 

the traditional grammar of schooling.  According to the National Center for Education Statistics 

(NCES), 15.1 million students entered America’s high schools in fall 2018 and were spread 

across roughly 98,300 public schools in about 13,600 school districts nationwide.  The NCES 

(2019) reported that only 1 in 5 states had public high school graduation rates above 90% for the 

2016-17 school year (NCES, 2019).  Outcome data for America’s high school graduates 

reinforces the need for educational reform and contributes to a growing dissatisfaction with the 

status quo of the national public-school system. 



12 
 

In his research and commentary on the state of the nation’s schools, Benson (2018) 

stated, “Improving education in America is the most urgent public policy challenge of our 

era.  Poor-performing schools put at risk the ability of our society to pass along to the next 

generation the essential core of knowledge that makes civilization possible” (p. 2).  Though 

graduation data throughout America’s schools detailed a myriad of equity gaps, Sturgis and 

Jones (2017) maintain that addressing equity is not enough and state, “Data about student 

learning generated through accountability tests tells us little about school performance, school 

improvement, or school growth” (p. 4).  In order to truly change the landscape of inequity 

throughout the nation’s schools, educators will need to challenge traditional schools of thought 

and create schools that offer an individualized and personalized approach to teaching and 

learning.  The imperative of meeting students where they are sets the stage for the challenge to 

change the traditional grammar of schooling.  Sturgis and Casey (2018) detail a challenge for 

educators seeking to change the current system: 

Equity requires us to go further to create a more adaptive system that supports a  
personalized approach that meets students where they are and leverages student 
agency, motivation and engagement to optimize a school’s pedagogical approach 
so that every student has a meaningful pathway to college and career readiness 
and beyond (p. 4). 
 

At the center of the literature on educational reform research sits an overarching focus on equity 

and a drive to create learning environments where ALL students succeed (Lindsey, Robins, & 

Terrell, 2009; Mehta & Fine, 2019; Sturgis & Casey, 2018). The literature on Competency-

Based Education is presented as one model of educational reform. 

Competency Based Education as an Educational Reform Effort 

 Americas public schools continue to explore improvement efforts through whole-scale 

change as well as pockets of reform in order to address inequitable learning outcomes for 
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students and prepare them for college, career, and life. “As we grapple with the greatest 

challenge of our era – preparing all students from all backgrounds for college and careers – many 

people are taking a hard look at our hundred-year-old assumptions about the best way to 

organize K-12 education, particularly at the high school level” (Le et al., 2014,  p. 2).  

Competency-Based Education (CBE) is an approach that shows promise in the literature on 

school reform as a way of addressing the achievement gap inequities evident in too many of the 

nation’s public schools and in restructuring the K-12 and higher education systems (Lewis et al., 

2014; Lopez et al., 2017; Sturgis & Jones, 2017).  

Though it has been a model of change since the 1970’s, CBE is viewed in the literature as 

one of the fastest growing and most promising educational reform efforts aimed at addressing 

more equitable learning opportunities for students and serves as an alternative to more traditional 

school learning models (Burnette, 2016; Cunningham, Key, & Capron, 2016; Kelly & 

Columbus, 2016; Surr & Redding, 2017).  Motivis Learning (2016) cited a nearly 1200% 

increase in CBE programmatic implementation in US schools.  Additionally, CBE is not limited 

to K-12 education. Burnette (2016) stated, “In June 2014, more than 200 colleges and 

universities, representing a cross-section of institutions, have implemented or are in the planning 

phases of developing a CBE program” (p. 84).  In 2018, The National Survey of Postsecondary 

Competency-Based Education (NSPCBE) conducted its second annual web-based survey of 

CBE programs.  Sixty-four post-secondary institutions reported offering 588 CBE programs 

(AIR, 2018).  The survey concluded that, “Broadly, we find that, despite persistent barriers to 

CBE implementation, CBE is experiencing slow but steady growth nationally, and institutions 

remain optimistic about the likelihood that CBE will continue to grow nationally” (AIR, 2018, p. 

5).  CBE is unique as an alternative to traditional schooling, as its model can serve to reform 



14 
 

every facet of education.  Competency-based education programs present an opportunity to 

reinvent traditional schooling and renew interest in learning (Burnette, 2016).   

Elements of Competency Based Education 

CBE is a framework and model of teaching and learning that is not bound by age, 

academic grade level, or a one-size-fits-all learning path/curriculum. Rather, CBE is an 

alternative approach to schooling that offers a set of guiding practices or key principles for 

educational reform designed to support more equitable learning opportunities and outcomes for 

students (Burnette, 2016; Gervais, 2016; Kelly & Columbus, 2016; Ryan & Cox, 2017).  

Creating a personalized learning experience with a customizable pathway toward degree 

completion and a focus on equity is at the center of the definition and the research around CBE 

(Ryan & Cox, 2017; Sturgis & Casey, 2018).  Through a CBE model educators have a unique 

opportunity to present a future for students that is based on a more personalized and 

individualized approach (Casey & Sturgis, 2018).  CBE challenges traditional teaching and 

learning practices and definitions may include references to online learning, blended learning, or 

other flexible grouping approaches (U.S. Department of Education, 2018).  Terminology 

synonymous with CBE include proficiency-based learning, online learning, blended learning, 

mastery-based learning, and competency-based learning (Le et al., 2014).  Individualized 

learning and personalized learning experiences where all students demonstrate college and career 

readiness are central components of all CBE models with specific emphasis on meeting students 

where they are and call into consideration aspects of teaching, technology, leadership, culture, 

community, and equity (Casey & Sturgis, 2018; Le et al., 2014; Lewis et al., 2014; Sturgis & 

Jones, 2017).   
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Researchers and practitioners convened during the 2017 National Summit on K-12 

Competency-Based Education and outlined a CBE framework for schools and districts seeking to 

implement CBE models that details quality principles for CBE implementation. Sturgis and 

Casey (2018) state that, “While all principles are essential, districts and schools are using 

different entry points to begin transforming their systems and making different design choices.  

Furthermore, they will find themselves at different stages of integrating each of the principles 

into their operations” (p.6).  They go on to state that, “No matter the entry point, the depth of 

implementation or the model, the Quality Design Principles are composed to spark discussion 

that will accelerate the shift from the paradigm of the traditional system to one that seeks to have 

every student succeed by personalizing learning” (p. 6).  Table 2, below, details the Sixteen 

Quality Principles of a Competency-based Education System (Sturgis & Casey, 2018).  “As part 

of the National Summit on K-12 Competency-Based Education, the 16 Quality Design Principles 

were informed by a collaborative process involving teachers, principals, district and state 

leaders” (p. 27).  The authors postulate that: 

It is important to remember that each of the design principles has implications for 
other aspects of how schools are designed and for other principles.  For example, 
investing in education as learners (i.e., professional learning) has direct 
implications for teaching and learning and transparency is critically important for 
student agency (p. 28). 
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Table 2. The Sixteen Quality Principles for Competency-Based Education (Sturgis & Casey, 
2018, p. 27). 

Purpose & Culture Principles Teaching & Learning Design 
Principles 

Structure Design Principles 

1. Purpose-Driven 
2. Commit to Equity 
3. Nurture a Culture of 

Learning & Inclusivity 
4. Foster the Development 

of a Growth Mindset 
5. Cultivate Empowering & 

Distributed Leadership
  

6. Base School Design & 
Pedagogy on Learning 
Science 

7. Activate Student Agency 
& Ownership 

8. Design for the 
Development of Rigorous 
Higher-Level Skills 

9. Ensure Responsiveness
  

10. Seek Intentionality & 
Alignment 

11. Establish Mechanisms to 
Ensure Consistency & 
Reliability 

12. Maximize Transparency 
13. Invest in Educators as 

Learners 
14. Increase Organizational 

Flexibility 
15. Develop Processes for 

Ongoing Continuous 
Improvement & 
Organizational Learning 

16. Advance Upon 
Demonstrated Mastery 

 
 
“It is important to understand that the principles that guide creating an equitable system that 

effectively serves all students in competency education, are much the same as those principles 

that drive quality” (Sturgis  & Casey, 2018, p. 14). The pedagogical framework of CBE cites 

personalization and individualized instruction as fundamental tenets that may overcome 

academic, social and emotional learning obstacles prevalent in most traditional school models 

(Le et al., 2014; Lurie & Garrett, 2017; McClarity & Gaertner, 2015; Ryan & Cox 2017). 

The ability for students to work at their own pace, to create a customized learning path 

with a customizable curriculum that can meet an ever-changing world are central tenets of CBE 

(Kelly & Columbus, 2016; McIntyre-Hite, 2016; Sturgis & Casey, 2018).  In a qualitative study 

examining student perceptions of their CBE programs, Wang (2015) noted, “Flexibility is the 

hallmark benefit of CBE students.  In our conversations with them, most expressed that 

flexibility was the main characteristic that drew them to explore their program” (p. 8).  However, 
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Wang, (2015) cautioned that, “CBE’s flexibility appears to work best for certain kinds of 

students, meaning those considering a program must understand what it entails so they can make 

the right choice” (p. 17).  In most traditional educational environments, all students progress 

through content at the same pace, without a lot of choice, and are assessed using traditional 

assessment practices (Motivis Learning, 2016; Surr & Redding, 2017).  Traditional learning 

paths fail to take individual learning styles and prior knowledge into account or lack the structure 

to overcome these obstacles (Sturgis & Casey, 2018; Wang, 2015).  Rather, traditional schools 

are a one-size-fits-all-plan where students complete a set of curricula at the same time and are 

assessed in the same way (Le et al., 2014; Motivis Learning, 2016). Citing the benefits of a 

nontraditional CBE approach in a comprehensive report on CBE, Patrick and Sturgis (2015) 

state, “Competency education builds upon standards to set a bar for what every student should 

know and be able to do.  It is important to have clear targets for learning based on standards, and 

to use time more flexibly, as needed to achieve mastery of high standards” (p. 14).  CBE is about 

a change to the traditional approach to teaching and learning. Given the complexity of CBE as an 

educational reform or model of change, considerable attention must be given to implementation 

challenges of policy design that accounts for Common Core state standards, assessment 

practices, accountability measures, and innovative technology (Le et al., 2014; Kelly & 

Columbus, 2016; Lewis et al., 2014).   

Implementation Considerations for Competency Based Education  

CBE is a set of practices that challenge the conventional architecture of schooling and 

which require an examination of current educational policies and practices in in order to 

successfully implement as a model of reforming schools (Le et al., 2014; Lewis et al., 2014; 

Lopez et al., 2017; Sturgis & Jones, 2017; Surr & Redding, 2017). Reflected throughout the 
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literature, four of the major challenges to CBE are: (1) changes in thought and policy around 

what constitutes the completion of a course, (2) the award of credit and changes to traditional 

Carnegie units of credit, (3) the impact to traditional master schedules and school calendars, and 

(4) teacher and administrator professional development (Burnette, 2016; Casey & Sturgis, 2018; 

Lurie & Garrette, 2017; Patrick & Sturgis, 2015).  A 2017 survey of the national landscape on 

CBE stated, “In this time of change, it can be helpful to identify policy foundations that can 

incentivize local innovation, remove obstacles to successful implementation and build K-12 

teaching and learning systems for today’s -- and tomorrow’s --students” (Education Counsel & 

Foundation for Excellence in Education, 2017, p. 2).   

The Education Council and Foundation for Excellence in Education (2017) published the 

results of a national study that examined key policies and practices of CBE in all 50 states.  The 

report illustrated a variety of CBE efforts currently underway across the nation at local and state 

levels and reinforced a host of innovative practices that seek to disrupt the traditional educational 

landscape and grammar of schooling (Education Counsel & Foundation for Excellence in 

Education, 2017).  Traditional systems are deeply rooted in a seat-time approach where students 

are batched together and move as a unit from one grade to the next, regardless of what they 

know, whereas, in a CBE system, students demonstrate learning when they are ready and get 

needed support (Sturgis & Casey, 2018).  Lurie and Garrett (2017) found that, “CBE is not 

simply a delivery mode. It challenges long-held conventions regarding how curricular are 

created, instruction is designed, and delivered, and skills and knowledge are assessed” (p. 1).   

 A key feature of CBE is the notion of time as a variable in learning.  In a CBE model, 

students demonstrate mastery through a more individualized approach to learning where content 

is the constant and time is the variable (Le et al., 2014; McIntyre-Hite 2016; Patrick & Sturgis 
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2015).  This concept challenges the traditional model of a one-size-fits-all pathway.  CBE offers 

an alternative to the traditional Carnegie unit of study where all students learn together, 

demonstrate learning in the same fashion, and receive a grade and credit for the same test at the 

same time and move on regardless of ability to master key concepts and big ideas (Cunningham 

et al., 2016; Gervais, 2016; Kelly & Columbus, 2016; McClarity & Gaertner, 2015; McIntyre-

Hite, 2016).  This paradigm shift of time as a variable seeks to create opportunities for students 

that offer a more personalized and mastery-based approach to learning (Sturgis & Casey, 

2018).  However, the literature postulates that changing the national belief of credit hours to 

allow more flexibility is perhaps the most nontraditional school of thought in realizing the 

potential of CBE and one which will require the most attention in transitioning from the 

traditional to the nontraditional CBE model, especially in high school settings (Gervias, 2016; 

Lewis et al., 2014; Patrick & Sturgis, 2015).   

CBE further challenges long standing beliefs about tracking students by ability levels. 

The model offers students opportunities to demonstrate proficiency in a course or subject when 

they are ready rather and challenges traditional models where students may be grouped by age 

rather than perceived ability (Lewis et al., 2014; Le et al., 2014; Surr & Redding, 2017).  In a 

CBE model students may finish coursework at different times throughout the year and are able to 

demonstrate understanding through any number of assessment criteria that showcase a variety of 

learning modalities and offer choice and voice for students (Surr & Redding, 2017). 

“Competency is more than the mastery of discrete academic standards. True competence is 

deeper and broader.  It includes academics as well as a wide range of other cognitive, 

intrapersonal, and interpersonal skills not typically included in academic subjects or college and 

career readiness learning standards” (Surr & Redding, p. 19, 2017).  “Without falling into the 
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trap of tracking, educators in a competency-based school begin with the concept of meeting 

students where they are and designing instructional strategies for students based on their 

development, social and emotional skills and academic foundations” (Sturgis & Casey, 2018, p. 

16).  In order for educational institutions to advance CBE, stakeholders will need to coalesce 

core beliefs and consider their capacity for change in these and other areas.  Casey and Sturgis 

(2018) offered the following change considerations in moving from a traditional to a CBE 

design:   

In considering the local context in designing high-quality competency-based 
systems, the history, cultures, and institutions within the community must be 
taken into account, including the economic and workforce dynamics.  In addition, 
the educational sector—state and federal education, policies, funding, and 
resources, the strengths (and weaknesses) of improvement efforts, the availability 
of technology—will need to be considered (p. 12). 
 
While much of the reviewed literature focused on the benefits of CBE and personalized 

learning strategies, future studies on the long-term costs associated with CBE implementation as 

well as studies on a student’s college and career readiness after participating in a CBE program 

are needed (Burnette, 2016; Kelly & Columbus, 2016).  In their paper examining growth trends 

of CBE and the alignment to college readiness and competency, Surr and Redding (2017) 

caution that while CBE as an innovative practice in schools is growing, further research on what 

it means to be competent is needed. “If our aim is to promote deeper competency, however, we 

will also need to devise ways to authentically and accurately capture students’ deeper and 

personal competencies and be able to measure their capacity to apply and transfer their learning 

to real-life situations” (Surr & Redding, 2017, p. 20).  While the literature on CBE shows 

promise for change there is a need to examine a range of factors (i.e., assessment practices, seat 

time, tracking, etc.) in order to determine the future success of CBE as an educational reform 

effort (McClarity & Gaertner 2015, p. 14; Surr & Redding, 2017; Sturgis & Casey, 2018; 
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McIntyre-Hite, 2016; Wang, 2015).  In their analysis of school districts implementing CBE, 

Scheopner Torres, Brett, and Cox (2018) found that, “Further research is needed on the impact of 

competency education on student outcomes and the approaches necessary to ensure that all 

students are supported in a competency-based approach” (p. 10).  Research on CBE models in 

higher-education postulate that, “In addition to cost data, further evidence is needed to provide 

clearer insights into the traits, attributes, and personal characteristics of students who are 

successful in specific types of CBE programs (Burnette, 2016, p. 90).    

Sullivan and Downey (2015) researched a small rural school’s approach to CBE and 

invite the following caution, “The primary concern raised by those outside of the program, 

looking to accept CBE proficiency benchmarks instead of traditional grade points is “making 

sure (assessment is) implemented with fidelity in the classroom” (p. 14).  These changes to the 

traditional system of education will require a collective commitment to change and a purposeful 

examination of the impact and effect of whole systems reform.  Further highlighting the need for 

a careful and thorough analysis of implementing CBE, Sturgis (2014) states, “It is very important 

to think about the implications of the transparency inherent in competency education.  It calls for 

new practices as relationships change, demands honesty and courage in those relationships, and 

creates new ways to address current challenges'' (p. 28).  Educational systems moving to CBE as 

a model of instruction will need to explore all perspectives in order to create a coherent CBE 

model and offer the potential for more equitable learning outcomes for all students. 

In order to transition to a CBE learning model, educators and administrators will be 

called upon to lead a culture of change, to convey a system of coherence in the messaging and 

the work, and monitor the change efforts with consistent and measurable goals for ongoing 
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sustainability both short and long term sustainability (Fullan, 2011; Motivis Learning, 2016; 

Patrick & Sturgis, 2015).  Patrick and Sturgis (2015) share the following considerations: 

Transforming a district or school or creating a new school is hard work.  It 
requires extraordinary leadership throughout the layers of the education system, 
as everyone must commit to deconstructing the old system with all its 
complexities while simultaneously building up new structures and language (p. 
42). 

 
In an analysis of evidence-based programs, practices, and models that targeted low-performing 

schools, Lester (2018) found that, “Persistently low-performing schools have been repeatedly 

targeted for comprehensive school reform for more than two decades, usually with poor results.  

These efforts have suffered, however, because they were often poorly implemented or 

insufficiently grounded in rigorous research” (p. 1).  Given the complexities of transitioning 

from a traditional system to a nontraditional system, it is essential to examine the historical 

perspective of educational reform as well as the research on the influences that drive 

nontraditional schools back to the traditional grammar of schooling. 

Sustaining Educational Change 

Much attention has been given across the literature on educational change processes, 

educational leaders as facilitators of change, as well as political and social forces that impact 

educational reform efforts at every level of the K-16 system (Blanco-Portela et al., 2017; Cohen 

& Mehta, 2017; Datnow, 2012; Datnow & Castellano, 2001; Giles, 2007; Giles & Hargraves; 

2006; Hargraves & Goodson, 2006; Jacobson et al., 2009; Lester, 2018).   In their study of 

educational change over time and drawing upon educational change experiences of more than 

three decades of educational data, Hargreaves and Goodson (2006) concluded, “Sustainability of 

educational improvement, in its fullest sense, in unlikely to occur without a theory and a strategy 

that is more historically and politically informed” (p. 35).   In a study that explored the factors 
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and conditions that challenge long-term sustainability of innovative schools, Giles and 

Hargreaves (2006) point to the continued influence of standardized reform efforts as an ongoing 

external pressure diminishing long-term innovation and transformation of schools (p. 152).   

These same researchers also found that, “Schools as learning organizations and professional 

learning communities seem to have the capacity to offset two of the three change forces that 

threaten the sustainability of innovative efforts” (Giles & Hargreaves, 2006, p. 152).  Building on 

the work of these studies, Giles (2007) conducted a case study of two urban high schools labeled 

as innovative and explored sustainability factors through the influence of social, political, and 

standardization reform as factors that contribute to a return to more traditional school practices.  

The research concluded that, “Short-term policies have for too long contributed, among other 

conditions, to a ‘revolving door of leadership’, a lack of historically grounded systems-thinking, 

a failure to recognize or address the socio-economic origins of underachievement (Sadovnik, 

2006), fiscal uncertainty, and the depressing pursuit of standardization disguised as equality of 

educational opportunity” (Giles, 2007, p. 159).  In a study that sought to understand why some 

school reform efforts succeed and others fail, Cohen and Mehta (2017) explored several 

characteristics attributed to successful educational reform efforts and examined both successful 

niche reforms and large scale efforts.  Their research concluded that, “Drawing on examples 

from the founding of public schools to the present, we find that successful system-wide reforms, 

addressed problems that teachers thought they had, by being consistent with prevailing norms 

and values, mobilizing a significant public constituency, and building the needed educational 

infrastructure” (Cohen & Mehta, 2017, p. 644).  Leveraging change efforts of this magnitude will 

require the support of leadership at all organizational levels. 
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The Role of Leadership In Educational Change  

Much of the literature on sustaining school reform can be organized into two broad 

categories: a need for a system-wide structure of effective leadership and support for change and  

the development of a coherent strategy to guide implementation and evaluation of change efforts 

(Cohen & Mehta, 2017; Fullan, 2006; Fullan & Quinn, 2016; Hargreaves & Goodson, 2006; 

Harris, 2011; Hill & Jochim, 2015; Li, 2017; Mayer & LeChasseur, 2013 Taylor, 2010).   

Overwhelmingly, the literature positions leadership as a central role in change processes and 

change management (Blanco-Portela et al., 2017; Fullan, 2011; Hollingworth, Olsen, Asikin-

Garmager & Winn, 2018).  Without strong leadership, sustained change was viewed as unlikely 

(Korach, 2011; Mayer & LeChasseur, 2013; Fullan, 2011; Jacobson et al.,  2009). Taylor (2010) 

conducted research on 62 educational leaders across 10 states in order to analyze the factors and 

conditions for successful change, determining that the site leader played a significant role in 

change efforts and in achieving overall consistency in implementation of practices. This study 

showcased the leader as an essential driver in determining a school’s direction when leading and 

managing change.  “Delegation of the target innovation or change was not an option.  They 

chose to personally lead and manage change, not delegate it” (Taylor, 2010, p. 17).  In addition 

to the role of leader as a driver of change, the literature revealed the complexity of understanding 

change theory and change effort as potential barriers to a leader’s ability to affect and manage 

change (Fullan, 2006; Korach, 2011; Taylor, 2010).  

Broadening the scope of the leader’s influence in managing and sustaining change, 

designing a coherent system to sustain change must include an examination of the teacher 

perspectives on the factors and conditions for successful school reform efforts.  In a study of 936 

teachers representing 47 high performing secondary schools analyzing the impact of the 
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principal’s competency to lead change, Kin et al. (2017) found the principal to be a primary 

factor in changing teacher beliefs and a primary factor in managing change stating, “The most 

challenging task for the school principal is to gain the hearts and minds of the teachers toward 

change” (p. 443).  Managing and sustaining change requires a shared approach and a clearly 

defined direction. 

A Shared Vision for Educational Change 

Literature exploring barriers to change reference a lack of coherence, a need for a clearly 

articulated vision, the development of human capacity, and alignment of instructional practices 

as significant barriers to meaningful and sustainable change efforts (Cohen, Spillane, & Peurach, 

2017; Giles, 2007; Harris, 2011; Kania & Kramer, 2011).  The literature on educational change  

points to a systems approach that focuses on plans to address both internal and external 

accountability in order to support long-term reform efforts (Blanco-Portela et al., 2017; Fullan, 

2011; Hargreaves, 2005; McLaughlin & Talbert, 2003).  Addressing leadership at all levels of 

the organization, drawing upon proven frameworks for change, as well as creating a cohesive 

approach that addresses the myriad of contextual factors, social, political, internal, and external 

that drive change is essential (Fullan & Quinn, 2016; Hargreaves & Goodson, 2006; Sturgis & 

Jones, 2017).  School and district leadership responsible for leading continuous improvement 

efforts need to rely on a clearly articulated vision and coherent framework of continuous 

improvement (Forman et al., 2017; Fullan, 2011; Fullan & Quinn, 2016).   Cultivating a culture 

that coalesces around a shared vision is viewed in the literature as a primary success factor at all 

levels of school and district leadership (Cohen & Mehta, 2017; Fullan, 2016; Hadfield & 

Ainscow, 2018; Harris, 2011; Murphy & Datnow, 2003).  Fullan (2011) stressed the importance 

of a shared vision and the need to inspire others to accomplish something they did not previously 
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believe could be done, as central to organizational change efforts.  “In other words, it is not 

inspiring visions, moral exhortation, or mounds of irrefutable evidence that convince people to 

change, it is the actual experience of being more effective that spurs them to repeat and build on 

the behavior” (p. 52).   Additionally, in their paper outlining design considerations for CBE, 

Sturgis and Casey (2018) state, “The culture of the district and school shapes how practices and 

policies are implemented and perceived” (p. 15).   

Given the complex nature of educational reform and the myriad of ways in which people 

respond to change, the literature detailed the need for a malleable framework that adapts to any 

environment (Elmore, 2016; Fullan, 2011; Hargreaves, 2005).  A clearly designed framework 

can help to identify and illustrate effective practices. By taking into account the various elements 

necessary for organizational change, a well-developed framework can serve to assist educational 

practitioners in traversing through the complexities of reform by providing clarity of design 

considerations (Fullan & Quinn, 2016; Li, 2017). 

Conceptual Framework 

 Conceptual frameworks and theories help to orient research in a focused direction, assist 

in framing a study, and analyze a problem (Given, 2008).  This study explored the factors and 

conditions necessary to support a school’s nontraditional approach through the lens of Fullan and 

Quinn’s (2016) Coherence Framework.  Examining the numerous facets of an organization’s 

ability to change requires a thorough analysis of the core values and practices that shape the 

school’s nontraditional approach.  Grounded in a focus on integrating capacity for sustainability 

and growth at all levels of school improvement and change, Fullan and Quinn’s (2016) 

Coherence Framework illustrates a coherent approach to systems change by focusing on four 

elements: (1) a focused direction, (2) cultivation of collaborative cultures, (3) deepening 
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learning, and (4) securing accountability.  The elements within their Coherence Framework 

framed this research.  The challenges of shifting practice and sustaining change require a co-

constructed effort by leadership at all levels in order to determine effectiveness of scale to align a 

school’s policies, procedures, and practices in a uniform direction (Fullan & Quinn, 2016). These 

authors state, “Clarity and coherence are not just about goals: crucially, they are also about 

strategy” (p. 24).  Focused change helps to provide clarity and coherence of purpose and 

activates understanding for the whole system’s reform efforts.  Fullan and Quinn (2016) coin the 

term “simplexity” as a central concept to the nature of their work.  The authors state: 

Simplexity means that you take a difficult problem and identify a small number of 
key factors (about four to six) -- this is the simple part.  And then you make these 
factors gel under the reality of action with its pressures, politics, and personalities 
in the situation--this is the complex part (p. 127). 

 
Figure 1 illustrates the four drivers of Fullan and Quinn’s (2016) Coherence Framework and 

positions the leader in the center indicating the role of leadership in managing each area of the 

Coherence Framework.   

 
Figure 1.  The Coherence Framework (Fullan & Quinn, 2016, p. 12) 
 

Employing the Coherence Framework as a research-based process for examining systems 

and structures of schools allowed me to explore the actions that drive a school system (Fullan & 
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Quinn, 2016).  The need for coherence is a cornerstone of educational reform. Forman et al., 

(2017) state, “Internal coherence is defined as the ability of educators in a school or system to 

connect and align resources to carry out an improvement strategy, engage in collective learning, 

and use that learning to provide students with richer educational opportunities” (p. 3). 

  The Fullan and Quinn (2016) Coherence Framework and literature on school change 

informed the development of my own conceptual model. Figure 2 (below) illustrates this 

researcher’s conceptual framework which positions school leadership as frequently caught in a 

push-pull dynamic between the school site and the district office. 

 

Figure 2. The Push/Pull Dynamic of School Leadership Conceptual Framework. 

The left and right sides of the model depict the school and the district respectively.  The arrow in 

between represents school leadership and the gap that school leadership navigate when 

responding to the internal and external demands of both the school and the district.  The gap 

widens or narrows and the pressure from the left and right lesson and increase as coherence 

between the site and district grows or diminishes.  This framework postulates that as the gap 

widens and pressure mounts, sustainability of reform efforts diminish.  Referencing the findings 

from this research, the need for coherence between site and district leadership in order to sustain 

change is discussed in Chapter Five of this study.   

Mayer and LeChausseur (2013) examined the principal’s relationship with the school and 

the relationship with the district in enacting a new reform.  They found that principals had to 
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constantly balance the needs of the site with that of the district and that visions of reform often 

failed due to district mandates that often took center stage to a school’s autonomy (Mayer & 

LeChausseur, 2013, p. 39).  It is this interplay between schools and school systems that presents 

the greatest challenge for leadership and which causes the gap to widen such that it becomes 

impossible for a school to run outside of the norm and thus returns to the traditional grammar of 

schooling.  The conceptual framework serves as a preliminary way of making sense of these  

dynamics. 

Conclusion 

The literature reviewed in this chapter illustrate some of the challenges for schools and 

districts who attempt to break away from the traditional grammar of schooling whose 

organizational structure has not really changed in over 100 years (Tyack & Tobin, 1994).  

