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ABSTRACT OF THE DISSERTATION 

 

An Examination of Professional Learning in Two Districts: 
Comparing the Quality and Quantity of Network Structure for Improved Achievement  

 
 

by 

Paul J. Bloomberg 

Doctor of Education in Educational Leadership 

University of California, San Diego, 2012 
California State University, San Marcos, 2012 

 

Professor Alan J. Daly, Chair 

 

A growing body of literature on system-wide reform has shown districts, more 

than individual schools alone, are able to serve as a catalyst for closing the achievement 

gap and increase student achievement (McLaughlin & Talbert, 2003). Researchers on 

reform initiatives have focused more on centralization. What is less understood, are the 

interworking of how districts and schools work together to successfully implement new 

reform initiatives.  

More recent research on districts and schools has used the lenses of district-school 

relationships and social network theory as a way to analyze the formal and informal 

relationship structure of school districts. The idea is if people are collaborating then there 

will be more of a chance for the creation of social capital or new knowledge. This could 
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eventually lead to creating intellectual capital, which would ultimately enhance 

organizational learning and increase student achievement.  

The primary purpose of this study is to identify, examine and compare the role of 

two school district offices in supporting or constraining learning initiatives of schools 

within their district. This will allow us to describe optimal organizational conditions that 

support student performance over time.  

The research design of this project is a comparative case study that used 

quantitative extant data and qualitative methods to answer three main research questions. 

The findings from this study indicated that principal autonomy is crucial for the success 

of reform initiative implementation and organizational learning. 



 

1 

Chapter One: Introduction to the Study 

Background and Context 

A spotlight has been placed on the problems of the American educational system 

for almost four decades. This increased attention has resulted in escalated accountability 

across our nation. A Nation at Risk: The Imperative For Educational Reform, the title of 

the 1983 report by Ronald Reagan’s National Commission on Excellence in Education is 

considered a landmark event in modern American educational history. Among other 

things, the report contributed to the ever-growing sense that American schools were 

failing miserably, and it touched off a wave of local, state, and federal reform efforts.  

There are many theories on how to make positive changes in schools and districts 

and more than one way to achieve success. “For some theorists of change-in-action, this 

is a question of brilliant design at the top so all the parts of change fit together in reform 

initiatives. For others, it is about designing, cultures and systems so they can initiate, 

manage, and monitor worthwhile change themselves” (Hargreaves & Fullan, p. 53). 

Despite all of the reform efforts that have been implemented, the current reality is 

education in the 21st century remains in crisis in terms of the achievement gap as well as 

when academic achievement of U.S. students is compared with similar students in other 

developed countries (Akiba, LeTendre & Scribner, 2007; Stedman, 1997).  

Statement of the Problem 

A Nation at Risk began large-scale governmental action in the early 1980’s and 

top-down initiatives started taking place across the world (Fullan, 1993). In the United 
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States there was a wave of reform demands. There were demands for higher standards, 

which launched development of competencies and graduation requirements, and finally 

standards based education. There was a press for greater accountability, which has led to 

increased standardized testing. Simultaneously another change initiative called the 

restructuring movement started to take place (Elmore, 1990; Murphy, 1991) where 

decentralization and school-based management became the new focus. As school were 

given more power to make decisions, many different initiatives and innovations were 

implemented simultaneously; this eventually led to confusion as to what practices were 

best. Although schools were given more decision-making power, achievement was still 

not raised consistently (Leithwood & Menzie, 1998; Smylie, Lazarus, Brownlee-Conyers, 

1994). In order to increase the program and content focus of the reform, the federal 

government reshaped Title I legislation for low-income schools and initiated the 

Comprehensive School Reform (CSR) program. The CSR program provided funding for 

schools to research and select from a variety of individual research based reform models 

that had shown some evidence in positively affecting student achievement. The research 

from this time period showed that fidelity to implementation regardless of the model was 

key and that in many schools this fidelity was not achieved (Murphy & Datnow, 2003). 

When fidelity was achieved number of these models showed that they could raise student 

achievement (e.g., Success for All - Borman, Hughes, Overman & Brown, 2003; 

Herman, 1999; Accelerated Schools - Ross, Alberg & McNelis, 1997; Ross, Sanders & 

Stringfiled, 1999).  

In spite of achievement gains in some schools, most schools were still generally 

considered by many to be failing. Demands for greater accountability and demands for 
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higher standards led to the No Child Left Behind (NCLB, 2001) legislation. This is the 

latest federal legislation that enacts theories of standards-based education reform with 

achievement assessed through standardized tests. It is based on the belief that by setting 

high standards, establishing measurable goals, and imposing sanctions improvement in 

achievement can occur.  

In order for states to be eligible for federal funds, states had to develop 

standardized assessments in basic skills to be given to all student subgroups in certain 

grades. This legislation increased the role of government in forcing schools and districts 

to set clear achievement targets and measure the progress. The government would also 

sanction schools and districts if schools did not meet targets. If a school district’s results 

are repeatedly poor, then a series of sanctions are taken to reform the district. This reform 

model is top-down, and in California, resulted in a highly centralized intervention 

structure called the District Assistance Intervention Team (DAIT). It evolved in 2006 as a 

result of the increase of Title 1 schools entering into Program Improvement (PI). If Title 

1 districts do not meet their Adequate Yearly Progress (AYP) targets for two consecutive 

years, they are labeled as PI. Once classified as PI, DAIT, a provider of fiscal, human, 

and technical assistance to district leaders, is required to intervene and support the district 

in making system-wide changes. DAIT assists district leaders in improving teaching and 

learning practices district-wide (California Department of Education, 2007). NCLB 

legislation also assumed that top-down, centralized sanctions were the best way to force 

districts and schools that do not meet federal targets to enact reforms that improve student 

achievement outcomes.  
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The federal NCLB Act states that 100% of all students must be proficient or 

competent at grade level skills in the areas of English language arts and mathematics by 

2014. Currently, 298 districts and 2,796 schools in California serving over one million 

students are in Program Improvement (PI).  In the year 2012 proficiency targets for 

schools and districts will rise to 78.4% in English language arts and 79% in mathematics. 

It is predicted that by 2012 nearly fifty percent of all California schools will fail 

Adequate Yearly Progress (AYP) goals set forth by NCLB legislation. In addition Bryant, 

Hammond, Bocian, Retting, Miller & Cardullo (2008) suggest “nearly all elementary 

schools in California will fail to meet the AYP requirements for proficiency by 2014” (p. 

1782). The increased accountability measures of NCLB create a sense of urgency for 

schools and districts to find solutions to increase achievement quickly. These 

extraordinary achievement demands suggest the need for more research into district wide 

approaches that may be yielding strong improvement results, especially for students who 

have typically been underserved and underachievers in our educational systems. 

Concomitantly, increased research on the DAIT reform model needs to be understood 

and how these centralized sanctions affect policies and procedures compared to similar 

districts that are not under the DAIT mandate but serve similar populations. 

Purpose of this Study  

Over the years, most federally enacted educational policy has pushed for a more 

centralized approach where district office leaders make instructional decisions for the 

entire district as opposed to a decentralized method where schools sites are given 

autonomy to make decisions best suited for their needs. As will be discussed later, 
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researchers have identified a number of practices of effective districts. However less 

attention was placed on the inner workings of how site leaders supported each other or 

how the informal and formal leadership structure of the district supported school reform 

initiatives. One factor discussed in several studies (Massell & Goertz, 2002; Murphy & 

Hallinger, 1998; Elmore & Burney, 1997; Skrla, Scheurich & Johnson, 2000) is the 

balance of district control and support around reform initiatives. The literature suggests 

that a districts’ success in implementing school-based reform often revolves around a 

delicate balance between centralized and decentralized control (Elmore & Burney, 1999; 

Massell & Goertz, 1999). Therefore, the purpose of this study is to compare and contrast 

the roles of two district offices and the way they have balanced centralized or 

decentralized practices in the process of implementing reform initiatives by examining 

the formal and informal network structure of both districts. Furthermore, district policy 

will be explored in order to compare and contrast how policy affects the informal and 

formal collaborative leadership structures in both districts. Lastly, the conditions and 

structures that allow leaders to be innovative and creative with the goal of increased 

achievement will be compared. Comparing and contrasting the strengths in both systems 

will allow us to describe optimal organizational conditions that support student 

achievement.  

Rationale for Selection of the Study Sites 

This study will focus on two cases – two school districts. One case, The Blue 

Wave Elementary School District (BWESD), is involved in the state mandated reform 

process called DAIT because it has failed to meet required federal achievement targets 



6 

 

for 2 or more years. All schools in this district implement the same reform strategies, in a 

centralized manner as guided by their external DAIT partner. They have made some 

achievement gains since a DAIT team was assigned to this district, but remain in 

Program Improvement status. This district serves three significant subgroups of students 

as defined by NCLB: English learners, Hispanic/Latino students, and students of families 

with low socioeconomic status.  

The other case is a neighboring school district, Montague Elementary School 

District (MESD), a district that serves a similar population, but is not in Program 

Improvement or under state or federal mandate for reform. This district appears to 

implement reform strategies in a more decentralized manner (Gil, 2003; Escobedo, 2009). 

This district has continued to make significant gains in student achievement over the past 

five years according to NCLB measures. In fact, this district is one of a few districts in 

California that has continued to increase student achievement over time. Furthermore, 

this district in the early 1990s, vigorously embraced site-based decision-making and the 

adoption of a Comprehensive School Reform model of the school’s choosing (Togneri & 

Anderson, 2003). These cases were selected because they offer contrasting situations to 

the communication and implementation of reform strategies and they serve a similar 

student population. The following research questions will guide this study: 

1. What are the similarities and differences in district and site leader’s perceptions of 

the formal and informal organizational structures in their respective districts?  

2. In what ways do administrators perceive how their respective district supports or 

constrains the transmission of resources (knowledge, information, innovation)? 

3.   What are the similarities and differences in the way each district’s leadership  
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(district administrators and principals) communicates, collaborates and seeks 

advice around their district’s reform initiative in order to increase student 

achievement and what patterns do they reveal about centralization and 

decentralization?  

Theoretical Frameworks 

The research on district reform identifies many factors that seem to be key to 

district development, leadership and school change. One of these factors, the balance of 

district control over school sites, is one lens that will be used to explore more deeply the 

concepts of centralization and decentralization. In order for an organization to continue to 

thrive, new knowledge and new learning need to occur at all levels. Yet, that learning can 

be constrained or supported by the underlying social relations among members. 

Therefore, in order to understand how districts and schools work together we will discuss 

district-school relationships, the second literature base that will be used to explore this 

study. An important part of understanding today’s complex organizations is to draw on 

the concepts of Social Network Theory. Social Network Analysis (SNA) as it is often 

referred to is based on two key theories, which are relevant to this study: social capital 

and intellectual capital. 

Balance of District Control and Support 

A growing body of literature on system-wide reform states districts, more than 

individual schools alone, are able to serve as an impetus for closing the achievement gap 

and increasing student achievement (McLaughlin & Talbert, 2003). Studies have shown 

districts are an essential part of implementing as well as sustaining reform efforts. One 
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factor that is connected with successful district reform initiative is the balance of district 

control over schools. The literature suggests that a district’s success in implementing 

school-based reform often revolves around a delicate balance between centralized and 

decentralized control (Elmore & Burney, 1999; Massell & Goertz, 1999). The concepts 

of centralization and decentralization are important ones to consider when discussing the 

balance of district control and support. Centralization refers to the condition whereby the 

administrative authority for education is vested or assigned to a central authority such as 

the district office. This central authority has complete power over all resources: money, 

information, people, technology, etc. It also decides the content of curriculum, controls 

the budget, is responsible for employment, the building of educational facilities, and 

discipline policies, etc. Decentralization, on the other hand, refers to the level to which 

authority has been passed down to the individual school. The literature suggests that 

finding a balance between centralization and decentralization may contribute to a more 

effective organization (Fullan, 1993; Elmore & Burney, 1997; Meyer, 2009).  

District School Relationships 

Although the balance of district control and support is essential for district reform, 

what is less understood is the importance of relationships between district and site 

administrators. A number of researchers have changed their emphasis to the focus from 

the school site as the unit of reform to focusing on the relationships between central 

offices and school sites in implementing and sustaining reform initiatives (Daly & 

Finnigan, 2009; Elmore & Burney, 1997; Harris & Chrispeels, 2006; Honig, 2004; 

Togneri & Anderson, 2003). These studies recognize that school sites are embedded 
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within a larger district context and that this context has a direct impact on the success of 

change efforts. Elmore and Burney (1997) have evidence that suggests that local schools 

districts can play an active and influential role in mobilizing resources and to support 

sustained improvement in teaching practice at school sites. The literature also suggests 

that systemic change must be strategic and consider and strengthen the relationship 

between the district office and school sites. The ways organizations organize knowledge 

and routines and develop strong learning communities is closely related to the levels of 

trust and structures that facilitate interaction among members. The broader literature on 

social networks suggest that in addition to the focus on formal structures between the 

district office and school sites change agents should invest in developing informal social 

relations in an effort to create a coherent, interdependent system. This suggests a need to 

explore Social Network Theory and Analysis as a tool for understanding social and 

intellectual capital and district school relationships. 

Social Network Theory 

Recent educational reform has focused on formal structures, policies and 

accountability targeted at improving our nation’s schools. However, while these formal 

structures are well documented, what seems to be missing in the literature is how 

informal networks are leveraged and how information around reform initiatives flows 

between these linkages (Daly, 2010). In order to understand how knowledge around 

reform strategies is shared across a district, social network theory provides a lens by 

which to examine how a district’s informal and formal relationship structures may 

support or constrain the flow of information. Studies on social network theory suggest the 
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need to explore more deeply the formal and informal network structures in districts and 

schools that facilitate or hinder the flow and exchange of resources. Particularly 

important to a school or district reform effort may be the density of the communication 

and knowledge transfer networks (Daly & Finnigan, 2010, p. 117).  

Social Capital and Intellectual Capital  

One of the basic conceptual foundations in understanding social network theory is 

the concept of social capital. The amount of social capital in an organization is based on 

networks within the organization. From an organizational perspective, social capital may 

be conceptualized as an organization’s pattern of social relationships, through which the 

resources of individuals can be accessed, borrowed, or leveraged (Tsai, 2001). A key 

component to building social capital is the concept of trust. Trusting relationships will 

foster more collaboration and sharing ideas more regularly (Chhoun, Gilkey, Daly & 

Chrispeels, 2008). Therefore, if a district creates informal and formal structures that 

allow for more opportunities to collaborate, people may be more likely to establish 

trusting relationships, and build social capital which has the possibility to leading to 

intellectual capital. 

The creation of social capital influences the development of intellectual capital. 

Intellectual capital refers to the knowledge created from a social collectivity such as an 

organization (Nahapiet & Ghoshal, 1998) that drives action based on the new knowledge. 

When groups of people who trust each other have opportunities to collaborate not only 

with their own group, but also with other groups, the knowledge generated enables 

people to act in new ways. Therefore, intellectual capital is created through the 
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combination and exchange of knowledge in a group setting leading to new knowledge 

and action (Bolivar & Chrispeels, 2010; Nahapiet & Ghoshal, 1998).  

Overview of Methodology 

The design of this study will be a comparative case study that will use multiple 

methods to answer three main research questions. The research questions in this study 

focus on comparing and contrasting district policies, structures and procedures affect how 

reform initiatives are communicated and implemented. This proposed study will focus on 

comparing two units of analysis, two selected districts that have approached meeting their 

federal achievement targets in different ways. MESD is somewhat decentralized, 

allowing for site-based decision-making. In contrast, BWESD is in program 

improvement, resulting in the state assigning a District Assistance Intervention Team to 

the district. Decisions at the site level are limited to the DAIT plan, resulting in a top-

down, centralized approach. MESD has continually met federal AYP targets while 

BWESD has fallen short.  

A case study approach is appropriate when the phenomenon of interest has a level 

of complexity that requires multiple data sources and methods to gain an in-depth 

understanding. In order to “understand phenomena deeply and in detail” (Morese, 2007, 

p. 30) data will be collected from a survey, interviews, and document analysis. The 

instruments will provide quantitative and qualitative information about both districts site 

and district office leadership teams. A cross-case analysis will be conducted to further 

investigate how two cases operate within federal NCLB legislation, possibly resulting in 

the development of more sophisticated descriptions and more powerful explanations of 



12 

 

the process of building intellectual capital (Miles & Huberman, 1994).  

Significance of the Study 

The results of this study will contribute to the larger field of educational research, 

policy and practice by: (a) identifying district policy and practice that support or 

constrain creativity and innovation at the district and school sites, (b) informing the work 

of school and district leadership, to better move knowledge, information and innovation 

throughout systems in support of increased performance, (c) influencing organizational 

structures that support improved student performance, (d) using a relatively new 

approach, social network analysis, as a research tool to reveal underlying central 

office/principal relationships, (e) adding to a deeper understanding of previously 

identified factors that support district and school effectiveness, and (f) exploring the issue 

of needed balance between administrative controls and teacher professionalism or 

centralization and decentralization. The federal and state policies of No Child Left 

Behind have challenged schools to raise the achievement of all students and have set a 

high bar for schools and districts. The approach of NCLB has been primarily a top-down 

model of reform for districts in program improvement. Research is needed that 

investigates how this model works and what other alternatives might be possible to 

achieve the same ends. This study aims to fill this gap. 
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Chapter Two: Review of the Literature 

Introduction to the Literature 

The previous chapter discussed the impetus for change in America’s schools. 

Over time, the concern that public schools could be better and do better have led to a 

variety of federal legislation aimed at improving America’s schools. This push for reform 

that has engulfed education for the past 30 years was initiated by A Nation at Risk: The 

Imperative for Educational Reform released by the National Commission on Excellence 

in Education in 1983. As mentioned previously, this landmark document was a call to 

action to initiate change in American schools. Among other things, the report contributed 

to the ever-growing (and still present) sense that American schools are failing, and it 

touched off a wave of local, state, and federal reform efforts. Since the passage of the No 

Child Left Behind Act in 2001 (NCLB), districts have been placed at the front line as 

federal and state accountability mandates hold districts responsible for improving 

academic achievement in their schools. Since 1983, the ideas and strategies of how to 

reform and improve America’s schools have gone through several phases and have 

attended to different parts of the system. Relevant to my study is how districts, their 

policies and structures, including social networks, serve as the center of reform to bring 

about systemic change. District policies and structures constitute the context of this study 

that investigates the effects of the implementation of reform. The central focus of this 

study is school principals and central office leaders, and their sense of autonomy to 

implement change. 
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I begin this literature review by exploring the historical context of reform in 

American schools and the issue of balance in terms of district control and support around 

school reform initiatives. Second, I will briefly outline the importance of a strong 

relationship between the district office and site leaders in enacting change. Lastly, I will 

provide a review of social network theory, and discuss how this body of research may 

provide a useful lens to understand how social networks may support or constrain change. 