Though there have been many efforts to reform America’s schools, the literature depicts the 

challenges to lasting school reform and a need to more fully examine both barriers and drivers 

that can lead to more sustainable change (Blanco-Portela et al., 2017; Cohen et al., 2017; Harris 

& Jones, 2017).  The literature also postulates that school reform efforts can be successful by 

maintaining a consistent and coherent focus on the values and culture of the organization (Cohen 

& Mehta, 2017; Sturgis & Casey, 2018). With regard to CBE as a reform effort in particular, the 

model shows promise as an alternative to the traditional grammar of schooling and a vehicle for 

equity should be explored.  Additional studies that explore the role that educational leaders and 

policy makers play in implementation, as well as the potential for sustainability of a CBE 

approach are needed (Surr & Redding, 2015; Le et al, 2014; Lewis et al., 2014; Kelly & 

Columbus, 2016).  This study begins to address some of these questions through an examination 
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of one school’s nontraditional approach to schooling and the supports and systems necessary for 

long-term sustainability.   
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CHAPTER 3: METHODOLOGY 

Introduction 

The aim of this research study was to explore the systems and supports that foster 

sustainability of practices for a public school whose approach to teaching and learning seeks to 

depart from the traditional grammar of schooling.  The study’s reference to being caught in the 

middle illustrates the complex nature of sustaining school reform, specifically when the school’s 

ability to sustain its focus may be influenced by traditional district policies, procedures, and 

practices.  Challenges in changing the traditional grammar of schooling were explored through 

the following research questions: 

1. What are the systems and supports necessary to sustain a nontraditional public school in a 

traditional school district, from both the perspectives of the school and the district? 

a. How are the core values of the nontraditional school maintained within the traditional 

school district structure? 

b. How do the key documents (i.e., grading policies, assessment policies, graduation 

criteria, master schedules, vision statements, etc.), procedures, and practices help to 

shape and influence the direction of the school? 

c. How does the school sustain the key practices identified within a competency-based 

education (CBE) program as a cornerstone of its nontraditional approach? 

 A single case study design was used in order to identify the systems and structures that 

both foster and sustain an alternative approach to the traditional grammar of schooling.  “With 

the capacity to tailor approaches, case study designs can address a wide range of questions that 

ask why, what, and how of an issue and assist researchers to explore, explain, describe, evaluate, 

and theorize about complex issues in context” (Harrison, Birks, Frankin, & Mills, 2017).  Thus, 
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this method was well-suited for this study.  A description of the study’s design and methodology 

are provided in this chapter.  Approval for this study was granted through the International 

Review Board (IRB) at California State University, San Marcos.  The goals of this project were 

outlined as part of the expedited review application process.  The participant population and 

potential vulnerabilities were detailed, and every consideration was given to maintaining the 

highest level of ethical standards throughout this research, as consistent with IRB criteria.  

Study Design 

 Case study methodology allows for a level of flexibility within the design and engages 

participants in a personal reflection of their own experience as it pertains to the research 

questions and their position within the studied environment (Creswell, 2014; Maxwell, 2013).  

Purposeful qualitative research helps to shape and inform an experience, an idea, or event and 

invites multiple perspectives that form a story and weave a thread of understanding between and 

among ideas (Creswell, 2014; Denzin & Lincoln, 2005; Maxwell, 2013).  Through a series of 

interviews, the perspectives of the participants in a study form a story and develop a voice that 

informs the research questions posed (Creswell, 2014).  By responding to a series of semi-

structured open-ended questions, the participants share their perspective, knowledge, and 

understanding about the subject (Creswell, 2014).  Interviewees’ insights from this research on 

the systems and supports that are viewed necessary to maintain a nontraditional approach to 

teaching and learning add to the existing literature and practice for future school change.     

A series of one-to-one interviews as well as an analysis of key documents, procedures, 

and practices within the school and district served as the foundation of this research.  The key 

documents that helped to triangulate these findings were revealed by the participants during the 

interview process. Creswell (2014) details the importance of key documents as a source of 
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information: “Documents represent a good source for text (word) data for a qualitative study.  

They provide the advantage of being in the language and words of the participants, who have 

usually given thoughtful attention to them” (p. 223).  As I will explain in more detail below, 

collecting and analyzing data from interviews, coupled with an investigation of how key 

documents influence the nontraditional approach, provided insight into the systems and supports 

necessary to sustain a school’s nontraditional approach to teaching and learning.  

Site Selection 

The school site selected for this study was the Future Challenge School (FCS) – a 

pseudonym.  Pseudonyms are given in order to protect the identity of the school, its staff, and its 

students.  FCS is situated in Southern California.  This site was selected because it purports to 

offer a nontraditional option for student learning that differs from the larger comprehensive 

schools within the district.  FCS was also selected because it aims to adhere to the principles and 

practices identified in the literature on CBE.  The FCS Mission Statement and Core Values 

document and the Grading Practices and Policy documents cite the importance of relationships, 

collaboration, personalized learning, commitments to culture, and a mastery-based assessment 

system.  Each of these principles are referenced in the literature on CBE.   

Moreover, the school was also selected since, as the school principal, I find that the 

greatest challenge in my role as lead-learner is communicating and maintaining the school’s 

mission and core values in a district whose systems and structures are established based on a 

traditional foundation.  Identification of systems and structures that may assist a school in 

maintaining an alternative approach to the traditional architecture of schools and which offers 

equitable solutions where all students can learn at high levels is of paramount importance to me 

and is what drew me to this research. 
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 At the time of this study, the school was in the middle of its seventh year and was about 

to graduate its fifth class.  Students attend this school based on a random lottery process for all 

incoming grade nine students which gives first priority to siblings and to students whose parents 

are employed by the district.  The lottery next privileges those incoming grade 9 students whose 

residence zip code falls within the district’s boundaries. Any remaining spots for a particular 

incoming grade 9 class are open to students outside the district. Each year approximately 400 

students apply for about 200 grade nine spots. Though enrollment across the district was in 

decline, at the time of this research, FCS continued to attract more students than it could serve. 

The entire school district comprises five high schools and one adult education school.  Three of 

the high schools are considered large comprehensive traditional high schools with enrollments in 

excess of 1900 students each. The district’s single continuation high school serves less than 300 

students. The entire district serves over 7000 high school students.   

 In 2018, at the time of this research, FCS was at its 800 pupil capacity.  According to the 

school’s 2018-19 School Accountability Report Card, the school employed 37 fully credentialed 

teachers. The school site management team consisted of the principal, an assistant principal, an 

academic dean and a social-worker.  In 2018, 52.4% of FSC’s students received free and reduced 

lunch compared to 69.4% district wide. Graduation rates at FCS from 2018-2020 were 99%, 

100%, and 99% respectively.  With a focus preparing all students for college, career, and life, the 

University of California course completion rates from 2018-2020 were 85%, 84%, and 87% 

respectively (ed-data.org).  The success for students as illustrated by these data also further 

contributed to this researcher’s desire to determine what systems and supports are necessary in 

sustaining the school’s nontraditional model. 
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Participant Selection 

The participants in this study were selected using theory or concept sampling (Creswell, 

2014).  “Theory or concept sampling is a purposeful sampling strategy in which the researcher 

samples individuals or sites because they can help the researcher generate or discover a theory or 

specific concepts within the theory” (Creswell, 2014, p. 208).  This participant selection method 

was preferred because it allowed me to identify participants that have taught and work within the 

contexts being studied.  A critical sampling approach (Creswell, 2014) was used when 

interviewing staff in order to specifically gain insight into the dichotomy of thought that may 

exist between the school site teaching staff and the district office administrators in relation to the 

phenomenon being studied.   

“Determining the appropriate number of participants for a given design is one of the most 

difficult sampling problems” (Rudestam & Newton, 2015, p. 104). The selection of the sample 

size for this study was designed to both inform the research and to adequately capture the 

important considerations expressed in response to this study (Creswell, 2014; Maxwell, 

2013).   In total, fourteen participants participated in this study.  All of the participants in this 

study were representative of the perspectives sought for this research. Each participant contacted 

for this study was provided an invitation to participate (Appendix A).  Participation in this study 

was voluntary.  Ten teachers were contacted, and all agreed to participate.  A cross-section of 

teachers from a variety of content areas and with varied years of teaching experience both at FCS 

and outside the district participated. Each teacher was a member of the district’s teacher 

association and, therefore, the need for an additional teacher’s union participant was not 

necessary. A total of five district administrators were contacted. Four responded and agreed to 

participate in the study.  The district administrators were selected based on their position within 
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the district as well as for their influence in implementing and influencing district and school 

policies, practices, and procedures. For the purposes of anonymity, the teachers are referred to as 

Teacher 1, 2, 3, etc., for a total of ten.  The district administrators in this research are referred to 

as Administrator 1, 2, 3, and 4.    

Interviews 

Interviews serve as a popular choice for qualitative research and have both advantages 

and disadvantages for researchers (Creswell, 2014).  An advantage is that interviews can assist in 

gaining an understanding of the perspective being studied and emergent data can inform research 

questions being posed (Creswell, 2014).  However, interviews can also take a long time, and the 

researcher’s presence may result in artificial conversation that does not illustrate a genuine 

picture of the context being studied (Creswell, 2014).  Interviews can be either structured or 

semi-structured in design.  This study employed a semi-structured interview approach.  The 

semi-structured focus began with general questions and moved on to more specific questions that 

allowed the interviewer to probe more deeply into the participant’s viewpoints on the questions 

explored in this research. The interview questions are found in Appendices B and C.  Follow up 

questions were asked in order to clarify particular areas of focus (Creswell, 2014; Rudestam & 

Newton, 2015).   

Due to the COVID-19 school closure in March 2020, each participant interview was 

conducted using ZOOM - an online tool designed to conduct remote conversations through the 

internet.  Interviews lasted on average between thirty and fifty minutes.  Interviews were 

recorded and audio recordings were uploaded to REV.COM and transcribed verbatim.  Every 

precaution for participant’s privacy was taken into consideration. Pseudonyms were used and no 

one had access to this data except for me.  I engaged the assistance of another researcher in 
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conducting interviews with teachers since my position as principal may have put staff in a 

potentially difficult position.  The fellow-researcher, who also has doctoral training and 

experience as an educator, conducted all ten of the teacher interviews, and I conducted each of 

the district administrator interviews.   

Document Review 

Document review contributes to the research questions being posed and can serve to 

clarify themes as well as triangulate concepts (Creswell, 2014). Analysis of documents can serve 

as clarification of themes discovered through the interview process (Creswell, 2014).  

Documents provide useful information that helps to form a complete picture and serve to provide 

additional information about an organization’s culture, practices, and traditions.  During the 

interview process participants cited key documents or policies that they believed would be 

important to this research and the school’s teaching and learning practices.  Four key documents 

were selected for analysis because of the frequency with which they were referenced by the 

study’s participants. These included the mission and vision statements from the school and the 

district and the school site grading policy and grading practices documents (See Appendices D, 

E, F, and G). The documents served to triangulate the findings. 

Data Analysis 

 This study’s research question and sub-questions guided analysis of the data.  The 

questions served as the foundation for the identification of the systems and supports necessary in 

order to sustain a school’s nontraditional approach and reinforced the literature reviewed.  Data 

analysis for this research occurred in three phases.  Phase I included an analysis of each 

participant’s interview transcript.  Each transcript was read four times in order to gain a complete 

perspective and details of emergent themes.  The first read was termed a free-read and was 
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purposefully void of any notation.  The free-read provided an overall perspective of the interview 

flow and offered some insight into the teacher interview process.  This was an important part of 

the analysis of the data, as each teacher interview was conducted by a fellow-researcher, and the 

free read was my first insight into the interviewee’s perspectives on the posed questions of the 

study. 

During the second full read of each participant interview, a green pen was used to jot 

down initial thoughts.  Open coding was used throughout the data analysis process.   Major 

phrases and words were often circled or underlined, and a few key words or phrases were written 

into the margins of the pages.  This process also frequently resulted in a quick memo about what 

I had just read.  These memos served as an important aspect of the emergent themes within the 

data.  

The third read of each participant transcript involved a more detailed approach.  All 

interview questions were highlighted in yellow.  Specific details of the participant’s responses, 

including phrases that were especially poignant were highlighted in blue.  Detailed annotations 

were made using a purple pen that sometimes mirrored the initial green notations, but almost 

always went beyond the initial thoughts. Throughout this process a cohesive set of common 

codes and themes were revealed.  The fourth read was done with purposeful attention paid to the  

purple and green annotations and purposeful quotation marks were made around key phrases that 

were especially pertinent to this study. 

The decision to use a variety of hand-written, color-coded notations for a layered 

approach was made after first attempting to use qualitative data coding software as a way of 

organizing the data for analysis.  I found that hand-written notations provided a more tactile 

interaction with the data.  An EXCEL spreadsheet that captured the notations of each 
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participant’s transcript and was subsequently used throughout the remainder of the data analysis 

process.  A pivot table was created that allowed for continual sorting of the data.  A series of 

memos were also used when analyzing the data into emergent themes. 

Phase II of the data analysis included a review of key documents identified by 

participants.  The EXCEL spreadsheet was also used to analyze the key documents and the same 

color-coded review process was used in annotating emergent themes and codes.  Analysis of the 

key documents took place after all of the transcripts were reviewed and all of the codes and 

themes were entered into the EXCEL document.  Gaining an understanding of the participants’ 

perspectives through coding of specific themes is an essential part of the qualitative data analysis 

process (Booth et al. 2016; Creswell, 2014; Maxwell, 2013). 

Phase III of the data analysis involved a triangulation of all the collected data. Creswell 

(2014) states that, “Qualitative inquiries triangulate among different data sources to enhance the 

accuracy of a study” (p. 259).  Fullan and Quinn’s (2016) Coherence Framework provided four 

key areas of focus that served as an overarching blueprint for data analysis.  They included:  

(1) cultivating collaborative cultures;  

(2) deepening learning;  

(3) focusing direction; 

(4) securing accountability (Fullan & Quinn, 2016, p. 12).  

Analysis of the data included triangulating references to the research questions posed in 

this study.  Data were further organized under the four key areas of Fullan and Quinn’s (2016) 

framework.  Specific quotes or key phrases within the documents were cited in order to illustrate 

the complex nature of school change.   
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Positionality 

 This researcher’s position as the FCS principal during the time of this study is an 

inescapable reality.  In addition, this researcher had ten years of experience as an administrator at 

the district office in which the school is located. The participants in this study share a familiarity 

about the school and a familiarity with me.  This familiarity has, at times, caused me to pause 

and ponder the current state of the school and my role in the dynamics of the day-to-day school 

climate and culture as I analyzed the data from this study and prepared these findings.  The 

knowledge of the school and district, as well as the knowledge of each participant, may have also 

contributed to formation of more generalized conclusions in the data (Maxwell, 2013).  Despite 

these potential challenges, my commitment to this study and to the narrative that emerged 

remains steadfast.  The desire to share these findings with others so that they may serve to 

explore more equitable learning opportunities for all students by challenging the traditional 

grammar of schooling are what propelled me to conduct this study.  I acknowledge that my 

positionality as the leader of the school and a former employee of the district office may have 

included my own personal bias which adds an additional layer of complexity to this study’s 

findings and conclusions.  This same familiarity also afforded me an opportunity to share a 

narrative about the complexities of nontraditional school reform that may have otherwise been 

absent from these findings and one which can contribute to the literature on supporting and 

sustaining change to the traditional grammar of schooling.   

Study Limitations  

 This study had several limitations that must be acknowledged by the researcher.  

Utilizing a qualitative research methodology, specifically a case-study approach that aims to 

connect participants’ perspectives, capture common practices, and analyze a variety of artifacts 
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in order to draw conclusions is not without its limitations.  Qualitative research is rooted in 

interpretation of the natural world and calls upon the researcher to draw conclusions based on the 

opinions and thoughts of others (Denzin & Lincoln, 2005; Yin, 2016). Consequently, incorrect 

conclusions could be made, and interpretations could be skewed by both the researcher and the 

interviewees. Yin (2016) notes, “Thus, the events and ideas emerging from qualitative research 

can represent the meaning given to real-world events by the people who live them, not the 

values, preconceptions, or meanings held by researchers” (p. 9).   The participants selected were 

limited to teachers and district administrators.  The sample size somewhat limits the conclusions 

that were drawn.  The number of participants and the choice to study one site provided a limited 

sampling size. Maxwell (2013) asserts, “Qualitative researchers sometimes rely on a small 

number of informants for a major part of their data, and even when these informants are 

purposefully selected and the data themselves seem valid, there is no guarantee that these 

informants’ views are typical (p. 100). Because of the small sample size, the findings of this 

study are limited in scope and perspective.  This study presumed that its participants were willing 

to share their beliefs and knowledge on what works in schools.  It postulates that those selected 

for an interview have a depth and breadth of understanding of the differences between a 

nontraditional and a traditional school.  Moreover, this study involved one school and one 

district, and generalizations were made by the researcher about the school’s identity as 

nontraditional and the district identity as traditional.   Lastly, this study only examined those key 

documents identified by participants.  While documents may serve as a valuable tool in 

validating participant information, they may also be outdated, difficult to find, and may not 

reflect the views of the participants (Creswell, 2014, p. 223). 
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The perspectives sought and the conclusions drawn were limited by my affiliation with 

the school and the district. Although an additional researcher was used to conduct all of this 

study’s teacher interviews, the teachers may have felt uncomfortable in sharing perspectives of 

the school or district with someone outside of the organization or may have felt that their 

perspectives would be perceived negatively when shared with me.  This may have limited the 

authenticity of their responses, though they were quite forthcoming with their responses.  

Additionally, this researcher previously served as a district administrator within the district 

studied, the affiliation with the district and the established professional relationships may have 

influenced participants to be less forthcoming. Lastly, an additional limitation of this study was 

the need to pivot to virtual interviews due to the unforeseen closure of schools due to the COVID 

19 pandemic.  While the ZOOM interviews allowed for video, they may have limited the natural 

intrapersonal communication that accompanies a face-to-face experience.  
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CHAPTER 4: RESULTS 

 The purpose of this study was to explore the systems and supports necessary to sustain a 

nontraditional public high school in a traditional school district. This chapter seeks to convey the 

participants’ beliefs about traditional and nontraditional schools and contributes to the literature 

on the systems and supports that may help to sustain, shape and influence reform efforts for 

public schools that seek to break away from the traditional grammar of schooling.  

The findings in this chapter were revealed through an analysis of participant interviews 

and the key documents, policies, and procedures most frequently referenced by the respondents 

in this study.  These findings are presented in narrative form, highlighting the key themes that 

emerged from the data.  Highlighted themes include a portrait of participant perspectives on 

traditional and nontraditional schools, the influence of mission, vision, and core beliefs in 

shaping school and district direction, the dynamics of school culture, and considerations for 

systems and structures of support for nontraditional schools identified by the study’s participants 

as essential to sustain the school.  These findings also include participant views of Competency-

Based Education (CBE) as a model for change within the school.   

As the results are presented, I note pertinent connections to the four drivers identified in 

Fullan and Quinn’s (2016) Coherence Framework: (1) cultivating collaborative cultures; (2) 

deepening learning; (3) focusing direction; and (4) securing accountability.  The complexity and 

nuanced nature of the story of sustainability does not fit entirely within this framework, and thus 

the chapter concludes with some novel insights that suggest the demanding nature of school 

change for public schools seeking to break away from the traditional architecture of schooling. 

The chapter concludes with a summary of the key findings. 
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To reiterate, the purpose of this study was to uncover the systems and supports necessary 

to sustain a nontraditional public school in a traditional school district, from both the 

perspectives of the school and the district. Furthermore, the aim was to understand how    

the core values of the nontraditional school are maintained within the traditional school structure. 

A third aim was to examine how the key documents (e.g., mission statements, vision statements, 

grading policies), procedures, and practices help to shape and influence the direction of the 

school.  Finally, the study sough to uncover how the school sustains the key practices identified 

within a CBE program as a cornerstone of its nontraditional approach? 

Foundational to these findings were the participants’ insights and perspectives, discussed below, 

on traditional and nontraditional schools and the application of nontraditional as a descriptor of 

FCS.   

Context of School and District Staffing 

  Understanding the context of the school and district staffing is important before delving 

into the findings of the study.  Though only seven years old at the time of this research, FCS had 

already experienced changes in site leadership that included two principals in the first four years 

and four assistant principals in the first six years.  Both the founding principal and assistant 

principal unexpectedly left the school at the end of year four.  Leadership changes were made at 

the school by the district superintendent without input from staff.  Moreover, little rationale for 

leadership changes was offered. In addition, while a seed staff of approximately ten teachers and 

five support staff opened the school, at the time of this study only six original staff members 

remained. Furthermore, student enrollment at the school reached capacity and the teaching and 

support staff more than doubled in the first five years.  The district office also experienced 

considerable personnel changes during this same time period. In a three-year span from 2016 to 
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2019, there were more than seven administrative leadership position changes at the district office 

due to retirements. In 2019 a new superintendent was named, the third one since the school’s 

opening seven years earlier. These personnel changes are noteworthy to this study, in part, 

because of their influence in shaping the direction of the school and district.  

A Portrait of Perspectives on Traditional and Nontraditional Schools 

 This research explored the systems and supports necessary to sustain a nontraditional 

school positioned in a traditional school district.  Participants in this study were invited to share 

their perspectives of traditional and nontraditional schools and a variety of illustrations emerged.  

Some respondents shared perspectives of a nontraditional school in order to illustrate that 

anything else would be considered traditional.  Others defined aspects of both traditional and 

nontraditional schools as related to their current position at FCS or at the district office.  

Comparisons were also made to former schools or district offices where participants may have 

worked or to past personal schooling experiences.  References to a rigid and somewhat 

impersonal approach to teaching and learning and schools that attempted to do everything were 

commonly made by respondents when describing traditional schools.  When asked what comes 

to mind when hearing the term nontraditional schools, the teachers at FCS shared a myriad of 

responses. Teacher 8 said, 

I guess what would be traditional is that it is comprehensive, right?  And that 
traditional tries to offer everything to every student, and almost like a buffet.  
Whereas at a nontraditional site, you're focused on specific things, a specific 
route, if you will, but also make sure that, goodness, what I have found that's 
different is that we get to focus on those other pieces.  Developing, and helping a 
child develop themselves and grow and learn. We get a chance to sit back for a 
moment and look at the emotional side of things.  And not just look at it, but it is 
such a big part of it.  It is what we do.  It's not just an appendage to, it's what we 
do.  It sits at the heart of what we do, the emotional, the social, and the mental 
growth (Teacher 8). 
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Teacher 7 shared that they had never taught at what would be considered a traditional school, 

then shared the following insight on nontraditional and traditional schools: 

Small is usually the first thing that pops into my head.  Different types of classes.  
It is hard for me because I have only ever taught at nontraditional schools. So, 
when I think of traditional schools, I think of really, really big anonymous almost.  
I think of maybe it being a struggle to have systems that are constantly played out 
in all of the classrooms or at all of the levels (Teacher 7).  
  

Teacher 2’s response assumed a shared understanding between the interviewer and the 

interviewee; frequently using the word we as though the description of a traditional school was 

commonplace. 

Wow, I see nontraditional in a lot of different ways.  I think what comes to mind 
is, I feel like you have to define how you view traditional first. I think it relates to 
the generation that we grew up in.  I think in a lot of ways, when we hear 
traditional, we think of a classroom setting.  We think of one teacher leading the 
instruction and we think of a group of students who are taking notes, listening to 
what is being shared, and taking tests as a form of assessment.  Where 
nontraditional is a lot different than that.  It can look a lot of different ways 
(Teacher 2). 

 
Teacher 3 talked about their perspective of nontraditional by revealing their beliefs on 

traditional schools as more impersonal and lecture-based and then detailed some aspects 

of teaching and learning practices. 

I think anything that is not the typical very large campus.  I do not want to say 
impersonal, because it can be very personal for some people, but just the very 
large campus may be a little bit more traditional type teaching.  Like lecture-based 
approach to teaching. So, a nontraditional would be not just looking at what you 
are teaching.  To me, that is not necessarily the main thing.  It could still be 
teaching what we would call a traditional pathway in math, but just teaching in a 
different way.  Teaching a more discovery-based approach, and then also just 
those personal pieces to try and get to know kids a lot better.  To me, that is 
nontraditional.  Maybe it also brings to mind some nontraditional assessments, so 
some project-based learning, different types of assessments, rather than traditional 
tests (Teacher 3).  

 
References to personalized learning and getting to know students were commonplace 

among the teacher respondents. 
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To me, nontraditional means more personalized learning.  I am really big into 
understanding who the students are, who they are as people.  What their interests 
are, and kind of personalized learning and what works for them rather than, okay, 
the whole class is going to learn this.  I see the skill value, but teaching a topic to 
an entire class when an entire class may not be interested in it is something I have 
always kind of grappled with.  And nontraditionally, it is okay at this school.  It is 
okay if I give a couple of kids a different topic, as long as they are meeting the 
same skills.  I kind of think about the whole one-size-does-not-fit-all (Teacher 4). 
 

Teacher 9’s response was one of the lengthiest, with several follow-up questions that further 

illuminated their views on both traditional and nontraditional schools. 

My experience has been just at two schools.  Mostly at FCS. I would say FCS is 
nontraditional.  I think of FCS as doing innovative things that are going against a 
century of established practices that may or may not always work.  So, when I 
hear nontraditional schools, I think about schools that are trying to disrupt 
systems that haven’t worked in the past (Teacher 9). 

 
When asked if they considered FCS to be a nontraditional school and, if so, could they share 

some of the ways they see the nontraditional approach reflected in the school environment. 

Teacher 9 stated: 

I do feel that FCS is a very nontraditional school.  It is interesting.  I actually did a 
WASC visit to another school about a month ago, and they had a similar idea.  It 
was a small school.  They were a STEM magnet, and they were trying to do that 
thing, but they were trapped in a traditional framework.  And so, it really shed 
light to me on what the things that FCS do that are so different.  And I think one 
of the biggest things about our school that is nontraditional is the fact that we 
have consistent uniform grading practices that all of the teachers have committed 
to.  And especially with the No Mark grading system and the Never Too Late To 
Learn pillar at our school.  So I think that’s obviously a huge thing that I don’t 
think you see in a lot of other schools where everyone knows what the grades are, 
how things are graded, we’re only grading on these types of assignments, we’re 
not using categories and weights, and every teacher doesn’t have a different set up 
and things like that.  So that’s one thing.  And then the social emotional aspect, 
where that’s a think that our school is centered around as well.  It’s less focused 
on necessarily academics, and the test scores, and the things like that, and there’s 
more of a focus on, okay, our scholars will be able to achieve at high levels if we 
remove barriers that are caused by different social emotional conditions they 
might be encountering in their everyday life.  So, it’s a different kind of approach, 
which ends up having outcomes that we see reflected in our data.  We have 
considerably high test scores, especially in English Language Arts.  The 
achievement gap between our different student groups is quite small.  And we just 
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finally got our science data for the state science test.  They just rolled that out for 
the first year.  And again, the scores are incredibly high.  As you would expect 
from a four-year science school.  But the achievement gaps are non-existent 
(Teacher 9). 
 

Teacher 5 provided examples of collaboration at FCS and talked about practices that they felt set 

FCS apart from other more traditional schools. 

When I think of nontraditional in light of FCS, one of the first things that comes 
to mind is our teachers and how we work together and how we think together and 
how we talk to each other about things. We talk for hours on end about kids.  We 
don’t talk for hours about curriculum or whatever.  All that does come up, and it 
is a part of the conversations of course, but the main topic of our discourse, the 
main focus of all of our meetings, when I think of all the meetings I have had this 
year, the majority of them are about the kids and what is happening with this kid 
and how can we help them, what is best for them.  We work with them to do 
things” (Teacher 5).    
 

Themes of collegiality and shared practice as characteristics of nontraditional schooling  

were frequently cited and are expanded upon in this chapter. 

A few of the teachers shared an intimate glimpse into their personal lives as the basis for 

their explanation of traditional versus nontraditional schools.  Teacher 10 spoke of experiences 

growing up in another country and revealed a bleak picture of schooling.  The participant’s own 

school experience was viewed as a traditional experience and American schools were thought of 

as nontraditional.  However, this same participant went on to say that their current teaching 

experience at FCS is nontraditional. 

Okay, so for me this is a little bit different because I did not go to school here in 
the United States.  So, for me, nontraditional school is the United States school. 
Because, and it is kind of funny, because now FCS is a nontraditional school, but 
a lot of models are from back home.  Back home the education system has a lot of 
issues, but it was originally adopted from the European model.  That is why 
they’re still a little bit of a strong thing there. So nontraditional school, for me, I 
had to switch my thinking style to look at the American model and understand 
this is traditional.  But what we have at FCS is not traditional (Teacher 10). 
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Teacher 10 continued share their understanding of traditional and nontraditional schools and how 

their personal schooling experiences shaped their current thinking about schooling, stating: 

So, I come from a very rigid schooling system.  We would be tested every three 
months on all the subjects and if you scored anything under a 10 by the end of the 
year, you had to repeat.  You had to go to summer school.  So, I have that in the 
back of my mind like that.  No, you have no chance. You're done. You're dead. 
Go away.  It is a little like that at a regular site here, but in a very different 
approach.  And that is, if a kid cannot perform in a high level class with harder 
learning, we disqualify them, and we put them in an easier class.  Now the kids 
themselves, they do not know what’s happening to them.  We, as adults, we make 
this decision for them, that you are not smart enough to sit in this class with X, Y, 
and Z.  So, if we are going to put you in an easier class that eventually you will 
get your diploma (Teacher 10). 
 

When asked to clarify their reference to a regular site, Teacher 10 referred to a regular site as a 

comprehensive school or larger more traditional campus.  Teacher 1 also shared their 

experiences discussing teaching at a continuation school, a charter school, and their current 

assignment at FCS. Each school was referenced by the participant as nontraditional. 

All the schools that I have taught at were nontraditional.  I mean.  I think it is 
anything that just doesn’t do things the traditional big school way. We try to do 
something different.  And usually, I think nontraditional schools are more 
research based and they do not all approach things the same way.  But something 
about the educational process is broken to people, and so nontraditional is 
people’s attempt to fix it.  That is what I think about when I think of 
nontraditional schools (Teacher 1). 
 

This same teacher talked about FCS as a nontraditional school. 

I think from what I have heard about how the school was created and then of 
course now in the practices at this place, I feel like everything about traditional 
schooling was thrown out the window from the very start.  It was like, okay, let’s 
really think about this.  What does the research say about how kids learn, why 
kids learn, what kids learn, what structures?  And our system at our school is like, 
what structures, what curriculum, and what pillars will we have that are going to 
make all that happen? (Teacher 1). 

 
Teacher 6 commented that nontraditional could mean so many different things to different  
 
people and then went on to talk about the FCS grading system as an illustration of nontraditional  
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schooling.   
 

I mean, it can mean so many different things right?  I mean, I guess I think of 
nontraditional mostly in my context and experience at FCS.  I think it has a lot to 
do with the grading system. So, I feel like a lot of it hinges on the grading 
policies.  I feel like that is such a big part of it.  Because there is a very traditional 
way to grade, right?  Like as far as points and homework and averaging tests and 
stuff like that.  Where, for example, FCS follows a much different kind of 
philosophy and grading system.  That is one of the biggest pieces that is 
nontraditional about FCS (Teacher 6). 
 

 District administrators also shared their perspectives on both traditional and 

nontraditional schools. Their responses were similar to those of the teachers and also tended to 

be more elaborate.  One of the most vivid administrator descriptions of a traditional school came 

from Administrator 4 who shared a variety of past experiences in alternative education and 

juxtaposed them against a traditional comprehensive school.   

What initially comes to mind is that I spent a portion of my administrative career 
overseeing nontraditional alternative education. I was the coordinator of 
alternative education in a K-12 district.  So nontraditional, I always think is not 
our general comprehensive school site.  So that nontraditional can take on many 
forms.  Obviously it can be alternative education through independent study, 
where students do not have to physically be there.  We are in a nontraditional 
environment right now because of COVID 19, but we are forced into it.  But I 
always think of nontraditional as opportunities for students to receive their 
education with a variance of pacing, a variance of requirements, and a variance of 
experience, in terms of do they have to be physically present (Administrator 4).  

 
The same administrator shared additional examples of nontraditional schools that included  
 
community day schools, STEM schools, and schools that accommodate a variety of learning  
 
options.   
 

We have specialized academies such as FCS, STEM schools, schools that foster 
growth and development of students based on very channeled opportunities.  And 
I think of traditional as old-school, everything that we are familiar with.  You 
come to the big box education institution, if you will, and receive it in a very 
uniform...I don’t want to say impersonal because we have personal wonderful 
experiences there, but it’s very uniform, very measured, regardless of student 
interest, regardless of where students are coming from, they are all funneled 
through this program. And I think of nontraditional as individually centered and 
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organizationally supported, whereas the other one is organizationally centered and 
individually supported as possible (Administrator 4). 

 
Administrator 3 provided perspectives of nontraditional and traditional schools that were 

grounded in their professional experience.  “When I think nontraditional, what comes to mind for 

me is more aligned with the schools and education system that I have been a part of” 

(Administrator 3).  Administrator 2 started with their view on traditional schools and then 

transitioned into a perspective of nontraditional schools. 

So, when I hear traditional, I will just start there, it might be easier.  That to me is 
a comprehensive high school, which has a variety of options and pathways for 
many students.  So, it is large and comprehensive and has a little bit of everything.  
When I hear nontraditional, one of my first thoughts is smaller.  A smaller 
learning environment maybe with a unique pathway or multiple pathways, but 
that smaller environment, a unique pathway maybe more prone to innovation” 
(Administrator 2).   
 

Similar to some of the teacher responses, Administrator 1 recalled how different schools are 

today, and shared that any school could be labeled as nontraditional depending on the teaching 

practices.   

Well, when I think about nontraditional, I think of different it is today than when 
we went to school. I almost want to say that even in our traditional schools, if 
they’re good enough, they will be nontraditional. And I think there is not a black 
and white and sometimes we get caught up in, “Oh I am in the academy.  So, I am 
different than you.” Yet I know that many, many good practices can be put into a 
traditional school, and it is a matter of having a leader who brings that in and 
powers the staff to go forth.  And so nontraditional is changing.  It can be just 
different than what is in the current district, because something in one district may 
be nontraditional in another district.  It might be just how everything is done.  So, 
I think it goes back way old school verses many things that could be considered 
nontraditional today (Administrator 1).  
 

Emergent themes from this data included references to a more individualized approach at 

nontraditional schools that focused on relationships, collaboration, and culture.  These themes 

are further detailed in subsequent sections of this chapter. The findings suggest that teachers and 

administrators are able to easily associate attributes of both traditional and nontraditional schools 
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based on personal and professional experiences.  Findings reveal an alignment between the 

portrait of the traditional grammar of schooling cited in the literature (e.g. Tyack & Tobin, 1994; 

Tyack & Cuban, 1995) and some of the illustrations of traditional schools of schools referenced 

by the participants of this study. These findings also suggest that a label as a nontraditional 

school may be attributed to practices that address the social-emotional student needs in 

conjunction with academic needs. The remaining sections of this chapter discuss the systems and 

supports that serve to sustain a nontraditional approach to teaching and learning. 

The Influence of Mission, Vision and Pillars in Shaping School Direction 

    A sub-question of this study explored the core values of a nontraditional school and 

how they are maintained within the traditional school structure.  Participants were asked about 

the relationship of FCS’s mission, vision and core values to the school’s nontraditional model.  

Each of the participants referenced the school and/or district mission and vision statements.  

Participants frequently used the terms mission, vision, or core values interchangeably.  Analysis 

of the data revealed coherence between the participant’s responses about mission and vision and 

the actual school and district documents.  Findings also point to the importance of a clearly 

defined mission or set of goals for teaching and learning in order to sustain and support the 

school’s nontraditional approach. These findings were consistent with Fullan and Quinn’s (2016) 

Coherence Framework which details a clearly defined focus or set of goals as an essential 

element in shaping the direction of the school and district. 

When asked about the importance of mission and vision at FCS, Teachers 4 and 8 shared 

that the school’s mission statement and core beliefs influenced their personal decisions to work 

at FCS.  Teacher 8 said, “My goodness gracious.  So, when I interviewed for the job at FCS. And 

honestly, I read the FCS website and their mission and vision and their goals, I turned to my wife 
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and said, "If they're doing half of these things, this will be an amazing place to work.” This same 

teacher also talked about FCS’s commitment to equity as a component of the school’s mission 

and vision and the impact this had on their teacher’s career. 

I was finding myself getting truly discouraged and a little depressed seeing the 
great equity gaps that I was noticing, especially in my former school, and 
particularly with the African American community and others, and the Hispanic 
community as well. And so anyway, being blessed to be at FCS, and to be 
achieving, or at least striving to achieve the goals, the mission, the vision that we 
have here, it just completely rejuvenated my career (Teacher 8). 

 
Teacher 7 discussed the impact of the school’s mission and vision as an essential element in 

shaping their personal beliefs about teaching. “So, it was the mission, the vision, the systems that 

back up those mission and visions that really reinforced for me the reasons why I teach” 

(Teacher 7). Teacher 4 shared that they had previously known the founding principal of FCS and 

talked about the FCS’s mission and vision for teaching and learning and how the FCS experience 

rejuvenated their career and changed their perception on what school should be. 

So, when I left the middle school, I was a very unhappy teacher.  I was looking 
actually to leave the teaching profession.  The principal who had opened up this 
school and some really good ideas that I thought, “That's what education is 
supposed to be.  That's what we are supposed to be doing.” That kind of just 
renewed my whole idea about teaching and what teachers should be doing with 
their kids, what kids should be doing and it just all made sense (Teacher 4). 
 
A common theme in the data pointed to a connection between the FCS Mission and Core 

Beliefs written document and references to the school’s way of being. Teacher 5 conveyed this 

connection by stating, “Everything is done with our mission and vision in mind. We call it the 

FCS Way.”  This same teacher’s response went on to include several examples of daily practice 

that were found in the FCS Mission Statement and Core Beliefs document.  

A big part of our school is personalization, personalized learning, and it ties in 
with the relationship building, getting to know our kids, and getting to know the 
individual sitting in front of you.  A big part of our school is that we’re preparing 
them for their future, of course, as college students and all that definitely.  But I 
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love the term “world citizen” the way it comes up in our mission and vision 
because these are the people that we’re going to live with on this planet for the 
rest of their lives and all of that.  I want them to be people that investigate things 
and that if they have strong opinions speak up but back it up with why, because 
why matters a lot (Teacher 5). 

 
Teacher 10 talked about the system as a whole stating, “I think the idea, the general idea, is this 

holistic view of creating a world citizen.  We do not just look at the kids, the whole system is 

supported by the mission and vision.” Teacher 9 discussed the importance of the FCS vision as 

the basis for consistency of practice. 

I think just to summarize what makes FCS work in a way that a lot of other 
schools might not is the shared vision.  That everyone is on the same page.  
Everyone is committed to the same practices, whether it is grading or just 
philosophically, or things like that.  I don’t know if the principal has showed you 
the triangle, but the culture, the structure, and the instruction (Teacher 9).  

 
Teacher 3 conveyed the importance of the FCS mission and vision as the basis for shared  
 
decision making or when considering changes to existing policy or practice.  
 

I think there are certain non-negotiables at FCS.  But we always revisit our core 
values and mission and if we're trying to make any sort of change, it is still under 
that umbrella.  So, we always have to kind of remind ourselves of the 
nonnegotiable things that we're not going to give up or change (Teacher 3). 
 

Teacher 8 described the mission and vision by talking about the importance of education through 

social-emotional and academic development.   

We strive to educate the entire child.  Social, the emotional, the academic, but 
yeah, all the components to a healthy life.  To help people to be able to go out and 
find ways of coping with the challenges that life brings them.  And not only cope 
with them, but thrive within those again – mentally, socially, emotionally, on all 
those facets (Teacher 8). 
  
Data from district administrators in this study also point to the connection between the 

written mission and vision statement and the participant’s beliefs.  Each administrator talked 

about the district’s commitment to preparing students for college, career, and life - a statement 

directly written in the district Mission Statement document (Appendix D).  When asked about 
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the district’s vision and approach to teaching and learning, Administrator 4 recalled that the 

district’s mission statement had recently been revised and cited alignment to their personal 

beliefs and values. 

We recently underwent a renovation of our district's mission and vision and we 
are united with a mission to prepare every student for college, career, and life, 
whatever that path may be through a vision that outlines a number of skills. And 
so, I do think that aligns with my personal core values, but I also think that those 
values within our organization are carried out in the work we do with boots on the 
ground every single day (Administrator 4). 
 

Administrators 1 and 3 also referenced the newly developed district document and shared similar 

perspectives on the district’s focus on college and career readiness: 

Our district’s vision, the current one, is really about providing a standards-based 
education and really offering them college and career readiness and really 
success. We've just come up with a new mission statement that really talks about 
choosing your path, whether it is college, whether it is career, or whether it is 
vocational school, but really it is to make them successful (Administrator 1). 
 
We have a new mission and vision. It's in its infancy stage.  If I think about it 
from a district perspective, it's all around empowering and ensuring all students 
are prepared for college, career, and life, which I love.  What I really love is our 
vision statement and those ideas about believing that what we want students 
exiting or graduating schools, being thoughtful collaborators, being curious, to 
have higher level thinking skills, to be creative.  All of those things are what I find 
compelling.  I think that even though this mission and vision for our district is 
new, where it started was at the site level (Administrator 3). 

 
Administrator 3 went on to discuss the collaborative process undertaken by the district in their 

work on mission and vision:   

One of the first things that happened when I arrived in the district was really 
taking a look at the good things happening at each site and leveraging the mission 
and vision work that was happening at the site level and building from that.  
Although we did not have a district mission and vision, we were refining and 
reviewing, we were starting with what was already at the school sites.  We 
synthesized with deliberate speed.  It was a process of creating a feedback 
mechanism to share out with stakeholders and get other’s input.  With school site 
members and students.  I think that what we landed on is really speaking to what 
is happening at the sites and that is super great.  I think that we have, although it 
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doesn’t mirror it exactly, a nice umbrella for what is happening across our district 
(Administrator 3). 

 
 These findings indicate the importance of a strong connection between the written 

mission and vision statement and beliefs about academic and social-emotional learning.  These 

findings reinforce the importance of a shared understanding of organizational purpose as stated 

in the literature (i.e., Fullan & Quinn, 2016; Fullan, 2006; Forman et al., 2018). The findings are 

consistent with Fullan and Quinn’s (2016) Coherence Framework and reinforce importance of a 

clearly defined mission and vision in order to help shape and set direction.  These findings also 

suggest that a detailed mission and vision can reinforce teacher’s beliefs about students and may 

contribute to a teacher’s motivation for working at a particular school whose mission and vision 

align with personal beliefs about teaching and learning.  

School Pillars 

Throughout the participant’s responses on the importance of mission and vision, the 

respondents frequently talked about the FCS pillars as an important aspect of school culture. The 

participants shared that the pillars were part of the original school design, though the pillars were 

not specifically referenced in the FCS Mission Statement and Core Beliefs document.  The FCS 

pillars are based on the work of Fisher et al. (2012), and are as follows: (1) Welcome, (2) Do No 

Harm, (3) Never Too Late To Learn, (4) Choice Words, and (5) Be The Best.  Aspects of the 

FCS pillars are peppered throughout the participant’s responses in subsections of this chapter.  

These findings suggest that the use of pillars is an important part in shaping school culture, 

setting direction, and reinforcing expectations.  Teacher 8 indicated the pillar’s prominence in 

setting school direction for staff and students. 

Through everything that we do in our practices, of course, I mean our very first 
four days of school are just that.  When kids come back, our first four days are not 
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focused at all on academics whatsoever or content.  We are completely focused on 
our pillars.  We have five pillars at the school, and we reinforce those (Teacher 8). 
 

Teacher 1 described the school’s unique focus on its pillars as part of FCS’s non-traditionalness: 

There are so many things.  I mean, our grading policy is hugely nontraditional.  
The village system is nontraditional.  The schedule itself is nontraditional, the 
tutoring, the emphasis is on the pillars, because every school I've ever been at has 
had pillars of some sort or another, but this is the first one I've been at where they 
are practiced deeply and constantly and reinforced in large ways, in small ways, 
via admin, by teachers, by kids. So, it's really actually the pillars are being done.  
So that's another non-traditional thing.  I mean I can go on and on.  The non-
traditionalness is everywhere you look (Teacher 1). 

 
When asked by the interviewer if they could share the pillars, this same teacher did not just state 

the five pillars, rather they included an explanation that suggests an internalized meaning and 

connection to the culture of FCS. 

There are five pillars at our school.  And they are the way in which we establish 
the culture, they norm our behavior with each other and they norm our behavior 
from admin, admin to teacher, teacher to teacher, teacher to student, student to 
teacher.  They pretty much get at the heart of every interaction we have.  One of 
them is welcoming.  You have to make people feel included and welcomed and 
cared about.  Then there is Never Too Late To Learn.  It just means that just 
because you didn’t get something the first time, you still get multiple attempts.  
And it just permeates everything that we do.  I mean even our written curriculum 
is supposed to have repetitiveness built into it so that we do it like our Never Too 
Late To Learn pillar.  And how we do our first four at the beginning of the year is 
all about welcoming. The pillars are the fiber and they’re constantly reinforced at 
all times (Teacher 1). 

 
A similar explanation of the school’s pillars was provided by Teacher 4: 

Basically, everything revolves around the pillars at our school.  There is the 
Welcome pillar and that is not just welcoming guests onto our campus, but it is to 
be welcoming in the classroom, in groups.  We do a lot of collaborative work at 
our school.  So being welcoming, someone you do not typically work with who is 
now in your group, being welcoming to them, getting to know them and learning 
about their strengths, where they can contribute to the group.  We also have Never 
Too Late To Learn, which is, keep working at it until you get better.  Choice 
words: think about what you are saying and how you are saying it and who you 
are saying it to and is it going to be harmful.  Things like that.  We also have Be 
The Best pillar, which gets interpreted in several different ways.  But basically, do 
the best that you can do. It doesn’t necessarily mean go out there and be better 
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than everybody.  It’s be the best for yourself and what you can do; what you can 
contribute.  And that’s five of them (Teacher 4). 

 
Teacher 6 said that the school was built around the pillars:   

Okay, at this specific site, I mean it is built around these ideas or pillars.  
Specifically, Never Too Late To Learn is the first one that comes to mind.  The 
idea that kids should get an opportunity to develop mastery and show what they 
can do and really work hard to improve and hone their skills and everything.  And 
we really hold them accountable (Teacher 6). 
 

 These findings illustrate the significance of the pillars and suggest that, when internalized 

by staff, that they may reinforce the school’s commitment to its mission, core beliefs and culture 

building, and, in turn, may serve to sustain a school’s nontraditional approach. Triangulation of 

these findings included an analysis of school and district mission and vision statements and 

participant responses. Each key document included statements about equity, compassion, 

curiosity, collaboration, effective communication and a commitment to college and career 

readiness.  These attributes were frequently cited by the respondents in this study.  The findings 

underscore the importance of a mission statement as an essential element in informing school 

direction. Findings further indicate that an organization’s mission statement may influence 

personal employment decisions.  This seemed especially true when the mission statement 

resonated with a participant’s core beliefs about education.   

A Shared Commitment to School Culture 

A key finding of this study was a shared commitment among teachers to maintaining and 

sustaining the culture identity of the nontraditional school.  Aspects on the importance of school 

culture were referenced by every teacher respondent in this study when discussing the school’s 

nontraditional approach and design.  For the teacher respondents, culture at FCS did not appear 

to be a thing -  a focus on culture, as expressed by the teachers in this study, pointed to culture as 

the thing.   
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Teacher 5, a founding teacher at FCS, talked about a need to impart the school’s why or 

rationale for the way in which things are done prior to considering any changes to the existing 

system. The respondent shared the importance of instilling the school culture in new staff as a 

responsibility of the current staff. 

I think it's because those of us who have been here for a while, they were a part of 
the why for all of our structures and practices.  I think that as we have grown as a 
school and as things have changed as a school, teachers and administrators, I 
think that we as teachers have been the ones who kind of teach whomever is new 
what they need to understand before they change things (Teacher 5). 

 
Teacher 4 detailed the time that the school spends on culture building stating, 

For nontraditional at our school, I think the biggest thing is how much time and 
energy we spend on culture building and building a good, strong culture, so that 
when we do share different topics or a little bit more personalized learning, the 
scholars understand that we're just trying to get what the kid needs.  We are not 
giving special treatment; we are not giving special consideration or anything like 
that.  We just look to see what the kids need.  And I think just building that 
cultural piece so that you can have these open conversations with kids about, 
yeah, you did that assignment just find, but more about someone who is 
struggling, and they’re going to need a different topic or different supports.  And 
just being able to have those conversations with kids who actually understand.  It 
is pretty valuable.  And I think that doesn’t happen a lot in traditional schools. I 
think it is starting to, but certainly the school I went to and the school my kids 
went to, it did not happen (Teacher 4). 

 
This same teacher elaborated on some of the original design aspects of the school’s commitment 

to culture while also expressing a concern for the long-term sustainability of some of those same 

practices.  

I think what's essential is, I think, keeping our culture strong in all facets.  When 
we first started the campus, one thing we really tried to instill in the kids was 
professionalism.  And that was professionalism in the way you speak to adults, it 
was professionalism in the way you dress, because we have a lot of visitors 
coming on campus.  It was professionalism in the workplace.  How do you 
communicate professional via email and things like that? This was huge in the 
beginning.  And in my observation, I see that part going by the wayside a little bit.  
It does not seem to be as strong as it used to be.  Our culture, as far as building 
community is still strong as it was in the beginning.  Our work that we do in 
advisory classes is as strong as it was in the beginning.  Some of the things we do 
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are very sustainable.  Some of the things, as far as culture goes, it is almost like 
picking and choosing what is most important to hang on to (Teacher 4).  

 
Teacher 6 shared their understanding of the philosophy behind FCS’s focus on school culture:  

 
It's very student-centered.  There is a lot of effort put into the culture building, 
which of course, will translate into higher levels of academic engagement and 
learning, I think, in general.  I think the culture piece is a philosophy behind 
everything.  It's really the foundation of what makes a lot of what we do work 
well. It is the culture, not just that's built with the students, but also the staff 
culture, the kind of connections and relationships and the welcoming kind of 
energy and feeling that the staff have amongst each other, which is really, really 
important” (Teacher 6). 

 
The FCS teachers provided details on the school’s culture building practices during the first four 

days of school.  They shared that the first four days of school are all about culture building and 

that this sets the stage for the year-long focus on culture and reinforcing the school’s pillars.  

Teacher 7’s response detailed several aspects of the first four focus and commitment to culture. 

We back up our academic focus with the culture building, relationships building, 
student focus.  The first four days of every school year, we spend just relationship 
building with our advisory and our cohorts.  We have an advisory once a week.  
We have five pillars.  We do pillar days they are whole days reinforcing our 
school’s culture, where we do a closer study on each of those on like three to five 
days.  Every semester we do Olympics and we do games and we do circles and 
we do lots of social contract work.  A social contract is what they [students] create 
in every cohort.  We have our CSAT meetings every two weeks and so I could go 
on and on with all the things that we do.  Parent communication.  We do so much 
stuff (Teacher 7). 
 

Teacher 2 also talked about culture, but rather than focusing on school culture through the pillars 

or organized activities, the same teacher shared the importance of a valuing diverse cultures and 

recognizing different student perspectives.   

I just really think it is important in this day and age to really grasp things and have 
an understanding that people come from all different cultures and all different 
experiences, and not to say one way is the right way, but there are different ways 
to approach learning and help different students be successful (Teacher 2).  
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FCS’s mission statement and core beliefs document reinforced the importance of cultural 

connections as well as valuing cultural diversity. 

Of particular note in these findings was a concern among teachers for the long-term 

sustainability of the school’s culture. Teacher 4 referenced one of the school’s original staff 

members still working at FCS and expressed concern that if this one staff member left the 

school, a significant aspect of the culture would go with them.  

I will say that seeing the school from the first year it opened until now that I am a 
little nervous that there is one person who is super instrumental in keeping this all 
together and that is our school social worker who opened the school with us.  This 
person is always our go-to person when it comes to something to do with the 
school culture.  When we ask about continuing or changing something they are 
always our go to person, because they have the thought behind why it is the way 
that it is.  I fear that without them, if they were to take a job somewhere else or 
stay home or whatever, the school would be just so different, and it is a little bit 
nervous knowing that all of that hinges on just one person (Teacher 4). 
 

When asked why they think the culture of the school hinges on just one person and not a 

collective body, this same teacher went on to say, 

I think it is because they came in looking at the school as a whole, the big picture, 
where the rest of us came in as teachers looking at our little classroom bubble, our 
content area, how we work with the students, and not so much at the whole 
picture.  This person is just good at reminding us of why we do what we do 
(Teacher 4). 
 

   These findings reinforce the literature on the importance of school culture as paramount 

to building a coherent system (i.e., Fullan & Quinn, 2016; Knecht, 2019).   These findings 

suggest that an intentional focus on culture building is a necessary support in sustaining school 

direction.  These findings reveal a link between a shared belief system and a commitment to 

daily teaching and learning practices within the school.  Lastly, these findings indicate that 

maintaining and sustaining culture should not rest with one person but needs to be a shared 

responsibility. 
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Systems and Structures of Support for Nontraditional Schools 

The central question of this research focused on the identification of systems and 

structures of support necessary to sustain a school’s nontraditional approach.  Teachers and 

administrators in this study were asked to identify specific systems and structures that they 

viewed as essential to sustaining FCS’s nontraditional approach.  Fullan and Quinn’s (2016) 

Coherence Framework identifies four elements of focus for organizational coherence, an 

essential element in supporting and sustaining focus which positions leadership at its center.  

These elements include: (1) cultivating collaborative cultures; (2) deepening learning; (3) 

focusing direction; and (4) securing accountability (Fullan & Quinn, 2016, p. 12).  While aspects 

of these findings nest within elements of the Coherence Framework, they do not fit neatly into 

each domain, as revealed in the following sections. 

The Importance of Teacher Fit 

 A key finding of the data for sustaining the school’s nontraditional approach was the 

importance of teacher fit and alignment of teacher beliefs to the school’s mission and culture of 

teaching and learning. The teachers were invited to share why they chose to work at FCS and to 

identify ways in which their personal beliefs about education may be reflected or reinforced 

through the school’s practices.  When asked about the connection between their beliefs about 

teaching and learning and their work at FCS, Teacher 9 stated the following: 

So much about FCS aligns with what I belief.  As a science teacher, and since you 
are familiar with the structure of FCS, you know that we have a four-year 
program, which is just so unusual at most schools.  The science focus of the 
school was important.  It was always a dream to work at a science magnet school.  
And so, I ended up at FCS, which is essentially a science magnet school, so that 
has been great (Teacher 9). 
 

Teacher 10 talked about a shared passion for the work.  “FCS is very rewarding because it is like 

a group effort.  You are not all by yourself.  Everybody’s passionate about what they do.  
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Everybody’s passionate about helping these kids” (Teacher 10).  This same teacher went on to 

say, “So what is really rewarding about FCS is that we are all in this together and every single 

person that walks into FCS as a staff or a teacher or a support personnel or custodians, we are all 

trying to make these kids’ lives better” (Teacher 10).  Teacher 8 offered a similar perspective 

about the way in which FCS align with their personal values about teaching and learning.   

I am extremely happy that FCS focuses on educating the entire child and not just 
worried about their academics or trying to help students reach Advanced 
Placement or International Baccalaureate accreditation on their degree, right, their 
high school diploma.  And the fact that we have stripped all that away, and it 
really has nothing to do with that. It is about community and about building each 
other and therefore through that building of self, as well, which is very much in 
line, as you heard, with why I got into education. It’s very much in line with who 
I am as a person (Teacher 8).   
 

Similarly, Teacher 9 spoke about the collegiality and a commitment to all students at FCS as a 

reason for becoming a teacher: “The team we have in our department is just committed to the 

whole idea that all students can achieve at high levels; which really just reinforced the reason I 

got into the field” (Teacher 9). This same teacher offered insight into intentional use of the 

school’s key documents (e.g., mission statement and grading policies) when onboarding new 

staff. 

One of the things that was obliviously really intentional at FCS was the staffing of 
the school so that everyone that works there is onboarded with the mission, the 
vision, and the grading practices and policies and things like that.  I think that is a 
really important piece – is to make sure everyone shares a common vision and a 
common philosophy, and that makes it a lot easier to do stuff.  Because you are 
not getting resistance (Teacher 9).   
 

The teacher also shared examples of the way in which their department provides feedback to one 

another.  “If someone presents something, we are our own biggest critics.  Sometimes at FCS, I 

think we forget how well things are going, from an outsider’s perspective, because we live in this 

bubble where we are always pushing each other to do better and be better” (Teacher 9). Teacher 
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5 recalled a previous teaching experience at another school and expressed appreciation for the 

way in which their current teaching experience at FCS helps to make them a better teacher.  

What I found at FCS is that, compared to my previous teaching experience, I have 
the space, the room, the freedom to do things because they are best for kids.  
Gosh, I don’t even know how to describe it. My first year at FCS, I feel like I 
relearned how to teach because so many of the things I had been taught to do in 
my previous school, I would say, “Well that doesn’t actually help kids.” (Teacher 
5). 
 
Though not directly asked about FCS’s hiring process, several participants referred to the 

school’s unique hiring practices.  The teachers shared that prospective teacher employees at FCS 

are provided with a copy of the school’s mission statement, grading practices document, and 

information on the restorative practices before interviewing and that the interview questions 

would come directly from those documents.  They shared the need for transparent hiring 

practices. 

I think we are very transparent about our hiring.  We say, this is what we do and 
that’s not going to change.  So, we want to make sure everybody coming into FCS 
is on the same page and has the same kind of philosophy and understanding of our 
grading practices.  So that’s kind of the first tier.  We want to make sure when we 
hire people that they know what they’re getting into (Teacher 3). 

 
 Teacher 6 also expressed the need for fit when hiring new staff into the existing culture. 

Hiring is not based necessarily on content knowledge or experience, but really 
hiring people that fit the culture, which I mean, you can only know so much from 
a couple of interviews, but being really up front about that, for someone that is 
doing the interviewing and having questions prepared that are going to dig in and 
try to help people reveal their personality in a way to see if that's a good fit and 
being transparent about the level of work that it requires.  So then when the 
people that are signing on are people that feel good and enthusiastic about that, 
and are willing to put in the effort in the work and be flexible, because it is an 
evolving environment.  I think that is really, really, key (Teacher 6). 