Social network theory also provides an important rationale for using Social Network 

Analysis (SNA) to explore district school relations and how these relationships either 

empower or disempower district and site leaders and the change work with which they 

have been tasked. Finally in this review, I will present two important theoretical 

constructs which frame SNA, social capital and intellectual capital, and explore the 

effects of ways in which the networks support or constrain school principals and district 

leaders. 

Early Reform Efforts 

Throughout the 20th century, reformers had contradictory beliefs toward the local 

district in dealing with reform initiatives (Corcoran & Lawrence, 2003; Leverett, 2004; 

Tyack, 2002). The literature reveals that before A Nation At Risk (National Commission 

on Excellence in Education [NCEE], 1983) the school reform movement produced small 

successes resulting from concerted efforts to fix parts that may seem “broken” in 

individual schools. Schools were fixing “broken parts” while the rest of the system was 

not yet part of the change. Nevertheless, these reform efforts provided valuable lessons 

for future reform strategies.  
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Numerous studies document the characteristics of improved schools; however, 

less is known concerning districts showing substantial improvement in student 

achievement. Early in the Comprehensive School Reform (CSR) movement, reform 

models bypassed the role of the district or central office, believing it was more efficient 

to work directly with individual schools. An example of this would be the effective 

schools movement. In trying to understand why some schools serving low-income 

children were doing better than others, Edmonds (1979) concentrated on the school as the 

unit of change, ignoring the role of the district office. In fact, many reformers believed 

that district offices were among the major causes of the problems with schooling 

(Corcoran & Lawrence, 2003; Mac Iver & Farley, 2003). Effective schools research 

suggested that schools have the following elements: clear vision, focused instructional 

leadership, setting high expectations for students and staff, safe and orderly learning 

environment, monitored student achievement, increased opportunities for learning and 

time on task, and attention to positive home school relations. High poverty schools could 

replicate these actions; these elements gave schools a place to start when initiating 

reform. The research suggested that schools with a focus on the latter elements were 

more likely to have higher achievement gains for low-income diverse students than 

schools that did not engage in these practices. Consequently, district offices were 

disregarded in school reform (Foley, 2001; Louis, 1995; Murphy, 1995). However, there 

were a few earlier studies that showed that districts that had a greater percentage of 

effective schools also exhibited many of these same effective characteristics (Chrispeels 

& Pollack, 1989; Murphy, Peterson & Hallinger, 1986). There may be two reasons why 

most researchers and practitioners did not factor districts into the equation. Districts 
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evolved as administrative/bureaucratic entities during the burgeoning of cities. With their 

development paralleling the rise of industrialism, their function was primarily perceived 

as administrative and not instructional. Therefore, if reformers wanted to improve 

learning, the school was the logical place. A second reason for this strong focus on the 

school may also be due to federal legislation in 1965 with the passage of the first Title I 

legislation that targeted funding directly to the school for improving education of low- 

income students. Although districts had a role, the role was very minor compared to what 

the school had to do. These two forces it seems could be explanations to why the strong 

focus in early reform was at the school level. 

The Central Office and Reform 

Presently, NCLB (2001) has been triggering sanctions for an increasing number 

of schools and districts labeled “low-performing” or “ in need of improvement,” thus 

increasing the urgency to understand what improving districts do to support increased 

student achievement. The changes in accountability have increased the focus on the 

literature regarding the significance of the district office in educational reform. During 

the past few years “districts have moved from being perceived as a bureaucratic 

backwater of educational policy to being seen as potent sites and sources of educational 

reform” (Hightower, Knapp, Marsh, & McLaughlin, 2002, p.1). Today, there is a revived 

interest with regard to the role of the district office in educational change and reform. 

More and more policymakers, researchers, and reformers recognize the important role of 

school districts in changing the course and providing the support necessary for changing 

educational practice (Balch-Gonzalez, 2003; Chrispeels, 2002; Corcoran &Lawrence, 
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2003; MacIver & Farley, 2003). 

Recently, studies have explored the role of the district office within the 

framework of support for school level reform, as well as how the district implements 

reform throughout the system. In both cases, the research has provided empirical 

evidence of purposeful practices, policies, and actions that characterize improving 

districts. The studies of district reform discussed the positive and negative outcomes of 

large-scale change and have found key factors and conditions (see Table 1.1) that appear 

necessary for successful systemic reform (Chrispeels & Pollack, 1989; Elmore & Burney, 

1997; Hightower, 2002; Murphy & Halinger, 1988; Togneri & Anderson, 2003; Masssell 

& Goertz, 2002; Snipes et al. 2002). 

There are over a dozen accepted factors and conditions defining successful district 

reform as shown in Table 1.1. The central focus of this portion of the review will 

concentrate on the balance of district control and support around reform initiatives. Since 

our study is comparing two districts and they way they implement reform strategies, this 

concept is important in understanding the role of the district office and the way their 

policies and practices support or constrain the transmission of resources and information 

around reform. Although the identification of this list of factors is helpful in describing 

specific practices, it does not provide a theoretical lens to understanding district-school 

relations. 
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Table 1. Comparison of Factors Found in Studies of Effective Districts 
Studies of 
District 
Factors 

Murphy 
& 
Hallinger 
1998 

Skrla, 
Scheurich 
& 
Johnson 
2000 

Elmore 
& 
Burney 
1997 

Hightower 
2002 
Darling-
Hammond 
et al. 2006 

Massell 
& 
Goertz 
2002 

Togneri 
& 
Anderson 
2003 

Snipes,  
Doolittle 
& 
Herlihy 
2002 

McLauphlin 
& Talbert 
2003 

Chrispeels 
& Pollack 
1989 

Strong 
Instructional 
Leadership 

P  P  P  P   P  P  P  P  

District-
guided 
curriculum & 
aligned 
assessment 

P  P   P  P  P  P   P  

System focus 
on 
achievement, 
consistency of 
instruction 

P  P  P  P   P  P  P  P  

Frequent 
monitoring & 
use of data for 
decision 
making 

   P  P  P  P  P  P  

Balance of 
district 
control and 
support 

P  P  
 

P   P      

Climate of 
Urgency 

 P   P   P     

Shared vision, 
responsibility 

 P  P  P   P  P   P  

Coherent 
professional 
development 

  P  P  P  P   P  P  

Collegiality  
and respect 

  P        

Overhaul of 
district 
practices 

   P   P  P  P   

Classroom 
focus, 
targeted 
interventions 

   P  P   P  P   

Involvement 
of multiple 
stakeholders 

     P  P  P   

Adapted from the work of Johnson, 2008 

 

Balance of District Control and Support 

Several studies (Massell & Goertz, 2002; Murphy & Hallinger, 1998; Elmore & 
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Burney, 1997; Skrla, Scheurich & Johnson, 2000) discuss the balance of district control 

and support around reform initiatives. The literature suggests that a districts’ success in 

implementing school-based reform often revolve around a delicate balance between 

centralized and decentralized control (Elmore & Burney, 1999; Massell & Goertz, 1999).  

The concepts of centralization and decentralization are important ones to consider 

when discussing the balance of district control and support. Centralization refers to the 

condition whereby the administrative authority for education is vested or assigned to a 

central authority such as the district office. This central authority has complete power 

over all resources: money, information, people, technology, etc. It also decides the 

content of curriculum, controls the budget, is responsible for employment, the building of 

educational facilities, and discipline policies, etc. 

Decentralization, on the other hand, refers to the level to which authority has been 

passed down to the individual school. Site-based management (SBM) is an example of 

decentralization in which individual schools can make their own decisions related to 

finances and curriculum. However, the locus of power remains with the central office. 

SBM was initiated in the mid 1980’s to facilitate improvement, innovation, and 

continuous professional growth (Leithwood & Menzies, 1998). Advocates of 

decentralization believe it will result in higher student performance; more efficient use of 

resources; increased skills and satisfaction for school administrators and teachers; and 

greater community and business involvement in and support for schools (Hannaway & 

Carnoy, 1993). It is important to note that districts can have aspects of centralization or 

decentralization in their organization. The literature suggests that finding a balance 
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between centralization and decentralization may contribute to a more effective 

organization (Fullan, 1993; Elmore & Burney, 1997, Meyer, 2009). 

Several studies (Berman & McLaughlin; 1978, Corbett & Wilson, 1990; Sarason, 

1990) discuss the impact of centralization on district reform. Berman and McLaughlin 

(1978) did a large-scale study that focused on voluntary top down reform efforts. They 

investigated federally sponsored educational programs adopted in 293 sites. A voluntary 

reform is a reform that is taken on voluntarily by the school district. The state or federal 

government did not mandate the “voluntary” reform efforts described in the study. Even 

though this reform was voluntary, the study concluded that districts often took on change 

projects for financial or opportunistic reasons rather than for substantive reasons. In many 

cases district officials viewed the adoption of the voluntary reform primarily as an 

opportunity to attain much needed short-term financial resources. Furthermore, the study 

concluded that districts took on the reform so that the district would appear up-to-date 

and progressive in the eyes of the community. Lastly, the reform may have been 

implemented to mollify political pressures from the community to “do something” about 

their special interests. Whatever the particular motivation underlying the adoption of the 

voluntary reform, there was an absence of serious educational concerns (Berman & 

McLaughlin, 1978, p. 14). 

Corbett and Wilson’s (1991) study of the impact of compulsory statewide testing 

in Maryland and Pennsylvania is another example of the effects of a top-down, 

centralized reform. They found the following consequences: educators developed almost 

a “crisis mentality” in their approach to solutions to this reform, they narrowed the range 

of their instructional strategies, they narrowed the content of the material they chose to 



23 

 

present to students, they narrowed the range of course offerings. Consequently, there was 

an unintended consequence: a reduction of teacher motivation, morale, and collegial 

interaction necessary to bring about the reform. Sarason (1990) argues that billions of 

dollars have been spent on top-down (centralized) reform efforts with futile results. In 

addition, Goodland (1992) observes: “top-down, politically driven education reform 

movements are addressed primarily to restructuring. They have little to say about 

educating” (p. 238). In conclusion, the literature suggests that radical centralized reform 

mandates have had little impact as instruments for educational improvement. 

The lack of impact on educational improvement from a centralized reform model 

has led some to conclude that only decentralized reform can succeed. Site-based 

management or school-based management (SBM) is the most prominent example of this 

emphasis. In the 1980’s SBM was initiated to facilitate improvement, innovation, and 

continuous professional growth SBM allowed districts to decentralize, disbursing more of 

its decision making power to school sites so they could make decisions based on their 

own context (Leithwood & Menzies, 1998). The goal of SBM was to improve academic 

achievement by giving more decision making power to teachers and principals since they 

were closest stakeholders to the students (Hill & Bonan, 1991). 

Taylor and Teddlie (1992) examined classrooms in 33 schools (16 from pilot 

schools that had established SBM practices and 17 from non-pilot schools in the same 

district). Their findings concluded that there were higher levels of teacher participation 

and decision making in the pilot school, but they found no differences in teaching 

strategies used. Low student involvement in both sets of cases was prominent. 

Furthermore, there was little evidence of teacher-to-teacher collaboration. Extensive 
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collaboration was reported in only two of the thirty-three schools and both were from the 

non-pilot schools. The effects of SBM in this study found no relationship to teacher 

decision-making and teacher collaboration around teaching practice. 

Similar findings were obtained in the implementation of the Chicago Reform Act 

of 1989. This legislation shifted responsibility from the Central Board of Education to 

Local School Councils (LSCs) for each of the city’s 540 public schools and mandated 

that each school develop School Improvement Plans (SIPs). Easton (1991) found that the 

majority of the elementary teachers’ instructional practices had not changed as a result of 

SIP or the legislation. Fullan (1991) concluded that restructuring reforms that 

decentralized decision-making to schools may have altered governance procedures but 

did not affect the classroom teaching-learning core of schools. In conclusion, radical 

decentralized initiatives have not increased academic achievement more than their 

centralized counterparts. 

Several studies (Marsh, 2002; Elmore & Burney 1997; Fullan, 1994; Meyer, 

2009) discuss the fine line between the balance between centralization and 

decentralization. The research suggests that the radical use of centralization or 

decentralization in isolation is not effective in bringing organizational change. These 

studies discuss the importance of purposeful, strategic planning around those reform 

initiatives, which will be centralized versus decentralized, and how they work they work 

synergistically. Murphy and Hallinger (1986, 1988) discuss how “instructionally 

effective” district leaders indicated that they allowed principals and schools a degree of 

flexibility when implementing reform initiatives. This suggests a dynamic tension 

between district control (centralization) and school autonomy. Elmore and Burney (1999) 
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discuss how District #2 set clear expectations and how the district office decentralized the 

responsibility of the reform to school leaders. This enabled District #2 to “walk a fine 

line” between central authority and school autonomy. Meyer (2009) concludes that the 

most successful reform would combine both centralized and decentralized structures. 

“For example, one might allocate all personnel decisions to building-level authorities 

while centralizing curriculum and quality control that don’t change much from school to 

school or district to district. A centralized curriculum policy and quality control system 

would create basic standards that schools could devise their own ways to meet” (Meyer, 

2009, p. 471). In addition, Fullan (1993) suggests that neither top-down or bottom-up 

strategies for educational reform work. He concludes that a more sophisticated blend of 

the two is required. The concept of balancing centralization and decentralization may be 

critical when organizations take on new learning especially when stakes are high and 

pressure is on schools to meet federal targets. 

District School Relationships 

A number of researchers have changed their emphasis to the focus from the 

school site as the unit of reform to focusing on the relationships between central offices 

and school sites in implementing and sustaining reform initiatives (Daly & Finnigan, 

2009; Elmore & Burney, 1997; Harris & Chrispeels, 2006; Honig, 2004; Togneri & 

Anderson, 2003). These studies recognize that school sites are embedded within a larger 

district context and that this context has a direct impact on the success of change efforts. 

Elmore & Burney (1997) have evidence that suggests that local schools districts can play 

an active and influential role in mobilizing resources and to support sustained 
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improvement in teaching practice at school sites. Elmore & Burney (1997) studied the 

successful reform District 2 in New York City. This study suggests that local districts 

may have “natural” advantages in supporting district reform through professional 

development. Furthermore the success in District 2 can be seen as proof that local 

districts can play an integral role in instructional improvement through professional 

development. In addition, Togneri & Anderson (2003) conclude that districts can make a 

difference in successful reform initiatives by providing a clear, coherent instructional 

framework to support the success of especially low performing schools. Furthermore 

(Marsh et al., 2005) discuss how reforming districts implement a system-wide approach 

to improvement. The evidence suggests that there are relationships between school sites 

and the district office in implementing coherent reform initiatives. 

Daly and Finnigan (2009) discuss the importance of context when studying school 

reform. While the district context is important, schools and districts are embedded units 

of the larger state and educational systems. The state and federal government policies 

influence both the structure and focus of districts as district staff responds to policy 

requirements. Districts are not working in isolation of the state and federal government. 

Federal and state policy may be mandating specific requirements (e.g. NCLB) that 

mandate specific structures. In addition, this policy also indirectly affects the way 

individuals work, collaborate and network. Lasky (2004) suggests that new federal policy 

context puts increased emphasis on system-wide alignment between school site, school 

district, state and federal government.  

The district-school relationship is important when discussing school reform (Daly 

& Finnigan, 2009). This is a shift from past practice where schools worked in isolation to 



27 

 

achieve their school site goals. There is evidence that an entire system can move to a 

system of dense network connections as found in the United Kingdom through the 

National College of School Leadership’s (NCSL) Network Learning Group of 104 

schools (Earl & Katz, 2007). This study provides evidence that when networks of schools 

work together, there is an impact on student learning. In addition there is evidence from 

this study that there is a positive relationship between network attachment and the 

changes in thinking and practice in schools. This network resulted in positive outcomes in 

several key areas including expanding the boundaries of teacher leadership, strengthening 

communities and increasing student achievement (Earl et al., 2006). The conditions 

present in this network included pervasive communication, shared purpose, work that 

was shared and challenging across the network, and relationships built on trust that 

enabled the transfer of knowledge (Earl et al., 2006). Daly & Finnigan (2009) draw 

conclusions from the latter study that suggest that implications from this work are 

consistent with literature on district-site relations and potentially hold importance as a 

way to create and understand networks within school districts. In addition, this work 

suggests the need for a more interconnected network approach to district reform (Fullan, 

2005; Hargreaves & Fink, 2006; McLauglin & Talbert, 2003). This approach requires 

district and site leaders to think systemically about school sites and see school districts in 

terms of their interdependent parts.  

Successful school districts that applied a more systemic approach to reform 

suggest strategies that would allow for a stronger network connection between the district 

office and school sites (Chrispeels, 2004; Honig, 2004; Togneri & Anderson; 2003). 

These strategies should consider the development of formal and informal social 
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relationships in building increased collaboration between district office and school sites 

(McLauglin & Talbert, 2003), increasing communication between both entities (Agullard 

& Goughnour, 2006), distributing leadership across the greater system (Spillane, 2006), 

and providing opportunities for input on district decision-making (Brazer & Keller, 

2008). Daly & Finnigan (2009) suggest that districts should invest in the development of 

informal social relations as well as creating formal structures for district leaders and 

school leaders to connect.  

The literature suggests that systemic change must be strategic and consider and 

strengthen the relationship between the district office and school sites. The broader 

literature on social networks suggest that in addition to the focus on formal structures 

between the district office and school sites change agents should invest in developing 

informal social relations in an effort to create a coherent, interdependent system.  

Social Network Theory 

In order to understand how knowledge around reform strategies is shared across a 

district, social network theory provides a lens by which to examine how a district’s 

informal and formal relationship structures may support or constrain the flow of 

information. One of the basic conceptual foundations in understanding social network 

theory is the concept of social capital. A number of scholars have written on social 

capital, each describing a different aspect of the concept and offering detailed 

understandings of the idea (Bourdieu, 1986; Burt, 1992; Coleman, 1988; Lin, 2001; 

Putnam (1993) and Lin (2001) define social capital as, “The resources embedded 

in social relations and social structure which can be mobilized when an actor wishes to 
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increase the likelihood of success in purposive action” (p. 24). From an organizational 

perspective, social capital may be conceptualized as an organization’s pattern of social 

relationships, through which the resources of individuals can be accessed, borrowed, or 

leveraged (Tsai, 2001). In addition, the quality of social ties between individuals in a 

social system creates a structure that determines opportunities for social capital 

transactions and access to resources (Burt, 1992; Coleman, 1988, 1990; Granovetter, 

1982; Lin, 2001; Putnam, 1993). Strong social ties support the transfer of tacit or implied, 

complex knowledge (Hansen, 1999; Reagans and McEvily, 2003). Strong ties have also 

been associated with low-conflict organizations (Nelson, 1989). This is a distinction from 

human capital, in that human capital refers to training, development, or certifications of 

individuals (Bourdieu, 1986; Coleman, 1988; Dika & Singh, 2002; Lin, 2001). 

Organizational patterns of social relationships are often assessed by exploring social 

networks (Tsai & Ghosal, 1998). 