 
While discussing factors that may contribute to a lack of sustainability at FCS, Teacher 4 

included concern for new staff who may not fully understand the school’s philosophy and 

culture.   
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I think some of the barriers are probably, which would happen at any school in 
this situation is new staff members, they don't get that full training or full 
information and data as to why we do things we did.  And they don't see the 
importance of it and then it becomes less important (Teacher 4). 
 

Teacher 8 echoed similar concerns and viewed placement of new staff at FCS as perhaps the 

biggest threat to the school’s nontraditional approach and offered the following caution: 

When we have new people come in, that's where I've seen the biggest kind of 
threat to the sustainability of things because it's so nontraditional.  And being that 
we are in a traditional district, when they move administrators around, and even 
teachers around, that threatens our practices, because of course, you don't know 
what you don't know.  And so, it isn't until they start to see and feel and kind of 
live into these practices, that they start to understand what it is (Teacher 8). 
 
The district administrators in this study also talked about the importance of staff fit at 

FCS. Administrator 1 said, 

I think what makes FCS different is that everyone who works there, they almost 
make an agreement to follow a certain vision and a certain way of doing things.  
And that is very different than a regular high school where you might say, “I am 
going to hire you to teach math and you are going to teach standards-based 
math.”  They, regular schools, do not ask if you are willing to do standards based 
grading.  They do not ask if you are willing to make a phone call home or do 
home visits, because it is not how it is done.  It could be, but we are not doing 
those things. At FCS, I think it is different because when you hire people in, you 
say, we’re doing this and this, and this, and are you on board? Can you do this? 
(Administrator 1). 

 
Administrator 4 parroted a similar response and recalled their initial involvement in developing 

many of the original FCS hiring policies and processes.  

A lot of my involvement with FCS incidentally was when it was first established.  
All those intensive meetings for establishing policy and processes, even how 
teachers were hired. Because the very hiring practices and the way the interviews 
were conducted was very alternative and, from the beginning, I think served to 
attract and retain a group of individuals that stood out from any other group of 
educators that I have seen.  But that is the way it was designed from the very 
beginning (Administrator 4).  

 
Administrator 1 also expressed concerns around hiring for fit at FCS stating, 
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Sometimes you hire and you think you have the right person and it is not the right 
person.  And the district needs to support that.  They may be a good content 
person, but they do not work well with students.  And then the other thing is that 
FCS needs to be willing to take a chance on someone that may come from a 
traditional school who says that they can do all the things that FCS does.  Just 
because they have not done it that way before.  We are getting onto this.  Who 
knows what we will face in the next couple of years?  As we staff, there might be 
math teachers that are going to come from another site that are going to have the 
right stuff.  And you, the principal, may think, “Well wait, I want to hire from the 
outside.” Well do we always have to go from the outside or how will we work 
that?  So, just being flexible and just really monitoring, because if the teacher 
does not want to be there, we will have to get them out at some point, but just 
doing things differently (Administrator 1). 
 

While discussing challenges for sustainability of FCS’ nontraditional model, Administrator 2 

reinforced challenges of staffing FCS and the concern over ensuring the right teacher fit.   

I should have called out the hiring practices earlier. As far as part of those 
practices, to the extent possible, allowing FCS to have unique hiring practices and 
not have the 'must hire' situation.  While we cannot always guarantee that the 
principal advocating for that and the district to the extent possible providing for it, 
it is critical to have those teachers reflect that constructivist approach, to have 
teachers embrace the competency-based learning and the collaboration.  
(Administrator 2).   
 

Administrator 1 shared a similar concern for the sustainability of the nontraditional hiring 

practices at FCS stating, “I think the hardest thing about nontraditional is that we have a district 

system that has a bunch of rules with a collectively bargained agreement and when you have a 

nontraditional school it’s different.” This same administrator talked about the unique nature of 

FCS’s nontraditional model and the challenges of one district-wide teacher contract that may not 

meet FCS’s unique program and teacher needs.   

We could consider FCS a charter school.  I mean it's like you are a district charter. 
You don’t quite fit.  And we didn't write rules into our collective bargaining 
agreement.  So, they made it work, which I feel is very valuable. It is amazing that 
it has worked.  And yet we have some bumps along the way (Administrator 1).   
 

Administrator 1 went on to talk about the benefits of avoiding specific contract language that 

may impose unnecessary limits to existing school practices. 
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FCS belongs to a union.  All of the teachers are union and all of the classified 
staff are union.  And so, we have to follow those contracts at FCS and still run the 
union.  So, we made it work.  I kind of like that there's no language because then 
it’s like, well this is how it is historically done.  So, we agreed to this way back 
when it started and hopefully we can continue that so we can continue many of 
the good practices that maybe are not current practice at other sites.  And I hate to 
say it, but it would be nice if we could have some of that at the other schools, 
where there would be expectations, a way of doing and how to get there, kind of 
blend those things in – the best of both (Administrator 1).   
 

The challenges of staffing a small nontraditional school that privileges teachers’ fit to its mission 

and core values above the district’s contract obligations for staffing was a primary finding of this 

study and emphasizes the challenges of the title of this dissertation, Caught In The Middle.   

Fullan and Quinn’s (2016) Coherence Framework underscores the importance of creating 

a coherent system around a shared set of ideas in order to drive change.  The authors cite the 

importance of valuing people in order to foster internal and external accountability.  “When the 

organization values the talent and expertise of its people, it creates leadership development 

strategies that grow internal capacity.  Its primary selection pool is drawn from within and 

augmented by external hires as needed” (Fullan & Quinn, 2016, p. 50).  While the framework did 

not specifically address hiring practices or policies, it presumes a focus on a shared commitment 

and belief in order to secure internal and external accountability.   The findings of this study 

suggest that hiring teachers whose belief systems align with the school’s mission and core beliefs 

may be an essential element in supporting a school’s nontraditional approach.  These findings 

postulate a need to address the unique staffing needs for nontraditional schools which may 

include refinement of existing district policies to include provisions in hiring practices for 

programs or schools that may not be within the traditional norm.  These findings accentuate the 

role of leadership in attracting and retaining staff as essential components in sustaining and 
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influencing the direction of the school.  The role of leadership is discussed in subsequent sections 

of this chapter.   

Supporting Opportunities for Building Relationships and Collaboration 

 An analysis of the data revealed that intentionally designed structures and systems that 

foster relationship building and collaboration opportunities are essential to sustainability of a 

school’s nontraditional model.  These findings fell into broad categories of collaboration and 

relationship building among teachers, between teachers and students, throughout the district, and 

within the greater community as essential to sustainability of the school’s nontraditional model.  

Parallels were drawn between these findings and elements of Fullan and Quinn’s (2016) 

framework - specifically in creating a collaborative culture. Of particular note were participants’ 

references to the use of restorative practices as research-based framework for restoring 

relationships and building community.    

Teacher 9 linked the collaborative nature of the school to sustainability.  “So, I think it's a 

very collaborative environment and I think that's another key thing.  It is just high levels of 

collaboration and that helps keep the sustainability” (Teacher 9).  This teacher highlighted the 

school’s master schedule, which is intentionally designed with structured collaboration time 

between teachers, villages, and content areas in mind.  Teacher 9 shared:  

Every subject has a partner teacher, with the exception of twelfth grade, but we 
each have a partner teacher, and we were just texting all morning about all of our 
ideas that we have for next year.  And so, that really helps, having a partner to 
bounce things off of and we are continuously helping each other improve in our 
practices and bringing different ideas to the table, and working in an 
interdisciplinary team (Teacher 9).  
 

The school’s master schedule was designed to intentionally support cross-content collaboration 

among grade level and village teachers.  The math teachers all share a common preparation 

period.  Teacher 9 stressed the importance of collaboration with colleagues at FCS. 
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One of the things I did notice, like I said, because I have been at FCS for pretty 
much my entire career, I have little basis for comparison, other than my student 
teaching, which was just kind of isolated…. You are kind of a lone wolf wherever 
you’re at anyway.  But I don’t feel that way at FCS.  Because I have a partner 
where we bounce ideas off of, and we’re making sure that we’re tightly aligned 
between me and her.  And then also, our department has worked.  We are all on 
the same page.  We are all aligned. And we are trying to work, we actually had a 
meeting not too long before the school closure where we kind of looked at how all 
the [sic] practices were being represented in our different course, if we were 
building vertically towards a higher level of skill in them with each year.  And so, 
to be able to do that with our department is awesome.  We also have 
interdisciplinary teams.  So, my common prep is with the Humanities teacher and 
the Principles of Design teacher (Teacher 9). 

 
A similar appreciation for the teacher team structure at FCS was shared by Teacher 5  
 
who said,  
  

One of the structures at FCS that I think is really important is the way we are 
paired the other teacher who teaches our content.  There are only two grade level 
teachers who teach my subject – me and one other teacher.  That teacher is right 
next door to me.  We share a collaboration room.  We check in with each other all 
the time (Teacher 5). 
 

Teacher 5 went on to express the feeling of collaboration at FCS and the organic nature of 

informal conversations.  

They’re not so much formal structures, but more organically when things bubble 
up. When there's a problem we talk to each other. We talk to other teachers. We 
talk to the administration. We talk to whomever the relevant related party is, and 
we talk about what is and isn't working really well. We talk about our restorative 
justice focus or our grading policy.  We really need to keep in mind these core 
things that everything is built on and talk about what they mean and what they 
look like (Teacher 5). 
 

Teacher 5 also commented on the value of relationship building and getting to know students as 

a key aspect of teaching and learning at FCS. 

I think everything we do just helps in building relationships and getting to know 
students and their demographics and everything.  So, then I can work that into 
how I speak to students or how I connect with them.  I can also work that into my 
lessons.  Like teaching history. I can talk about some historical concept or even 
build a bridge to something I know students have experienced or something that I 
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know they can relate to. I wouldn’t be able to do that if I didn’t know the kids 
well (Teacher 5).  
 

Teacher 4 spoke about the importance of relationships and connections with staff and students, 

and concluded that the smaller size of the school allows teachers to get to know the students.  

The fact that we're small, has a lot to do with it. We kind of know what is going 
on in other classrooms.  We know almost all the kids.  We know the kids and 
we're very, very well connected.  And I think what’s important for sustainability 
is to remain connected with each other, with the students, with the families 
(Teacher 4).  
 

When discussing traditional and nontraditional teaching experiences, Teacher 3 said, "So, at FCS 

with the less traditional approach to teaching, there are several things that have really helped me 

in my career.  One of them is that we just strive for personal connection to our scholars.”  

Relationship building and collaborating for student success were mentioned by nearly every 

teacher participant and were viewed as essential in supporting the school’s approach. Teacher 3 

cited an appreciation for the school’s commitment to building and fostering relationships and 

said,  

One of the things I love about teaching is building relationships and working with 
my students. In that regard, FCS definitely not only supports that, but builds on it 
as well.  I think teaching is really helping students be lifelong learners, and the 
approach that FCS takes with making things real world for them, I think that 
brings it all together (Teacher 3). 
 
The need for collaboration and relationship building in order to strengthen and maintain 

the school’s nontraditional model was also cited by administrator participants. While discussing 

sustainability of FCS’s nontraditional approach, Administrator 3 said, “The way that people 

interact with each other and really live the core values is super familiar to me.  It's a way that’s 

very inclusive and inviting to others, that’s really familiar to me.”  When asked about their role 

in sustaining the school’s practice, this same administrator went on to say, “I think there’s lots of 

opportunity to strengthen relationships and deepen them to help others see and truly believe that 
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my role specifically is one of partner” (Administrator 3).  The administrator further shared that 

their role in the district office is to help teachers meet the needs of students by continuing to 

foster collaborative relationships stating, “I think it's the relationship with the district office 

which would contribute to just a stronger, more positive culture for learning and working and 

being together” (Administrator 3).  Administrator 2 shared an experience as a former school 

leader and stressed the need for collaboration and communication between the school and the 

district as an essential component of sustaining school practice.  

In the school where I used to be principal, they have shifted quite a bit from 
where they started, and this was all very intentional, and it was with the principal 
and the superintendent in lockstep together talking about a shifting vision and a 
shifting need for the community.  As so with agreement they actually shifted...but 
that was in conversation all along the way and with no surprises.  And I think that 
would be critical if any changes were to be made, walking step-by-step, bringing 
the cabinet level leaders along in that journey.  And it shouldn’t happen overnight 
because there are stakeholders involved and everything else (Administrator 2). 
 
These findings suggest an association between opportunities for structured collaboration 

and relationship building as essential elements to the long-term sustainability of a nontraditional 

teaching and learning model.  Emergent themes from this research that support this finding 

includes participant emphasis on the Comprehensive Student Assistance Team (CSAT) structure, 

the village and cohort design model, the creation of an advisory class, and a school-wide 

commitment to the research-based practices of Restorative Justice and Restorative Practices.   

Comprehensive Student Assistance Team (CSAT).  Maintaining a shared 

responsibility for the social-emotional and academic well-being of students was a key finding of 

this study. The teacher participants in particular stressed the importance of the CSAT process as 

a structured time specifically designed to support the academic and social emotional needs of the 

students.  Similar to a professional learning community, the CSAT consists of a group of 

educators from the school site who routinely meet to discuss the academic and social-emotional 
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well-being of students.  The CSAT meetings are part of the schools Multi-Tiered System of 

Support (MTSS) and the school was originally designed to support this structure.  At the time of 

this study, the CSAT meetings were held twice each month for 90 minutes each and were 

composed of all the teachers in a village, site administrators, school counselors, special education 

staff, the school social worker, and the academic dean. Underscoring the importance of the 

CSAT process, Teachers 6 and 8 shared similar perspectives on the significance of the CSAT 

meetings: 

Those CSATs are where I meet with other teachers, but also other people are 
involved in those meetings - the social worker, counselors, admin, the academic 
dean.  I mean those conversations and meetings are like one of the most important 
things in my mind.  In the sense that we really get to know our kids and what 
they’re dealing with in different settings, hearing backgrounds from the social 
worker that we would never know (Teacher 6). 

 
So. if we start to say that there's these big growing issues within a particular 
cohort, of course that will be brought up to admin and they'll see that. Our social 
worker will see that. Our counselor will see that and therefore we can devise, our 
admin and our counselors can work together to pull teachers in and create some 
PD, right, some professional training and PD, around some of the restorative 
issues that we are having in our classrooms (Teacher 8). 

 
When discussing essential supports for the nontraditional school Administrator 4 talked 

about the CSAT process as a fundamental aspect of school collaboration that focuses on 

the success of all students.     

I think about the CSAT meetings and having all of the teachers rally together on a 
regular basis, as part of the fundamental structure of the school for an 
accountability measure that is alternative.  It is an example of an alternative 
school, where students, based on structure, do not slip through the cracks. It is just 
not allowed.  And it is not allowed because they know it, and because of that, they 
rise to it (Administrator 4). 

 
Analysis of these findings confirm a link between the school’s Mission and Core Beliefs 

statement and current CSAT structure.  Key statements detailing the connection between the FCS 

Mission and Core Beliefs document and school practice include: 
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• Teacher teams with common scholars discuss scholars’ academic and social / 
emotional goals and needs 

• Scholar support teams identify and address scholars in need of additional 
academic, attendance, behavioral, or social-emotional interventions (Appendix E). 

 
These findings suggest that teachers and administrators view an opportunity to collaborate with 

one another in support of student learning as an essential component for the long-term 

sustainability of a school’s nontraditional approach.  Triangulation of these findings reveal a 

strong connection between the practices cited in the school’s mission statement and those 

described by the participants in this study.   

 Village and Cohort Design Model.  Purposefully designed structures that support 

collaboration among staff and students also supported the sustainability of the school’s 

nontraditional approach. The village and cohort design model clusters students into a family-like 

structure and participants cited these structures as key design features at FCS that encourage 

relationship building and foster collaboration between teachers and among students.  The 

teachers felt that the village and cohort model facilitated connections between students and staff 

and created an opportunity for teachers to plan together and build relationships.  They identified 

the village and cohort model as essential components for sustaining the school’s nontraditional 

approach. In order to better understand these findings, the following explanation of the FCS 

schedule is offered.  Each grade level, 9-11, at FCS is divided equally into villages - Village A 

and Village B. The students at FCS are sorted into the two villages and then further sorted into 

equal cohorts.  Grade 12 offers greater flexibility and does not support the village model.  There 

are two teachers for each subject in each grade 9-11 village. Teachers are sorted into either 

Village A or Village B.  The teachers maintain a collective responsibility for the students in their 

village.  By the end of the year, the teachers in a village get to know every student within that 

village.  Students remain with their cohort all year and travel to each class together with an 



74 
 

emphasis on relationship building and family.  The teachers within each village share a common 

prep period, attend CSAT meetings together, plan and design curriculum and assessments 

together, and organize all village activities as a team.  Teacher 8 provided this perspective on the 

village concept: 

The fact that students travel in cohorts is huge.  That way, we as teachers share 
the same students throughout the year.  And so, not only do they travel together 
with the same group to the different content areas, but they have the same 
teachers.  We work as a village, to know the specific needs of each scholar, to 
actually see what scholars do and are able to achieve socially, emotionally, and 
academically in our rooms.  The village model helps all of us implement certain 
practices in our rooms that help the child and support the child in the way that 
they need to be supported and helped, so yeah, that's a big master schedule piece 
(Teacher 8). 

 
When sharing views on traditional versus nontraditional school design, Teacher 1 recalled two 

past teaching experiences at other school sites and, in reference to the current FCS village model 

said, “This is my favorite way to do it.” This same teacher went on to share the value of 

collaboration with a team stating,  

It's like anything happens in our class.  I'm texting a colleague immediately.  It's 
like, oh my gosh, someone had a really bad day.  Watch out.  And so, and so just 
went to the counseling office, and it's so awesome to know that you are carrying 
the weight of the scholars together and getting these kids from Point A to Point B.  
And so that offers a lot of flexibility because you can decide, like, hey, we are all 
going to do this today and we are all going to do an academic recovery day for the 
entire village.  And hey, after taking the ACT, we are going to take the whole 
village to the field and play sports.  And so, it just makes us more collaborative 
(Teacher 1). 
 

Teacher 9 not only saw the village and cohort model as a way to get to know students but spoke 

of the village structure as a design feature that was useful in the school’s project-based learning 

curriculum design. 

Because the students are in cohorts and in villages, we can make changes to the 
schedule without impacting other classes.  If our village, for example, decides we 
want to go on a field trip or visit a college, it does not impact anyone else in the 
school except our village.  So, we get to do a lot of things without interfering with 
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other departments, other grade levels, stuff like that.  It is really nice, and I did not 
realize how nice it was until I saw this other school having this problem.  I am 
like, Oh, if this was us, we would just be like, Okay, we are going to have a 
project. It would be as easy as every Friday is going to be project day and all the 
teachers would just do that (Teacher 9). 
 

When asked about supports at FCS that are essential for teacher success, Teacher 7 stated 

I will say from my teacher’s side, I think some of the supports to help me feel like 
I am at the right place are, like I said, the village model.  I think that we are able 
to meet more frequently in interdisciplinary teams than at other places.  And I 
really love that.  I love having two or three other people that have the exact same 
students as I have.  And so, we have a really coherent approach and support each 
other (Teacher 7).   
 

 A similar perspective on the importance of the village system was offered by Teacher 6 while 

discussing less traditional approaches to teaching: “This has probably been one of the most 

beneficial things from the teacher's standpoint on how to work with kids appropriately, as far as 

what different students' needs are and how to personalize and individualize.” She added, “The 

cohort becomes like a family in itself, almost, which adds to the culture of holding each other 

accountable and respecting each other” (Teacher 6). Teacher 5 also expressed the value of 

collaborating in a village system and the ability to draw on colleagues for support stating, "We 

check in with each other all the time.  Hey, did you do this.  Did you teach this?  We teach in 

step with each other.  That process is incredibly important because it gives someone else who is 

like, Oh. Well I did that too.”  

The following list of statements taken directly from the FCS Mission and Core Beliefs 

document support a link between contents of the document and the practices at FCS. 

● Teacher teams with common scholars discuss scholars’ academic and 
social/emotional learning goals and needs. 

● Scholar support teams identify and address scholars in need of additional 
academic, attendance, behavioral, or social-emotional interventions. 

● Teachers collaborate with colleagues in other subject matters to design lessons 
that connect scholars’ learning across disciplines. 
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● The primary academic and social-emotional student support occurs in the context 
of the core classrooms and is supported by the grade level team - rather than 
additional support classes and programs (Appendix E). 

 
Creating structures within the school day that foster both student and teacher interaction was a 

key finding of this study.  These data reveal the importance of purposefully designed structures 

that promote collaboration in support of student academic and social-emotional well-being. The 

data also suggest the importance of structured time for teacher collaboration, a key finding of this 

study.  These findings align with the Fullan and Quinn (2016) framework and the importance of 

collaborating around a collective purpose to ensure both internal and external accountability. 

 Advisory.  Supporting a system that provides opportunities for all students and staff to 

focus on building and maintaining school culture was a key finding of this study. Participants 

shared that the school’s advisory period was an important structure that helped to maintain and 

foster relationships and reinforce the commitments to the FCS mission and core values. Data 

suggest that a system that includes these types of collaborative structures are essential for 

building relationships, maintaining a positive school culture, and reinforcing the pillars.  In order 

to more fully understand the advisory class at FCS, the following explanation is offered: all 

certificated staff members at FCS are responsible for maintaining an advisory class part of their 

weekly schedule. This includes the school administration and counselors.  In order to foster a 

sense of community across grade levels, the advisory class is comprised of students in grades 9-

12.  Students remain with the same advisory teacher throughout all four years of high school.  As 

seniors graduate, new ninth grade students replace them.  The advisory class is conducted each 

week for 45 minutes.  The advisory class structure was an original design component of the 

school. Advisory scripts are written each week and all teachers use the same script in order to 

establish a common focus on school culture.   
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 Teacher 1 offered a description of the FCS advisory class that included an emphasis on 

building culture and relationships. 

I think our advisory is a really cool thing that we have were students have the 
same advisory teacher for all four years.  That person is their go-to person and we 
meet once a week.  And that is a beautiful place.  It establishes a sense of family 
and gives the students a place to not have to just be in a curriculum setting with 
each other, but in a familial group, at least in my class it is for sure that way.  And 
that is also where we do resets on pillars.  We do resets on culture, incidents that 
happen, racist comments that are made or seen, anything that goes on it the 
district whatsoever.  It gives us a place to actually talk about it (Teacher 1). 

 
This same teacher went on to share the importance of an advisory class as an intentionally 

designed structure, rather than something that is attempted as an add-on to an existing class. 

I’m there to give them skills that are going to help them in the real world.  So, it 
cannot always be only how we are feeling and discussing culture.  And so that is 
what I love about advisory, because it is time we take out of our day, we are not 
trying to squeeze it in to some awkward corner of our classroom time, but instead 
it is cut into the fabric of every single week.  And that is when we get to do that.  
That is when we really get to connect on issues that have nothing to do with 
science, math, English, or history that kind of stuff (Teacher 1). 
 

Teacher 6 also spoke of the advisory class as a way of connecting with students saying,  "I think 

it just helps us build better relationships with students and connect better with them and know 

what challenges they face.” 

Triangulation of the data revealed alignment between the teacher participant views about 

advisory period and key statements within the mission and core values document on the role of 

the advisory class.  Some of the key statements included: 

● Staff advisors are the primary point of contact for the family, and monitor 
scholars’ personal and academic development. 

● Advisory classes built into the weekly schedule. Advisory is held at least once a 
week. Scholars maintain the same advisor from year to year. 

● Scholars demonstrate an awareness of and appreciation for differences among 
human beings and human groups (Respect). 

● Scholars show concern for others and take action to help those in need 
(Compassion) (Appendix E). 
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Findings submit that intentionally designed structures of support for student and teacher  
 
interactions around school culture, relationship building, and collaboration may contribute to the  
 
long-term sustainability of a nontraditional school model. 

 
Restorative Practices.  A key finding of this study was the use of Restorative Practices 

as a research-based nontraditional approach to maintaining and supporting relationships among 

students and staff.   When citing systems and supports essential to the school’s nontraditional 

approach, teachers referenced the school’s commitment to restorative practices.  It is important 

to note that incorporating Restorative Justice/Restorative Practices was an intentional original 

school design element.  Each new staff member at FCS receives two full days of Restorative 

Practices training at the beginning of the school year and staff recycle through the training every 

five years.  In order to more fully understand the school’s commitment to restorative practices, 

the following information is provided: FCS teachers use restorative circles as part of their weekly 

instructional routine. Staff participate in a voluntary morning meeting circle for ten minutes each 

day in order to model the use of restorative circles and implement aspects of the restorative 

practices. Staff jointly develop a social contract and social contracts are shared within cohorts as 

a way of grounding consistent expectations for behavior and communication. Lastly, restorative 

practices are used throughout the school as a way of repairing harm and restoring relationships.   

Teacher 5 talked about the use of restorative practices as a way of problem solving and 

resolving conflict, sharing, 

A lot of our problem solving and social interaction between teachers and between 
kids is based on restorative justice and restorative practices.  So, we will ask in a 
variety of situations, “Is this the restorative way of doing this?” It is everything 
from conflicts between teachers to conflicts between teachers and kids, conflicts 
between kids.  I have had discussions in my village team about plagiarism issues, 
for example, and we have talked about what the restorative approach to that might 
be.  And on kids not putting forth effort in class and what’s the restorative 
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approach to that.  These beliefs, these systems, I guess you would say policies or 
practices, are kind of the foundation of everything we do (Teacher 5). 
 

Teacher 7 reflected on past experiences with restorative practices at another school and shared 

the differences in implementation. “At my last school we had this idea of restorative practices 

and restorative justice, but it was not executed in a way that is restorative.  So, moving to FCS 

and actually seeing it in practice was eye opening for me” (Teacher 7).  Teacher 8 said that 

seeing restorative practices in action at FCS helped to reinforce their beliefs about education and 

noted the practices when discussing nontraditional and traditional schools.  “I would say that the 

number one thing we are based in is our use of restorative practices.  We are not just looking to 

discipline children.  And that is what I really love about it.  It was hard for me coming from the 

traditional, but what a beautiful thing to see” (Teacher 8).  This same teacher elaborated on the 

school wide focus and shared:  

The other piece to it is that our school social worker is so well trained in 
restorative practices, and also our administrators as well.  And therefore, when 
there needs to be a whole group restorative circle, they are really well versed at 
being able to run those restorative circles, so our school is restorative rather than 
harmful.  There had been several issues that came up in my six years of teaching, 
where if I had run a restorative circle, I would have caused harm.  Kids would 
have actually walked away from that more harmed than having felt restored.  
Restorative gives us a togetherness, a kind of everybody coming together to get 
on one vision again, about, right, how we restore and trust with each other in this 
community.  And being able to ask those colleagues of ours to come in and help 
run those circles has been huge for us (Teacher 8). 
 

These findings suggest an association between practices that promote school culture and value 

social-emotional well-being as structures that are important considerations in sustaining a 

school’s nontraditional approach to teaching and learning. I now turn to an examination of the 

practices associated with competency-based education as the cornerstone of the school’s 

nontraditional model. 
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Competency-Based Education as A Nontraditional Approach 

 Chapter Two illuminated the literature on the principles of Competency-Based Education 

(CBE) as an alternative approach to the traditional architecture of schools.  The reviewed 

literature detailed an emphasis on equitable learning experiences for all students as a key goal of 

CBE (i.e., Sturgis & Casey, 2018; Kelly & Columbus, 2016; Lewis et al., 2014; Le et al., 2014; 

Surr & Redding, 2017).  A sub-question of this research included an identification of key 

practices within a CBE program as the cornerstone of FCS’s nontraditional approach.  FCS was 

selected for this study, in part, because of its emphasis on the principles of CBE as a cornerstone 

of its nontraditional approach.  Participants shared key practices or policies of CBE that they felt 

were consistent with the FCS’s nontraditional model of teaching and learning.  The following 

sections of this chapter detail the key findings of CBE from the participants of this research. 

Competency-Based Education as a Model for Change 

Interviewees in this study were invited to share their understanding of the practices of 

CBE currently in place at FCS.  An analysis of the data from this study revealed a need for a 

more comprehensive understanding of the research-based practices of CBE for the school and 

the district.  The data suggest a surface-level understanding of CBE by the district administrators 

and also implies a need for continued professional learning around CBE practices and principles 

in order for teaching staff at FCS to articulate an alignment between CBE practices and the 

nontraditional practices within FCS. Findings reveal a connection between the principles of CBE 

and the practices at FCS.  However, the data show that some participants in this study were 

unable to articulate a connection between the principles of CBE and specific practices at FCS. 

When asked about their understanding of CBE practices as a nontraditional approach to 

teaching and learning, Administrator 3 acknowledged an unfamiliarity with CBE. 
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Competency-Based Education was, and still is, new to me.  It is a new term for 
me.  It is not something that any school or organization that I was with while 
overseas was talking about.  It was not in the vernacular at all.  Standards based 
learning was, for me, standards based mindset, mastery learning, but not 
competency.  I remember the summer institute within our district, the first one I 
came to. I will not even say I facilitated it or led it or anything, because the 
institute was done by other people, because I had just started in this district.  I 
went to a session that was on competency-based education, standards-based 
education.  Then the presenters had another session.  And I was thinking, “How 
are they similar and how are they different? I would say in full transparency, that 
is something that, as I walked in, not only repeating and going like, oh my gosh 
everything is so similar and so different all at once at home and at school 
(Administrator 3). 
 

 This same participant went on to state, “My interpretation is based solely on what I hear from 

teachers at FCS, and it would be that the outcomes that students have demonstrated lead to 

proficiency in or mastery of competencies (Administrator 3).  One of the nontraditional practices 

at FCS is its competency-based grading system.  Administrator 2 talked about the FCS grading 

practices when asked about CBE. 

When I think of CBE, the first word, competencies, is what really stands out.  
Instead of having weighted grades and categories or even standards-based grading 
of every little assignment, the fact that the core of FCS student grade is really 
truly based on competencies.  And while the number and format of them may 
vary from course to course, there are agreed upon competencies for a course that 
are consistent, that are teacher driven, but they are a core part, and it is not up to 
the teacher to decide.  I think that is really unique.  Where in a traditional school, 
every teacher, every classroom, there’s so much variance.  I think Michael Fullan 
and Richard Elmore actually talk about the variance between classrooms and it 
can even be great between schools, right.  And I think that when you have a 
school like FCS, that has core competencies agreed upon, I believe they even do 
some shared grading between teachers (Administrator 2). 

 
Administrator 4’s response on CBE included references to a previous educational experience as a  

 classroom teacher. 

Well my level of familiarity with CBE began when I was an advanced placement 
teacher. I had competencies woven into our curriculum.  And then again, as a site 
administrator, we had a lot of competency-based elements within the alternative 
setting where I was principal (Administrator 4). 
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The same administrator shared an understanding of CBE by drawing connections between the  
 
CBE and FCS’s competency-based assessment system and the school’s Never Too Late To  
 
Learn pillar. 
 

I do believe that when you haven't met this course or completed this course.  It is 
just “not yet”.  The Never Too Late To Learn pillar.  And so that is completely 
woven in and it is never too late.  And a student has a continual opportunity and is 
encouraged to take advantage of that opportunity and reminded of that.  And I 
think that is woven into the FCS experience (Administrator 4). 
 

These findings suggest that the district administrators in this study are familiar with the term 

competency in relation to the grading system used at FCS but may lack a more comprehensive 

knowledge base on specific CBE practices. 

The participants in this study most frequently referenced FCS’s grading policy and 

practices when discussing CBE as the cornerstone of the school’s nontraditional model Teacher 

1 revealed that their understanding of CBE did not begin until they started working at FCS.  This 

same teacher attributed their learning to shared conversations with their teacher partner stating: 

I think I became more familiar with CBE over the last year.  Actually, thanks to 
my teacher partner.  I think my partner was the first one that really got me to 
understand the concept of CBE, at least in terms of pedagogy, the actual CBE 
learning, which I do not feel we do fully at FCS.  I think we renamed a lot of our 
assessments as competencies, because we wanted to head in that direction.  But I 
think CBE is when there is an identifiable skill that you put out there, as in this is 
where I want to see students be.  And then over the course of the year, you build 
time for that skill to be practiced and perfected throughout the entire course of 
your curriculum.  And then by the end of the year you hopefully can say, this 
student is competent in asking questions.  This student is competent in whatever 
skill.  So, it is very skill based in presentations of learning (Teacher 1). 
 

The teacher continued to describe the school’s journey toward CBE. 
 
I think we are moving in the direction of CBE, but I do not think we are fully 
there yet.  Just this year the science department decided we were going to focus 
on 11 skills that we wanted every student to graduate having perfected through all 
four years of school.  And once we established those 11 skills, we now only grade 
on those 11 skills.  So, if we have a competency, it may address one skill up to six 
skills, depending on how robust the competency is.  And then the next 
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competency is going to maybe hit one or two more skills from the previous 
competency, but now we at least have the kills.  Now we are just working in a 
way that feels really iterative (Teacher 1). 

 
The connection of CBE to assessment practices at FCS was also shared by Teacher 4. 
 

It was new to me when I started working at this school. And to be honest, I didn’t 
really understand what it was when I started working at FCS. To me it means a lot 
of things.  It means if a kid needs extra time to finish something, they need extra 
time.  It means personalizing more in the way of topics.  It means, maybe instead 
of a written assignment, it should be a verbal assessment, or it should be a 
student-created assessment.  To me, CBE means just a lot of opportunities for 
kids to demonstrate where they are the strongest and use the assessment protocol 
that they are most comfortable with (Teacher 4). 

 
When asked about their understanding of CBE, Teacher 3’s explanation encapsulated several of 

the key principles of a CBE model and included references to some of the practices at FCS. 

Competency Based learning is mostly, from what I understand, has to do with 
how scholars are assessed on their understanding and basically, instead of using 
averages or other sort of traditional ways to calculate grades, using other forms of 
assessment, but also calculating grades in a different way.  Students are always 
trying to fit our ethic of excellence and trying to revise and get better until they 
become competent on the skills that we're assessing them on.  So, it is sort of, it is 
personalized too, because each kid might need different things to get to that 
competency, but basically the main thing about competency based learning is just 
how you are assessing and making those opportunities different for kids (Teacher 
3). 
 

In juxtaposition to some of the teacher participant responses that suggested FCS is on a journey 

toward CBE, Teacher 2 did not hesitate in declaring that FCS was a competency-based system.  

“We are a competency-based education system.  In all of our classes, all of our subject areas, we 

are looking to move our students towards mastery” (Teacher 2). 

Teacher 5’s response supports the conclusion that CBE practices at FCS may not be fully 

realized as an instructional model and also details the complexities of moving to a nontraditional 

approach. 

We are both a competency based school and we are moving to become a 
competency based school.  It is kind of a complicated situation.  From day one 
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when I joined FCS, all of our tests, our assessments, our summative assessments, 
anything that the kids are graded on is called a competency. Then I do believe the 
competencies in my courses are the core elements of what they need to 
understand, like the skills they need to be able to do to execute in order to have 
successfully completed my course.  But you could definitely argue that the 
competencies as they currently stand are summative assessments (Teacher 5). 

 
This same teacher went on to express a need for a consistent definition of CBE and for a uniform 

school wide vocabulary, “At FCS we have our own words for a lot of things, so it is a little 

complicated” (Teacher 5).  Teacher 6 detailed a similar concern for defining CBE. 

I feel like it can be defined in a lot of different ways and I think sometimes the 
way that we [FCS] define it is maybe not totally in line with what maybe people 
in different parts of the world or country view it as.  But the way I understand it or 
think it is that it is really skills based for the most part, and it is all about 
determining which competencies or which core skills basically that we determine 
are essential for our students to learn (Teacher 6). 
 

Teacher 5 summed up the challenges of CBE as a nontraditional model and shared, “I think 

sometimes a CBE system can be really difficult for teachers, especially me.  I was taught to be a 

teacher in a very traditional system both in my credential program and my student teaching, my 

substitute teaching, and my first year of teaching was very, very traditional” (Teacher 5).  

Sharing their perspective of CBE at FCS, Teacher 8 said: 

My personal assessment on that, on CBE, is that we are still learning ourselves 
exactly what that means and making sure that our assessments are driving at the 
heart of that.  And so yeah, I would say that we're a work in progress.  I would not 
say that we're refined, or having this perfected in any way (Teacher 8). 

 
These findings conclude a need for deeper understanding at FCS on the practices and 

principles associated with a CBE model.  These findings postulate that while the teachers at FCS 

are able to identify aspects of CBE research-based principles, additional opportunities to make 

connections between CBE practices and FCS nontraditional teaching and learning model are 

needed.  These findings also suggest that teachers at FCS see a connection between mastery-

based learning at FCS and assessment practices found within the literature on CBE (Sturgis & 
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Casey, 2018; Surr & Redding, 2017).  Those connections are more broadly discussed in the 

following section of this chapter. 

Competency-Based Practices 

Findings revealed that competency-based grading, competency-based assessments, and 

personalized learning were most frequently cited by the teachers at FCS as synonymous to the 

school’s nontraditional CBE model.  These findings further suggest that FCS’s grading policy 

and practices may be one of the most challenging aspects of the school’s nontraditional 

approach.  However, the grading system at FCS was also cited by participants as an essential 

structure for the school’s long-term sustainability. Appendices F and G of this study detail the 

complete grading policy and grading practices at FCS.  In order to more fully understand the 

participant’s references to the school’s grading system, it is important to note a few key aspects 

of the FCS grading practices.  Students at FCS are assessed using a common 4-point rubric on 

their summative competencies.  This loosely translates into a letter grade of A, B, or C.  One of 

the key features of the FCS grading policy is the use of a grade of No Mark (NM) to denote that 

a student has not yet mastered content on any assessment or competency at an acceptable grade 

equivalent commonly associated with a traditional A, B, or C letter grade.  The participants often 

used the term No Mark when discussing the school’s grading system or grading practices. The 

school’s Never Too Late To Learn pillar was also frequently associated with the FCS grading 

practices and as an example of the school’s nontraditional approach.  Teacher 2’s response 

illustrates the connection between the school’s nontraditional grading practices and some of the 

assessment practices common to a CBE model. 

Well, one of the things we have at FCS is the kind of understanding that it is never 
too late to learn and that they, students, have the opportunity to continue on 
whatever their path is.  As we continue to move forward, I think it is not only a 
huge opportunity, but an understanding that we are all in kind of different spots 
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with our continuing learning on CBE.  We all learn at different rates.  Different 
speeds (Teacher 2). 
 

Teacher 4 shared details of the school’s grading system and a connection to the school’s Never 

Too Late To Learn pillar. 

If we give an assignment, say a process essay, we'll give a due date for that essay. 
Some kids will meet the due date, some will not, and some will come into tutorial 
and keep working on it until they finish their piece.  Or if they are taking some 
sort of assessment, and when they do not meet the assessment at a 70% or higher, 
they get what is called a No Mark, and it's pretty much a placeholder until they do 
more work and gain more skill levels so that they can meet that competency at a 
70% or higher. It is based off of one of our pillars, Never Too Late To Learn, so 
you are continually learning and improving until you actually demonstrate your 
competency (Teacher 4). 

 
Teacher 8 remarked on the need for additional clarity of terminology around the grading 

practices. “In just my four years at FCS, I think the word competency was misused to begin with 

because now it is being used synonymously with assessment.  So even the kids are like, “Oh, is 

this going to be on the comp?” So, competency has become a noun that is basically a test or lab 

report or essay.” When asked what they thought it should be Teacher 8 went on to say: 

I think it has been difficult to clarify for students and teachers alike – the 
difference between assessments and standards.  And I think that there are still a 
lot of traditional views around assessment and we are just working as a staff really 
hard.  Everyone has really bought into the learning and going through the process 
of kind of going towards a more standards-based approach.  But, to my 
knowledge, this is not what competency-based work is (Teacher 8).   

 
This same teacher went on to state, “Because, I mean, we are still in a traditional school, public 

school district, so we have to hold certain kinds of structures in place that match with the public 

school district.  But then at the same time, we are doing this No Mark systems and the 

competency based grading at the same time.  It is kind of a mix-match compared to maybe how 

other people might implement competency based education” (Teacher 8).  When asked to 

consider the challenges associated with CBE as a nontraditional model within a traditional 
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school district, this same teacher said, “I think there is a lot of time when we as a staff, and a 

leadership, and an administration… there is a place that we would like to take it….there is a 

certain limitation that can be put on the school based on the requirements of the state and 

everything” (Teacher 8).   

A key finding of this study was the challenge expressed by the teachers in implementing 

the school’s nontraditional grading practices.  

I think the entire grading policy requires a massive amount of flexibility for 
everybody.  Sometimes it causes frustration because there is so much flexibility in 
the policy, that the deadlines are sometimes, for me example, I feel like the 
deadlines are still a little too flexible.  And I do struggle with what I see is like 
overly flexible with some things.  I still love our system of deadlines, like if you 
do not pass something the first time, you get to come back and redo it. I 
wholeheartedly believe that.  At every school I was ever at I always gave retakes 
on tests and I always did extra tutoring sessions.  It was totally like that at the 
other school I taught at.  So, it is the stuff that I would not be able to give up 
anyway.  So, I believe in the principles a lot, but I do feel like we need to make a 
couple of changes for sustainability.  I mean if that is the key here, sustainability, 
then it means that it is not a burden on teachers and ultimately a burden on kids.  
So that is something that we are working on (Teacher 1). 
 

The teacher went on to additional challenges, not only for themselves but for the students as 

well, stating, “ It also requires some emotional work too on the teacher’s part… One time I kept 

statistics on a lab, this was two years ago, and I think that I had 112 students that year and by the 

time the school year had ended, I had to reopen that assignment 300 times” (Teacher 1).  Teacher 

4 voiced similar concerns about the demanding nature of the FCS grading practices and the toll it 

takes on teachers.  

The grading practices are hard to sustain.  And I think that is probably the number 
one reason why teachers leave our school.  Because they are very taxing on the 
teachers and it's very hard.  It is very hard to start a class in September when kids 
are still working on their previous year’s grades.  And so, then they (teachers) put 
their focus on the current class off to get caught up in their last year’s grading.  
This doesn’t happen to senior teachers, because kids graduate. But as a freshman 
teacher, I would be starting with my new freshman class, but I still have these 
tenth graders coming to me during tutorial time to work on last year’s work and it 
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is just tiring.  It is very, very exhausting, constantly switching your brain to last 
year and then back to this year, and who is working on what.  (Teacher 4).   
 

This participant shared that while the policy was challenging, it was worth continuing saying, “I 

think it is what makes our school really the best fit for some of those kids – is that we do offer 

this grading system.  And I mean, if it came down to either doing it that way or not doing it that 

way, I mean, for sure, it is a no brainer.  Yes, we have to do it, but just identifying those kids that 

maybe do not need this grading system and could step up a bit to get their work done on time 

verses those kids who truly need that extra time.  And how do you do that?” (Teacher 4).  

Teacher 6 expressed similar frustrations, "It's a big commitment for the teachers.  And the other 

challenging thing I think for sustainability, as far as that goes, is when you see certain students 

taking advantage of the system. That can be kind of frustrating because you know the amount of 

work you're putting into it” (Teacher 6). 

The teachers in this study frequently referred to the school’s Academic Dean as a 

necessary support in maintaining the school’s nontraditional grading system.  When learning that 

the district had considered eliminating the FCS Academic Dean position due to budget cuts in 

the previous year, Teacher 9 recalled feeling a sense of despair for the entire FCS system. "They 

sent an email out a little while back [the district] about budget cuts and things that were possibly 

being cut.  I saw all the academic deans getting cut and I was like, “Oh my God, If you cut our 

dean, we're going to sink” (Teacher 9). Teacher 3 viewed the role of academic dean as a 

necessary support for the school’s long-term stability stating, "I do feel that our Academic Dean 

is super important too with sustainability, because their whole job is chasing kids and making 

sure they clear their No Marks and stuff. That provides a big help to teachers."  Teacher 7 

likened the role of academic dean to a built in system of accountability. "The academic dean is 

our built in system of making sure the kids are on track and well prepared before they take an 
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assessment. The dean talks about the numbers of no marks every single day” (Teacher 7).  A key 

finding from this research was the importance of designated personnel to assist in maintaining 

the school’s nontraditional grading practices. 

The data also revealed the importance of curriculum and instructional practices that 

privilege personalized and individualized learning opportunities.  The participants in this study 

discussed an instructional model at FCS that allows for freedom and flexibility in curriculum and 

assessment decisions.  The teachers shared a school-wide focus on project-based learning and 

assessment of and for learning that was also cited in the school’s key documents. 

Triangulation of the FCS written grading policy, aspects of the FCS Mission Statement 

and Core Beliefs document, and participant interviews suggest alignment to some of the 

research-based principles detailed in Chapter Two of this research (e.g., college and career 

readiness, shared purpose for learning, equitable based practices that focus on individualized 

learning and mastery-based learning opportunities, privileging a growth mindset (Never Too 

Late To Learn), project-based learning opportunities).  These findings underscore the practices of 

CBE outlined in the literature, specifically references to mastery-based grading as a feature of 

some CBE models (i.e., Sturgis & Casey, 2018; Lewis et al., 2014; Surr & Redding, 2017).  The 

findings on FCS’s use of a nontraditional grading system suggest that teacher burnout and/or 

fatigue may contribute to the long-term sustainability of CBE as a nontraditional model.  These 

findings detail a need for greater understanding of the principles of CBE for both teachers and 

administrators in order to maintain and sustain CBE as cornerstone approach to the school’s 

nontraditional model. 
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Long-Term Sustainability Challenges 

The central question in this research was the identification of systems and supports 

necessary to sustain a nontraditional school. Participants were asked to consider challenges to 

long-term sustainability of FCS’s nontraditional approach to teaching and learning.  Findings 

revealed that teacher fit and hiring practices within an organization may be a key factor in long-

term sustainability of a school’s nontraditional approach.  Findings suggest a link between a 

teacher’s personal teaching philosophy and the school’s mission and vision for teaching and 

learning as a factor in long-term sustainability. These findings are consistent with the literature 

on sustainability of school reform and underscore the myriad of challenges (e.g., social, political, 

environmental, organizational) associated with changes to the traditional grammar of schooling 

(Cohen et al., 2017; Cohen & Mehta, 2017; Datnow & Castellano, 2001; Harris & Jones, 2017; 

Tyack & Tobin, 1994). 

When asked about the long-term sustainability of the school’s nontraditional approach, 

the participants in this study reinforce the complex nature of sustaining conditions for change. 

Teacher 4 indicated that sustainability meant picking and choosing what is most important to an 

organization. “I think some of the things we do are very sustainable. Some of the things, as far as 

culture goes, it's almost like picking and choosing what's most important to hang on to” (Teacher 

4).  Teacher 6 thought that teacher support of one another and the hiring practices may be what is 

most important for sustainability. 

I mean everyone feels supported, I think, but I think coming in new right? Like 
when you need that support, it's very clear that it's there.  Which is really, really 
important.  That helps make it sustainable, because when you feel overwhelmed 
or it’s challenging, or it feels like you're never going to get ahead or whatever 
with the grading, or things like that, there's a lot of people that are here to support 
you, give ideas and things like that and advice.  I think the hiring practices are key 
to sustainability (Teacher 6). 
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Teacher 9 echoed concerns around hiring practices as a potential challenge in sustainability. 
 

I think one thing that is critical to the long-term sustainability is the hiring 
practices and continuing to make sure that anyone new that is brought in is on 
board with our philosophy and our mission and vision of the school.  Because if 
we start taking people in that are maybe not that into it, then why we’ve been able 
to do what we do is because we have a single vision.  So, I think that is a big piece 
of it.  And I think our interview questions and process hopefully gets to that 
(Teacher 9). 
 

Teacher 6 cited the need to sustain a teachers’ energy levels and well-being, given the amount of 

required work, as an additional consideration for sustainability.  

This is one of the most challenging things, I think that we deal with and I think 
other schools would deal with as well, is the sustainability of teachers and the 
level of work and effort and energy really, to be honest, that it requires to keep it 
going.  Because, I mean, basically, it was kind of a two-part question right.  So, 
you have these things that support it, to keep it sustainable, but then also things 
that maybe would make it unsustainable right (Teacher 6). 

 
Teacher 5 offered that sustainability is more about making sure those new to the school system 

understand all facets of the existing system stating: 

I think that so many things impact so many other things we do, that when people 
have come into FCS from the outside and have been like, “Oh I have handled this 
before and this is how we do it” well that might have been how they did it 
somewhere else, but that does not work here.  That would violate our restorative 
justice practice.  They might say, “Well what about this?” Nope, that would 
violate the grading policy.  “Well, what if you limit their grade?”  Nope, that 
violates our grading practices.  We do not do things like that.  It takes a long time 
to learn what FCS is and how we do things.  It takes a lot of listening and it takes 
a lot of experience.  I think that is a big part of why our village teams, our 
department teams, our partner teachers are so important, because maintaining the 
systems and maintaining the culture of FCS depends on the work we do together.  
If you are working in isolation or if you are working based on your experience 
elsewhere and not trying to adapt to this new experience, it is not going to fit the 
rest of FCS. We have to do it our way!” (Teacher 5) 

 
Teacher 5 illustrated the fragile nature and the complexities of sustaining a nontraditional 

approach stating, 

You can't think in light of this one piece.  Because you pull out that one piece and 
break it, everything else falls apart. All the people I've talked to about FCS, they 
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may get little pieces, but they get little pieces that fit into their prior knowledge.  
Whereas FCS is such an interconnected system, you don't understand how all of 
the pieces fit together until you live it, until you ask questions, until you know 
why (Teacher 5). 
 

Teacher 1 suggested a need to design a manual or handbook for teachers who may be new to the 

school system so that they can better understand its unique approach and practices. 

I feel like part of the problem is we are initiating everybody in a way that gets 
everybody on board really understanding the history of the school.  I almost feel 
like there needs to be a miniature course for FCS new teachers.  Where you teach 
them logistics, but you also make them read the Pillar Book and you make them 
do the Restorative Practices workshops (Teacher 1). 

 
Teacher 10 also saw a need to make sure new staff understand the school’s nontraditional model 

as a key to long-term sustainability saying, “So, I think the staff are being trained and my hope is 

that as the years go on and new staff join us or more people retire, this will continue, and we will 

continue to teach the culture.”   

These findings also revealed that freedom and trust were seen as essential elements of 

long-term sustainability of the school’s nontraditional model. When asked if there was anything 

else they would like to share that they felt was essential to the school’s long-term sustainability, 

Teacher 1 said, 

I think it is that we are ultimately trusted. We are very, very trusted.  It's like, we 
know that you're the professionals who are educating students and we really feel 
like you have the tools to do it and do it well.  And I think our system encourages 
us to feel like we have that freedom and to use that freedom.  And that's just 
almost like a little side benefit that I don't think about that often, but it's really 
great (Teacher 1). 
 

Teacher 5’s response parroted the theme of freedom and trust as essential to the school’s long-

term sustainability stating, "What I found at FCS is that compared to my previous teaching 

experience, I had the space, the room, the freedom to do things because they were best for kids.  

Gosh, I don't even know how to describe it” (Teacher 5).  Teacher 7 also shared the importance 
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of freedom and trust as essential elements of FCS’s approach saying, “I have never felt freer in 

what I could teach and what I could focus on. I think our principal has done a really, really good 

job of making sure we felt that we had the authority and flexibility in our own space to teach 

what we think is important” (Teacher 7). 

 These findings illustrate the complex nature of sustaining nontraditional schools. These 

findings reinforce the existing literature on the myriad of challenges in changing the traditional 

grammar of schooling and sustaining nontraditional models for teaching and learning (i.e., 

Sturgis & Casey, 2018; Desimone, 2002; Cohen & Mehta, 2017;Sullivan & Downey, 2015; 

Tyack & Tobin, 1994; Hargreaves & Goodson, 2006).  The findings underscore a need for a 

coherent approach, as conveyed in Fullan and Quinn’s (2016) framework, and reveal the 

complexities of leadership in managing these dynamics, especially for nontraditional schools that 

may be positioned in traditional school districts.   

 The Role of Leadership In Sustaining Change.  Fullan and Quinn (2016) position 

leadership as the central figure in the design of their Coherence Framework.  This study’s 

findings support the literature on the prominence of leadership as a central figure in supporting 

and sustaining school change (Datnow & Castellano, 2001; Fullan & Quinn, 2016; Fullan, 2011; 

Giles, 2008; Mehta & Fine, 2019). The site principal as a key figure in the long-term 

sustainability of FCS was a finding of this study.  It is important to recall that the teacher 

interviews were conducted by an additional researcher, while the administrator interviews were 

conducted by the FCS principal.  At times, administrator responses to questions on leadership 

include references to you as a person responsible for change at FCS. The you in their responses is 

directed toward the interviewer who was the principal at FCS at the time of this study. 
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 The data postulate that teachers and district administrators view the actions of the site 

leadership as an essential component in building coherence and sustainment of the nontraditional 

school. These findings also suggest that teachers seek voice and choice in an organizational 

structure that breaks away from traditional hierarchical models and adopts a nontraditional, flat 

leadership style.  

When asked about structures of support for the school’s nontraditional style, Teacher 9 

referenced the flat leadership approach at FCS, which has been a feature since the school’s 

founding, and its impact on school governance and shared decision making.  

Let’s see.  Our leadership structure has always been pretty flat, and so I feel like a 
lot of changes and improvements at this school actually come from the staff and 
teachers as opposed to a top down mandate kind of way.  And our former 
principal was really supportive of this.  Our new principal is really supportive of 
this too.  It is like, if we see something that is not working or could be improved, 
or if we are doing some research and want to try something, we are totally at 
liberty to be able to do it as long as it is aligned with the mission and vision of the 
school (Teacher 9). 

 
This same teacher went on to state, “We have an all hands on deck kind of approach.  That is 

how collaborative the school is. And the teachers, the administrators and everyone. It is an 

environment where you’re encouraged to be a leader in the school” (Teacher 9).  The participant 

also reflected on the former principal who opened the school and juxtaposed their leadership to 

that of the current principal: 

So, the principal who opened the school, the principal before our current 
principal, had kind of, because of competency-based education stuff was so new 
and when we started, he was very much like, Try different things out and see what 
sticks and figure out what works.” And then our current principal really continued 
that.  The principal encourages us all along the way, especially in the [sic] 
department or in the 10th grade class I teach.  In terms of our competency-based 
approach, our principal and I have had many professional and casual 
conversations about what it means to be a competency-based school, and if that is 
really what we are doing.  And if it is not, do we need to adjust our course so we 
can get back to that?  And so, that is what our movement has been lately  (Teacher 
9). 
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Structures and systems that support teachers as leaders and a culture of teaching and learning that 

privileges academic freedom and trust were central findings of this research. Teacher 7 talked 

about the sense of authority and flexibility that is reflected by the current principal.   

I have never felt more freedom in what I could teach and what I could focus on.  I 
think our principal has done a really, really good job of making sure that we had 
the authority and flexibility in our own space to teach what we think is important.  
Now of course we have curriculum that we are supposed to adhere to, but our 
principal is very upfront and honest about even within a curriculum how much 
flexibility we have (Teacher 7).   

 
This same participant shared the open door feel that they have when talking to the site principal, 

but cautioned that cliques within the teaching staff may be forming and worried that leadership 

may not always have the full picture.   

I feel comfortable going to our principal and talking about anything, but I do not 
believe that is true across all thirty teachers.  I would also be curious and wonder 
how many people’s voices are not a part of this because it feels like every 
committee I am a part of, it is the same group of people for the most part. So, I 
wonder how many people’s voices are not being heard and how far like an 
anonymous survey or some other system would go to get to make sure we have 
more input? (Teacher 7) 

 
When invited to elaborate on potential barriers or issues with communication, the teacher said,  

I think that there are barriers in both teacher to teacher and teacher to admin 
communication.  I think tough conversations are tough and it is something that 
everyone needs to work in and help in.  I don’t know, there might be cliques, 
there might be some cliques at our school that I think are bubbling up.  And if you 
are in one, you have this like very one way of thinking about how our school 
should run and if you are in the other, then you have a completely different way 
of thinking how things should run.  And then between the two of those, I think 
there are certain people who have the principal’s ear more consistently than 
others, and so I just think there is work to be done around open dialogue in a 
constructive way (Teacher 7). 
 

While Teacher 1 echoed similar supportive words regarding the current leadership, they also 

cited caution when discussing the long term sustainability of FCS’s nontraditional model. “I 

mean I really feel like we have a great admin team that is super supportive, that is one thing that 
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I do worry about though in regard to sustainability.”  The teacher described changes at FCS as a 

result of the new leadership and the impact of changes in site leadership on culture and 

sustainability. 

We talk a lot about our end goal, but sometimes we find ourselves sitting in a 
meeting going, I wonder what he [the founding principal] about this?  I would 
wonder what the original visionaries of FCS would say about this answer.  And 
that sometimes worries me a little bit too because I think sometimes we don’t 
know.  And so, we think the vision was so strong, we embodied it in one man.  
And every year when someone from that original core group leaves, it is like, are 
we still holding true to that very original vision?  Because [he], the one thing he 
did as a principal was he clearly would ask hard questions that you would never 
have thought to ask about.  That would change your whole perspective on 
curriculum piece or a grading peace (Teacher 1). 
 

Teacher 4 detailed a similar reflection on the previous principal’s impact on school vision:  “Our 

school was definitely set up based on a vision and when the person who had that vision left, 

when the previous principal left, a part of that vision left with him” (Teacher 4).  When asked to 

clarify, Teacher 4 went on to say, “I think it is always going to change and evolve, but I don’t 

think that is going to be a bad thing.  I think it will change and evolve into someone else’s vision, 

a different vision, but certain core beliefs will always remain.” 

Teacher 7 also reflected on the founding principal and their connection to the school and  
 
the way in which the leadership changes have affect the school.  
 