Networks can be identified by the content that is exchanged through the social ties 

or relationships (Scott, 2000;Wasserman and Faust, 1998). For example, friendship 

networks may primarily be focused at the transfer of personal support, confidential 

discussions, and information sharing. Collaboration networks may include information 

exchange, transfer of knowledge, and advice (Moolenaar, Daly & Sleegers, 2011). In 

both examples, resources flow through ties (the first being trust, the second knowledge), 

but the overall structure of the network may look quite different. The content of the 

resources flowing through the social network creates a structure that defines the purpose 

of the network.  
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Social network theory uses nodes and ties to depict social relationships. Nodes are 

the individual actors within the networks, and ties signify the relationships between the 

actors. There can be many kinds of ties between the nodes and a social network can be 

mapped out to show relevant ties between the nodes. These concepts can be displayed in 

the social network diagrams in chapter 4, where nodes are the points and ties are the 

lines. Terms commonly used to describe the social network structure at the organizational 

level are density, reciprocity, and centralization. Density refers to the existing proportion 

of ties in a network to possible ties; in a dense network, many people are connected to 

one another, while in a sparse network, there are much less connections between the 

individuals in the network. Reciprocity addresses the “mutuality” of ties; a relationship 

between two people is reciprocal when both individuals indicate to be connected to one 

another. The higher the reciprocity in a network, the more dyadic (one-on-one) 

relationships are mutual. Centralization of a social network is high when certain 

individuals are more “popular” in the social network than others, meaning they send and 

receive more ties. This can translate into some individuals having more access to network 

resources than others.  

Social network researchers often distinguish two types of social networks 

according to their function: instrumental and expressive networks (Ibarra, 1993). 

Instrumental social networks describe relationships among the organization’s members 

who transmit information and resources that can help successfully contribute to the 

organization’s goals (Cole & Weinbaum, 2007). Advice-seeking, advice-giving, and 

discussing matters related to work would all be examples of instrumental social networks. 

In contrast, expressive social networks most often refer to affective relationships between 
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the members of an organization that are formed to exchange social resources such as 

friendship and social support that are not directly aimed at attaining organizational goals. 

Expressive relationships in comparison to instrumental relationships tend to be stronger, 

durable, and more difficult to develop given the level of trust that is needed for their 

formation (Granovetter, 1973; Ibarra, 1993; Marsden, 1988; Uzzi, 1997).  

The study of social networks in education is receiving increased attention. 

Research has been conducted in a variety of settings, including school and teacher 

networks (Bakkenes, DeBrabander & Imants, 1999; Coburn & Russell, 2008; Daly et al., 

2009; Lima, 2007; Moolenaar, Zijlstra, & Sleegers, 2009; Penuel, Frank & Krause, 2007; 

Penuel, et al., 2009); leadership networks and departmental structures (Friedkin & Slater, 

1994; Lima, 2003, 2004; Spillane, 2006); school-parent networks (Horvat, Weininger, & 

Laureau, 2003); between school networks (Mullen & Kochan, 2000); and student 

networks (Lubbers, Van der Werf, Kuyper & Offringa, 2006). Many of these studies 

examined social networks at the individual or dyadic level of analysis. This study 

contributes to the existing literature by comparing and contrasting social networks in two 

districts, that have different organizational structures: centralized and decentralized and 

the way they transmit knowledge around reform initiatives. Furthermore, this study will 

examine the quality of social ties and knowledge distribution around reform initiatives. 

Moreover, while many studies refer to the potential of social networks for innovation, 

empirical evidence on the relationship between social network structure and district 

organizational structure is scarce.  

Studies on social network theory suggest the need to explore more deeply the 

formal and informal network structures in districts and schools that facilitate or hinder the 
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flow and exchange of resources. Particularly important to a school or district reform 

effort may be the density of the communication and knowledge transfer networks (Daly 

& Finnigan, 2010, p. 117). A principal or district leader sharing information with other 

colleagues focused on a reform initiative is beneficial to organizational learning. In a 

qualitative study by Mullen and Kochan (2000) evidence stated participants’ perspectives 

were broadened because they had been exposed to peers with multiple ideas and different 

strengths. When educators learn about new ideas from someone they trust they are more 

willing to try them in their classroom as opposed to using new ideas learned at a 

conference. The notion of trust in an organization is a valuable asset and if team members 

trust one another, they will not only be more willing to share ideas with their team, but 

they may also be willing to take more risks and share information with other groups 

(Chhuon et al., 2008; Daly & Finnigan, 2010). Therefore, if a district creates structures 

that allow for more opportunities to collaborate, people may be more likely to establish 

trusting relationships, and build social capital which has the possibility to leading to 

intellectual capital. 

Intellectual Capital 

The creation of social capital influences the development of intellectual capital. 

Intellectual capital refers to the knowledge created from a social collectivity such as an 

organization (Nahapiet & Ghoshal, 1998) that drives action based on the new knowledge. 

When structures are created in an organization for people to interact with one another, 

they have opportunities to build relationships and establish trust. These are two essential 

building blocks to creating more social capital. Social capital is needed to build 
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intellectual capital. When groups of people who trust each other have opportunities to 

collaborate not only with their own group, but also with other groups, the knowledge 

generated enables people to act in new ways. Therefore, intellectual capital is created 

through the combination and exchange of knowledge in a group setting leading to new 

knowledge and action (Bolivar & Chrispeels, 2010; Nahapiet & Ghoshal, 1998). In order 

for groups to create intellectual capital there must be opportunities for valuable and rich 

interaction, people must be motivated to participate, and the new knowledge or 

information must be synthesized and used (Nahapiet & Ghoshal, 1998).  

A case study by Bolivar and Chrispeels (2010) conducted at two elementary 

schools describes how a group of parents working with a nonprofit organization were 

able to build capacity, take collective action, and make change regarding issues at their 

children’s schools. Three key points emerged regarding the development of intellectual 

capital: (1) commitment to participate and structures created for collaboration, (2) 

relationships and trust were evident, and (3) collective action. First, the parents were 

committed to participate on a weekly basis. An efficient and stable network configuration 

(Bolivar & Chrispeels, 2010) was set up where parents met on an ongoing basis for 

twelve consecutive weeks. Second, this structure allowed parents to establish 

relationships by collaborating with program leaders and other parents who had similar 

concerns. This collaboration eventually led to the creation of trusting relationships.  

Finally, as parents learned more about the school system and had opportunities to 

interact with each other, formal and informal groups came together and created action 

plans based on their combined knowledge. When parents shared and exchanged 

knowledge and took collective action to address a common concern, they were able to 
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transfer their social capital into intellectual capital. Furthermore, The process of working 

together, grappling with ideas and creating an action plan led to more informal groups 

working together outside of the program. The leadership, support systems, and going 

through the process with the facilitator helped create more awareness for parents as well 

as sustainability in regards to increasing parent support. The authors contend, 

“intellectual capital as a theoretical construct, but distinct from social capital, explains the 

potential of bounded groups to engage in meaningful collective action” (p. 22).  

Social capital is the basis for creating intellectual capital. The notion of social 

capital lies in the opportunities individuals have to collaborate with others based on trust, 

a flow of information within the organization as well as structures and norms that 

facilitate information exchange. With new reforms, comes new learning, which will 

usually require surfacing more tacit or implied knowledge and making it more explicit to 

members of the organization. However, in order for intellectual capital to flourish, 

structures need to be created that allow ample opportunities for collaboration. In addition, 

procedures need to be implemented that foster the sharing and exchange and combination 

of knowledge of all members that can lead to collective actions that were not previously 

possible by individual members or units alone. 

Summary and Conclusions 

District-wide reform is necessary to meet the increasing accountability targets of 

the federal No Child Left Behind Act of 2001. The goal of NCLB is for all students in the 

nation to be proficient in English language arts and mathematics by the year 2014. In 

2010, the California Department of Education reported that 298 districts or 2,796 schools 
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serving over one million students did not meet proficiency targets and were designated as 

Program Improvement (PI). This number will only increase as the target for the number 

of students required to reach proficiency increases. This need to raise achievement makes 

it imperative to investigate districts that have demonstrated exemplary achievement for 

English learners and low-income students and also districts struggling to make the same 

achievement gains. Therefore in this literature review, I explored research on school and 

district reform.  

In the beginning of the review I outlined some of the early history on school 

improvement and showed that more recent work has focused on the district. Recent 

research on districts suggests that the central office plays a critical role in the success (or 

failure) of student achievement (Snipes et al., 2002). A growing number of empirical 

studies have found several factors associated with successful district reform. This review 

focused on the balance of district control and support around reform initiatives. The 

literature suggests that a district’s success in implementing school based reform often 

revolved around a delicate balance between centralized and decentralized control. The 

concepts of centralization and decentralization were discussed since they are important 

concepts to consider when exploring this balance. Though previous studies elaborated on 

factors that were essential to successful district reform, they neglected to explain the 

interworking of how to effectively improve teaching and learning system-wide (Gallucci, 

2008).  

Current studies on district reform have shifted from identifying factors of 

effective districts to a more theoretical approach that highlights the role of relationships 

and learning as part of the reform process with a focus on social capital or the way an 
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organization’s pattern of social relationships, through which the resources of individuals 

can be accessed, borrowed, or leveraged (Tsai, 2001). The relationship between social 

capital and intellectual capital was discussed since social capital is the basis for 

intellectual capital. As the most recent literature has shown, one way to measure 

relational ties is through an analysis of the social network of an organization.  

Social Network Analysis is a way to help understand the underlying relationships 

within an organization. By drawing on external social network data within the case 

districts, I was able to gain a broad picture of both districts’ leadership networks and the 

ties that bind them together. I then compared and contrasted these networks through the 

lens of each districts organizational structure: centralized and decentralized. As the 

literature states, I was able to analyze nodes and ties was able to assess connections. 

Furthermore, I was able to analyze the density, reciprocity and centralization of network 

ties within each case district; this gave me further insight into the notion of social capital 

and intellectual capital. Theoretically, the more connected a network is the more social 

capital is generated. The literature states that social capital is the basis for generating 

intellectual capital. However, in order to gain more in-depth information regarding the 

knowledge that is being shared and if any intellectual capital is being generated, it was 

imperative to conduct semi-structured interviews with purposefully selected groups of 

district and site leaders regarding how they communicate, negotiate, and implement 

reform strategies and to link this to existing network data. The next chapter presents the 

method of social network analysis and the qualitative component of the study. 

 



 

 37 

Chapter Three: Research Design and Methodology  

Research Problem and Rationale 

The first chapter of this study presented the critical importance of researching in 

depth how school reform strategies are negotiated, communicated and implemented. The 

second chapter of this study reviewed the literature on school reform, district-school 

relationships and social network theory laying them out as current and appropriate 

frameworks for the understanding of the collaborative and instructionally related 

processes that guide the design and implementation of organizational structure and school 

and district reform. This third chapter will explain the research design methodology used 

by this study to explore how reform strategies are negotiated, implemented and 

communicated in an age of high accountability.  

Research Questions 

This study used a social network framework using the concepts of social and 

intellectual capital to describe and compare ways that two different districts’ leadership 

teams (district and site administrators) under NCLB policy have worked in collaboration 

when learning and implementing district reform strategies. In addition this study 

compares the conditions that allow for creativity and innovation as it relates to reform. 

The following research questions guided this study:  

1. What are the similarities and differences in district and site leader’s perceptions of 

the formal and informal organizational structures in their respective districts?  
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2. In what ways do administrators perceive how their respective district, supports or 

constrains the transmission of resources (knowledge, information, and 

innovation)? 

3. What are the similarities and differences in the way each district’s leadership  

(district administrators and principals) communicated, collaborated and sought 

advice around their district’s reform initiative in order to increase student 

achievement and what patterns do they reveal about centralization and 

decentralization?  

Research Design 

The research design of the study is a comparative case study. A case study is 

defined by Yin (2003) as “an empirical inquiry that investigates a contemporary 

phenomenon within its real life-context, especially when the boundaries between 

phenomenon and context are not clearly evident” (p.13). This design is ideal for the study 

of complex social organizations like schools and districts in the process of reform.  

This study focused on two cases - two school districts. One case was chosen 

because it is a school district involved in the state mandated reform process called DAIT 

(District Assistance Intervention Team) since it has failed to meet required achievement 

targets. All schools in this district implement the same reform strategies, in a centralized 

manner. The other case is a neighboring school district that serves a similar population, 

but is not in Program Improvement or under a mandate for reform. This district appears 

to implement reform strategies in a more decentralized manner. These cases were 

selected because they offer contrasting situations to the communication and 
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implementation of reform strategies. Given findings from studies of district reform in the 

past few years that suggest that district central offices can play critical roles in the reform 

process (Togneri & Anderson, 2003; Elmore & Burney, 1997; McLauphlin & Talbert, 

2003) it is important to investigate how two districts serving similar students but with 

different achievement outcomes are organized to support school improvement. (See 

Appendix A). Yin (2009) states that multiple-case designs may be preferred over single-

case designs. In addition, the conclusions from two cases, as with two experiments, are 

more powerful than those coming from a single case alone. In both cases the phenomena 

being studied is how districts communicate, negotiate and implement reform strategies 

and the ways in which the district’s organizational structure (decentralized or centralized) 

may affect these patterns.  

A mixed methods approach was used in this study to collect a richer and more 

robust array of evidence, which is more difficult to accomplish by a single method alone 

(see Appendix B). In addition, Yin (2009) states that mixed methods research forces the 

methods to share the same research questions. This enables the researcher to collect 

complementary data. I collected data from different sources: survey data from school and 

district leaders, interviews with site and district leaders, document evidence and student 

achievement data. The use of multiple methods in this study served to strengthen the 

findings and capture a comprehensive picture of how district leaders communicate, 

negotiate and implement district reform strategies.  
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Context of the Study 

Two districts were purposely selected for study that seemed to have different 

paths toward improvement. Although there are important differences in size of the 

districts, as will be discussed below, there are also important similarities in demographic 

contexts and school structures, which helps to make the comparison a valid one. District 

office and school site leadership relations will be explored at the district level in both 

districts. However, for the qualitative portion of the study, schools that are matched in 

their student demographics will be the focus to ensure comparability.  

The first case is Blue Wave Elementary School District (BWESD), which is 

composed of eleven schools and is in year three of program improvement since it did not 

reach federal and state targets for two of its significant subgroups, English language 

learners and students with disabilities. The district was labeled Program Improvement 

and required to hire a state approved District Assistance Intervention Team (DAIT) in the 

spring of 2008. Specifically, when districts fail to meet their Adequate Yearly Progress 

(AYP) targets after two years, they are put into corrective action by the state and are 

required to meet certain state mandates and program changes. The DAIT team, comprised 

of four to six people, must be able to provide technical assistance and job-embedded 

support, as needed, for district and school leaders to make progress toward meeting 

standards (California Department of Education [CDE], 2007). The DAIT team assisted 

the district in rewriting their Local Education Authority (LEA) plan; this plan would 

serve as each specific school’s site plan for two consecutive years.  

BWESD is a small elementary school district described as urban fringe located in 

Southern California. As with the rest of the state, enrollment in Blue Wave has been 
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declining over the past three years, although the percentage of Hispanic students 

continues to grow. A continuing trend is the increase in the percentage of students with 

special needs and English learners. The district has 11 elementary schools. The ethnic 

breakdown in the district is Hispanic or Latino (78,9%), White (9.3%), African American 

(4.1%), Asian (1.0%), Filipino (5.1%), Pacific Islander (0.9%) and American Indian 

(0.6%). Demographic data reveal considerable poverty in the student population in 

socioeconomic status with 78.8% of the students in the district qualifying for free or 

reduced-price lunch and diversity in linguistic proficiency with 47.4% of the students in 

the district classified as English learners. The predominant language of 97% of the 

district’s English learners is Spanish (California Department of Education, 2006). 

The other case, Montague Elementary School District (MESD), is a neighboring 

district that serves approximately 27,200 students in grades K-6. The district is the largest 

elementary district in the state of California; it has 44 schools. In contrast to the BWESD, 

MESD, has met all federal targets under NCLB for all significant demographic groups: 

African American, Asian, Filipino, Hispanic, Pacific Islander, white, socio-economically 

disadvantaged, English learners and students with disabilities. The school district, 

therefore, has not fallen under program improvement since the NCLB legislation was 

introduced.  

The ethnic composition in the MESD is Hispanic or Latino (65.4%), White 

(12.1%), African American (4.2%), Asian (2.5%), Filipino (9.8%), and American Indian 

(0.4%). Although similar to BWESD, demographic data reveal more diversity in the 

student population in terms of socioeconomic status with 35.9% of the students in the 

district qualifying for free or reduced-price lunch and diversity in linguistic proficiency 
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with 36.5% of the students in the district classified as English learners. Similar to 

BWESD, the predominant language of 97% of the district’s English learner’s is Spanish 

(California Department of Education, 2006). As will be explained, district-wide data will 

be collected for both districts, but for purposes of detailed study, a subset of 

demographically and socio-economically matched schools will be studied from MESD 

and compared with similar schools in BWESD. 

Participants 

For the quantitative component of this study participants were forty-two district 

and site administrators from BWESD and ninety-three district and site administrators 

from MESD. All administrators were asked to respond to a Social Network Analysis 

survey and will form part of the pool to be selected as interview participants for both case 

studies. In addition, ten principals and ten district office administrators from each district 

were interviewed to gain a deeper understanding of how reform strategies are 

implemented at the school sites. The selection of these principals from each district will 

be matched in terms of school demographic. School and district administrators were 

selected as participants, since they have the primary responsibility for leading the work 

around the communication, negotiation and implementation of district reform strategies. 

Data Collection  

To explore and understand how reform strategies are communicated, negotiated 

and implemented among district and school site leaders, this project will use four main 

methods of data collection (1) social network analysis (SNA), (2) interviews (Holstein & 
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Gubruim, 2003, Yin 2003), (3) document review (Merriam, 1998),  (4) student 

achievement data, and (5) cross case analysis (Yin, 2009). 

Social Network Analysis  

The research on district reform has focused primarily on policies and practices to 

support school change, however, more recent work suggests the importance of underlying 

relationships between central office and schools (Daly & Finnigan, 2009). Therefore, the 

first step in the collection of data consisted of an on-line SNA survey administered to all 

district administrators in both districts in the summer of 2010. This extant data made 

available to the researcher consisted of the following data collection steps. A twenty to 

thirty minute professional development session around the concepts to be studied and the 

data collection methods to be used were presented to all district administrators in both 

districts. At the end of this session, voluntary participation in the study was requested. All 

district administrators from the two districts were invited and encouraged to complete the 

survey to ensure a reliable data set; the return of the completed survey signified 

participants’ consent.  