I had one year with the founding principal.  And the principal lived mission and 
vision in a way that no one else could ever do because he created the school.  And 
so, I don’t know, I already feel a bit of a degradation around things like our 
grading timeline.  I already feel some frustration around students being lazy and I 
do not know how sustainable it will be when teachers are feeling burnt out.  I 
think that those are probably natural when you start hitting years eight, nine, or 
ten in a school.  Some people turn inwards, some people turn outward, and neither 
is correct or incorrect.  So, I think a constant push from the admin to reflect on the 
original purpose of the mission and vision, reflect on the original way of doing 
things.  And that is not to say we cannot revise stuff, but making sure we are 
always thinking about that research and why things are the way they are. (Teacher 
7). 
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 District administrators were also invited to share their perspectives on leadership as an 

element in supporting and sustaining school change.  Administrator 3 talked about the district 

leadership perspective in sustaining a school’s nontraditional approach.  “My job is to look at 

whatever the situation is and think from a system’s perspective.  What are the processes that we 

might put in place to help bring whatever it is to life or to help teachers feel more successful as 

opposed to how it could be perceived?” (Administrator 3).   Administrator 2 confirmed the 

importance of the principal as an advocate in shaping and informing district staff as to the needs 

of the school.  “Being that critical advocate, that principal role, being that critical advocate for 

the school, for the program as it is, because it is easy when you are working with systems to treat 

everyone the same and that is what we do not want to lose, that uniqueness” (Administrator 2). 

 Administrator 1 challenged the school leadership to change the face of traditional schools 

stating, “That would be my ask from you as a leader and as an educator, because you see what’s 

possible and we need to make sure that it is possible for everybody, not just people who attend a 

nontraditional school.”  This same administrator went on to share, “So that’s my challenge to 

you is to make your nontraditional, maybe not so nontraditional, and make it available for 

everyone” (Administrator 1).  These findings illustrate the complex nature of school leadership 

in school change and reform.  These findings are more fully explored in Chapter Five. 

 The Role of Policy in Sustaining Change.  School policies are essential elements in 

helping to shape the direction of a school and in clarifying expectations.  Participants were asked 

to consider their involvement in the development, revision, and creation of school policies and 

practices that help to support and sustain the nontraditional model.  These findings suggest the 

importance of transparent and open communication of policy and practice in order to sustain a 

school’s teaching and learning model. These findings further suggest that teachers may be more 
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heavily focused on shared input into school practice or policy, rather than the development of 

specific policies. When asked about teacher input into school policy or practice,  Teacher 2 

replied, “Yeah, you bet!” The teacher went on to state, “We reflect as a staff and kind of go back 

over and talk about things. We ask, is this really effective?  Do we need to modify it?  Does it 

need to evolve a little because of the changes that we're experiencing” (Teacher 2).  Teacher 3, a 

founding teacher at FCS, shared the following reflection on teacher input into policy and practice 

at FCS: 

I think all of our teachers have a lot of input in general.  So the last couple of 
years we’ve been kind of revisiting some of our grading practices, so I was 
spearheading a committee that was kind of working on our grading practices, 
because when we started at FCS, it was sort of like we had these practices in place 
and we hadn’t tried them out yet.  So, after five years, we’re starting to revisit and 
think about them.  So, we have input through that committee.  We also have input, 
there’s constantly, we have surveys that go out to teachers.  I think that teachers 
have input in their teams for sure (Teacher 3). 

 
Teacher 4 talked about the input into specific practices through committee participation, but also 

expressed some frustration in making meaningful change. 

Basically, the input that we do receive is from students and their families, and as 
well from the teachers.  We had a grading practices committee set up last year in 
which some of the teachers did get together and think about, well, what are the 
issues with this grading policy and how can we improve it?  Unfortunately, we 
did not come to any solid big wow moments or things that we’re going to change.  
And personally, I feel like we still need to (Teacher 4). 
 

Teacher 5 talked about input into policy and practice in general and stated: 
 

There are foundational pieces that everything else at FCS is based on.  So, the 
foundational policies, I would say, would be things like our grading policy.  We 
have a grading policy.  It has been approved by the district.  It establishes No 
Marks.  Different teachers have, of course, played that out in different ways.  So, if 
something comes up and it’s like, “Oh I don’t know if that makes sense to me,” it is 
discussed in relation to the grading policy.  Does this honor the intent and purpose 
of the grading? (Teacher 5). 

 
When asked about input into the policy and practices in place at FCS, Teacher 6 replied,  
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Yes, definitely.  I mean a lot of the foundational stuff, of course, was developed 
with the founding team, and the founding principal and everything.  So, I wasn’t 
there for all the groundbreaking, all that stuff, but it has evolved, and it has 
continued to evolve over the years, as far as those policies and documents and 
procedures.  It’s changed in different ways, and yeah, the teachers are definitely 
involved in that.  Different committees are set up at different times to get input on 
different changes or different ideas and the administration is always coming to us 
in different formats to get feedback on how to change things or how to move 
forward (Teacher 6). 

 
 Administrators were also asked to share specific policies or practices that they may view 

as necessary for the long term sustainability of FCS’s nontraditional approach.  These same 

administrators shared their perspective on the role that the FCS plays in developing school 

policy. Administrator responses centered primarily on structures of support or school practices 

rather than references to any specific board approved policies.  Administrator 2’s response 

included a personal reflection in their own role as a founding site principal at another 

nontraditional school. 

Yeah, I think that in the inception of a school that it is that critical point of 
imagining, understanding, and getting the leeway to have policies either written or 
understood, either way, having that built.  So, I worked with two different 
nontraditional schools.  FCS is one of them.  The other one is where I was 
principal.  And in both cases, the principal who launched the school was very 
strategic in getting a wide leeway for the school and really advocating for 
flexibility.  I want to say autonomy, so that operation autonomous, certainly under 
a district umbrella, certainly in line with the district direction, but largely 
autonomous, to be unique and getting that permission, I think it was one of the 
most important things in each of the schools.  And so, what I’m struggling with 
articulating is what is that ongoing role of the school?  Because I think it is mostly 
just to let the district know what you need and how things change (Administrator 
2). 
 
Administrator 3 shared, “I don’t know that it would be policy, but practices around 

culture, which takes me back to that last question about traditional versus nontraditional schools 

and how culture is important to both of them.  I think that a focus on culture would be super 

important.”  Administrator 3 also referenced the importance of pedagogy and practice at the 
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nontraditional school stating, “The pedagogy is one thing that ties into the professional learning 

teachers need in order to not only continue to acclimate new teachers into it, but also so they 

don’t get stagnant and stuck as we continue to innovate and learn how the brain works.”  

Administrator 4 talked about the school’s CSAT process and the school’s internship program, 

but did not mention any specific policies.  However, this same administrator stressed the 

importance of district oversight on school policy and practice stating: 

I think the role of the district is, in essence, to have a discerning eye as challenges 
come up, to be a bit of a protector of the culture, to make sure decisions that are 
made are...It is hard because FCS is one school in a district of many, and you have 
to make sure that decisions are made equitably, but yet with a good amount of 
discernment to how important it is to protect the culture.  And I want to say it is a 
protector role, but you have to have discernment in the level of protection, so that 
it does not appear to be inequitable and build resentment.  But you have to have 
the role of being a protector. And that is an artful undertaking (Administrator 4). 
 
When asked what could be done to help ensure that nontraditional schools continue to 

sustain their work within the traditional school district, Administrator 4 talked about the way in 

which students find success in a nontraditional setting.  “It’s because of the nontraditional 

settings that they [students] are able to find success, think about things they never thought about 

before, and really develop in ways that might have been hidden elsewhere” (Administrator 4).  

When asked to elaborate on how students in a nontraditional setting find that success, this same 

administrator shared the following: 

I think truly, it is just that when you come into a nontraditional setting, there is a 
sense of freedom and a sense of comfort.  It doesn’t exist anywhere else.  I am not 
saying there are no pressures, because there are, but it is a sense of freedom and it 
kind of shakes up what they’ve experienced in the past.  And that’s so freeing.  So 
soon as the students can come in, and when they get their bearings and gain a 
perspective of what this nontraditional setting is, it is refreshing.  And that in and 
of itself is freeing.  And then I think it fosters this hope and this encouragement 
for what the future can bring (Administrator 4). 
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In sum, district administrators suggested that nontraditional schools provide an opportunity for 

some students who may not be successful in more traditional schools.  Also, while district 

administrators may see the value of the nontraditional school within the district, there is need for 

clarity in conveying understanding of the specific systems and structures of support.  This work 

will take time and support from both school and district personnel.   

Summary 

 This study used qualitative methods to understand the necessary systems and supports for 

long-term sustainability of a nontraditional school positioned within a traditional school district, 

from both the perspectives of the school and the district. The four elements of Fullan and 

Quinn’s (2016) Coherence Framework served as the guideposts in the analysis of this data.  

Connections were drawn to each of the four drivers identified in the framework.   While the 

emergent themes from this study’s findings fit into the framework, the data from this study 

position a focus on culture as the primary driver and support necessary for sustaining and 

maintaining the school’s nontraditional model.  The participants in this study shared that the 

school’s continued focus on culture served as a guidepost in maintaining clear focus and 

consistent direction. 

The findings of this research are generally consistent with earlier studies on school 

reform efforts and reinforce the current literature on the systems and supports necessary for long-

term sustainability of school reform efforts that attempt to break away from the traditional 

grammar of schooling (Cohen & Mehta, 2017; Hubbard & Datnow, 2020; Desimone, 2002; 

Tyack & Cubin, 1995).  This study’s findings postulate the use of a theoretical framework may 

serve as a guidepost for organizing and maintaining change within a school system (Fullan & 

Quinn, 2016; Sturgis & Jones, 2017).  These findings also revealed the importance of a clearly 
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defined mission statement and set of core values which can serve to shape and influence the 

direction of a school. The findings also point to the importance of trust and a flat leadership 

model. Moreover, there was a strong association between the role of leadership in balancing the 

push/pull dynamics between the school and the district in navigating and sustaining a school’s 

nontraditional approach. The principal of a school must not only manage the demands associated 

with the traditional policies and practices of the district, but must work to interpret and 

implement those policies and practices in order to preserve the school’s nontraditional approach.  

This was the foundation of this researcher’s conceptual framework and is more fully discussed in 

Chapter Five. 

 A sub-question of this study was to identify how a school sustains the key practices of 

competency-based education as the cornerstone of the school’s nontraditional approach.  These 

findings contribute to the existing literature on Competency-Based Education (CBE) as a 

promising nontraditional model that positions the student at its center and focuses on creating 

equitable learning outcomes for all students (Sturgis & Casey, 2018; Sturgis, 2014; Sullivan & 

Downey, 2015).  Underscoring this research study is a body of literature that details the 

challenges schools and districts face when attempting to break away from the traditional 

grammar of schooling and to creating lasting change (e.g., Cohen & Mehta, 2017; Tyack & 

Tobin, 1994; Cohen, Spillane, & Peurach, 2017; Giles, 2007; Sturgis & Casey, 2018) The 

implications of these findings of this study are discussed in Chapter Five. 
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CHAPTER 5: CONCLUSION 

Much of the historical literature on changes to the traditional grammar of schooling 

illustrated by Tyack and Tobin (1994) reveals a pattern of schooling so ingrained in the fabric of 

America’s schools, that lasting change to the traditional norm is difficult to sustain (Fullan, 2011; 

McDonald, 2014; Mehta & Fine, 2019).  Tyack and Tobin’s (1994) illustration of the grammar 

of schooling remains largely consistent in many public school settings. “Students move every 

period of about 55 minutes, collecting Carnegie units of academic credit along the way.  In each 

separate class they encounter a different teacher who is a member of a specialized department 

and who instructs about 150 pupils a day--in five classes of perhaps thirty each--in a particular 

subject” (Tyack & Tobin, 1994, p. 454). Studies that examined the successes and challenges of 

small and large scale school reform efforts point to both internal and external forces (e.g., 

political, social, economic, organizational) that frequently contribute to reform erosion resulting 

in a return to traditional practices (Giles & Hargreaves, 2006; Hargreaves & Goodson, 2006; 

Tyack & Cubin, 1995). Though public schools and districts continue to respond to a variety of 

political, social, organizational, and economic pressures to change, these barriers serve as the 

reasons that many well-intended change efforts do not last. 

This study sought to identify the systems and supports necessary to sustain a 

nontraditional public school in a traditional school district, from both the perspectives of the 

school and the district.  The problem addressed in this research was to identify systems and 

supports necessary to sustain lasting change in a high school whose practices attempt to depart 

from the traditional school model.  This chapter summarizes the key findings of this research in 

order to answer the following question and sub-questions: 
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1. What are the systems and supports necessary to sustain a nontraditional public school in a 

traditional school district, from both the perspectives of the school and the district? 

a. How are the core values of the nontraditional school maintained within the traditional 

school district structure? 

b. How do the key documents (i.e., grading policies, assessment policies, graduation 

criteria, master schedules, vision statements, etc.), procedures, and practices help to 

shape and influence the direction of the school? 

c. How does the school sustain the key practices identified within a competency-based 

education (CBE) program as a cornerstone of its nontraditional approach? 

 The participants in this study included ten teachers from the same nontraditional public 

high school and four district administrators from the school district in which the school is 

located.  A qualitative case study approach was used because it allows the researcher to interview 

participants about their experiences and their perspectives within the studied environment or 

phenomena (Creswell, 2014).  A semi-structured interview process was chosen for this study in 

order to maintain a consistent focus on the research questions and to maintain the flow of the 

interview, while providing an opportunity to ask follow-up questions when needed (Creswell, 

2014). 

Because of the unforeseen closure of schools during the 2020 COVID 19 pandemic, all 

interviews were conducted virtually using ZOOM. Ten teachers, all of whom had been at the 

school for at least three years, and four district administrators were interviewed.  Interview 

transcript data was coded and involved a three phase analysis. Given the complexities of school 

change, this study also sought to identify how key documents (e.g., mission statements, grading 

policies, vision statements) serve to shape and influence the direction of the school.  The key 
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documents identified by the participants can be used to triangulate the study’s data and reveal 

emergent themes (Creswell, 2014). 

Fullan and Quinn’s (2016) Coherence Framework was the foundation for organizing this 

study’s data into major themes and findings.  While the drivers within the Fullan and Quinn 

(2016) Coherence Framework provided a structure for examination and categorization of these 

findings, the assertions made from the data did not always fall neatly within it.  An analysis of 

the data revealed that while school or district coherence is achieved through a continued focus on 

each of the four drivers within Fullan and Quinn’s (2016) Coherence Framework, this study’s 

findings suggest that an emphasis on culture may serve as the most essential support for the long-

term sustainability of a nontraditional school’s approach to teaching and learning. These findings 

also conclude that it is not enough to have a focused direction (e.g., mission and vision 

statement, goals document, core values document), but that clarity of expectations, when 

outlined in a school’s mission and vision statement, can further serve as guideposts for long-term 

sustainability.  This study also explored the role of school leader in managing and sustaining 

change and found that a flat leadership structure, rather than the conventional top-down 

organizational structure, is an essential structure for lasting school change.   

The literature in Chapter Two supported the need for a coherent approach when 

managing school change, and the conceptual framework offered by this researcher postulates a 

push/pull dynamic that can exist between the school and the district for the site leadership. An 

analysis of the data suggests that the push/pull tensions diminish or enhance the school’s 

nontraditional approach may be those of the entire school staff pushing or pulling rather than just 

the school leader. The teachers shared they view themselves as leaders and they feel empowered 

to ensure the school maintains its focused direction and culture.   
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The findings of this study are supported by the existing literature on the complex nature 

of school reform and the challenges and promises of changing and sustaining the traditional 

grammar of schooling (Cohen & Mehta, 2017; Desimone, 2002; Fullan, 2016; Hubbard & 

Datnow, 2020; Tyack & Tobin 1994; Tyack & Cubin, 1995). These findings are further 

reinforced by the literature on the promising practices of competency-based education as an 

alternative to traditional school models (Draggo & Barrows, 2016; Sturgis & Casey, 2018; Casey 

& Sturgis, 2018; Sturgis & Jones, 2017). Central to this study was an exploration of the key 

practices of competency-based education which served as the cornerstone of the school’s 

nontraditional model. 

Defining Nontraditional and Traditional Schools 

This study sought to identify the systems and supports necessary to sustain a 

nontraditional school positioned in a traditional school district.  Therefore, it was important to 

gain insight into the participant’s perspectives on traditional and nontraditional schools. The 

findings assert that labeling a school as nontraditional or traditional may contribute to reform 

efforts and to a school culture that may or may not embrace change.  Participants offered an 

array of personal and professional examples of both traditional and nontraditional schools.  

These findings suggest that an educator’s personal and professional experiences within schools 

greatly contributed to their beliefs about traditional and nontraditional schools.  Responses 

detailed aspects of traditional and nontraditional schools that were consistent with the reviewed 

literature (Cohen & Mehta, 2017; Darling-Hammond, 2002; Mehta & Fine, 2019; Tyack & 

Tobin, 1994).  The participants in this study frequently shared more negative connotations when 

discussing traditional schools. They tended to associate aspects of traditional schools with larger 

comprehensive schools. Their responses portrayed a picture of traditional schools as places 
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where students are given little choice and voice, where opportunities to foster relationships and 

build collaboration among students and staff may not be fully possible, and where personalized 

and individualized learning and grading practices may not be as innovative as nontraditional 

schools. 

These findings assert that the label of a school (e.g., traditional, comprehensive, 

nontraditional, small schools, alternative) to some degree, may predetermine the perceptions held 

by educators.  This was especially true when the participants of this study shared their reflections 

and comparisons between the two. Future studies on the impacts and effects of a school’s label in 

association with school reform and change are recommended. 

A Shared Commitment to School Culture 

A focus on building and sustaining school culture was a key finding of this study and is 

reinforced in the literature as an essential element in building coherence and sustaining change 

(Fullan & Quinn, 2016; Taylor, 2010; Fisher et al., 2012).  The data provided strong evidence of 

a shared commitment to a clearly defined mission and vision as essential in shaping school 

culture and defining expectations for teaching and learning. These findings also complement the 

existing literature on the importance of a school-wide focus on a culture that values collaboration 

and relationship building.  This was consistent with Fullan and Quinn’s (2016) Coherence 

Framework on the importance of cultivating a collaborative culture as a driver within the 

framework.  As noted above, the teachers in this study referred to the school culture as a 

mainstay of the school’s nontraditional approach.  The prominence of culture in these findings 

was viewed as an essential element of the school’s original design.  These findings suggest that 

while school culture can be changed, when teachers have a hand in creating the founding 
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documents that detail aspects of the school culture, that this may increase teacher buy-in, 

ownership and sense of shared responsibility for sustaining the existing culture and practices.   

These findings also suggest that the leader has a role in maintaining and sustaining the 

school’s focus on culture. However, these findings reveal that caution is recommended for new 

leaders in order that they first understand the school culture prior to calling for any changes 

within the system. Teacher participants spoke about the fear of new leadership whose beliefs 

may not be in sync with the current culture and this was viewed as a challenge to sustainability.  

These findings suggest that attention should be given to the perceptions of the original staff who 

may have had a hand in the overall school design, as they may experience a shared loss of the 

original school cultural identity due to changes in site leadership. New leadership may not be 

able to replicate the prior leadership’s focus on cultural building and may, therefore, 

inadvertently be viewed as a contributor to the diminishment of the school’s cultural identity. 

Of significance in these findings was the teachers’ references to flat leadership at FCS. In 

clarifying the meaning, the teachers maintain that everyone has an equal voice in decision-

making and this transparency further contributes to the culture of the school. The teachers 

viewed themselves as leaders and shared that they are consulted in decision-making processes.  

These findings suggest that while the leader may be responsible for maintaining direction and 

coherence, the teachers as leaders should also be viewed as equal partners in this work.  

This study also found that district administrators recognize the importance of maintaining 

and sustaining school culture.  These findings suggest that district leaders view the principal as 

the primary champion of school culture and as a key contributor to sustaining and maintaining it 

as an essential component of the school’s nontraditional approach.  This was consistent with 

Fullan and Quinn’s (2016) Coherence Framework which positions leaders at the center, but also 



109 
 

suggests that leaders at all levels of an organization must work collectively to influence and 

manage a system’s cultural identity in order to improve student learning outcomes.  “Leaders at 

system, district, and school levels need to influence the culture and processes that support 

learning and working together in purposeful ways at every level of the organization if they are to 

produce greater learning in students” (Fullan & Quinn, 2016, p. 53).  These findings support the 

current literature the importance of school culture as an essential component of school reform 

and in sustaining school change (Fullan, 2011; Fullan & Quinn, 2016; Mehta & Fine, 2019; 

Sturgis & Casey, 2018). 

Creating A Common Understanding and Shared Vision 

These findings reinforce the importance of clarifying common expectations as an 

essential component in sustaining nontraditional schools and focusing direction.  Sturgis and 

Casey (2018) cite a need for a clear purpose and direction as a guiding principle of CBE and in 

transforming schools.  These authors state, “Quality requires intentionality and intentionality 

requires clarity of purpose.” (Sturgis & Casey, 2018, p. 31).  Two of the essential elements of 

Fullan and Quinn’s (2016) Coherence Framework are focusing direction and securing 

accountability and the framework links each of four elements together and reinforces the 

symbiotic relationship between maintaining a common focus and achieving both internal and 

external accountability.  Connections between teaching and learning practices and the school’s 

core beliefs and pillars were a consistent finding of this study. Participants cited the school’s first 

four days of instruction as an opportunity to create a common understanding among all students 

and staff on the importance of the school’s core values – which included frequent references to 

the school’s pillars as central to shaping the direction of the school.  The participants in this 

study detailed the focus on the school’s pillars as a way of life at the school. References to the 
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pillars were evident throughout the study, with frequent references to the school’s Never Too 

Late To Learn Pillar as a central component of the school’s grading practices and as a practice 

consistent within CBE models.  Several teacher participants not only recalled the school’s pillars, 

but provided detailed explanations to further underscore their place in shaping the direction of 

the school. 

These findings also conclude that the mission and vision statements were seen, not only 

as an outline of the school’s focus, but as a personal connection to many of the participant’s 

reasons for teaching. Several teacher participants cited the school’s mission and core beliefs 

document as their primary reason for wanting to work at the school.  The respondents also 

positioned the mission and vision statement as the cornerstone in shaping and defining equitable 

outcomes for all students. This was true of both teacher and administrator respondents, who cited 

specific wording from both the district and the site documents as illustrations of a focused 

direction.  Participants referenced the school’s CSAT process as a specific example of the 

school’s commitment to ensuring that all students learn, citing these regular meetings as 

opportunities to discuss student’s academic and social-emotional well-being.  The literature 

detailing the quality principles of CBE further reinforced these findings.  Sturgis and Casey 

(2018) state, “After communities align around a shared purpose around a definition of student 

success, they commit to ensuring that all students–each and every student–can achieve this goal” 

(p. 33). 

These findings postulate that it is not enough to have a clearly written mission statement, 

but that it must be frequently referenced and internalized by members of the organization in 

order to become a fully living document that shapes and influences the direction of a school.  

These findings are consistent with the literature on collective efficacy and the importance of a 
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shared system of beliefs in influencing and sustaining change.  “People’s success in shaping their 

social and economic lives lies partly in a shared sense of efficacy to bring their collective 

influence to bear on matters over which they can have some command” (Bandura, 2000, p. 78). 

The literature on mission and vision or shared purpose reveal the importance of connections 

between school and district goals and focus.  Fullan and Quinn’s (2016) Coherence Framework 

states, “Leaders need the ability to develop a shared moral purpose and meaning as well as a 

pathway for attaining that purpose” (p. 17). This study reinforces the imperative for schools and 

districts to align their mission and vision in order to sustain the conditions necessary for 

continued improvement and reform. 

The Importance of Fit 

These findings assert that establishing hiring practices that convey expectations for 

teaching and learning and reveal the school’s culture, mission, and vision are paramount to the 

long-term sustainability of a nontraditional school. The theme of teacher fit within the 

nontraditional school did not fit seamlessly into Fullan and Quinn’s framework.  Though the 

Fullan and Quinn (2016) Coherence Framework detailed a shared and focused direction and 

outlined the aspects of the principal as a lead learner in the organization, its focus primarily 

centered on the role of leadership in fostering a commitment to coherence, rather than an 

exploration of hiring practices and fit.  The findings of this research study reveal that teacher fit 

within an organization is an essential component to the long-term sustainability of a school’s 

nontraditional model.  In a study of comprehensive school reform (CSR) models, Desimone 

(2002) found a need to examine teacher buy in and support of a school’s reform efforts in order 

to sustain lasting change.  Similarly, the findings in this research study suggest that buy in begins 

with the hiring processes and the need to share the school’s philosophy for teaching and learning 
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to potential candidates in order foster transparency and understanding of the school’s 

nontraditional practices and model for teaching and learning.  This study found that participants 

viewed hiring teachers whose beliefs were line with the school’s cultural identity may be more 

important than their content knowledge or experience.  Personnel challenges may potentially be 

the greatest threat to the school’s long-term sustainability efforts. Teachers shared that while 

there is a strong commitment among current staff to the vision and way of being, that those new 

to the organization need to be prepared to meet the school’s unique teaching and learning 

demands. 

 While the data suggest that district administrators in this study also shared the need for 

teacher fit, the study concluded that district administrators are also concerned with school hiring 

practices that may deviate too far from traditional district-wide hiring policies.  These findings 

indicate that while district policies and practices may offer some flexibility for nontraditional 

schools, practices must still fall within the parameters of district-wide staffing policies. 

The administrator participants in this study cautioned that external forces, such as 

declining enrollment, could result in staffing changes that privilege tenure rights. These policies 

and practices could have long-term consequences for nontraditional schools faced with an 

inability to hire for fit.  Inheriting staff from other schools within the district who may not share 

or embrace innovative or alternative teaching practices unique to a nontraditional school could 

result in the deterioration of culture and undermine the long-term sustainability of the school’s 

nontraditional model. 

With these considerations in mind, the importance of fit and the need to examine hiring 

practices and policies at the district level is paramount to the continued sustainability of a 

nontraditional school positioned in a traditional school district.  In an article on the challenges of 
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educational reform, Cohen et al. (2017) detail the inherent challenges of school systems who 

propose to reform existing traditional systems. They cited a need to recruit and train teachers as a 

challenge in school reform.  “A third domain in which school systems are likely to encounter the 

dilemma of coherence-building amidst the legacy of incoherence is how they manage pressures 

to reorganized staff recruitment and training to support improved outcomes, given their long-

standing weak influence on training and establishing patterns of recruitment to differentiated 

systems” (Cohen et al., 2017, p. 208).  The authors postulate that training and recruitment of new 

staff and the challenges of preparing teachers for work in new structures and system may be a 

barrier to long-term reform (Cohen et al., 2017).  In a report on challenges of high school reform 

efforts, Quint (2006) concludes that school districts must work in tandem with schools to ensure 

a commitment to personnel in order to help bring about needed reform change efforts. “Creating 

effective change demands an investment of personnel resources.  Whether personnel come from 

inside or outside a school or district, they must be skilled in designing reforms, putting them in 

place, and monitoring ongoing operations” (Quint, 2006, p. 1). This study’s findings are 

consistent with the literature and detail the importance of hiring for fit as a structure of support 

necessary for the long-term sustainability of a school’s nontraditional approach. 

Opportunities for Relationship Building and Collaboration 

 These findings underscore the importance of intentionally designed structures of support 

that foster relationship building and collaboration as necessary to sustaining a school’s 

nontraditional focus.  The essential elements or drivers within the Fullan and Quinn’s (2016) 

framework stress the overarching need for collaboration around a shared set of goals in order to 

build and sustain capacity for growth, to develop and enhance professional practice, and to 

maximize both internal and external accountability.  This study’s findings are consistent with the 
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literature on the importance of structures that promote teacher collaboration and foster 

relationship building as essential to the long-term sustainability of school reform (Fullan & 

Quinn, 2016; Datnow, 2020).  Participants showcased the importance of structures and systems 

that promote collaboration and foster relationships.  Common prep times, meetings that focus on 

student’s academic and social-emotional well-being stressed the importance of structures that are 

imbedded into the school’s schedule, rather than add-ons that take place outside the regular 

school day.  In their book detailing conditions for internal coherence, Forman et al. (2018) 

detailed the importance of collaboration among educators as an essential practice in order to 

create and sustain organizational coherence.  Comparably, this study’s findings revealed that 

collaborative structures, such as the school’s village and cohort model as foster relationships 

between students and among students and staff.  The findings in this study concluded that 

designing and maintaining structures of support that foster and sustain relationships between 

teachers, between teachers and students, and between teachers and administrators are paramount 

to long-term sustainability. 

The Complex Nature CBE As A School Reform Model 

Findings from this study revealed the complex nature of transitioning from the traditional 

architecture of schools to a model that would be viewed as nontraditional.  A sub-question of this 

research was to determine how the school sustains the key practices identified with a CBE 

program as the cornerstone of its nontraditional approach.  This study’s findings on CBE found a 

need to provide additional clarity to all staff and district administrators on the practices 

associated with a CBE program. This study proposes that while some of the participants were 

familiar with CBE, there was a lack of agreement on the definition of CBE and in describing 

many of the specific practices at FCS that are frequently associated with the literature on CBE. 
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This lack of knowledge may serve as a barrier in fully realizing the potential of CBE as a 

nontraditional approach Cunningham et al. (2016) studied the development of CBE programs 

and found that practices varied widely, and developing CBE will require a consistent approach 

and a need for continued monitoring of practice.  Triangulation of these finding suggest that 

many CBE practices are cited in the school’s Mission Statement and Core Beliefs document and 

in the grading policies and procedures documents (e.g., personalized learning, individualized 

instruction, mastery-based grading); however, the link between school practices and the CBE 

was not fully realized. Sturgis and Casey (2018) suggest a comprehensive approach to CBE that 

involves all stakeholders, and which is focused on college, career, and life outcomes is needed in 

order to fully realize the potential of a CBE model.  

Maintaining Coherence 

Finally, this study’s findings portray the complex nature of coherence building in school 

reform.  These findings consistently reinforce and build upon two of the elements detailed in the 

Fullan and Quinn (2016) Coherence Framework – creating collaborative cultures and fostering 

direction.  Teachers in this study prioritized a focus on school culture above all else.  Teachers 

emphasized the importance of new staff at FCS to understand and adapt to the existing school 

culture.  Teachers referred to the way things have been done since the school opened, noting that 

while the teachers view the practices at FCS as nontraditional, the references to the way we do 

things around here and the need to adapt into the culture reveal the need to explore a potential 

fixed mindset that may be common to traditional schools as well.  These findings postulate that 

while coherence may be possible for schools whose beliefs align with the district, maintaining a 

nontraditional approach may rest in creating greater coherence and flexibility between the school 

and the district, especially for long-term sustainment of nontraditional schools. 
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Implications for Practice and Policy 

The findings from this study yield important implications for practice and policy. First, it 

is clear that sustaining an innovative school is hard, but it is possible!  The teachers in this study 

shared a connection to the school and to the belief system that underpins the school’s culture.  

Leaders responsible initiating change within school systems will need to pay particular attention 

to the school cultural identity. This includes working with teachers to develop and sustain shared 

ownership and belief in the culture. The inclination of educators to coalesce around a shared 

vision may be viewed as a key factor in the sustainability of educational reform efforts (Cohen & 

Mehta, 2017).  Although most schools have a written mission and vision statement, clarifying 

expectations for staff, students and families in support of teaching and learning is essential.  As 

Sturgis and Casey (2018) state, “A high-quality CBE system starts with a clear purpose and a 

vibrant culture—the values, beliefs, relationships, rituals, and routines—that provide the 

foundation upon which the design and daily operation rest” (p. 28).  School leaders need to play 

a key role in creating the conditions for a shared responsibility of the school’s mission and core 

beliefs. 

The role of the leader also involves empowering teachers as equal drivers of change. 

Teacher leaders could serve as the greatest driver for sustaining a school’s nontraditional 

approach.  The teachers in this study view themselves as leaders and cite the school’s flat 

organizational structure as a key support in the school’s long-term sustainability. They maintain 

a sense of freedom and trust decision making and recommending needed changes to school 

policy, procedures, and practice.  In order to be empowered to lead change, teachers need 

experience these kinds of conditions and also have opportunities to create connections between 

their personal beliefs and the nature of the teaching and learning in order to empower teachers to 
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lead change (Datnow, 2020; Bonner et al., 2019). In sum, this study underscores the important 

role of the teacher as leader. 

 Educators must continue to make a compelling case for school reform and 

transformation.  Addressing changes to the traditional school structure requires more than just a 

desire to increase test scores or to create smaller learning communities.  The drive for changes to 

existing school systems must stem from both internal and external rationale with a clear through-

line between teaching and learning practices and a vision for change that centers on equity. Much 

research has been done on the drivers and barriers to change, with similar conclusions – that the 

human factor is one of the most significant factors in sustaining and institutionalizing change 

(Blanco-Portela et al., 2017). This means that leaders will need to create opportunities within 

their organizations that foster collaboration and build relationships with all members of the 

learning community (Fullan, 2011; Fullan & Quinn, 2016).  Students, parents, teachers, and 

community members need to see themselves as leaders of change and must hold joint 

responsibility for sustaining school practices that are consistent with the school’s nontraditional 

approach.  The capacity for sustaining change rests within the people charged with enacting it, 

and developing policies that address this joint responsibility are of paramount importance.   

 This study also revealed the need for policies that allow for flexibility in practice and 

procedures for nontraditional schools. The teacher participants in this study indicated the 

importance of flexibility and freedom in their day to day teaching and learning processes.   

Administrators in this study viewed their role as supporting policy that both allows for flexibility 

and remains within the guidelines of the entire school district system.  District administrators 

charged with setting policy valued the uniqueness of the nontraditional school and also indicated 

that it was part of their responsibility to assure that site leaders work within the system, even as 
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they seek change.  As such, site leaders need to balance the teacher’s desire for flexibility and 

freedom in their work and the district policies that may not account for individual school 

differences. School leaders need to work alongside bargaining unit members and district 

administrators in order to develop and revise policies that allow for the flexibility and freedom 

needed to explore innovation and change. Mehta and Fine (2019) identified schools whose 

practices challenged traditional schooling.  Their study revealed challenges of school politics 

when creating spaces for innovation. Schools who seek to innovate often find themselves at a 

crossroads between the innovative practice and external pressures for increased test scores and 

changes to traditional systems and structures such as set time or other external constraints.  These 

authors suggest that school and district leaders partner and seek innovative ways of responding to 

the powerful external forces that often serve to limit innovation and change (Mehta & Fine, 

2020).  “While the focus of our study is schools, it is clear that districts are a big part of the 

problem and thus could become a big part of the solution when it comes to deeper learning” 

(Mehta & Fine, 2019, p. 393). 

District and site leaders need to include staff, students, parents, and community members 

in any proposed policy changes and seek and provide clarity when needed.  This includes a need 

for principals to become familiar with local negotiation and bargaining practices in order to 

advocate for changes to the existing policies and practices. A 2017 publication by the Education 

Council detailing national policy development in CBE illustrates the importance of clear policy 

in order to address changes to the educational landscape. The publication cites the importance of 

a clearly developed plan for change, a commitment from stakeholders such that they can explain 

and advocate for change, regular communication between all stakeholders in order to clarify 

expectations, enlisting support and technical assistance when needed, and frequent reports to key 
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policymakers that include data and results that detail progress in innovative practice (ExcelinEd, 

2017). 

Implications for Equity 

 The greatest rationale for change to the traditional grammar of schooling is the need to 

create more equitable learning outcomes for students.  “Across the country, educators and 

policymakers are coming to the same conclusion: the structure of the traditional system is a 

barrier to success.  The premise of competency education is that the traditional education 

structure, which is designed to sort students, can be replaced with one that is designed for every 

student to succeed” (Sturgis & Jones, 2017, p. 1).  As the national cohort graduation data in 

Chapter Two of this study illustrates, for far too long, the inequities of schooling have permeated 

nearly every discussion on school reform with educational outcome data continuing to reveal a 

pattern of inequity (See Table 1). This study sought to identify the supports and systems 

necessary to sustain a nontraditional school, and rather than examine the outcome data of the 

school’s nontraditional approach, it sought to understand the necessary supports and structures 

for sustainability.  However, implications for equity include a need for all members of a learning 

organization to ensure that both internal and external metrics are periodically examined in order 

to maintain a coherent focus on student learning. 

A recommendation of this study is for schools and school districts to privilege the power 

of school culture and relationship building as essential elements in order to address issues of 

equity and equitable learning outcomes. The literature is clear that when students feel valued and 

feel as though they have a voice, they are far more likely to develop agency, engage in learning, 

and advocate for themselves (Sturgis & Jones, 2017; Lindsey et al, 2015; Fisher et al., 2012).  
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School and district leaders will need to examine existing practices and identify barriers to change 

in order to advance student learning (Lindsey et al., 2009).   

A key finding of this study was the use of Restorative Practices.  The teachers in this 

study viewed Restorative Practices as an essential element in building relationships and fostering 

a culture of care. The International Institute for Restorative Practices, (iirp.edu, 2020) states, 

“Restorative practices is a social science that studies how to build social capital and achieve 

social discipline through participatory learning and decision making” (What is Restorative 

Justice?, para. 2). 

A school’s commitment to these practices can help to create conditions that give voice to 

those whose voices may have traditionally been silenced and establish schools as a place of 

compassion and empathy, which, in turn, creates a culture that values everyone. A key barrier to 

long-term sustainability of these practices may include the cost of maintaining these systems and 

structures.  School leadership will need to ensure that the benefits to these practices are revealed 

in order to outweigh the costs of maintaining some of the nontraditional structures.  This includes 

giving voice to students and families whose voices can best speak to the rationale for 

maintaining the school’s focus on creating equitable learning experiences where all students can 

learn.  The power of the students’ voice within the school can serve to as one of the strongest 

catalysts for change. 

Areas for Future Research 

 This study sought to identify the systems and supports necessary to sustain a 

nontraditional school from both the perspectives of teachers and administrators. Futures studies 

should include the perspectives of students and their families. Studies that examine student 

success factors in nontraditional schools could add to this body of literature.  Studies should also 
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include an examination of student and parent perceptions of the systems and supports of 

nontraditional schools.  Additional empirical studies that examine the practices, policies, and 

procedures of CBE as a nontraditional approach are needed, specifically in determining student’s 

readiness for college, career, and life.  Furthermore, additional research that focuses on defining 

nontraditional schools can provide new insight for traditional schools and districts choosing to 

examine their current practices under a shifting lens and perspective.  Studies that determine 

educators’ willingness to change given a school’s label as nontraditional should also be explored.  

This study found that teachers commonly associated more positive attributes to schools that were 

viewed as nontraditional, but more research is needed in order to make significant conclusions.  

Studies that explore student and parent perspectives from those who attend or whose children 

attend schools labeled as traditional or nontraditional would assist in aligning educator’s beliefs 

about nontraditional schools to the students in attendance. 

Due to the onset of the COVID 19 pandemic, many students and families found 

themselves thrust into a nontraditional virtual learning environment.  This study sought to 

explore the systems and supports necessary to sustain a school’s nontraditional approach, from 

both the perspective of the school and the district.  Given the current educational environment, 

many schools now find themselves educating students in a way that would be considered 

nontraditional.  Future students on the practices of CBE nontraditional schools who had to pivot 

to a virtual setting and the impact of those practices in the virtual environment would add to this 

research. 

Conclusion 

 The goal of this study was to identify the systems and structures necessary to sustain a 

nontraditional public school in a traditional school district, from both the perspectives of the 
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school and the district.  This study was extremely personal to me.  At the time of this study, I 

was the principal of a nontraditional public school whose teachers fundamentally believed that 

all students could learn at high levels if given the necessary systems and supports.  I had been an 

administrator for over twenty years, and I had never seen a school so deeply committed to its 

mission and core values.  I spend half my time as principal at FCS learning more about the 

systems and structures that label the school as nontraditional and the other half of my time trying 

to protect those same systems and structures from the internal and external influences that seek 

to diminish their impact on student learning.  At this time of this dissertation, I continue to 

examine internal and external accountability measures that further serve to reinforce my belief in 

the nontraditional practices as a way of providing more equitable learning opportunities for all 

students.  My hope is that this study’s findings may help others who seek to do the same. 
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Appendix A 

Consent Form 
 

 University of California, San Diego 
California State University, San Marcos 

Consent to Act as a Research Subject 
 

Caught In The Middle:  Sustaining A Non-Traditional Public-School In A Traditional 
Public-School District 

Ruth Hellams, Doctoral Student 
 

Who is conducting the study, why you have been asked to participate, how you were selected, 
and what is the approximate number of participants in the study? 
I, Ruth Hellams, am a researcher/graduate student in the Joint Doctoral Program at the 
University of California, San Diego (UCSD), and California State University, San Marcos 
(CSUSM) in Educational Leadership. I am conducting a research study in order to examine the 
factors and conditions that support a non-traditional approach to schooling.  You have been 
asked to participate in this study because you are either a teacher or a district administrator 
whose work is affiliated with supporting a non-traditional school in the district.  In this research 
study, I will be interviewing approximately 5-7 district office leaders and 9-13 teachers.  The 
results of this study will appear in my doctoral dissertation and may be the focus of presentations 
or research papers.  
 
Why is this study being done? 
The purpose of this study is to identify supports and structures that can assist in sustaining 
change within a public school offering a non-traditional approach to teaching and learning.  It 
matters because few schools have challenged the centuries old school model of most public high 
schools. In addition, outcome data such as; graduation rates and college readiness indicate that 
we are not yet meeting student academic needs.  Moreover, understanding support structures 
necessary for sustainability can help create alignment between traditional school districts and 
non-traditional schools as well as provide students with an alternative model of teaching and 
learning. 
 
What will happen to you in this study? 
If you agree to be in this study, the following will take place: I would like to (1) have you 
participate in a 60-minute, tape recorded, one-on-one interview with you. Participation in the 
interview is voluntary and will not affect your job in any way.  The interviews are not an 
evaluation of our school, our district, its leadership, it’s teachers, or teaching conditions.  Rather, 
it is a study to explore the support structures and conditions that support a non-traditional 
approach to schooling.  
  
The interviews will take place at the school site or another public place of your choosing.  They 
will occur during the spring or summer of 2020.  During the interview process, you will be asked 
questions about your perception of both traditional and non-traditional schools.  You can refuse 
to answer specific questions. You can ask for certain portions to not be recorded or for certain 
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parts of the recording to be erased. All interviews will be taped and transcribed verbatim; you 
will be given the opportunity to review audio and/or transcripts if you wish to do so.  Due to my 
position as principal, I will engage the assistance of another researcher, should it be requested, in 
order to assist in the interview process.  
 
How much time will each study procedure take, what is your total time commitment, and how 
long will the study last? 
The study is planned to last the spring, and possible summer semesters of 2020. Your time 
commitment is approximately a one-hour interview. 
  
What risks are associated with this study? 
There are no foreseeable risks in participating in this study.  All information collected in this 
study is kept confidential and much care is given to maintaining confidentiality.  Your name will 
be replaced with a number and will not be used in any articles or research presentations.  Neither 
the school nor the school district will be identified.  All responses will be kept confidential from 
all other participants.  Pseudonyms will be used, and all audiotaped recordings and transcriptions 
of audiotaped recordings will be secured following UCSD/CSUSM security protocols to 
maintain the utmost security and confidentiality. Transcriptions of interviews will be stored on a 
password protected computer with security codes necessary to open.  Research records may be 
reviewed by the CSUSM Institutional Review Board. 
 
During the interview you will be asked about the systems and structures of support for a school 
or district.  There is a potential risk of emotional discomfort because of my positionality as the 
school principal.  You may choose to stop the interview at any time or decline to answer any 
questions you like and still remain in the study.  Please know that you do not have to say 
anything that would make you feel uncomfortable and you are under no obligation to finish the 
interview. You may stop or reschedule at any time and for any reason.     

  
Under California law, I must report information about known or reasonably suspected incidents 
of abuse or neglect of a child, dependent adult or elder including physical, sexual, emotional, and 
financial abuse or neglect. If any investigator has or is given such information, he or she may be 
required to report such information to the appropriate authorities. 
 
Because this is a research study, there may also be some unknown risks that are currently 
unforeseeable. You will be informed of any significant new findings. 
 
What are the alternatives to participating in this study? 
The alternative to participation in this study is not to participate or limited participation (e.g., 
decline to answer interview questions). 
 
What benefits can be reasonably expected? 
There will be no compensation for participants. The investigator, however, may learn more about 
the supports and structures necessary to sustain a non-traditional school and the school and the 
district, as well as society, may benefit from this knowledge.   
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Can you choose to not participate or withdraw from the study without penalty or loss of 
benefits? 
Participation in research is entirely voluntary. You may refuse to participate or withdraw from 
the interview at any time without penalty or loss of benefits to which you are entitled. If you 
decide that you no longer wish to continue in this study, you will be required to notify Ruth 
Hellams in an email (ruth.hellams@gmail.com) or by phone (760-908-8527). 
 
You will be told if any important new information is found during the course of this study that 
may affect your wanting to continue. 
 
Can you be withdrawn from the study without your consent? 
The PI may remove you from the study without your consent if the PI feels it is in your best 
interest or the best interest of the study. You may also be withdrawn from the study if you do not 
follow the instructions given to you by the study personnel. 
 
Will you be compensated for participating in this study? 
There is no compensation for participating in this study. 
 
Are there any costs associated with participating in this study? 
There will be no cost to you for participating in this study 
 
Who can you call if you have questions? 
Ruth Hellams has explained this study to you and answered your questions. If you have other 
questions or research-related problems, you may reach Ruth Hellams at ruth.ehllams@gmail.com 
or 760-908-8527, or her chair at UCSD, Dr. Amanda Datnow (adatnow@ucsd.edu). 
  
You may call the Human Research Protections Program Office at 858-246-HRPP (858-246-
4777) to inquire about your rights as a research subject or to report research-related problems. 
 
Your Signature and Consent 
You have received a copy of this consent document. 
You agree to participate. 
________________________________________________         _______________ 
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Appendix B 

Interview Question Protocol - Teacher 
 

Interview Question Follow Up Question 

Can you begin by telling me a little about 
yourself?  What subjects do you teach, or 
have you taught, what grade levels, etc. 

 

Prior to teaching at this school, have you 
taught anywhere else?  If so, what subjects or 
grade levels? 

 

When you consider the reasons why you 
became a teacher, what initially comes to 
mind? 

 

How does teaching at this school help to 
reinforce your reasons for teaching? 

 

When you hear the phrase nontraditional 
school, what initially comes to mind? 

 

In what ways, do you see your beliefs about a 
nontraditional school reflected in this school’s 
mission, vision, or core values? 

What is in place at this school that reinforces 
your beliefs about nontraditional schools? 

Part of this study includes an examination of 
the practices associated with Competency-
Based Education. 
 
What is your familiarity with Competency-
Based Education?  What practices, if any, do 
you see in place at your school site?  

Are there any additional practices or policies 
at your school site that you think are important 
to a CBE approach? 

How do these practices help to support a 
more flexible approach to teaching and 
learning at your site? 

 

Do you get any input into how policies and 
practices are created or revised?  If so, can 
you elaborate? 

 

What supports or structures do you see as 
critical to the long-term sustainability and 
support for this school’s approach? 

Practices that may be hard to sustain? 



127 
 

Interview Question Follow Up Question 

Is there anything else that you would like to 
share about the systems and structures of 
support at your school and/or its approach? 
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Appendix C 

Interview Questions and Protocol – District Administrator 
 

Interview Question Follow Up Question 

Can you begin by telling me a little about 
yourself?  Please include your pathway to 
your current role. 

 

When you consider the reasons you became 
an educator, what initially comes to mind? 

 

How does your current position in the district 
office reinforce your reasons for becoming an 
educator? 

 

How would you describe your district’s core 
values, mission, and approach to teaching and 
learning? 

 

Can you elaborate on any actions or steps that 
the district specifically takes in support of the 
sustainability of its core values, vision, or 
approach to teaching and learning? 

 

When you hear the phrase nontraditional 
school or district, what initially comes to 
mind? In what ways, if any, does this differ 
from your thoughts of a traditional school or 
district? 

 

How does FCS’s approach to teaching and 
learning support your thoughts about a 
nontraditional school? 

 

Research has shown that there may be some 
specific practices and policies that are more 
critical to the sustainability of a nontraditional 
school.  
 
What practices or policies do you see as 
critical to the long-term sustainability and 
support of FCS? (i.e., personnel, position, 
documents, schedules, etc.). 

 

What do you see as the role of the school and  
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Interview Question Follow Up Question 

the district in helping to sustain these 
practices, policies, or approach? 

Part of this study is examining the practices 
associated with Competency-Based 
Education.  CBE is viewed in the literature as 
one possible nontraditional approach to 
teaching and learning with a focus on 
equitable learning outcomes. 
 
What is your familiarity with CBE?  What 
practices or elements of CBE, if any, do you 
see in place at FCS? 

 

Considering all that you’ve shared, in what 
ways do FCS’s core values, mission, or vision 
fit into the district’s mission and vision? 

 

From our discussion today, is there anything 
else that you would like to share about 
nontraditional schools and their long-term 
sustainability and essential elements of 
support? 
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Appendix D 

District Mission and Vision Statement 
 

MISSION 
Empowering every student to graduate prepared for college, career, and life through excellence 
in learning. 
 
VISION 
We relentlessly pursue, with optimism, equitable support for all students to navigate a changing 
world by providing rigorous and relevant learning experiences that strengthen their capacity as: 
 

● Open-minded and invested collaborators; 
● Effective and thoughtful communicators; 
● Resourceful and creative problem solvers; 
● Curious and analytical critical thinkers; 

Informed and compassionate community members. 
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Appendix E 

Future Challenge School Mission Statement and Core Beliefs Document – Long Version 
 

MISSION: Preparing future scholars, innovators, and world citizens.  
 
• Scholars with the academic skills required for postsecondary and global workforce success.  
• Innovators who create solutions to local and global problems through empathy, creativity,    
  and collaboration.  
• World Citizens who are respectful, responsible, ethical, and compassionate 
 
CORE BELIEFS:  
PERSONALIZATION: We believe learning is a social process and relationships are important. 
Scholars that are known as individuals, challenged intellectually, respected, supported, and 
connected to their learning will be successful.  
 
School Structures  
•  Small size of the school.  
•  Facilities support individual and small group learning.  
•  Scholars take 3 to 4 academic classes at any one time during the school year.  
•  Reduced teacher academic caseload using alternative scheduling.  
•  Advisory classes built into the weekly schedule. Advisory is held at least once a week.  
   Scholars maintain the same advisor from year to year. 
 • Time is built into the weekly schedule for scholars to engage in high-interest and/or  
   academic support seminars (e.g., dance, yearbook, tutorial). 
 
Building Meaningful and Sustained Relationships 
• Teacher teams with common scholars discuss scholars’ academic and social / emotional goals 
   and needs.  
• Staff advisors are the primary point of contact for the family, and monitor scholars’  
   personal and academic development.  
• Parents feel welcome on campus and know that they can advocate for their children.  
• Diverse cultures and experiences of the school community members are respected and     
   valued.  
 
Learning Environment  
• Emphasis placed on integrated, problem-based learning that calls on scholars to reflect their  
   personal interests and experiences in their work.  
• Scholars maintain a portfolio of work that reflects their unique strengths and goals.  
• Internships build relationships by connecting scholars with community members and industry 
   professionals.  
• School facilities intentionally designed to foster meaningful collaboration.  
• The content and delivery of instruction is culturally responsive.  
• All scholars have equitable access to learning (Heterogeneous classrooms). 
 
Scholar Support System  
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• The primary academic and social-emotional student support occurs in the context of the core 
   classrooms and is supported by the grade level team – rather than additional support classes  
   and programs.  
• Scholar support Counselors and outside service providers assist all scholars in being  
   successful.  
• Scholar support teams identify and address scholars in need of additional academic,  
   attendance, behavioral, or social-emotional interventions. 
 
AUTHENTIC LEARNING EXPERIENCES: We believe scholars who are challenged 
intellectually by actively exploring real-world problems value their learning and are motivated to 
succeed.  
 
Core Academic Program  
• Scholars read, write, think and behave like scientists, mathematicians, historians, and artists.  
  They experience investigative, open-ended, problem-based learning (Interdisciplinary).  
• Scholars learn to synthesize concepts and ideas for greater understanding and application 
  (Depth vs. Breadth).  
• Scholars think creatively by uncovering and clarifying new problems, questions and  
  phenomenon.  
• Scholars develop critical reading, writing, and numeracy skills within their projects and 
   across all disciplines.  
• Scholars clarify their thinking through writing and presentations of their learning. Scholars  
  demonstrate their understanding by showing what they know through portfolios, writing,  
  presentations and other assessments (Applied Science). 
 
Biotechnology and Medical Science Pathway  
• Scholars engage in a demanding technical learning pathway through a cluster of three or  
  more biotechnology and medical science courses.  
• Scholars link real-world applications with the core academic program, and learn how  
  professionals think and work.  
 
Work-based Learning  
• Scholars work side-by-side with academic and industry professionals to apply academic and 
  technical skills in the workplace.  
 
AN ETHIC OF EXCELLENCE: We believe scholars immersed in a school and community 
culture that fosters excellence will value their own accomplishments and strive for academic and 
social excellence.  
 
Excellence in Academics  
• Scholars focus on mastering essential content standards and skills. They strive to improve  
  and redo work that is not proficient (Revision and Redemption).  
• Promotion and graduation based on performance.  
• Scholars know what excellent work looks and sounds like.  
• Scholars are taught how to set goals and monitor their own progress toward those goals.  
• Scholars build and maintain portfolios and document their work.  
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• Scholars lead their own parent conference.  
• Scholars complete multiple drafts and accept critique and feedback from teachers and peers. 
• Scholars present their work to peers, staff and community members.  
• Scholar understanding is assessed through projects and presentations of learning.  
 
Excellence in Character  
• Scholars demonstrate an awareness of and appreciation for differences among human beings 
  and human groups (Respect).  
• Scholars give back to the community through service learning (World Citizens).  
• Scholars work collaboratively to create solutions for societal problems (Innovators).  
• Scholars fulfill their responsibilities as workers and citizens (Ethics).  
• Scholars show concern for others and take action to help those in need (Compassion).  
• Scholars understand how personal values influence behavior (Integrity).  
 
SKILLED PROFESSIONAL TEACHERS: We believe skilled teachers understand that scholars 
learn in different ways. They know a great deal about the learning process, and they use this 
knowledge to make the content accessible for diverse learners and support the learning process.  
 
Making Content Accessible  
• Teachers must be experts in their subject matter, the needs of diverse learners, and the  
   learning process.  
• Teachers use multiple modalities of instruction to make content accessible to scholars of 
   varying levels.  
• Teachers know how to access curriculum resources and use them effectively with scholars.  
• Teachers know how to represent the ideas in their content area so they are accessible to 
   scholars with varying levels of prior knowledge.  
• Teachers collaborate with colleagues in other subject matters to design lessons that connect  
  scholars’ learning across disciplines 
 
Understanding the Needs of Diverse Learners  
• Teachers are committed to meeting the learning and adolescent development needs of a 
  diverse group of scholars.  
• Teachers deliver content in a culturally responsive manner.  
• Teachers are skilled at determining what scholars already know, and how to shape lessons so 
   they learn well. 
 
Supporting the Learning Process  
• Teachers understand language learning and literacy development to support all scholars well, 
   especially English learner scholars and scholars with learning differences.  
• Teachers establish a “student-as-worker; teacher-as-coach” learning environment. They are 
   designers of project-based learning using essential standards and questions to help scholars 
   make meaning of what their learning and cross curricular connections (Using Mind Well,  
   Linked Learning).  
• Teachers understand how to enable scholars to critique their own and others’ learning, set 
   and monitor meaningful learning goals for themselves.  
• Teachers use assessment and data effectively to identify scholars’ strengths and needs, and to 
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   help them learn better.  
• Teachers are continuous learners about their content, the learning process, and how to teach 
   their subject matter. 
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Appendix F 

FCS Grading Policy  
 
Core Beliefs and Grading Beliefs 
 
The four core belief categories of Personalization, Authentic Learning Experiences, Ethic of 
Excellence, and Skilled, Professional teachers will serve as guiding values for all aspects of 
learning at FCS which includes the school wide grading practice.  
 
Essential Statement: The primary purpose of grades is to communicate a student’s level of 
achievement to all stakeholders, which includes school administration, the student, his or her 
parents or guardians, and prospective higher learning institutions and employers.  
 
With this essential statement regarding the purpose of grading, the students and staff at FCS 
pledge to use grades in a meaningful, consistent way in order to communicate achievement and 
improve student learning in all subjects while keeping the Mission and Core Beliefs of FCS at 
the forefront of all decisions about assessment.  
 
School Wide Grading Practice: Grades need to be accurate, meaningful, and consistent 
reflections of student achievement that support learning. To this end the school wide grading 
practice will provide teachers with guidelines to ensure commonalities across grading practices.  
 
Grading and Behavior If the primary purpose of student grades is to accurately communicate 
achievement, then reducing grades because of behavior is not an appropriate consequence. 
Students who require behavior interventions will be given appropriate behavior consequences 
and interventions that do not reflect on grade reporting. Grades are not to be used punitively for 
any inappropriate student behaviors including but not limited to:  
• late work  
• academic dishonesty  
• tardies or absences  
• lack of participation 
 
Grading and Behavior Applied: What does this mean to students and parents?  
 
Students are encouraged to turn work in on time so as to get the most out of each assessment. 
However, lowering marks on late work causes inaccurate assessment of student achievement. 
Instead, students will receive appropriate behavioral consequences for late work and parents will 
be notified of instances of habitual late assessments.  
 
In the case of academic dishonesty, the student may be reassessed so that teachers may 
accurately report achievement and the student will be given appropriate behavioral consequences 
for cheating.  
 
Attendance is important for academic success. Continual tardies and absences will affect success 
in classes indirectly, but will not be counted as a direct part of grade determination. Students will 
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be given appropriate behavioral consequences for tardies and unexcused absences and parents 
will be notified.  
 
The appropriate consequence for failing to complete an assessment is to complete the 
assessment. Students who fail to complete assessments have not given teachers enough data to 
accurately assess his or her ability and must therefore complete the assessment or receive an 
“Incomplete”.  
 
Further information on behavior consequences can be found in the Del Lago Academy  
Behavior Interventions document.  
 
Appropriate Evidence of Achievement If the primary purpose of student grades is to accurately 
communicate achievement, then there is a need for clear learning goals, quality assessments, and 
constructive assessment practices.  
 
All stakeholders must have a clear understanding of learning goals and expectations. Assessment 
of achievement must be done using clear, preset performance standards. Quality, standards-based 
assessments are given to students in order to assess and communicate achievement. Formative 
assessments are essential in giving students feedback and giving teachers information about 
student progress. However, formative assessments and daily practice do not give accurate 
evidence of student achievement. Only summative assessments will be used to determine grades. 
Students must be given ample time for improvement before final assessment is made. This may 
mean reassessment for students in order to show progress. 
  