The survey was designed and completed online through the Survey Monkey 

website guaranteeing confidentiality under a password only known to an external third 

party. Through the use of a third party (UCSD professor), the anonymity and 

confidentiality of the survey results were preserved. The survey was based on a 

‘bounded’ approach to network data collection to secure a more complete picture of the 

network and more valid results (Scott, 2000). A bounded network survey provides the 

respondents with a list of individuals in their organization - as opposed to relying on 
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participant memory - for them to check the frequency of different types of interactions 

with colleagues.  

The survey measures distinct networks representing relationships associated with 

enhanced organizational and school performance: reform strategy collaboration, flow of 

reform strategy information, effort recognition, and the ability to innovate and be creative 

in regards to specific reform strategies (Cross & Parker, 2004; Lin, 2001; Krackhardt, 

2001; Mohrman, et al., 2003). Instrumental and expressive relationships were measured, 

as they are both key for team performance (Lin, 2001). Specifically, participants were 

asked to quantitatively assess their relationships with each of the other district 

administrators within their district on a frequency basis ranging from 0 (no interaction) to 

4 (1-2 times a week). In addition the survey also assessed three other variables: trust, 

innovation, and organizational learning (see Appendix C). The survey took 

approximately 30 minutes to complete. Follow up emails were used to encourage full 

participation and a high response rate. Working with the UCSD faculty member and 

dissertation chair, Alan Daly, I analyzed this extant data as a first step in conducting the 

qualitative component of this study.  

Interviews 

Following an initial analysis of the networks measured, interviews were 

conducted with 10 site administrators in BWESD if the participants agreed to be 

interviewed (see Appendix D & E). All participants were informed of the study’s 

purpose, invited to participate, and indicated their consent by signing an IRB consent 

form (see Appendix F). Three colleagues from the JDP program participated in the 
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interview process to diminish potential bias as a result of the researcher’s positionality in 

one of the two districts. In a similar fashion, interviews were conducted with 10 site 

administrators from approximately 10 schools with similar demographics using semi-

structured interview protocols (Patton, 1990; Spradley, 1980) for an estimated time of 

one hour (see Appendix D). Also, guided by a semi-structured interview protocol, five 

central office administrators from each district, based on network centrality, will be 

interviewed around reform strategy implementation (see Appendix E). Centrality is how 

many ties a participant initiates or receives contact in relation to the specific network 

being examined. The participant’s interactions might be an indicator of influence within 

the system. Network centrality scores was divided into quartiles. District administrators 

were selected from the 1st (least central) and 4th (most central) quartile. This scale 

allowed the selection of participants who represent informal (by centrality) positions in 

the network depicting a variation in perspective based on network position. Examining 

the participants that have influence (more central) and those on the margins (less central) 

provided an overview of network perspectives and therefore was useful in understanding 

the overall distribution of resources throughout the organization. 

While the quantitative data represented by SNA measures informed this study on 

the structure, frequency, and strength of the interactions among school personnel around 

reform strategies, the qualitative data through interviews and achievement data analysis 

will allowed for a collection of information on the actual content and context of these 

interactions. The interviews covered the social and situational aspects of reform, as well 

as the professional and collaborative relationships among district participants that 

provided support. Interview questions were designed to gauge the nature of the reform 
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process, the perceived quality of interactions among participants, and the ability to 

innovate and be creative within the system. Participants were asked to describe the 

process of implementing reform strategies at their sites, their routines and resources for 

professional development planning, their ability to be creative and innovative while 

implementing reform strategies, as well as their patterns of communication, collaboration 

and support with district administrators and other site administrators. Interview questions 

were piloted with a different group of administrators from other school districts. After the 

pilot, questions were revised and refined after consultation with the dissertation 

committee.  

Document and artifact review  

The third data source for this project will be the different district documents 

related to the implementation of reform strategies: mission and vision statements and 

district organizational charts. Documents gathered in the data collection were reviewed 

and analyzed. Yin (2009) maintains the most important use of documents is to 

corroborate and augment evidence from other sources. In this study we depended on our 

SNA analysis and interviews to determine what specific documents to analyze. Content 

analysis (Merriam, 1998) is the systematic procedure that was used for describing the 

content of the documents collected. 

Data Analysis 

A comprehensive data analysis plan weaving together social network, interview, 

document data and case analysis was developed to maximize use and triangulation of the 
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data collected. Each of the types of data and the analysis performed for each is described 

in detail. 

Social Network Analysis  

At the district level, three distinct networks will be examined: collaboration, 

communication, and flow of reform inititiave information. For example, flow of reform 

initiative information refers to individuals indicating that they go to a person or persons 

for information (indegree) or others seek them for information on the reform initiative 

(called outdegree). Also important was if the relationships were reciprocal, that is 

individuals reported that they consulted or interacted with each other regarding the 

reform initiative, communication of work related topics, or collaboration. Recognizing 

the importance in the literature of ties in the network strength and ties of stable structural 

patterns will be taken into account in network analysis (Krackhardt, 2001; Marsden & 

Campbell, 1984).  

While the data collection process rendered social networks at various frequencies 

of interaction, I chose to focus on the most frequent interaction patterns within each of 

the district networks. These interactions typically represent stable structural patterns 

(Krackhardt, 2001) and respondents are more accurate at identifying ongoing patterns 

than determining occasional interactions (Carley & Krackhardt, 1999). In order to be 

considered a frequent tie, individuals would have had to interact once every two weeks to 

a couple of times a week (3 and 4 on the rating scale). A series of network measures were 

conducted using the UCINET software (Borgatti, Everett & Freeman, 2002) on each of 

these frequent relationships (collaboration, communication of work related topics, advice 
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around the reform initiative) to better understand and compare network structures across 

districts.  

The density of area and district networks was measured to determine the 

percentage and total number of ties within each district. The density of a network can be 

thought of as a measure of network connectedness or cohesion (Blau, 1977). Density is 

calculated as the number of connections between participants divided by the number of 

total possible connections in the network. The greater the proportion of ties between 

actors, the more dense the network. Density was scaled between 0, indicating no 

relationships between actors, to 1 where all actors are connected to one another. A dense 

network is thought to be able to move resources more quickly than a network with fewer 

ties (Scott, 2000).  

Reciprocity between site administrators and district administrators was measured 

to establish the percentage of reciprocal relationships within the network. Higher levels 

of reciprocity have been associated with increased organizational performance and 

complex knowledge exchange (Kilduff & Tsai, 2003). Reciprocity was calculated using a 

scale of 0 to 1, with 0 representing no mutual relationship present in the district 

administrator site administrator relationship, and 1 representing a relationship in which 

all relationships were reciprocated controlling for the size of the network.  

For each of the individual participants, their normalized centrality in the social 

networks was calculated by determining the relative amount of ties a participant received 

and sent in each of the networks divided by the size of the network. Centrality was 

analyzed as network data to shed light on our research questions, as well as used for the 

purpose of interview selection, as described in the section on interview data collection. 
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Network centrality measures can be used as an index of individuals’ activity and role 

within the group. Highly central participants in a network have increased access to 

resources and a high potential to create new linkages that may enhance capacity building 

(Stuart, 1998; Tsai, 2000). Those who are less central to the organization may be on the 

periphery and receive less access to knowledge, and often do not have the opportunities 

to gain from the resources and information held by those in more central positions (Burt, 

2000).  

Quadratic Assignment Procedure (QAP) correlations were conducted in UCINET 

to determine the similarity between the instrumental and expressive networks and to 

assess the degree to which we were measuring different relationships. QAP correlations 

were used to run correlational analysis on social networks as relations between 

individuals are nested and embedded within the same network. When conducting social 

network research, statistical assumptions of independence, on which Pearson correlations 

rest, are violated. The QAP correlation procedure computes a Pearson correlation 

coefficient between two corresponding cells of two matrices that contain network data. 

Then, it randomly permutes the rows and columns of one of the matrices hundreds of 

times (each time computing a new correlation coefficient), and compares the proportion 

of times that these random correlations are larger than or equal to the original observed 

correlation. A low proportion (p<.05) suggests a strong relationship between the matrices 

that is unlikely to have occurred by chance (Baker & Hubert, 1981).  

Organizations undergoing important changes can sometimes become highly 

centralized when new knowledge such as the implementation of new reform strategies are 

not equally shared. In order to determine the extent to which reform initiative knowledge 
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is centralized in the school district, a core periphery (CP) measure was conducted to 

understand the overall structure of its network. A CP network structure is defined as one 

with a dense cohesive central core of participants with less connected participants on the 

periphery (Borgatti & Everett, 1999; Wasserman & Faust, 1998). The CP measure 

compares an obtained network structure to a theoretically perfect CP model (completely 

centralized) and reports the correlation between the two. The measure is also useful in 

determining the degree to which participants belong either to the core or to the periphery, 

an important feature that determines how well they are able to access resources and 

participate within the district. 

Qualitative data 

The overall qualitative data strategy was to prepare case studies drawing on both 

the network data and qualitative data analysis. Although the network data provides a 

general picture of district/school relations at the administrative level, it does not fully 

explain how participants may be interpreting the relationships and the district’s process of 

reform. The interview data was used to assist in answering all research questions. 

Interview data will be audio-recorded and transcribed using a transcription service. 

Interviews were transcribed and hand coded to identify themes that emerged from 

interviews.  

The study used the process of meaning condensation described by Kvale (1996) to 

interpret the transcribed interview. Responses were coded and grouped for comparison 

between district administrators and site administrators’ perspectives. The first cut of 

interview data analysis allowed for important themes to emerge “out of the data rather 
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than being imposed on them prior to data collection and analysis” (Patton, 1990, p. 390). 

Important similarities and differences in the cases emerged. Qualitative data was 

analyzed using a constant comparative analysis method (Boeije, 2002; Glaser & Strauss, 

1967) through checking and rechecking emerging themes (Miles & Huberman, 1994). 

This process of constant comparison “stimulates thought that leads to both descriptive 

and explanatory categories” (Lincoln & Guba, 1985, p. 341) and provided a deeper 

understanding of the data. Emerging themes were analyzed and reexamined looking for 

patterns across groups. Themes and patterns that emerged were examined through the 

lens of social network theory and through the concepts of social and intellectual capital.  

Finally, content analysis was conducted on the data collected through documents, 

artifacts, and cross-case analysis using a thematic approach (Trochim, 2001) to examine 

patterns and deviations from the social network and interview data. This analysis 

identified significant themes and regularities, patterns, and dissimilarities resulting in a 

series of propositions in response to the focus of this study and the specific research 

questions posed (Miles & Huberman, 1994). 

Cross-case analysis  

Once single case reports were prepared, a cross-case analysis was conducted. It 

was important that the complexity of each case was understood before beginning cross-

case analysis (Miles & Huberman, 1994; Stake, 2006). Cross-case analysis was 

undertaken to understand the phenomena across cases. Stake (2006) refers to this 

phenomena as the quintain – both its commonality and differences across the two school 

districts. The term quintain is used because it refers to the umbrella that groups both cases 
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together. Cross-case analysis was used to understand the phenomena as appeared in both 

cases. I made assertions about the phenomena by taking evidence from the case studies to 

show how similarities or differences characterized the quintain. Independent themes were 

extracted from each individual case that related to the research questions. The highly 

reductive process of cross-case analysis allowed the researcher to keep the most 

important experiential findings, without the uniqueness of each single case to be lost 

(Stake, 2006).  
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Chapter Four: Results and Findings 

Data and Study Findings 

In this chapter a comparative analysis of the two case districts is conducted. Both 

quantitative and qualitative data are used to present the findings. A brief overview of the 

districts precedes the analysis of results. Findings are organized to answer each of the 

research questions, and the guiding themes of school reform, balance and control of 

district support to schools, district school relationship, and social-network theory with an 

emphasis on intellectual capital.  Interviews, document analysis, and a survey were used 

to gather data. 

The primary purpose of this study is to identify, examine and compare the role of 

two school district offices in supporting or constraining learning initiatives of schools 

within their district and to explore the balance of centralization and decentralization.  One 

district has been successful in meeting all NCLB achievement targets while one district 

has not met their federal targets and has been assigned a District Assistance Intervention 

Team (DAIT) from the state of California. Furthermore, district policy will be compared 

to see how it affects the informal and formal collaborative structures in both districts.  

Lastly, the conditions and structures that allow leaders to be innovative and creative with 

the goal of increased student achievement will be explored and compared. Examining and 

comparing the strengths and obstacles in both districts will allow us to describe optimal 

organizational conditions that support student performance over time. The first two 

research questions guided the analysis of interviews, document analysis, and survey 

results: 
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1. What are the similarities and differences in district and site leader’s 

perceptions of the formal and informal organizational structures of their 

respective districts?  

2. In what ways do administrators perceive how their respective district supports 

or constrains the transmission of resources (knowledge, information, and 

innovation)?  

Social Network Data Analysis   

To answer these research questions a both qualitative and quantitative survey data 

were collected.  An analysis of descriptive statistics was completed along with an 

independent sample t-test for each of the constructs. Each survey item was examined in 

isolation to determine the mean value of that construct’s presence at each district. 

Questions were then grouped together in constructs and analyzed to determine if there 

was a significant difference in the means between the two districts. Findings in the survey 

were cross-referenced with interview data to determine if there was support for the 

conclusions. The chapter concludes with a summary of the key findings from each of the 

districts.   

To analyze the social network data a series of network measures were conducted 

using the UCINET software (Borgatti et al. 2002) to better understand the structure of 

each network. Given the extensive literature on the importance of tie intensity in 

networks, the fact that respondents are more accurate at identifying ongoing patterns than 

determining occasional interactions (Carley & Krackhardt, 1999), and that I was 

interested in stable structural patterns (Krackhardt, 2001), the data were dichotomized to 
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include only the most frequent communication and knowledge ties between actors. In 

order to be considered a frequent tie individuals would have communicated or shared 

knowledge once every two weeks to a couple of times a week (4 and 5 on the rating 

scale). In using frequency as a proxy for tie intensity I built on the work of Borgatti 

(2007) who outlined four distinct types of relationships studied in social network 

analysis: Proximities (e.g., similarities or distances), Relations (e.g., kinship or roles), 

Flows (e.g., the exchange of money or goods), and Interactions (e.g., talking with, 

helping). Borgatti argues the most appropriate measure of intensity of tie is specific to the 

type or relationships the tie represents. For example, the strength of proximity-based tie 

should reflect ‘‘how proximal’’ two nodes are, either representing very small distances or 

very high correlations between profiles. For interactional ties, the type of relationship I 

research in this study, strength of tie can be measured either by quantity (how frequently 

do you interact) or quality (how ‘good’ is the interaction). In this study I focus on the 

quantitative aspects of the interaction measured by frequency in order to provide more 

comparability across respondents. I explore ‘quality’ of the relationships through the 

qualitative data.  This dual approach is essential because using frequency alone has 

limitations such as not acknowledging the role quality (measured through expressive 

relations) may play on communication and knowledge networks (Marsden & Campbell, 

1984). 

A density measure was run to determine the percentage of frequent ties within the 

communication, collaboration and knowledge network in total. The density of a network 

is the number of connections between actors divided by the number of total possible 

connections and can be thought of as how tightly knit a network is. A dense network, 
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meaning one with a high percentage of ties, is thought to be able to move resources more 

quickly than a network with fewer ties (Scott, 2000). We also block-partitioned the data 

into central office and site level administrators to compare the density of communication 

and knowledge flow between ties in each of these subgroups; this also allowed us to 

compute the flow of information within each subgroup.  

Centrality measures were taken on each of the actors to determine the total 

amount of ties an actor initiates and receives in the reform knowledge networks. 

Centrality has been thought of as an index of activity (Freeman, 1979). Highly central 

actors in a network have increased access to resources and a high potential to create new 

linkages that may enhance social capital and build organizational capabilities (Stuart, 

1998; Tsai, 2000). Those who are less central to the organization may be on the periphery 

and receive less information and often do not have the opportunities to gain from the 

resources and information held by those in more central positions. Moreover, these less 

central individuals are more likely to receive only the resources deemed necessary by 

those in a more centralized position (Burt, 2000), thus potentially restricting their 

perspective of the overall organization. Centrality therefore can be considered a point of 

intersection in which the person in the center of the intersection is able to 

disproportionately and more quickly amass resources, thus allowing this central 

individual to influence the network by determining where the resources flow (Raider & 

Krackhardt, 2001). 

Given the interest in the relations between district and site administrators a 

External/Internal ratio analysis was conducted, often referred to as an E-I index, that 

indicates the extent to which the overall organization is characterized by interunit, as 
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opposed to intraunit, strong ties (Krackhardt & Stern, 1988). The scale ranges from -1 

completely internal (intraunit) ties to +1 completely external (interunit). This network 

measure assesses the relationship between external and internal ties based on a specific 

actor attribute (in this case work location, meaning either central office or site) by 

comparing the numbers of ties within groups and between groups. A group (in this case 

central office administrators or site administrators) is considered externally focused if 

relationships are more uniformly dense over the entire network (interunit), or internally 

focused if there is a small dense core of relationships within a segment of the network 

(intra-unit). High E-I indices (more externally focused) have been associated with large-

scale successful organizational change (Krackhardt & Stern, 1988; McGrath and 

Krackhardt, 2003) and greater unit cooperation (Nelson, 1989) while low E-I scores 

potentially limit how well an organization negotiates external pressures (McGrath & 

Krackhardt, 2003). 

Interview Data Analysis 

Interview results were used to explore the perceptions of administrators in 

different structural positions (more and less central) in the network.  Interviews were 

conducted with 10 site administrators and five district administrators from each study 

district in order to (a) capture site and district leaders perception of the formal and 

informal organizational structures of each receptive district and (b) determine the quality 

of network ties in each respective district, and (c) determine if the formalized structure of 

the district played a role in how each district took on new learning.  The interviews were 

audio-recorded and transcribed verbatim. The first cut of the interview data consisted of 
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an inductive analysis that allowed important themes to emerge ‘‘out of the data rather 

than being imposed on them prior to data collection and analysis’’ (Patton 1990, p. 390). 

Interview data were analyzed using a constant comparative analysis method (Boeije, 

2002; Glaser & Strauss, 1967), as well as checking and rechecking emerging themes 

(Miles & Huberman, 1994). We grouped responses to the prompt and compared the 

different perspectives of district and site administrators, as well as those in the least and 

most central positions in the network. The themes that arose from this preliminary 

analysis were then re-examined, looking for patterns across district office and school sites 

and structural position as connected to the social network survey findings. This process of 

constant comparison ‘‘stimulates thought that leads to both descriptive and explanatory 

categories’’ (Lincoln & Guba, 1985, p. 341). In order to ensure the trustworthiness of 

interpretations, member-checking procedures were carried out as emerging themes 

developed and were shared with participants (Miles & Huberman, 1994). 

District Background 

Two districts were purposely selected for study that seemed to have different 

paths toward improvement.  Although there are important differences in size of the 

districts, as will be discussed below, there are also important similarities in demographic 

contexts and school structures, which helps to make the comparison a valid one.  District 

office and school site leadership relations will be explored at the district level in both 

districts.  However, for the qualitative portion of the study, schools that are matched in 

their student demographics will be the focus to ensure comparability.  
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The first case was Blue Wave Elementary School District (BWESD), which is 

composed of eleven schools and is in year three of program improvement since it did not 

reach federal and state targets for two of its significant subgroups, English language 

learners and students with disabilities.  The district was labeled Program Improvement 

and required to hire a state approved District Assistance Intervention Team (DAIT) in the 

spring of 2008.  Specifically, when districts fail to meet their Adequate Yearly Progress 

(AYP) targets after two years, they are put into corrective action by the state and are 

required to meet certain state mandates and program changes. The DAIT team, comprised 

of four to six people, must be able to provide technical assistance and job-embedded 

support, as needed, for district and school leaders to make progress toward meeting 

standards (California Department of Education [CDE], 2007). The DAIT team assisted 

the district in rewriting their Local Education Authority (LEA) plan; this plan was to 

serve as each specific school’s site plan for two consecutive years.  

BWESD is a small elementary school district described as urban fringe located in 

Southern California. As with the rest of the state, enrollment in Blue Wave has been 

declining over the past three years, although the percentage of Hispanic students 

continues to grow. A continuing trend is the increase in the percentage of students with 

special needs and English learners.  The district has 11 elementary schools.  The ethnic 

breakdown in the district is Hispanic or Latino (78.9%), White (9.3%), African American 

(4.1%), Asian (1.0%), Filipino (5.1%), Pacific Islander (0.9%) and American Indian 

(0.6%).  Demographic data reveal considerable poverty in the student population in 

socioeconomic status with 78.8% of the students in the district qualifying for free or 

reduced-price lunch and diversity in linguistic proficiency with 47.4% of the students in 
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the district classified as English learners.  The predominant language of 97% of the 

district’s English learners is Spanish (California Department of Education, 2006).   

The DAIT partner implemented a research based framework district wide to 

improve classroom instruction.  This framework was realized in a protocol that was made 

up of six components of effective teaching.  The Blue Wave observation protocol focused 

on:  1) clear and measurable objectives, 2) direct instruction and formative assessment, 3) 

academic vocabulary instruction, 4) student engagement, 5) feedback, and 6) selected 

student engagement strategies.  All administrators and coaches were trained to use the 

observation protocol, which provided objective data to teachers on how well the six 

components of effective teaching were being implemented in all classrooms district wide.  

All teachers in the district were required to attend a one-day training that focused on the 

six components.  This reform initiative also mandated six benchmark assessments in 

mathematics and English language arts throughout the school year.  In addition, the 

district had to follow the state mandate in terms of instructional minutes and textbook 

implementation for English language arts and mathematics and had to incorporate a thirty 

minute intervention block into the school day. Throughout the school year principals 

received inter-rater reliability training from the DAIT provider on how to use and coach 

from the observation protocol.  Each principal had a coach from the DAIT provider that 

met with the principal throughout the year.  Central office administrators were not 

assigned a coach from the DAIT provider.  
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Participants 

For the quantitative component of this study participants will be forty-two district 

and site administrators from BWESD and ninety-three district and site administrators 

from MESD.  All administrators were asked to respond to a Social Network Analysis 

survey.  By completing the survey, they became part of the pool to be selected as 

interview participants for both case studies. Ten principals and five district office 

administrators from each district were interviewed to gain a deeper understanding on how 

reform strategies are implemented at the school sites. The selection of these principals 

from each district was based on matching them in terms of school demographics. School 

and district administrators were selected as participants since they have the primary 

responsibility for leading the work around the communication, collaboration, and 

negotiation and implementation of district reform strategies. 

Blue Wave Elementary District Findings 

In this case study we have analyzed three social network maps around a general or 

specific topic of interest:  communication around work related topics, collaboration 

around work related issues, advice seeking regarding the district reform initiative.  The 

maps represent instrumental social relations, which reflect flow of information, resources, 

and assistance patterns between and among district and site administrators.  These three 

maps help us to understand the ways district and site leaders perceive the districts 

organizational structure.  In addition, they allow us to see how the formal and informal 

network structures of a district may support or constrain the transmission of knowledge to 

support school improvement. 
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The first map, Figure 1, represents perceptions of communication around work 

related topics in Blue Wave at the most frequent level (anywhere between once every two 

weeks to a couple of times a week).  The map and the measures suggest it is a dense 

network with principals communicating with other principals or central office leaders as 

well as central office leaders communicating with each other.  According to the network 

measures there are relatively frequent connections among district administrators and 

principals within this district (Density = .13).  This network measure indicates that out of 

a possible 1,722 ties between individuals that could occur weekly or bi-monthly, these 

leaders engaged in 233 ties (or 13% of possible ties). This suggests a pattern of 

interaction (less than once a month) between and among central office and site 

administrators in the remaining 87% of the possible work-related communication ties.  

The overall reciprocity of the entire leadership team was .1973. This means that 19% of 

the existing communication relationships were reciprocated. 

 

Figure 1.  BWED Communication network (To whom do you 
communicate with in regard to work related tasks….and at what 

frequency?) 
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In addition, there is a division between central office and school administrators in 

the way they communicate information about work related topics.  This division can be 

explained by findings from the External-Internal (E-I) index, which ranges from -1 

completely internal (meaning within work location) ties to +1 completely external 

(between work locations) connections.  The data are based on an actor’s primary work 

location (central office or school site).  The overall E-I index for the communication 

network was  - .048 suggesting that this network is much more internally than externally 

connected – meaning principals go to principals and central office staff go to central 

office staff, but they rarely cross groups for information regarding work related topics.  

The E-I index for principals was .06, signifying that principals are slightly 

externally connected and seek to communicate around work related topics with both the 

central office staff and other principals. On the other hand, the E-I index for the district 

office administrators is  - .14, signifying that district office administrators communicate 

more within their peer group than with principals at the school sites. The social network 

survey data indicates frequency of interaction around work related topics, however the 

qualitative interview data describes the quality of the communication ties. 

Lack of two-way communication.  Six of the ten principals spoke of lack of two-

way communication in the district.  “Processes are put out without review by affected 

stakeholders – principals and teachers. There is inadequate two-way communication” 

(BW3).  One principal (B5) describes how lack of communication impacts the job of 

principal, “Communication breakdown between certain branches of Central Services and 

sites; this has caused issues and makes the job of the principal more stressful and 
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challenging.”  Another principal (B9) reported, “We need less stand and deliver meetings 

that focus on housekeeping and we need more time to exchange ideas throughout the 

school year.”  One principal (B1) offered advice for the system, “We should build an 

environment where debate and different opinions are encouraged.”  One central office 

administrator (BD9) spoke of the need for change in communication that was needed in 

the district, “As far as change, I think what we've got to do is just continue to listen to 

what the needs are in order to support what the schools are doing. I, right now, feel very 

aware of that because of all of the authentic dialogue that goes back and forth.”  This 

central office administrator felt that authentic dialogue was a regular occurrence in the 

district.   

Technical exchanges.  Many of the site administrators described communication 

as technical in nature.  Several principals described these technical exchanges.  One 

principal (B3) describes a typical conversation with a district office administrator, “Most 

of the time I am having conversations to get clarifications of the learning walk protocol.” 

Another principal (B7) reports, “The district makes decisions about what part of the 

observation protocol to focus on and then expects you to give professional development 

around that area of focus; that is monitored by the learning walk data you turn into the 

district every month. Your focus isn’t determined by achievement data it is determined by 

the district.  Learning walk data is looked at more than achievement data.”  A principal 

more central in the network (B9) describes another technical exchange; “We are given 

programs and told to implement them immediately.”  One less central principal (B17) 

spoke of the technical nature of the communication network,  “They (the district office) 

email us for our learning walk data and when the DAIT provider comes they make us 
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count scripts in front of them to prove we are doing classroom learning walks and 

coaching teachers” (B15).  A district leader (BD7) reports out about the monitoring of the 

DAIT reform initiative,  

I think where the DAIT reform broke down is how it was monitored. I do 
believe using structures where it became a checklist in some schools was 
detrimental. Not having the teachers be part of a conversation from the 
onset was detrimental. It was really interesting. The whole DAIT process I 
think was a positive and a negative.  
 

The use of technical exchanges to relay information from central office to school sites 

and/or school site to central office was prevalent in sixty percent of the administrators 

interviewed.  

Trust.  Interview data around the theme trust may also explain the internal focus 

of the communication network.  Fifty percent of the principals spoke about trust,  “When 

I first started, the superintendent took care of the union more than the administrators.  I 

am not sure if that is the case anymore.  I am still not sure how much support I have, I am 

not real clear. I know none of us (principals) are causing any issues, but I’m not sure how 

much support we have” (B13).  Another principal (B1) voices concerns about the union, 

“I am not fully confident that the district would back me up if there was a union issue.” 

Another principal (B15) reports out on how decisions are made, “The principals aren’t 

involved in decision making, or in the relaying of the decision.  This is something that 

needs to change.”  One principal (B3) discussed district loyalty, “I believe that site 

administrators do not feel that they can be truly honest with some upper management 

personnel without feeling that they will be judged as being disloyal.”  Another principal 

(BW1) reports about the unsafe environment in BWESD,  “I believe that until we all feel 
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that we can be truly open and honest with our supervisors, we will struggle.  This is not a 

safe environment at all.”  

Three of the six district office leaders also spoke about the lack of trust in the 

district.  One district leader (BD7) spoke of the lack of district innovation and how it 

relates to trust,  “So we had to push it somehow, kind of bend the rules a little bit with 

Promethean boards.  But again, it's unfortunate that things weren't clear, people didn't 

trust.  I think trust was huge. The lack of innovation was because of a lack of trust.” 

When asked to make one wish to improve the district, one district office leader (BD3) 

responded,  

I think it’s the idea that we are all in this together, that I am not at the 
district office creating ways to make anybody’s life miserable, that 
teachers come in with  the best intentions, that their focus is students, that 
administrators focus is students, that we all want the same thing, that 
unity.  Sometimes that breakdown in the unity and the mistrust, that is 
what I think hurts the system more than anything. 
 

Another district office leader (BD7) speaks about the lack of trust from his/her peers for 

decisions he/she wanted to make regarding academic achievement,  

I would have to listen to everyone's thoughts and then try to create a 
decision favorable by influencing their thoughts.  Where my method 
wasn’t successful was when we moved kids around in the district. Even 
the principals didn’t support it. I was able to delay the decision. But damn 
it, it should have been delayed for those two years.  Because we would 
have had more schools out of program improvement…there was one 
person who had that idea.  And that person has tremendous, tremendous 
influence. 
 

Although communication ties in the study district are dense there are a lack of 

communication ties between central office and principals as noted by the E-I index and 
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triangulated by interview data that describes the quality of the communication ties in 

BWESD that do exist. 

 While the first network was specifically focused on communication around work 

related topics, the second map reveals the relationship around collaboration.  As can be 

seen in Figure 2, the collaboration network is almost doubled in density (Density = .25) 

as the communication network (Density = .13).  This network measure indicates that out 

of a possible 1,722 ties between individuals that could occur weekly or bi-monthly, these 

leaders engaged in 430 ties (or 25% possible ties).  While it is difficult to fully interpret 

the meaning of this density figure, D = .25 is considered dense because of the limited  

 

Figure 2. BWED Collaboration Network  (To whom do you collaborate 
with about your work…and at what frequency?) 

 
time in an administrators day for regular collaboration.  This data suggests that the 

leadership at BWESD collaborates on a more regular basis than they communicate with 

each other around work related topics.  The overall reciprocity of the entire leadership 

team was .42. This means that 42% of the existing collaboration relationships were 
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reciprocated.  The reciprocated ties in terms of collaboration are consistent with the 

increased density of this network compared to the communication network.  The overall 

reciprocity (.42) in the collaboration was doubled in comparison to the overall reciprocity 

in the communication network (.20).   

As shown in Figure 2, central office administrators are central in the network as 

shown by the large red nodes that are internally connected.  The overall E-I index for 

BWESD leadership is -.10.  This means that collaboration in BWESD is more internally 

connected (they collaborate more amongst their own peer group).  When breaking these 

groups apart, central office is more internally connected, as noted by an E-I index of - 

.14. In contrast to the communication network where principals were externally 

connected, principals are more internally connected in the collaboration network, as 

noted by an E-I index of - .06.  Principals collaborate with principals and central office 

leadership collaborates with central office.  Although the collaboration network is almost 

twice as dense as the communication network, collaborative exchanges exist mostly 

within a leaders peer group (central office administrators or site principal). This division 

between the central office administrators and school sites can be triangulated through 

interview data that suggests a disconnected central office.  Also, noteworthy was the 

number of principals that reported about the lack or quality of principal collaboration 

time. 

Disconnected central office. Forty percent of the principals reported on a 

disconnected central office. One principal (B3) speaks of the district office as 

disconnected from the reality of the work at the site level, “People have forgotten what its 

like to be down here, especially in these times, with NCLB, with testing.  I don’t think 
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the district knows what really works and what doesn’t” (B19).  One more central 

principal (B5) reported, “I think there is a disconnection with the amount of work that 

we’re doing down here and how busy we are.  I wonder why we are having another 

meeting, because I have stuff to do.  We have a lot of meetings.”  One principal (B13) 

describes the principal meetings, “Most of the time we listen to the superintendent and 

then we listen to one of the other assistant superintendents and most of the information 

could be written down for us to read. Every superintendent has there own meeting where 

they relay information to us.”  One central office administrator (BD7) reported on the 

number of initiatives that got in the way of the focus on increasing academic 

achievement,  

I would say what got in the way were the number of initiatives that were 
suddenly created by whatever a board member felt like… patriotism or a 
service project or whatever the case - it was a huge debacle.  Also, the lack 
of clarity with the guaranteed viable curriculum was a debacle too.  
Teachers didn’t really have a good understanding about GVC’s and what 
they were and they didn’t have the connection of the GVC’s and the 
assessment, how that connected. 
 

Lack of principal collaboration.  Fifty-percent of the principals surveyed on the 

SNA survey reported out on open-ended response items about the quality or lack of 

principal collaboration in BWESD. One principal (S2) reported out about missed learning 

opportunities,  “We don’t have enough opportunities to learn from other principals 

whether formal or informal opportunities.”  When asked what constrained the network 

one principal reported, “The lack of professional interaction as a body of educational 

leaders about our practice is a huge.” constraint.”  Another principal reported (S5) out 

about the quality of the principal meetings,  “Long meetings with lofty agendas that focus 
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on housekeeping issues versus time to talk and collaborate with our peers.”  In addition, 

one principal (S3) reported out about one-way interaction at meetings, “We go to a lot of 

meetings where we just sit and listen for hours on end.”  Although the collaboration 

network has dense ties, it is evident by the E-I index and triangulated by interview data 

that collaboration is internally focused within peer groups (central office to central office, 

principals to principals).  

 

Figure 3. BWED DAIT Knowledge Network  (Who do you turn to for 
advice on DAIT… and at what frequency?) 

 

Figure 3 represents the knowledge network that focuses on seeking advice around 

the DAIT reform initiative.  Figure 3 stands in marked contrast to the previous two 

figures.  According to the network measurements (Density = 0.07), this social network is 

extremely sparse with few principals turning to other principals or central office leaders 

for advice regarding the mandated DAIT reform.  All of the nodes in the top left corner of 

figure 3 represents individuals in the network who do not seek out anyone for information 

X 
Y 
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regarding the DAIT reform initiative, nor does anyone seek them out.  In contrast to the 

communication and collaboration network, the DAIT knowledge network measurements 

indicate that only seven percent of all possible information exchange ties are present 

when considering the most frequent relationships (120 out of a possible 1,722 ties 

between individuals exist).  In addition, twelve percent of the administrators (seven 

central office staff and one site administrator) were isolates in this network, meaning that 

they did not seek (nor were sought for) information related to DAIT on a frequent basis.  

In some respects it may be logical that some of the central office managers involved in 

say facilities or personnel may not be sought for advice on instructional issues.  These 

findings, however, may reflect that although the district is an In Needs of Improvement 

district, the urgency is not felt by all leaders in the district. 

The centrality measures indicate that, on average, leaders at the school and central 

office levels had ties primarily with two district leaders with a centrality measurement of 

34% indicating very little interaction.  This suggests that that information flow in the 

DAIT knowledge network was extremely limited when compared with Figures 1 and 2.  

The overall network tended toward centralization with two actors (X and Y) in the study 

district serving central roles in the DAIT knowledge network.  People are seeking 

information from these two actors, (X and Y) which happen to be a director and assistant 

superintendent, who manage the DAIT initiative and who appear to be the most 

knowledgeable.  An actor’s individual centrality is typically captured by the proportion of 

possible ties with other ties that are realized based on the social network survey.  An 

actor’s in-degree centrality equals the proportion of possible ties that actor could receive 

that were realized.  An actor’s out-degree centrality equals the proportion of possible ties 
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that actor could send that were realized (Atteberry & Bryk, 2010). Both actors (X and Y) 

had an in-degree centrality measure of 44.44. This means that each actor received 

approximately 44% of the possible ties focused on seeking advice around the DAIT 

reform initiative.  The out-degree centrality of actor X measured 8.33 meaning that this 

actor had approximately eight percent of the possible out going ties that focused on 

seeking advice around the DAIT reform initiative.  The out-degree centrality of actor Y 

measured 5.55, meaning that this actor had approximately five percent of the possible out 

going ties that focused on seeking advice around the DAIT reform initiative.  The two 

most central actors (X and Y) of the DAIT knowledge network are receiving a 

disproportionate amount of advice ties around the DAIT reform initiative and they do not 

regularly seek advice around the DAIT reform from school site leadership.  

Principals did not play central roles in the DAIT knowledge network despite the 

fact that the network was about the exchange of information directly related to the 

district’s mandated DAIT reform initiative.  This initiative is in place because the state 

required the district to partner with an approved outside agency to improve achievement. 

This knowledge network suggests that there are very few reciprocal relationships in terms 

of people who seek out each other, versus one-way information flows—central office to 

the sites.  Only twenty percent of the relationships were reciprocated.  This is much lower 

than the collaboration (42%) network and exactly the same as the communication 

network (20%).   

In comparison to the communication network and the collaboration network there 

is a division between central office and school administrators in terms of advice seeking 

around the DAIT reform. This is explained by findings from the External-Internal (E-I) 
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index.  The E-I index for this network was - .284 suggesting that this network is more 

internally than externally connected – meaning principals go to principals and central 

office go to central office staff, but they rarely cross groups for information regarding 

DAIT.  This calculation is partly due to the fact that many of the actors in the DAIT 

knowledge network are not seeking advice or giving advice around the reform at all, they 

are isolates in the network. This is further explained when breaking down the E-I index 

between central office administrators (-0.11) and principals (-0.40), signifying both 

groups are internally connected and share knowledge around DAIT primarily within their 

own group.  However, two actors (X and Y), as indicated by the largest two red nodes in 

Figure 1.3, play important ‘bridging’ roles, serving as brokers between different parts of 

the system.  This information break down can also be explained by the fragmentation 

index. Overall the fragmentation index for the DAIT knowledge network is .65, meaning 

that 65% of the nodes in this network are unable to reach each other, representing limited 

opportunity to exchange and leverage knowledge around the DAIT reform initiative.  