 
Appropriate Evidence of Achievement Applied: What does this mean to students and parents? 
Learning goals and expectations will be clearly communicated prior to giving assessments. 
 
Quality, summative assessments will be used to compare each student’s individual performance 
to appropriate standards.  
 
Grades will be determined using only evidence of summative, individual assessments. No 
formative or group assessments will be used to determine grades.  
 
Students will be given multiple opportunities to show evidence of achievement  
 
Grade Determination The use of an average, or mean, as the sole measure of achievement can be 
misleading as it may be highly affected by outliers. Other measures, such as the median, can help 
teachers to use professional judgment when determining grades based on quality assessments of 
learning. The use of “zero” for a missing assessment skews measures of assessment in a 
disproportionate manner. Students with incomplete evidence should be reassessed or required to 
provide sufficient evidence of achievement.  
 
Grade Determination Applied: What does this mean to students and parents?  
 
Teachers will determine grades by using accurate and appropriate evidence of student 
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achievement.  
 
Multiple measures of central tendency such as mean, and median will be used to determine most 
appropriate grades.  
 
Students will receive an “Incomplete” rather than a “zero” for missing assessments and will be 
required to complete the assessment.  
 
Student-Driven Success Students will adhere to the core belief of the ethic of excellence. 
Students will be actively involved in every aspect of their assessment.  
 
Students will set learning goals and monitor their own progress.  
 
Students will use feedback from daily practice and formative assessments to improve and build 
upon his or her own understanding.  
 
Students will provide timely, accurate assessments ever striving for excellence.  
 
Students will provide feedback to teachers to improve assessments and methods.  
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Appendix G 

FCS Grading Practices 
 
The curriculum at FCS is designed to ensure that all of our scholars will be eligible for entry into 
any four-year university upon graduation, and prepared to be successful in their college 
coursework. In order for our scholars to receive credit for their courses from a university, they 
must complete each course at FCS with a grade of C – or better.  
 
Consistent with our mission and vision, scholars will receive the mark of “No Mark” when their 
performance does not meet the standard of quality established by the instructor and based on 
state standards. If a scholar receives a score of “No Mark” on any given competency, the scholar 
will have the opportunity to improve their score and clear their “No Mark” prior to the end of the 
term. In order to retake a competency, scholars will need to follow the re-take procedures as 
defined by their classroom instructor. Scholars must earn a passing score (C- or above) on each 
competency in order to receive a letter grade at the term. If a scholar has the score of “No Mark” 
on any competency at the end of the term, or the scholar’s overall performance in any given term 
falls below the level of receiving credit (C-), the scholar will earn a mark of “No Mark” in the 
course.  
 
A grade of “No Mark” in any course will require the development of a Student Success Plan, 
which must be approved by the teacher, parent, social worker/counselor and administrator. 
Student Success Plans may include mandatory tutorial attendance at lunch, before or after 
school, and/or during X-Block, among other interventions. 
 
Student Success Plans will be reviewed and updated on a regular basis by the teacher and support 
team. When the scholar completes the work outlined on the Student Success Plan, the scholar is 
assigned a grade for the course. However, if the scholar leaves FCS, or two terms (including the 
summer term) elapse after the development of the contract, the course grade will be recorded as 
“F” and no credits will be awarded.  
 
In addition, at FCS it is our expectation that our scholars will continually strive to improve and 
produce the high quality work we know they are capable of. Scholars will have the opportunity 
to raise a letter grade on any competency throughout the term. Scholars who earn a final passing 
grade of B or C at the term, but do not believe their performance represents their best 
capabilities, will be allowed to petition their teacher to request a Quality Work Plan. These plans 
are only available to those who did not receive a NM as their final grade. For those wishing to 
improve a final grade from the first term, the plan must be submitted by the third Friday in 
January. Those scholars wishing to improve a grade from second term must submit their plan by 
the second Friday after school begins in August. The teacher may or may not elect to approve the 
plan, based on the scholar’s effort to improve their letter grade throughout the previous term. If 
the teacher, parent, administrator, and counselor/social worker approve the plan, the student will 
complete the work outlined on the Quality Work Plan and be assigned a new grade for the 
course. If the scholar leaves FCS or the contract expires, the course grade will be recorded as the 
grade the student would have originally received at the end of the term. 
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HONORS OPTION FCS will offer an honors option in many of the courses offered in the junior 
and senior years. All scholars are eligible to participate in the honors option. When scholars 
successfully complete the honors option, their transcript will reflect that their work was honors 
level. Colleges and universities will then be able to consider this information in their admission 
decisions.  
 
Who can participate? Any scholar enrolled in a course with an honors option may elect to 
participate in the honors program.  
 
Current 2015 – 16 honors courses include:  
• Biochemistry II  
• Integrated Mathematics III  
• U.S. History – Public Health 
• English Language Arts – Applied Medical English  
• Physics of the Human Body 
 
Do FCS honors courses earn weighted credit? The University of California system approved the 
FCS honors courses for extra honors credit: a=5, b=4, c=3 (http://www.ucop.edu/doorways/). 
Please note that the decision to use weighted grade criteria in the determination of college 
acceptance is at the discretion of the post-secondary institution.  
 
How do scholars enroll in the honors option? During the first 6-week grading period, scholars 
interested in participating in the honors option must signal their intention to their teacher, and 
complete all the non-honors and honors coursework. Scholars earning a No Mark in the course 
on their fall 6-week progress report may be counseled against continuing in the honors program. 
After the fall 6-week progress report, scholars will remain in the course for the entire first term. 
At the conclusion of the first term, scholars will meet with their instructor to determine whether 
or not they will continue in the honors course. If a scholar receives a NM at the term, they will 
need to complete all honors and non-honors work in order to clear the NM. 
 
Will scholars leaving the honors program be penalized? Scholars removed from the honors 
program at the 6-week or first term reporting periods will continue in the non-honors coursework 
without penalty.  
 
Can a scholar elect to enroll in the honors program for only the second term? No. The honors 
curriculum is yearlong and intentionally designed to build skills and knowledge over the course 
of the entire year.  
 
How will scholars in the honors program be graded? Honors courses will follow the same FCS 
grading practices outlined in the student handbook above.  
 
FINALS POLICY 9th and 10th Grade (Lower Division) Finals in the 9th and 10th grades are 
considered “Do No Harm” exams. Their score on a final exam will not negatively affect a 
scholar’s overall course grade. The purpose of the final is to familiarize our scholars with taking 
a cumulative exam, and to prepare them for the finals they will take in grades 11 and 12. In 
addition, scholars may have the opportunity to clear “No Marks” that they have earned on 
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individual competencies throughout the term by performing well on sections of the final exam. 
In this scenario, the highest score a scholar can earn on the competency is a 2.5, or C. In order to 
increase this grade, the scholar will need to meet with the instructor to demonstrate a higher level 
of understanding. 
 
11th and 12th Grade (Upper Division) Final exams in the 11th and 12th grades will be factored into 
the final course grade. All scholars enrolled in junior level courses must take the final, and all 
finals are cumulative. Honors finals will ask scholars to demonstrate a deeper level of 
understanding, and may include additional sections. Grades on the final exam will affect the term 
grade in the following way(s):  
 

● Scholars with an overall grade of A or B on the date of the final exam must score a 2.5/4 
on the final to maintain their letter grade. Scholars earning below a 2.5/4 on the final will 
earn one letter grade lower as their final grade at the term.  

 
● Scholars with an overall grade of C on the date of the final exam must score a 2.0/4 on 

the final to maintain their letter grade. Scholars earning below a 2.0/4 on the final will 
earn a NM as their final grade. Scholars earning a NM will demonstrate competency/clear 
their NM by completing an alternative assignment.  

 
Scholars with an overall grade of NM on the date of the final exam must take the entire 
cumulative final. They may use sections of the final to clear NMs on earlier competencies.   



141 
 

REFERENCES 

Al-Alawi, A. I., Abdulmohsen, M., Al-Malki, F. M., & Mehrotra, A. (2019). Investigating the 
barriers to change management in public sector educational institutions. International 
Journal of Educational Management, 33(1), 112-148. doi:10.1108/ijem-03-2018-0115 

 
American Institutes for Research, & Encoura Eduventures Research. (2018). State of the Field:  

Findings from the 2018 National Survey of Postsecondary Competency-Based Education 
(NSPCBE). Retrieved from https://cberesearch.org/sites/default/files/2019-01/National 
Survey of Postsec CBE - 2018 - AIR-Eduventures - Final.pdf 

 
Benson, T. (2018). Research & commentary: Public schools are failing U.S. students. The  

Heartland Institute, Retrieved from: www.heartland.org 
 
Berger, R. (2003). An Ethic of Excellence: Building a Culture of Craftsmanship with Students.  

Portsmouth, NH: Heinemann. 
 
Blanco-Portela, N., Benayas, J., Pertierra, L. R., & Lozano, R. (2017). Towards the integration  

of sustainability in Higher Education Institutions: A review of drivers of and barriers to 
organizational change and their comparison against those found of companies. Journal of 
Cleaner Production, 166, 563–578. doi: 10.1016/j.jclepro.2017.07.252 

 
Boote, D. N., & Beile, P. (2005). Scholars Before Researchers: On the Centrality of the  

Dissertation Literature Review in Research Preparation. Educational Researcher, 34(6), 
3–15. doi:10.3102/0013189X034006003  

 
Booth, W. C., Colomb, G. G., Williams, J. M., Bizup, J., & FitzGerald, W. T. (2016). The craft  

of research (4th ed.). Chicago: The University of Chicago Press. 

Bonner, S. M., Diehl, K., & Trachtman, R. (2019). Teacher belief and agency development in 
bringing change to scale. Journal of Educational Change, 21(2), 363-384. 
doi:10.1007/s10833-019-09360-4 

Burnette, D.M. (2016).  The renewal of competency-based education: A review of the literature.   
The Journal of Continuing Higher Education, 64, 84-93. 
doi:10.1080/07377363.2016.1177704.  

 
Casey, K., Sturgis, C. (2018). Levers and Logic Models: A Framework to Guide Research and 

Design of High-Quality Competency-Based Education Systems. Retrieved from 
https://www.competencyworks.org/resources/levers-and-logic-models-a-framework-to-
guide-research-and-design-of-high-quality-competency-based-education-systems/. 

Chen, Y., & Selwood, I. (2009). Implementing and Sustaining Educational Change and ICT: A 
Case Study of a Taiwanese Primary School. Education and Technology for a Better 
World IFIP Advances in Information and Communication Technology, 198-206. 
doi:10.1007/978-3-642-03115-1_21 

about:blank
about:blank
about:blank


142 
 

Cohen, D. K., & Mehta, J. D. (2017). Why Reform Sometimes Succeeds: Understanding the  
Conditions That Produce Reforms That Last. American Educational Research Journal, 
54(4), 644–690. doi:10.3102/0002831217700078  

 
Cohen, D. K., Spillane, J. P., & Peurach, D. J. (2017, November 22). The Dilemmas of  

Educational Reform - David K. Cohen, James P. Spillane, Donald J. Peurach, 2018. 
doi:10.3102/0013189X17743488. 

 
Creswell, J. W. (2014). Educational Research: Planning, Conducting, And Evaluating  

Quantitative And Qualitative Research (4th ed.). Uttar Pardesh, India: Pearson India 
Education Services. 

 
Cunningham, J., Key, E., & Capron, R. (2016). An evaluation of competency-based education  

programs: A study of the development process of competency-based programs.  The 
Journal of Competency-Based Education. 1, 130-139. 

 
Darling-Hammond, L. (2006). No Child Left Behind and High School Reform. Harvard  

Educational Review, 76(4), 642–667. doi: 10.17763/haer.76.4.d8277u8778245404 

Darling-Hammond, L., Matt, A., & Donielle, P. (n.d.). Redesigning high schools: What matters 
and what works (Rep.). School Redesign Network at Sanford University. 

Datnow, A. (2020). The role of teachers in educational reform: A 20-year perspective. Journal of 
Educational Change, 21(3), 431-441. doi:10.1007/s10833-020-09372-5 

Datnow, A., & Castellano, M. E. (2001). Managing and Guiding School Reform: Leadership in  
Success for All Schools. Educational Administration Quarterly, 37(2), 219–249. 
doi:10.1177/00131610121969307  

 
Denzin, N.K., & Lincoln, Y.S. (2005). The Sage Handbook of Qualitative Research. (3rd ed.).  
 Thousand, Oaks, CA, Sage Publications, Inc.  
 
Desimone, L. (2002). How Can Comprehensive School Reform Models Be Successfully  

Implemented? Review of Educational Research, 72(3), 433–479. 
doi:10.3102/00346543072003433 

Dragoo, A., & Barrows, R. (2016). Implementing Competency-Based Education: Challenges, 
Strategies, and a Decision-Making Framework. The Journal of Continuing Higher 
Education, 64(2), 73-83. doi:10.1080/07377363.2016.1172193 

Education Data Partnership. (2018). District Summary: Escondido Union High. Retrieved 2019,  
from http://www.ed-data.org/district/San-Diego/Escondido-Union-High 

 
Elmore, R.F. 2016.  “Getting to scale…”it seems like a good idea at the time. Journal of 

Educational Change, 17, 529-537. doi:10.1007/s10833-016-9290-8 
 

about:blank
about:blank
about:blank
about:blank


143 
 

Education Counsel & Foundation for Excellence in Education. (2017). POLICY, PILOTS AND  
THE PATH TO COMPETENCY-BASED EDUCATION: A National Landscape. 
Retrieved from https://www.excelined.org/wp-
content/uploads/2017/11/ExcelinEd.PolicyPilotsAndThePathToCBENationalLandscape.
Spring2017.pdf 

 
Fisher, D., Frey, N., & Pumpian, I. (2012). How to Create a Culture of Achievement in Your  

School and Classroom. Moorabbin, Vic.: Hawker Brownlow Education. 
 
Forman, M.L., Stosich, E.L., & Bocala, C. (2017). The Internal Coherence Framework. Harvard 
 Education Press. Cambridge, MA 
 
Foundation for Excellence in Education. (2016). Competency-Based Education: Fundamental  

Principles. Retrieved from https://www.excelined.org/wp-content/uploads/CBE-2016-
Fundamental-Principles1.pdf 

 
Fullan, M. (2006). Change Theory: A force for school improvement.  Center for Strategic  

Education. Retrieved from http://michaelfullan.ca/wp-
content/uploads/2016/06/13396072630.pdf 

 
Fullan, M. (2011). Change leader.  Jossey-Bass., San Francisco, CA. 
 
Fullan, M. (2016). The Elusive Nature of Whole System Improvement in Education. Journal of  

Educational Change, 17(4), 539–544. doi: 10.1007/s10833-016-9289-1 
 
Fullan, M., & Quinn, J. (2016). Coherence: The Right Drivers in Action for Schools, Districts,  

and Systems. Thousand Oaks, CA: Corwin. 
 
Gervais, J. (2016). The operational definition of competency-based education.  The Journal of  

Competency-Based Education, 1(2), 98-106. 
 
Giles, C. (2007). Capacity Building: Sustaining Urban Secondary Schools as Resilient  

Self-Renewing Organizations in the Face of Standardized Educational Reform. The 
Urban Review, 40(2), 137–163. doi:10.1007/s11256-007-0068-4 

 
Giles, C., & Hargreaves, A. (2006). The Sustainability of Innovative Schools as Learning  

Organizations and Professional Learning Communities During Standardized Reform. 
Educational Administration Quarterly, 42(1), 124–156. doi:10.1177/0013161x05278189 

 
Given, L. M. (2008). The Sage Encyclopedia of Qualitative Research Methods. London: SAGE. 
 
Hadfield, M., & Ainscow, M. (2018). Inside a self-improving school system: Collaboration,  

competition and transition. Journal of Educational Change, 19(4), 441–462. 
doi:10.1007/s10833-018-9330-7 

 
Hargreaves, A. (2005). Extending Educational Change. Dordrecht: Springer. 

about:blank
about:blank
about:blank
about:blank
about:blank
about:blank
about:blank


144 
 

Hargreaves, A., & Goodson, I. (2006). Educational Change Over Time? The Sustainability and  
Nonsustainability of Three Decades of Secondary School Change and Continuity. 
Educational Administration Quarterly, 42(1), 3–41. doi:10.1177/0013161X05277975  

 
Harris, A. (2011). System improvement through collective capacity building. Journal of  
 Educational Administration, 49(6), 624-636. doi:10.1108/09578231111174785 
 
Harris, A. & Jones, M. (2017). Leading professional learning with impact, School  

Leadership & Management, 39:1, 1-4, doi:10.1080/13632434.2018.1530892 
 
Harrison, H., Birks, M., Franklin, R., & Mills, J. (2017). Case Study Research: Foundations and  

Methodological Orientations. Forum: Quantitative Social Research, 18(1). 
doi:10.17169/fqs-18.1.2655 

 
Hill, P., & Jochim, A. (2015). The Street-Level Politics of School Reform. Retrieved from  

https://www.crpe.org/sites/default/files/crpe-street-level-politics-school-reform.pdf 
 
Hollingworth, L., Olsen, D., Asikin-Garmager, A., & Winn, K. M. (2018). Initiating  

conversations and opening doors: How principals establish a positive building culture to 
sustain school improvement efforts. Educational Management Administration & 
Leadership, 46(6), 1014–1034. doi:10.1177/1741143217720461  

Hubbard, L., & Datnow, A. (2020). Design Thinking, Leadership, and the Grammar of 
Schooling: Implications for Educational Change. American Journal of Education, 126(4), 
499-518. doi:10.1086/709510 

Jacobson, S. L., Johnson, L., Ylimaki, R. M., & Giles, C. (2009). Sustaining success in  
an American school: A case for governance change. Journal of Educational 
Administration, 47(6), 753-764. doi:10.1108/09578230910993131 

 
Kania, J., & Kramer, M. (2011). Collective Impact. Stanford Social Innovation Review.  

Retrieved from https://ssir.org/articles/entry/collective_impact# 
 
Karr, Alphonse. (1866). Les Guêpes. Soci"et"e Belge de librairie. Retrieved from  

https://archive.org/details/lesgupes05karrgoog/page/n9 
 
Kelly, A.P. & Columbus, R. (2016).  Innovate and evaluate: Expanding the research base for  

competency-based education. AEI Series on Competency-Based Grading.  Retrieved 
from https://www.air.org.  

 
Kin, T.M., Kareem, O.A., Nordin, S.M., & Bing, K.W. (2017). Principal change leadership  

competencies and teacher attitudes toward change: The mediating effects of teacher 
change beliefs.  International Journal of Leadership in Education, 21:4, 427-446, 
doi:10.1080/13603124.2016.1272719.  

about:blank
about:blank
about:blank
about:blank
about:blank
about:blank
about:blank
about:blank
about:blank


145 
 

Knecht, D. R. (2019). Coherent Schools, Powerful Learning: When Shared Beliefs Fuse School 
Culture, Structures, and Instruction. Schools, 16(1), 25-48. doi:10.1086/702837 

Korach, S. (2011). Keeping the Fire Burning: The Evolution of a University–District  
Collaboration to Develop Leaders for Second-Order Change. Journal of School 
Leadership, 21(5), 659–683. doi:10.1177/105268461102100502  

 
Le, C., Wolfe, R. & Steinberg, A. (2014). The past and the promise: Today’s competency  

education movement.  Jobs for the Future. Retrieved from https://www.jff.org/sites/ 
 
Lester, P. (2018). Evidence-Based Comprehensive School Improvement: How Using Proven  

Models and Practices Could Overcome Decades of Failure. Retrieved from 
http://socialinnovationcenter.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/03/CSI-turnarounds.pdf 

 
Lewis, M.W., Eden, R., Garber, C., Mollie, R., Santibanez, L., & Tsai, T. (2014). Equity in  

competency education: Realizing the potential, overcoming the obstacles.  Competency 
Education Research Series.  Boston, MA: Jobs for the Future. 

 
Li, Y. Y. (2017). Processes and Dynamics Behind Whole-School Reform: Nine-Year Journeys  

of Four Primary Schools. American Educational Research Journal, 54(2), 279–324. 
doi:10.3102/0002831216689591  

 
Lindsey, R. B., Robins, K. N., & Terrell, R. D. (2009). Cultural proficiency: a manual for  

school leaders. Thousand Oaks, CA: Corwin, a SAGE Company. 
 
Lindsey, D. B., Kearney, K. M., Estrada, D., Terrell, R. D., Lindsey, R. B. (2015). A Culturally 

proficient response to the common core. Thousand Oaks, CA: Corwin, a SAGE 
Company. 

 
Lopez, N., Patrick, S., & Sturgis, C. (2017). Quality and equity by design: Charting the course  

for the next phase of competency-based education.  Retrieved from 
https://www.competencyworks.org.   

 
Lurie, H. & Garrett, R. (2017).  Deconstructing competency-based education: An assessment of  

institutional activity, goals, and challenges in higher-education.  The Journal of 
Competency-Based Education, 2(3).  

 
Maxwell, J. A. (2013). Qualitative Research Design: An Interactive Approach. Los Angeles:  

SAGE. 
 
Mayer, A.P., & LeChasseur, K. (2013). Caught in the Middle: Urban Principals' Attempts to  

Achieve School Autonomy and Devolve Decision-Making. Retrieved 
from https://files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/EJ1027014.pdf 

 
 
 

about:blank
about:blank
about:blank
about:blank
about:blank
about:blank


146 
 

McClarity, K.L. & Gaertner, M.N. (2015). Measuring mastery: Best practices for assessment in  
competency-based education. American Enterprise Institute for Public Policy Research, 
Retrieved from https://www.air.org.  

McDonald, J. P. (2014). American school reform: What works, what fails, and why. Chicago: 
University of Chicago Press. 

McIntyre-Hite, L. (2016). A delphi study of effective practices for developing competency- 
based learning models in higher education.  The Journal of Competency-Based 
Education, (1)(4), 157-166.  

 
McLaughlin, M., & Talbert, J. (2003). Reforming Districts: How Districts Support School  

Reform. Retrieved from 
https://www.education.uw.edu/ctp/sites/default/files/ctpmail/PDFs/ReformingDistricts-
09-2003.pdf 

 
Mehta, J., & Fine, S. M. (2019). In search of deeper learning: the quest to remake the American  

high school. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press. 
 
Motivis Learning. (2016). Transforming Learning:  A Personalized Approach to CBE.  

Retrieved from https://motivislearning.com/transforming-learning-cbe-ebook/ 
 
Murphy, J. & Datnow, A. (2003). Leadership Lessons from Comprehensive School Reforms.  

Thousand Oaks, Calif: Corwin Press. 
 
National Center for Education Statistics. (2018). NAEP Nations Report Card. Retrieved from  

https://nces.ed.gov/nationsreportcard/. 
 
National Center for Education Statistics. (2019). Public High School Graduation Rates.  

Retrieved from https://nces.ed.gov/programs/coe/indicator_coi.asp. 
 
Patrick, S. & Sturgis, C. (2015). Maximizing competency education and blended learning:  

Insights from experts, International Association for K-12 Online Learning. Retrieved 
from www.competencyworks.org.  

 
Quint, J. (2006). Meeting five critical challenges of high school reform. Lessons from research  
 on three reform models.  Retrieved from mdrc.org.  
 
Ravitch, D. (2003). The Test of Time. Education Next, 3(2). Retrieved from  

https://www.educationnext.org/thetestoftime/ 
 

Rudestam, K. E., & Newton, R. R. (2015). Surviving Your Dissertation, A Comprehensive Guide 
 to Content and Process, 4thEdition. Sage Publications, Inc. Thousand Oaks, CA 
 
Ryan, S. & Cox, J.D. (2017). Investigating student exposure to competency-based education.   

Education Policy Analysis Archives, 25, (24). 

about:blank
about:blank
about:blank
about:blank
about:blank
about:blank
about:blank


147 
 

SARC, Future Challenge School. [Pseudonym] 
 
Scheopner Torres, A., Brett, J., Cox, J., & Greller, S. (2018). Competency Education  

Implementation: Examining the Influence of Contextual Forces in Three New Hampshire 
Secondary Schools. AERA Open. doi:10.1177/2332858418782883  

 
Stillings Candal, C. (2018). The case for education transformation, Part 1:  The disappointing  

reality of American education.  Retrieved from www.edreform.com 
 
Sturgis, C. (2014).  Progress and proficiency: Redesigning grading for competency education,  

International Association for K-12 Online Learning.  Retrieved 
from:  https://www.competencyworks.org 

 
Sturgis, C., & Casey, K. (2018). Quality Principles for Competency-Based Education. Retrieved  

from https://www.inacol.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/10/Quality-Principles-Book.pdf  
 
Sturgis, C., & Casey, K (2018). Designing for equity: Leveraging competency-based education  
 to ensure all students succeed.  Retrieved from https://www.competencyworks.org  
 
Sturgis, C. & Jones, A. (2017).  In pursuit of equality: A framework for equity strategies in  

competency-based education.  Retrieved from  https://www.competencyworks.org 
 
Sullivan, S.C. & Downey, J.A. (2015).  Shifting educational paradigms: From traditional to  

competency-based education for diverse learners.  American Secondary Education 43(3). 
4-19.   

 
Surr, W. & Redding, S. (2017).  Competency-based education: Staying shallow or going deep?   

A deeper, more personal look at what it means to be competent. Retrieved 
from  https://ccrscenter.org 

 
Taylor, R. T. (2010). Leadership to Improve Student Achievement: Focus the Culture on  

Learning . Journal of Scholarship and Practice, 7(1), 10–23. Retrieved from 
https://www.aasa.org/uploadedFiles/Publications/Journals/AASA_Journal_of_Scholarshi
p_and_Practice/JSP_Spring2010_FINAL.pdf#page=10 

Tyack, D., & Cuban, L. (1995). Tinkering toward Utopia: A century of public school reform. 
London: Harvard University Press. 

Tyack, D., & Tobin, W. (1994, September 1). The "Grammar" of Schooling: Why Has it Been  
so Hard to Change? - David Tyack, William Tobin, 1994. Retrieved from 
doi:10.3102/00028312031003453 

 
U.S. Department of Education. (2002). No Child Left Behind. Retrieved from  

https://www2.ed.gov/nclb/landing.jhtml. 
 
 

about:blank
about:blank
about:blank
about:blank
about:blank
about:blank
about:blank
about:blank#page=10
about:blank#page=10
about:blank
about:blank


148 
 

U.S. Department of Education. (2017). Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA). Retrieved from  
https://www.ed.gov/essa 

 
U.S. Department of Education. (2018). National survey on high school strategies designed to  

help at-risk students graduate.  Retrieved from 
https://www2.ed.gov/about/offices/list/opepd/ppss/reports-high-school.html 

 
United States. National Commission on Excellence in Education. (1983). A nation at risk : the  

imperative for educational reform : a report to the Nation and the Secretary of Education, 
United States Department of Education. Washington, D.C. :The Commission 

 
Wang, J. (2015). The Student Perspective on Competency-Based Education: Qualitative  

Research on Support, Skills, and Success. Retrieved from 
https://younginvincibles.org/wp-content/uploads/2015/10/Young-Invincibles-CBE-
Paper.pdf 

 
Yin, R. K. (2016). Qualitative research from start to finish (2nd ed.). New York: The Guilford  

Press. 

about:blank
about:blank
about:blank
about:blank
about:blank

	Caught In The Middle:  Sustaining A Non-Traditional Public-School In A Traditional Public-School District
	TABLE OF CONTENTS
	LIST OF FIGURES
	LIST OF TABLES
	ACKNOWLEDGMENTS
	VITA
	ABSTRACT OF THE DISSERTATION
	CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION
	Background
	Purpose of the Study and Research Questions
	Significance
	Overview of the Dissertation

	CHAPTER 2: LITERATURE REVIEW
	An Overview of Educational Reform
	Overview of Key Legislative Events That Shaped School Change
	The Imperative of Equity In Educational Reform
	Competency Based Education as an Educational Reform Effort
	Elements of Competency Based Education
	Implementation Considerations for Competency Based Education
	Sustaining Educational Change
	The Role of Leadership In Educational Change
	A Shared Vision for Educational Change
	Conceptual Framework
	Conclusion

	CHAPTER 3: METHODOLOGY
	Introduction
	Study Design
	Site Selection
	Participant Selection
	Interviews
	Document Review
	Data Analysis
	Positionality
	Study Limitations

	CHAPTER 4: RESULTS
	Context of School and District Staffing
	A Portrait of Perspectives on Traditional and Nontraditional Schools

	The Influence of Mission, Vision and Pillars in Shaping School Direction
	School Pillars
	A Shared Commitment to School Culture
	Systems and Structures of Support for Nontraditional Schools

	The Importance of Teacher Fit
	Supporting Opportunities for Building Relationships and Collaboration
	Competency-Based Education as A Nontraditional Approach
	Competency-Based Education as a Model for Change
	Competency-Based Practices
	Long-Term Sustainability Challenges

	Summary

	CHAPTER 5: CONCLUSION
	Defining Nontraditional and Traditional Schools
	A Shared Commitment to School Culture
	Creating A Common Understanding and Shared Vision
	The Importance of Fit
	Opportunities for Relationship Building and Collaboration
	The Complex Nature CBE As A School Reform Model
	Maintaining Coherence
	Implications for Equity
	Areas for Future Research
	Conclusion

	Appendix A
	Appendix B
	Appendix C
	Appendix D
	Appendix E
	Appendix F
	Appendix G
	REFERENCES