Triangulating this finding regarding the overall structure of the Blue Wave DAIT 

knowledge network, principals viewed the district as a highly centralized district where 

the development of the reform initiative is top-down, driven by program and allows for 

little autonomy.  Most administrators reported favorably for district professional 

development focused on the DAIT reform initiative.  

Lack of autonomy.  When asked the interview question, “What kind of decisions 

has the district delegated to schools,” over half of the principals interviewed reported 

about their inability to make decisions because of district office or state mandates, “I 

don’t think we have that much autonomy as compared to other districts” (B3).  Another 
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principal (B9) noted, “It is difficult to take a creative risk or any risk in our district. Even 

when you try to take a risk you are treated like a child because every move or decision 

must be micro-managed.” One less central principal (B15) noted, “Its top down, very top 

down.”  Many principals discussed the constraining nature of a district that makes 

centralized decisions about instructional focus, “Centralization can be constraining.  If 

you want to go in a different direction you don’t have the time or the district support” 

(B7).  Another principal reports (B11) out about the delivery of the curriculum, “I don’t 

think we have that much autonomy.  Sometimes the inflexibility of those things definitely 

get in the way.”  One central principal (B1) reported,  “It is difficult to take creative risks 

or any risk in our district.  Certainly, they can trust us to make some decisions.”   

Three of the five central office administrators described principal autonomy in the 

district.  One central office administrator (BD2) spoke of the level of autonomy principals 

had prior to the DAIT reform initiative,   

Prior to DAIT, there was a little more autonomy at the school level. 
Where schools could say, we're going to approach improving student 
achievement this way.  We're going to make our focus, for example, 
writing. I'm thinking of one school that had really been doing good work 
on that, they couldn't keep that up at the same time. They were required 
to embrace this new "This is what we're doing." So that'd been the 
downside of it, that it took away a little bit of the autonomy.  

 

Another central office administrator (BD7) reported out about autonomy when asked how 

much autonomy was given in terms of his/her decision- making.  “My decisions come 

through influence not autonomy.  There were times that decisions were made at the top 

and I had to use my influence so they would be reversed.” Another central office 

administrator (BD1) speaks to the level of autonomy in the district,  
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So the idea of anything being an absolute mandate or an absolute 
requirement, I  don’t see us working that way.  Part of that is through the 
decisions we have when looking at the data.  Principals are part of the 
conversation, coaches are part of the conversation, and we have teacher 
leadership teams as part of the conversation.  So it’s not like it’s this on 
high thou shall now do this. 

 
One central district office administrator (BD7) speaks of how he/she might have changed 

the implementation of the DAIT reform, “What should have been done is OK, here's this 

observation protocol. You, as a school, you determine what you're going to do well and 

decide the structure and do it well. Get 100 percent. You guys are in charge of making 

that.”  The same central office administrator (BD7) describes the centralization of the 

district.  

There is this blind faith and how they work so centralized, that if there’s a 
flaw in initiatives everyone gets the flaw and flaw becomes more 
pronounced.  In Blue Wave, there’s no deviation.  This is what you have 
to do.  Every program has a flaw.  So what happens is that if you don’t 
allow the context of the school to fix the flaw and the flaw persists then 
the flaw will be uniform throughout the system.  A domino effect and then 
the achievement gap, the general achievement gap gets wider and wider.  

 

Program driven.  Seventy percent of the principals described how programs may 

be constraining decision making.  One principal (B9) described the constraint around the 

DAIT partner’s program to ensure quality instruction, “The district constrains us around 

the observation protocol.  Consultants give us a different interpretation of the protocol 

that may not align with the feedback we give teachers.” Two principals reported about 

the Reading First Initiative in the district.  One principal reported (B3), “Reading First 

was here for seven years and nobody questioned at all the fact that we kept doing down 

and down.” The other principal reported (B7) about how their site opted out of Reading 

First.  “Three years ago we opted out of Reading First, and brought in writing and it felt 
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more creative.  Then, DAIT came, and teachers felt stifled, or that everything was in this 

box, and everything was all linear – everyone was afraid to experiment.” One principal 

(B11) describes the amount of mandated programs.  “We have programs for kids in 4-6 

grade that are below grade level.  We have programs to follow for ELD.  We have 

programs to follow through DAIT.  DAIT requires us to use a protocol.  We don’t talk 

about achievement, we monitor programs.”   

Over half of the district office administrators spoke about following a program.  

“The mandate of Reading First was horrible.  Reading First was implemented in the 

district.  It really set the district back five years. Reading First was detrimental because 

teachers put their blind faith on the curriculum resource” (BD7).  Another central office 

leader (BD2) reports, “I think that it does schools and districts a disservice for the state to 

choose and mandate textbooks. At one time it might have served a really nice purpose.”   

Professional learning focus.  Almost all of the district administrator and site 

principals office spoke positively about the professional learning opportunities through 

the DAIT reform. “Professional development structures around DAIT have made it 

possible to learn from and with teachers around specific strategies.”  “The workshops 

through the district have helped tremendously in that they are a forum for teachers to 

share, learn and grow.”  One site administrator spoke of the district focus, “Focusing on 

one thing like the DAIT reform has been a support for our district.”  

The formal and informal, centralized structure of BWESD relies on technical 

exchanges around the state mandated reform initiative. Principals have little autonomy to 

adapt the initiative to fit the context of their school.  
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Conclusion BWESD 

After analyzing the data five major findings about the leadership network in Blue 

Wave emerged in terms of how players in the system see the formal and informal 

organizational structure and how players in the system describe district supports or 

constraints around the transmission of resources around the DAIT reform initiative (1) 

Dense communication ties exist that focus on technical exchanges around district/state 

mandates and may not involve all stakeholders in decision making.  Communication may 

be impacted by feelings of mistrust. (2) Dense collaboration ties exist; a disconnected 

central office, initiative fatigue, and the lack of quality principal collaboration may 

impact the quality of the ties that do exist in the network. (3) Sparse knowledge ties exist 

around the state mandated district reform.  These sparse ties may be the result of the lack 

of principal autonomy and a district that focuses on state adopted programs and 

mandates. (4) The overall structure of the Blue Wave reform initiative is centralized and 

district office administrators are central in the knowledge network. (5) There is value for 

the DAIT reform professional development. 

Montague Elementary School District Findings  

Montague Elementary School District was selected for this study because it 

represents as a unique case in which to explore central office/school relationships in a 

high performing district. This district serves many Hispanic students, those who most 

often are underperforming in the state of California; and yet, it is one of a few large con-

urban school districts in the state that has continued to increase student achievement and 

meet NCLB criteria. Located on the urban fringes of a large city in Southern California, it 
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serves 27,500 students in kindergarten through grade eight. The ethnic breakdown of the 

students is as follows: 65.4% Hispanic, 12.1% White, 9.8% Filipino, 4.2% African 

American, 2.5% Asian, 0.6% Pacific Islander, 0.4% American Indian/Alaskan Native, 

and 5% other/declined to state. 40.8% of the students are considered socioeconomically 

disadvantaged and 36.5% are English language learners.  

Another unusual aspect of this district is the relationship between the district and 

its schools. Although recent research studies on districts that have improved achievement 

stress the need for greater centralization and administrative controls, as well as 

coordination of curriculum, assessment and professional development, this district has 

over a 12-year period where they implemented and maintained considerable site 

autonomy. MESD has allowed its schools to implement instructional programs that the 

staff and community felt would best meet their student needs.   

In this case study we have analyzed three social network maps around a general or 

specific top of interest:  communication around work related topics, collaboration around 

work related issues, advice seeking regarding the district reform initiative.  The maps 

represent instrumental social relations, which reflect flow of information, resources, and 

assistance patterns between and among district and site administrators.  These three maps 

help us to understand the ways district and site leaders perceive the districts 

organizational structure.  In addition, they allow us to see how the formal and informal 

network structures of a district may support or constrain the transmission of knowledge to 

support school improvement.  The first map for MESD (Figure 4) represents perceptions 

of communication around work related topics in Montague district at the most frequent 

level (anywhere between once every two weeks to a couple of times a week).   
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The map and the measures suggest it is a dense network with principals 

communicating with other principals or central office leaders as well as central office 

leaders communicating with each other.   

 

Figure 4. MESD Communication network (How often do you turn to each 
administrator for information on work related topics...and at what 

frequency?) 
 

According to the network measures there are relatively frequent connections 

among district administrators and principals within this district (Density = .06).  This 

network measure indicates that out of a possible 8,556 ties between individuals that could 

occur weekly or bi-monthly, these leaders engaged in 513 ties (or 6% of possible ties). 

The overall reciprocity of the entire leadership team was .2313. This means that 23% of 

the existing communication relationships were reciprocated.   

There is a dense web of principal and district office connections in this district as 

shown by the clusters of blue and red nodes.  The E-I index for principals was .48, 

signifying that principals are externally connected and seek to collaborate with both the 
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central office staff and other principals.  On the other hand, the E-I index for the district 

office administrators is  -.34, signifying that district office administrators communicate 

more within their peer group than with principals at the school sites.  This data reflects 

the formal structure of the school district.  Since this is such a large district, each cohort 

of schools has an executive director based in the Education Service and Support Center 

(district office) assigned to them to give on site support that is non-evaluative.  Overall, 

the dense communication network ties are triangulated by interview data that describes 

effective communication in MESD that is built on trust.  

Effective communication.  Sixty-percent of the principals described effective 

communication practices in MESD and how principals communicate with district office 

leaders.  “Each school site is assigned an executive director and we have established that 

working relationship.  The district continues to support what we are doing at the site.  The 

district visits the sites and there is a constant flow of communication” (M2).  One 

principal (M10) described a conversation he had with his superintendent, “At the end of 

the school year we actually sat down and he said, ‘Here’s some thing I am thinking, 

here’s some things I’m seeing.’  So I started to develop that relationship with him and 

what he saw and how we could go to the next level.  The superintendent was like… go 

for it!”  Another principal (M12) speaks about the close, honest ties he has with his 

executive director, “Here, within our district, I stay really connected with the executive 

directors.  My executive director has his opinions and his ideas.  I have mine, but I 

respect that.  I mean… I don’t mind.  He is very open with me and so he is not offended 

that I don’t do what he suggests.” Another principal, (M6) speaks about how often he 
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meets with his principal cohort, “We talk as a group at least once a week.  Through email 

we might communicate maybe two or three times a week.”   

All of the district office administrators spoke positively of communication 

practice in MESD.  One district office administrator (MD5) spoke of how learning walks 

have encouraged open dialogue, “The walkthroughs have been very powerful in our 

district.  Our principals work together in these cohort groups. We go and visit each other's 

schools and they take teachers to go in and observe. It's interesting because the level of 

conversations that happen now with teachers has grown tremendously.”  Another district 

office administrator (MD4) speaks about giving schools a voice in what they need, “As 

we move forward with our new rounds of Cohorts, I think we've learned a lot about 

making certain that you have input from the schools and you're tailoring the sessions 

towards what the schools really feel they need. You've got to involve them. You have to 

have their voice.”   

Trust.  Seventy percent of the site administrators spoke about having trusting 

relationships with district office leaders and/or teachers.  One principal (M14) reports 

about trust building with his staff,  “Since we are site based, I had to start building trust 

with the staff.  In order to implement change, you have to make sure people are on board 

and that they can see what the goals are that are set and that they have a say in what 

happens.”  Another principal speaks about the trust district leaders have for his decision-

making, “They allow me to do what I think will work best for students and the school.  I 

did not have to ask anyone’s permission to get the programs that I got.”  Another 

principal (M16) speaks about the freedom he has,  “I feel there’s truly great freedom to 

take what the district gives you and make it work at your site.”  One principal (M10) 
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reports out about the trust he has for his peer group, “I have at least four people that I 

know I can trust implicitly and discuss issues of personnel and get advice.  We create 

these little survivor clusters.” 

One hundred-percent of the central office administrators spoke about the 

importance of trusting the site administrators.  “We don't tell our principals what to do. 

We hire them because we know that they are the leaders that know exactly what to do” 

(MD5).  Another district leader (MD1) describes learning from his professional 

colleagues, “I would say the members of cabinet and my principals that I work closely 

with, my thirteen principals. I think I'm closer with them, than I am with the other ones, 

so I consider them colleagues. I'm learning from them just as much as I hope I'm 

contributing to them.”  Another district leader (MD4) describes trust in MESD,  

Organizations are built on trust, my view.  So, trust is the belief that the other 

person has seriously considered all the issues, and is bringing forth a plan that is well 

thought out.  It's not just the latest knee jerk response to something someone else told 

them that is seriously going to interfere with your ability to teach the kids.  And that 

happens both for principals in evaluating the new initiatives and for teachers. 

While the first network was specifically focused on communication around work 

related topics, we found a somewhat similar pattern with a question that focused on 

collaboration.  As can be seen in Figure 5, the collaboration network is doubled in density 

(Density = .12) compared to the communication network (Density = .06).   

This network measure indicates that out of a possible 8,556 ties between 

individuals that could occur weekly or bi-monthly, these leaders engaged in 1026 ties (or 

12% possible ties).  While it is difficult to fully interpret the meaning of this density 
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figure, D = .12 is considered dense because of the limited time in an administrators day 

for regular collaboration.  This data suggests that the leadership at MESD collaborates 

 

 

Figure 5. MESD Collaboration Network  (To whom do you collaborate 
with about your work…and at what frequency?) 

 

on a more regular basis than they communicate with each other around work related 

topics.  The overall reciprocity of the entire leadership team was .3639. This means that 

36% of the existing collaboration relationships were reciprocated.  The reciprocated ties 

in terms of collaboration are consistent with the increased density of this network 

compared to the communication network.  

As shown in Figure 5 central office administrators are central in the network as 

shown by the large red nodes that are internally connected.  The E-I index for district 

office administrators was  -.39, signifying that district office administrators collaborate 

more frequently with their peers. On the other hand, the E-I index for principals is .36, 

signifying that principals are externally connected and collaborate with district office 

administrators as well as with their peers. This finding is similar to the E-I index for the 



84 

 

communication network.  This pattern is triangulated by interview data that indicate 

effective collaboration in MESD.  

Collaborative culture.  Sixty percent of the site administrators reported about how 

collaboration was a key reason for the districts success in student achievement.  MESD 

has a structure where cohort groups made up of principals and teacher leaders met 

regularly to collaborate around best practice. One principal (M2) “We met regularly in 

cohort groups to collaborate on instructional strategies that work with kids.  We gained 

from our experiences by sharing and dialoguing about how we work with students and 

how we train teachers to effectively teach our students.”  Another principal (M10) reports 

about collaboration with teachers at the school site, “We collaborate for a couple of hours 

every week. I meet with the teachers individually three times a year where they bring 

their data and we talk about students they need to get going with different processes, kids 

that are not doing well.  What else can we do for them?”  The same principal (M10) 

reports about collaboration outside of the district, “Whenever I have a contact at a 

different district, people that I trust and respect, I like to ask them what schools would be 

worthwhile to visit.  We use drop box to share and talk about stuff.”  One principal (M16) 

discusses the change process at his school, “We have a process in place where the whole 

staff agrees on what our areas of deficiency are.  If we’re going to create a plan of 

improvement, we have to have some agreement on where we think the holes or gaps are. 

The best way to get change is when it is generated from within the staff at the school 

site.”                                                                                                                                 

 Most of the district leaders mentioned the importance of collaboration.  One 
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district office leader (MD15) described the enhanced cohort model that was established 

during the 2011-2012 school year and how the district office serves the schools. 

We have such partnerships in this district. Now that we have the principal 
cohorts and our principal leads, that's just been a phenomenal structure 
that's come together this year. I'm talking with all of my principals. They 
gained so much professionally through being able to go through the walk-
throughs at their colleagues' schools, led by the other principals. They 
have their closed trainings where they're specifically focusing on what 
they want to focus on. I see them making just great leaps professionally. I 
serve as an assist for anything that they may need at their school sites. It 
could be from wanting to bring new programs into their schools, attaching 
them with new agencies if they need different social services, for better or 
worse, handling the parent dilemmas when things just blow sky high and 
someone has got to come in and run interference. Really whatever those 
principals need. 
 

The executive directors (ED) in MESD serve as a support for principals; the 

position is not evaluative.  The superintendent evaluates the principals.  The executive 

directors are responsible for a cohort of schools and one of their functions is to provide 

coaching and technical support for principals.  This collaborative structure allows for 

honest dialogue, collaboration and feedback.  An executive director (MD10) describes his 

position, “I have plenty of people that I evaluate, but not the principals.  That is one of 

the beauties of the relationship, similar to the principals in the principal cohort that they 

work with. Again it’s not evaluative.”  The retired superintendent of MESD speaks of 

collaboration with entities in and outside the system,   

We started to try to build a culture of innovation, partnering with people 
like John Walton of the Walton Foundation, others that were involved 
with the charter-school movement, to decentralize and to create levels of 
free-market competition and forces that would impose change. We were 
innovators in the charter movement early on, understood where that 
needed to go and became, I think, very much a leadership district in that 
arena. We started to focus on productivity through the Ball Foundation, 
inclusion through our cohort work, and again, building a system that truly 



86 

 

focused on getting academic performance at its optimum level, providing 
service and support to schools on that mission, and getting the right 
people. 
 

One district leader (MD1) explains the history of the cohort model in MESD, 

Well, it's been around now for eleven years, since 2000, with the idea that 
schools come together on a voluntary basis to learn skills on how to work 
together, how to support change in the school site, and then give them the 
tools on how to roll that out back at their school sites so they can get total 
staff buy in.  They were formed eleven years ago, strictly voluntary. We 
were looking for five schools who'd be willing to participate in this thing 
and they struggled to get five schools. Then after that year, it was like 
people wanted more and the following double what they had.  
 

MESD’s history of collaboration is evident in the dense ties as determine by the 

collaboration social network.  Although it appears as though the district office leaders 

collaborate more with each other as determined by the quantitative data, it is apparent by 

the qualitative findings that this cross collaboration occurs frequently and has for many 

years. 

 

Figure 6. GRR Knowledge Network  (Who do you turn to for advice on 
GRR… and at what frequency?) 
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Figure 6 stands in marked contrast to the previous two figures. According to the 

network measurements (Density = 0.01), this social network is extremely sparse with few 

principals turning to other principals or central office leaders for advice regarding the 

district initiative, the Gradual Release of Responsibility (GRR).   All of the nodes in the  

top, left corner of the figure represent individuals in the network who do not seek out 

anyone for information regarding GRR, nor does anyone seek them out.  In contrast to 

the communication and collaboration network, the GRR knowledge network 

measurements indicate that only one percent of all possible information exchange ties are 

present when considering the most frequent relationships (86 out of a possible 8,556 ties 

between individuals exist).  In addition, thirty-seven percent of the administrators 

(twenty-three central office staff and eleven principals) were isolates in this network, 

meaning that they did not seek (nor were sought for) information related to GRR on a 

frequent basis.  

The centrality measures indicate that, on average, leaders at the school and central 

office levels had ties primarily with two district leaders with a centrality measurement of 

15% indicating very little interaction.  This suggests that that information flow in the 

knowledge network was extremely limited when compared with figures 3 and 4.  The 

overall network tended toward centralization with two district leaders (the two largest red 

nodes) in the study district serving central roles in the GRR knowledge network.  People 

are seeking information from the two largest red nodes which happen to be executive 

directors, who spearheaded the initiative and who appear to be the most knowledgeable.   

Principals did not play central roles in the system despite the fact that the network 

was about the exchange of information directly related to the district’s GRR initiative.  
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This knowledge network suggests that there are very few reciprocal relationships in terms 

of people who seek out each other, versus one-way information flows.  Only seven 

percent of the relationships were reciprocated.  This is much lower than the 

communication (23%) and collaboration (36%) networks.   

Both hierarchical (central office-school) and lateral (school-school or central 

office-central office) relationships are rare.  Furthermore, this division between central 

office and school administrators is explained by findings from the External-Internal (E-I) 

index.  The E-I index for this network was .122 suggesting that this network is more 

internally than externally connected – meaning principals go to principals and central 

office go to central office staff, but they rarely cross groups for information regarding 

GRR.  This is further explained when breaking down the E-I index between central office 

administrators (-0.13) and principals (-0.11), signifying both groups are internally 

connected and share knowledge around GRR within their own group. However, two 

central office leaders (the two largest red nodes) play important ‘bridging’ roles, serving 

as brokers between different parts of the system.  Overall the fragmentation index for the 

GRR knowledge network is .955 meaning that 95% of the nodes in this network are 

unable to reach each other, representing limited opportunity to exchange and leverage 

knowledge around the GRR reform initiative.  

These quantitative findings are triangulated by interview data that suggest a high 

degree of principal autonomy in relationship to the GRR reform initiative and the 

overwhelming support from principals and district leadership for the formal, 

decentralized structure of MESD.  Productivity in terms of student achievement and 

extreme principal accountability were also themes that emerged from the interview data.  
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Autonomy.  One hundred percent of the principals in MESD discussed the amount 

of decision-making power they have in the district.  Although the gradual release of 

responsibility is a district initiative it does not mean that principal have to adopt this 

initiative.  One principal (M14) explains why his school site did not choose to adopt the 

district initiative, GRR, by stating,  

We stay very focused on those best practices that we know can make a 
difference... Even when the district comes up with initiatives that are 
good, solid, but we don't add those to what we're doing at our 
site…gradual release of responsibility (GRR) as being one big piece from 
the district that has not been implemented here…we have our own model 
and we stayed focused with that. GRR has always been a back burner 
when it comes to me (P38).  
 

Another principal (M16) describes how he may adapt the district initiative, “I feel 

like there’s truly great freedom to take what they give you and make it work for your 

site.”  One principal (M10) describes the structure of the district, “It is very site based.  

There is a lot of autonomy given to school site administration.  A lot.  If you had a plan 

and you back that plan up with data and goals and how you were doing and it was 

evident.  Your plan would be supported.” Another principal reports (M20) out about his 

level of autonomy, “I truly feel my site is autonomous aside from the big picture where, 

yes, you know, I can’t decide to use another resource that hasn’t been adopted by the 

district or the board of education.  At the beginning of the year, we decide together, the 

teachers and I, what are goals are going to be in the different subjects and then we work 

together to make it happen.”  Another principal (M2) reports out about his ability to 

modify the state adopted program, “We modify our programs.  We pushed equally the 

implementation of strategies to improve both languages.  We brought consistency and 
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systematic planning and we structured the whole year.  We didn’t just follow what the 

state said.”   

All of the district office leaders speak about the level of autonomy given to 

principals in MESD.  A district office leader (MD5) describes the level of autonomy 

given to principals in MESD around the GRR initiative, 

Well, I think that what happened is you saw a piece of learning or you saw 
a model that then some people took ownership of, and how great is that? I 
mean, it's like doing staff development at your site as a staff developer and 
then seeing teachers take it over and say OK you know what, we like that 
but this is how we'd like to do it.  And so they have taken ownership and 
they are doing the staff development themselves oftentimes, like this year 
they didn't even have an outside consultant. They were using themselves, 
their own teachers, their own teachers, their own resource people at their 
site, so it's taking ownership and duplicating it to target it to their needs, 
because we said that's the crucial part…They're not diverting away from 
the district initiative GRR. They're just saying, "Come and do it, and let's 
have a little more ownership on how we want this to look." You get the 
same thing accomplished, but they're doing all the planning. How cool is 
that? 
 
Many of the district office leaders describe the principal as a CEO of their school 

site. A district leader (MD10) describes the job as principal in MESD, “We are a very 

unique district because it's highly decentralized so when we hire those principals, we are 

looking at really people that are going to make the decisions based on the needs of the 

students based on, we consider our principals kind of like a CEO of their site. We expect 

to see results. The retired superintendent speaks about the level of autonomy given to 

principals and school sites around financial resources,  

Our interpretation was always very broad. It wasn't just the amount of 
money we gave but also the amount of discretion we gave with those 
resources. We put it in the hands of not just the principal, but the school 
site councils, which is the parents and the teachers. At the same time, we 
said, "This isn't about buying basketball hoops or books or workbooks. It's 
about,  how are you going to create an optimum instructional environment 
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at your school to benefit students' academic success?  We're going to 
measure it, and you're going to keep getting this money as long as you're 
showing results." We preserved that over a very long period of time, and it 
continues today.  
 

With autonomy comes accountability.  High accountability in MESD allow for a 

great deal of principal and site autonomy, however productivity in terms of student 

achievement matters most.   

The Student Achievement Mandate  

One hundred percent of the central office and site administrators mentioned the 

mandate on student achievement, a mandate that is centralized throughout the system, 

and the formalized decentralized system.  The principals also mentioned the support they 

receive from the district office, named the Education Services and Support Center.  When 

asked what the district mandated one principal (M10) reported,  “The culture is absolute 

accountability.  Student achievement is first.  The mandate is student achievement.  

That’s the mandate I know.”  When asked what has contributed to the success of MESD a 

principal (M18) describes decentralization coupled with high accountability for student 

achievement, 

I think it helps that the district is decentralized and lets each school 
determine what they need to do, based on their needs, based on their 
community, based on their school culture.  There’s not one size fits all for 
forty-four schools.  Rather, you know what, each school is different – you 
can do what you have to do.  There’s a high level of accountability, 
everybody’s held responsible and held accountable for achievement…You 
are giving me that freedom, then I take that very seriously, I take it as a 
huge responsibility.  
 



92 

 

At MESD if principals don’t make their achievement goals for a number of years they are 

terminated.  A district leader (MD1) describes the district mandate on achievement,  

I think the district mandate has been very clear with the former 
superintendent, even now with the new superintendent. The district 
mandate is you will increase student achievement. We don't care how you 
get there but you will improve. If you don't you won't have a job. It's a 
pretty clear message that how you get there you're going to solve and 
figure out yourself, but the mandate is you can't not grow.   

 

Although this mandate and clear focus on achievement has proved effective for MESD, 

some negative effects have been encountered.  One principal (M14) speaks of the 

competition in the district,  

We were always compared across the board.  This cycle, this system, of 
competition was created where everybody was trying to one up the next 
one.  There was a sense of fear.  These comparisons and who is at the top 
of the  list and who was at the bottom.  It was embarrassing.  It is 
humiliating.  How does that help people grow?  
 

When the district moved to a decentralized model the superintendent at that time 

changed the name from the district office to the Education Service and Support Center 

(ESSC).  One principal (M6) speaks about how the district office supports the sites, “We 

set our goals and they hold us accountable.   

That whole site-based thing gives you freedom to do things your way, as 
long as you hit the goals. If you don’t hit the goals, you’ll be held 
accountable to that.  I feel like they (the district office) call themselves the 
ESSC, Education Service and Support, and they really live up to that in 
many ways. Our district administration has constantly made it clear that 
they are here to serve our needs, because the students are here.  
 

One principal (M14) felt the decentralized approach wasn’t a support, “Supposedly in a 

decentralized system, you can do what you need to do.  But on the same token, you were 

told, if you don’t do X,Y, and Z you are gong to be in trouble or the superintendent is 
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going to call you into the office.” One principal speaks of the flexibility he has been 

given for reaching his school achievement goals, “Let me put it this way, with those of us 

who are getting results…far, far more flexibility.  You don’t see me at certain district 

meetings, because I think that my time is better spent here at the site.” One cohort of 

principals decided to branch out on their own as a way to deliver even more site based 

professional development at their point of need.  When a district leader (MD1) was asked 

about the effects of this model he responded,  

I think it had some positive things but I also think it had some negative 
things. The positive thing is they took on the responsibility that they had to 
prove to everybody that they're not going to play with everybody else so 
they had to get even better results. I think it put an implied accountability 
that, OK you're going to go off on your own but you better make even 
greater results. So that was positive. Do I think it had a negative effect? I 
think they became exclusionary.  I think they perceived themselves better 
than, a little arrogance I think. A lot of arrogance on some people's part.  
That they found the way and they're not going to share and the rest of the 
people are peons. So I think there were some attitude problems. 
 

The formal, decentralized structure of MESD relies on principal autonomy and 

high stakes accountability for principals in terms of increasing student achievement.  

Accountability in MESD allows principals the authority to act and the permission to 

subtract (White, 2005), meaning that they have the permission to focus on any learning 

initiative that is getting them results, regardless of what the district initiative is.  In 

addition, principals must take responsibility for student achievement.   

Conclusion MESD 

After analyzing the data six major findings about the leadership network in 

MESD emerged in terms of how players in the system see the formal and informal 
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organizational structure and how players in the system describe district supports or 

constraints around the transmission of resources around the GRR reform initiative: (1) 

Dense communication exist. The qualities of the network ties are grounded in trust and 

effective communication between district office administrators and principals. (2) Dense, 

high quality collaboration ties exist. The high quality of the network ties may be the 

result of the district cohort model and collaboration with entities in and outside the 

district. (3) Sparse reform knowledge ties. These sparse ties may by the result of principal 

autonomy, since all principals do not have to adopt the district reform initiative. (4) 

District office administrators are central in the GRR knowledge network. (5) District 

office administrators support site administrators through a formal, decentralized structure.  

(6) An extreme focus on productivity in terms of student achievement and principal 

accountability. This focus is centralized throughout the system.  
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Chapter Five:  Discussion and Conclusion 

Discussion of Findings, Conclusions and Implications 

 This chapter presents an overview of the study including a statement of the 

problem, a brief review of methodology, a cross-case analysis and a summary and 

discussion of the results. Subsequent sections discuss limitations, conclusions, 

implications for practice, and suggestions for future research. 

Statement of the Problem 

As stated in chapter 1, the federal NCLB Act states that 100% of all students must 

be proficient or competent at grade level skills in the areas of English language arts and 

mathematics by 2014. Currently, 298 districts and 2,796 schools in California serving 

over one million students are in Program Improvement (PI). Next year proficiency targets 

for schools and districts will rise to 64.6% in English language arts and 68.5% in 

mathematics.  Bryant, Hammond, Bocian, Retting, Miller & Cardullo (2008) suggest 

“nearly all elementary schools in California will fail to meet the AYP requirements for 

proficiency by 2014” (p. 1782). The increased accountability measures of NCLB create a 

sense of urgency for schools and districts to find solutions to increase achievement 

quickly. These extraordinary achievement demands suggest the need for more research 

into district wide approaches that may be yielding strong improvement results, especially 

for students who have typically been underserved and underachievers in our educational 

systems. Consequently, increased research on state mandated, top-down reform models 

needs to be understood and how these centralized sanctions affect policies and procedures 
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compared to similar districts that are not under state mandates but serve similar 

populations. 

Over the years, most federally enacted educational policy has pushed for a more 

centralized approach where district office leaders make instructional decisions for the 

entire district as opposed to a decentralized method where schools sites are given 

autonomy to make decisions best suited for their needs.  Less attention was placed on the 

inner workings of how site leaders supported each other or how the informal and formal 

leadership structure of the district supported school reform initiatives. One factor 

discussed in several studies (Massell & Goertz, 2002; Murphy & Hallinger, 1998; Elmore 

& Burney, 1997; Skrla, Scheurich & Johnson, 2000) is the balance of district control and 

support around reform initiatives. The literature suggests that a districts’ success in 

implementing school-based reform often revolves around a delicate balance between 

centralized and decentralized control (Elmore & Burney, 1999; Massell & Goertz, 1999). 

Therefore, the purpose of this study was to compare and contrast the roles of two district 

offices in supporting or constraining their reform initiatives by the formal and informal 

network structure of both districts. Furthermore, each district’s communication and 

collaboration social network were compared and contrasted to add insight into district 

and site leaders perception of the formal and informal structure of the district.  

Comparing and contrasting the strengths and obstacles in both a centralized and 

decentralized system have allowed us to describe optimal organizational conditions that 

support the ability for site leaders to increase student performance.   
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Review of Methodology 

A multiple case study was used for this study.  Interviews, document analysis and 

a survey were used to gather data.  The survey was administered at each school by the 

researcher. Participants were given a brief overview of the study and each participant was 

informed of his or her rights.   

For the quantitative component of this study participants were forty-two district 

and site administrators from BWESD and ninety-three district and site administrators 

from MESD.  All administrators were asked to respond to a Social Network Analysis 

survey.  By completing the survey, they became part of the pool to be selected as 

interview participants for both case studies. Ten principals and six district office 

administrators from each district were interviewed to gain a deeper understanding on how 

reform strategies are implemented at the school sites. The selection of these principals 

from each district was based on matching them in terms of school demographics. School 

and district administrators were selected as participants since they have the primary 

responsibility for leading the work around the communication, negotiation and 

implementation of district reform strategies. 

To analyze the social network data a series of network measures were conducted 

using the UCINET software (Borgatti et al. 2002) to better understand the structure of 

each network.  The following measures were conducted for the communication, 

collaboration and reform networks:  density, reciprocity, external/internal ratio analysis.  

In addition the following measures were conducted for the reform knowledge networks:  

centrality measures and fragmentation.   

Interview results were used to explore the perceptions of administrators in the 
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network.  Interview were conducted to ten site administrators and six district 

administrators in each district in order to:  capture site and district leaders perception of 

the formal and informal organizational structures of each receptive district, determine 

how intellectual capital is supported or constrained and, to determine if district policy 

played a role in how each district took on new learning.  The interviews were audio-

recorded and transcribed verbatim. The first cut of the interview data consisted of an 

inductive analysis that allowed important themes to emerge ‘‘out of the data rather than 

being imposed on them prior to data collection and analysis’’ (Patton 1990, p. 390). 

Interview data were analyzed using a constant comparative analysis method (Boeije, 

2002; Glaser & Strauss, 1967), as well as checking and rechecking emerging themes 

(Miles & Huberman, 1994). We grouped responses to the prompt and compared the 

different perspectives of district and site administrators, as well as those in the least and 

most central positions in the network. The themes that arose from this preliminary 

analysis were then re-examined, looking for patterns across district office and school sites 

and structural position as connected to the social network survey findings. This process of 

constant comparison ‘‘stimulates thought that leads to both descriptive and explanatory 

categories’’ (Lincoln & Guba, 1985, p. 341). In order to ensure the trustworthiness of 

interpretations, member-checking procedures were carried out as emerging themes 

developed and were shared with participants (Miles & Huberman, 1994). 

Cross-Case Analysis and Discussion  

This final and third question guided the analysis of interviews, document analysis, 

and survey results for the comparison of the two study districts: 
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3.   What are the similarities and differences in the way each district’s leadership  

(district administrators and principals) communicates, collaborates and seeks 

advice around their district’s reform initiative in order to increase student 

achievement and what patterns do they reveal about centralization and 

decentralization?  

The findings across this study suggest that the frequency of interaction between 

both study districts is quite similar in terms of communication, collaboration and each 

district’s reform network.   The social network maps allow us to see that dense ties exist 

in both districts around communication and collaboration.  The network maps do not 

indicate the quality of the information that flows through the network.  It is through 

interviewing the leadership in both districts that contrasting themes emerged that allows 

us to see the quality of those dense ties.  In addition, the sparseness of the ties in both 

cases around each district’s reform initiative, allow us to see the frequency that site and 

district leadership are seeking advice around reform. However, the interview data gives a 

differing perspective on the quality of the ties that do exist. In this next section, I will 

compare and contrast the quality of the network ties in both case districts regarding 

communication, collaboration and around each case’s reform initiative.  

Communication.  Both study districts had dense communication networks that 

were internalized indicated by the overall E-I index.  This means that leadership in both 

districts communicated more frequently with their own peer group (district office to 

district office and principals to principals).  While the network measures were similar in 

both study districts the qualitative measures describe the quality of the communication 

ties that exist in both districts.  Blue Wave’s communication ties were described as 
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technical in nature.  Meaning, that much of the communication was dealing with 

following rules and procedures set forth by the district or DAIT reform mandate or by 

asking for clarity on the observation protocol mandated by the DAIT provider. In 

addition, Blue Wave’s communication ties may have been constrained by the lack of trust 

described by half of the principals in the system and two of the six district office leaders.  

Principals and one central office administrators reported about not trusting or feeling 

supported by some central office administrators.   

This is in contrast to themes that emerged in Montague around communication in 

which most of the principals described communication practices as effective and spoke 

about feeling trusted by the central office even if they offered differing opinions.  Most of 

the principals in MESD described honest, open communication with administrators at the 

central office.  The increased achievement in MESD may be the result of network ties 

grounded in trust and effective communication practice.  The notion of trust in an 

organization is a valuable asset and if team members trust one another, they will not only 

be more willing to share ideas with their team, but they may also be willing to take more 

risks and share information with other groups (Chhuon et al., 2008; Daly & Finnigan, 

2010).  In addition, social capital is needed to build intellectual capital.  

Intellectual capital is a concept articulated from a business management 

perspective by Naphapiet and Ghoshal (1998).  They explore how social capital 

influences the creation and development of what has come to be known as intellectual 

capital in organizations. Intellectual capital relies on the knowledge and capabilities of a 

collective with potential for collective action (Bolivar & Chrispeels, 2010).  The creation 

of intellectual capital as described by Nahapiet and Ghoshal’s (1998) model relies on two 
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main mechanisms essential to the generation of new intellectual resources: the 

combination and exchange of individuals’ knowledge in a social setting leading to 

innovation and the generation of new knowledge.  For combination and exchange to take 

place, a set of three conditions that build on social capital are necessary (Moran & 

Ghoshal, 1996). The first condition is the existence of opportunities for people to engage 

with other community or organization members and for them to access individual (human 

capital) and social knowledge through their interactions. The second and third conditions 

are the existence of expectations on the part of district and school leadership that value 

will be created from their work together and that this value will be personally worth their 

while (Moran & Ghoshal, 1996).  Thus, social capital is a building block for creating 

intellectual capital. The concept of social capital lies in the opportunities individuals have 

to collaborate with others based on trust, a flow of information within the organization as 

well as structures and norms that facilitate information exchange.  

A number of researchers have changed their emphasis to the focus from the 

school site as the unit of reform to focusing on the relationships between central offices 

and school sites in implementing and sustaining reform initiatives (Daly & Finnigan, 

2009; Elmore & Burney, 1997; Harris & Chrispeels, 2006; Honig, 2004; Togneri & 

Anderson, 2003). These studies recognize that school sites are embedded within a larger 

district context and that this context has a direct impact on the success of change efforts. 

The literature suggests that systemic change must be strategic and consider and 

strengthen the relationship between the district office and school sites. The ways 

organizations organize knowledge and routines and develop strong learning communities 

is closely related to the levels of trust and structures for interaction among members.  
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Montague not only renamed its district office the Education Service and Support Center, 

they also created a formalized structure by assigning cohorts of schools to district office 

leaders (executive directors) that were non-evaluative.  This structure may lend itself to 

the development of trust and dense communication ties.  On the other hand, Blue Wave’s 

central office’s formal structure during the DAIT reform stayed relatively the same, 

although one director of program improvement was created to support schools in the 

reform process. The schools all had coaches assigned to them during the reform year 

from the partner consulting group, although the district office administrators did not have 

coaches assigned to them to support the new reform initiative.  One Blue Wave central 

office administrator discussed this fact in chapter four; he discussed how the reform 

focused on changing the school sites and not the entire system.  The district office was 

not included in the change initiative; coaching support in terms of building quality 

collaboration, communication and knowledge network ties may have increased the 

quality of network ties over time. Trust is integral in the creation of social capital.  The 

lack of trust reported by half of Blue Wave’s site leadership and two of their central 

office administrators, may be a constraint in the building of social capital.  On the other 

hand, the quality of Montague’s communication network is built on trust, a building 

block for social capital and a quality needed for strong district-school relationships.    

Collaboration.  Both study districts had dense collaboration networks that were 

internalized, indicated by the overall E-I index.  This means that leadership in both 

districts communicated more frequently with their own peer group (district office to 

district office and principals to principals).  Recent work suggests that districts could 

strengthen their collaborative ties between aspects of the system (Swanson, 2007; 
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Gallucci  & Swanson, 2008; Honig & Copland, 2008).  Both Blue Wave and Montague 

districts could strengthen their collaborative ties by becoming more externally focused, 

meaning they should strive to collaborate across peer groups more frequently around 

district reform initiatives.  Collaborative network patterns were similar in both study 

districts, suggesting ties were in place for the information exchange.  However, the 

qualitative measures describe the contrast in the quality of the collaborative ties that do 

exist.  Several themes emerged in Blue Wave that were in contrast to Montague.   

Collaborative practice has been in place in Montague for over ten years and is realized in 

the cohort model, where schools’ leadership teams collaborate around district initiatives 

or around some initiative that the cohort itself decides upon. In addition, Montague had 

been collaborating with outside entities to strengthen best practice inside the district.  

Furthermore, the formal, decentralized structure, puts schools and students in the center 

of the organizational chart and the executive directors role is to collaborate with school 

principal’s on a regular basis to support school site goals and initiatives to increase 

student achievement. On the other hand, Blue Wave’s formal structure is the opposite.  

 

   Blue Wave’s Organizational Chart                      Montague’s Organizational Chart  

   

 

 

 

Figure 7. Comparative Organizational Charts for Blue Wave and Montague 
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Blue Wave’s formal structure is centralized, whereas the board and superintendent are 

located at the top of the chart and the students and community are at the bottom.   

Also noteworthy, is the DAIT reform focus on collaborative practice. The reform 

did mandate collaboration around district benchmark data six times yearly.  This was a 

new practice for many of the schools involved.  Principals described collaborative 

practice in Blue Wave as somewhat transactional with many described principal meetings 

as ‘stand and deliver’. Principals also wished for more collaboration time with other 

principals around agenda items that may fit their point of need. In addition, Blue Wave 

principals spoke of the district office being disconnected from the school sites and not 

having a true understanding of how the numerous meetings or work-load effected day to 

day operations at school sites or building leadership. Many principals and one central 

office administrator also spoke of the many initiatives in the district that competed for 

one’s time leaving little time for anything that may be considered site-based. The one 

exception to this was the district charter school administrator that seemed to have more 

flexibility than the other school sites involved in the reform effort.   

Although the collaboration ties were dense in both districts it is apparent from 

qualitative interviews that the collaboration in Montague may be more effective in 

increasing student achievement, the ultimate goal for both districts.  This is evidenced by 

increasing student achievement in MESD as noted in Appendix A.  It is also noteworthy, 

that Montague’s history of collaborative practice along with dense communication ties 

indicating high levels of trust also impacted achievement positively in MESD.   

Montague has created conditions necessary for creating intellectual capital.  Principals 

and executive directors trust each other and they have ample opportunities to collaborate 
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not only with their own group, but also with other groups (the cohort model, different 

foundations, the county office, etc.), the knowledge generated enables the leadership 

team in Montague to act in new ways or change their practice.  Therefore, intellectual 

capital has the possibility of being created through the combination and exchange of 

knowledge in a group setting leading to new knowledge and action (Bolivar & 

Chrispeels, 2010; Nahapiet & Ghoshal, 1998).  

Reform initiatives. Both district’s knowledge networks were dramatically less 

dense than the communication and collaboration social networks.   In addition, in both 

districts there were central office administrators that were central in the reform 

knowledge networks serving as brokers of the reform initiative where most leaders in the 

system were going to them for advice.  Although the knowledge network maps in both 

districts seem to have similar patterns it is through the qualitative interviews that 

significant differences emerge.   

Two main themes emerged in Montague that contrasted with Blue Wave.  

Principals in Montague had a great deal of autonomy to make decisions around the 

reform initiative.  They could even make the decision not to use the initiative at all at 

their school site if they had an initiative that was working and they could back it up with 

data to prove it’s worth.   If they chose to implement GRR, principals and their site 

leadership teams had total autonomy in GRR implementation: where to begin the GRR 

implementation, how to measure it’s effectiveness, coaching around GRR, and how to 

adapt GRR to fit the school context.  This suggest a possible explanation regarding the  

sparse network ties around the GRR reform initiative.  This degree of autonomy was not 

present in Blue Wave.  Blue Wave administrators were told what parts of the observation 
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protocol to focus on, they were told what their goal was in terms of implementation, they 

were told how it would look in every room and in every school, they were told when they 

had to reach the goal and all of this was monitored from the central office and DAIT 

partner regularly.  

The excessive monitoring of the DAIT reform initiative may be one reason why 

there is a lack of trust in the district.  Allowing for more autonomy around the district 

reform initiative may be crucial in building trust across the system.  Trust is crucial in 

building social capital and strengthening district-school relationships. Researchers have 

identified positive impact of trust on a school.  Trust can foster effective 

communications, knowledge sharing (Levin, Cross, Abrams, & Lesser, 2004), more 

timely and accurate flow of information throughout the community horizontally and 

vertically (Goddard, Hoy, & Woolfolk, 2004; Tschannen-Moran, 2004).  This trust is 

crucial in building social capital and strengthening the reform effort.  Giving principals 

autonomy and allowing them to adapt the reform initiative to fit the context of their 

school ensues trust.  To gain social capital, network ties must contain certain levels of 

trust between members (district office and school site principals).  In contrast to Blue 

Wave, qualitative measures indicate that most principals in Montague felt trusted by the 

district office and most district office administrators spoke of principals as being a CEO 

of the school.    

The qualitative measures describing Blue Wave’s reform initiative as program- 

driven is also another difference in the perception of how the reform initiative is 

perceived and realized in the district.  Many principals described Blue Wave as a 

program driven district and a district that may have too many programs to monitor 
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appropriately.  The Blue Wave observation protocol has six components that relate to 

effective teacher practice.  Montague’s GRR reform initiative is only one part of Blue 

Wave’s six-component observational protocol mandated by DAIT.  Although the reform 

ties are sparse in Montague the reform initiative is focused on one thing, GRR.  The six 

components to the Blue Wave protocol are not the only initiative the district was 

balancing during the DAIT reform.  Many schools in the Blue Wave district were new to 

data driven decision-making, regular collaboration time, a change in instructional minutes 

for ELA and mathematics, and a new core replacement mandated for all four-sixth grade 

students two years below grade level.  Many schools did not have regular collaboration, 

this was now a mandate through the DAIT reform. The sparse network ties in the Blue 

Wave DAIT reform initiative may be the result of initiative fatigue driven by program 

compliance.  The patterns of interactions are reminiscent of what the literature refers to as 

a threat rigid response.  The quality of the existing communication and collaboration ties 

may be suggestive of a threat rigid response.  

The effects of threat at the organizational level include: the development of a 

more rigid structure characterized by restrictive thinking, reliance on past experience or 

prior knowledge, increased centralization of authority, more extensive formulation and 

standardization of procedures (Daly, 2009; Hermann, 1963; Olsen & Sexton, 2009; Staw 

et al., 1981), reduced communication, withdrawal, limited risk-taking and alternative 

thinking, and increased stress on those in authority (Griffith, 2004; Shaw & Barrett- 

Power, 1997).  This threat rigid response may be another explanation of the sparse reform 

ties in Blue Wave and the decline in student achievement two years after the DAIT 

reform was in place.   
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The student achievement mandate.  The one theme that emerged from one 

hundred percent of the district office leaders and site principals was the mandate on 

increased student achievement in Montague.  This mandate was centralized throughout 

the MESD system. There was not a theme that emerged so frequently in Blue Wave that 

one hundred percent of those interviewed spoke out about the goal of the district. 

However, this increased accountability in combination with: principal autonomy, ongoing 

support from the Educational Service and Support Center, a dense collaboration network 

in and with partners outside the district, and a dense communication network grounded in 

trust seemed to make this combination yield high effect as noted by increasing district 

student achievement. Reeves (2000) reports out about the differences between low-

achieving schools and schools that were high achieving in his 90/90/90 study and 

discussed each schools’ laser-like focus on achievement; this was a commonality among 

all schools in his study. There was not a common intervention program used in each 

school, although each school in the study emphasized improvement. This is similar to the 

mandate in Montague school district where improvement is key. As stated by one key 

leader in chapter four, the consequence for not improving was the termination of your job 

as principal. This mandate may seem severe, but out of the ten principals interviewed 

only one principal spoke of the mandate as negatively impacting her work. One must 

keep in mind the support the district office gives to school sites and principals.   

In looking across at these two cases it is evident that both districts have 

communication and collaboration ties present and these ties are quite dense.  In addition, 

the reform ties are quite sparse in both districts.  However, through the interview process 

the quality of the ties present indicate stark differences in the ways district administrators 



109 

 

and principals communicate, collaborate and seek advice around the district’s reform 

initiative in order to increase student achievement.  

Limitations and Challenges 

This research study will be valuable in generating descriptions of how reform 

strategies are communicated and implemented across two districts and proving the 

methodological and theoretical use of distributed leadership and social network theories. 

However, there are a number of factors that limit the scope and generalizability of this 

study including: limited context and sample size, researcher positionality, and temporal 

concerns. 

Regarding sample size and context, although both cases design will provide 

important theoretical and practical insights, it is a multiple case study of two school 

districts, which limits the generalizability of its findings. In terms of context, data will be 

collected from two districts. Although, MESD, is a neighboring district the percentage of 

the district’s Title 1 population is significantly less that BWESD. To allow greater 

generalizability we will be interviewing participants in schools at MESD that have 

similar populations to the eleven schools in BWESD. Furthermore, although a wide-array 

of teacher leaders from all grade levels, subject-areas and network locations were 

interviewed, limitations to the qualitative data might arise from the impossibility to 

interview all possible candidates. This may lead to some sample bias since some portion 

of the teacher leader population will not be collected, analyzed, or reported. This 

limitation will be mitigated by purposely selecting a representative sample of teacher 

leaders to interview. 
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Another limitation of the study involves temporal concerns. The study represents 

both a point in time for data collection as well as the particular developmental phase of 

the implementation of the reform strategies being studied. Hence, findings may not be 

generalizable to all phases of implementation. In addition, natural changes in leadership 

occur in school districts, and at this point in time MESD hired a new superintendent and 

BWESD will have administrative changes at the district office. Changes in leadership 

could result in a change of how reform strategies are communicated and implemented.  

The final delimiter of the study is related to the positionality of the researcher. As 

the researcher was an administrator in one of the school districts, there is the possibility 

that interviewees may not be honest in their responses. To mitigate this, other members of 

the JDP program will be interviewing participants. It should be noted however that the 

researcher’s positionality does include advantages for the proposed research. The 

relationship between the researcher, the principals and district office adminstrators 

allowed for complete access to all sources of data along with the time and resources that 

this represents for the districts.  

The potential effects of the researcher’s position on data collection and analysis 

will be addressed in a number of ways. All interviewees were expressly informed about 

the exploratory character of this study, which did not seek to answer if the way the 

district implements reform strategies works or not, nor to evaluate teachers in any 

capacity, but instead to find out the form and context of school and district collaborative 

relationships. The role that Dr. Janet Chrispeels, Dr. Alan Daly, and Dr Lorri Santamaria, 

committee members of this study, will be extremely important in this regard. Their 

position as researchers and university professors in the initial presentation of the project 
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to the districts was essential in reinforcing the independent nature of the researcher and 

the data collection processes potentially leading to openness on the side of participants. In 

addition, participants were informed of the extreme steps that were taken by the 

researcher to ensure complete confidentiality by creating a coding system for respondents 

and restricting access to data collected.  

Attention to the aforementioned delimiters is critical in the way data is collected, 

analyzed, and interpreted. Yin (2003) describes the enhancement of construct validity and 

trustworthiness of the study to be associated with using multiple sources of evidence and 

establishing a chain of evidence, which is outlined in the methods section of this study. In 

order to address delimiters around data bias in this study, the researcher will have other 

scholars familiar with the work review the data. Furthermore, two members of the JDP 

program will be interviewing participants to ensure trustworthiness and anonymity. 

Careful triangulation of SNA, interview, observation and document review data was also 

critical for uncovering any possible biases and to report consistent findings. This process 

met the requirements noted by Yin (2003) and allowed the reader to trace the research 

process, “from the conclusions back to the initial research questions or from the questions 

to the conclusions” (p. 105). The objective of this work is to ensure well-documented 

procedures that will enable others to replicate the study. 

Conclusions and Implications for Practice  

The social network maps allowed us to see patterns in the ways district and school 

leaders communicated, collaborated and sought advice around their district reform 

initiative.  The network maps alone did not describe the quality of the ties that existed in 
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both districts.  At first look, the patterns of social networks in both districts seemed to be 

quite similar, it was through the interview process that the quality of the network ties 

emerged in each district.  The comparison of both study districts allow us to see six 

optimal organizational conditions that may support other districts in their support for 

schools to increase student achievement and strengthen district-school relationships:  (1) 

A goal of improved student achievement must be realized throughout the system.  In 

terms of practice this may be reflected in frequent formative assessment, students and 

teachers monitoring students learning goals regularly, celebrations of students reaching 

desired learning goals, parents celebrating improvement regularly at school functions, 

and proficient student work being displayed throughout the campus. (2) High 

accountability for results by having clear goals versus program allegiance supported 

increased student achievement.  In terms of practice this may be reflected in regular 

principal meetings where cause (strategy) and effect (achievement) relationships are 

charted in order to replicate success, formative assessment of educational leaders could 

occur frequently throughout the year so principals can determine where they are at, where 

they are going and how they are going to ultimately reach achievement targets. (3) 

Support from the district office in creating principal autonomy around the district or 

school reform initiative. From the onset of a new reform initiative the concept of 

principal autonomy should be considered.  Allowing principals to have decision-making 

power from the start may strengthen district-school relationships.  In addition, this 

practice would allow conditions needed for increased social capital to emerge (high levels 

of trust and effective communication) and strengthened district-school relationships.  

This would allow principals and school sites to take ownership in the learning.  (4) 
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Providing long-term structures for informal and formal collaboration inside and outside 

the district.   In practice this could be reflected in learning relationships with universities 

and experts in the field; their responsibility would be to bring the latest research on best 

practice so all stakeholders could learn and take action on new knowledge.  Intermediary 

organizations must be partnerships in learning and not be consumed with program 

allegiance or the current focus on technical assistance.  Long-term engagement in the 

collaborative practice could be realized in coaching teams how to collaborate effectively 

to realize team achievement goals. (5) Across the system there has to be a learning 

orientation to the work of reform.  Social relationships must be considered in order for 

organizations to learn at optimal levels. Technical assistance is important to the success 

of any reform initiative, although the focus on learning must be the focus.  This means 

that all stakeholders in the system must feel comfortable to take risks and take ownership 

of their own learning. These five conditions may support other districts in increasing 

achievement and strengthen the district-school relationship.    It has been determined by 

this study that although the quantity (frequency, density, reciprocity) of ties is important 

in each social network, the quality of the ties are integral to an organization’s success in 

realizing their goals.   

Implications for Future Research  

Several areas for further research emerged from this study.  It is important to 

understand both the quantity and quality of ties that exist in social networks.  First, it 

would be valuable to conduct other case studies of districts using social network theory as 

a conceptual framework to understand if similar patterns emerge from high performing 
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organizations.  Furthermore, it will be important to use a mixed methods approach in this 

research to ensure that the qualities of the network ties emerge.  Without understanding 

the quality of ties we won’t get to the real reason why some organizations flourish and 

some struggle.  Do other districts struggling to exit from school improvement also find 

themselves with under-the-surface tensions about lack of autonomy and program-driven 

solutions? A related question is how have high-performing districts brought about a 

shared vision around increased student achievement?  

A second area requiring further study is: How have successful educational 

systems created opportunities for collective purposeful interaction that develops the 

system’s intellectual capital?  What role does regularly collaborative sessions between 

principals and central office administrators that focus time on teaching and learning play? 

If one school is having success in building intellectual capital, how can that spread 

beyond the school? How can it support an entire system? 

Finally, an important finding in this study was the changing culture of the central 

office in supporting schools in increasing achievement?  How have other central offices 

found ways to change their culture and what has been the impact on schools within the 

system? How does greater central office-principal cross-collaboration contribute to the 

intellectual capital of the system in ultimately increasing student achievement?  

Implication for Policy  

This work suggests that reform initiatives shouldn’t be solely aimed at the school 

sites to improve student achievement, but change efforts must begin in the district office.   

Montague school district changed their organizational structure to put schools and 
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students in the center.  Districts office must learn to support schools at their point of need 

and a non-hierarchical approach to this support may increase the development of social 

capital.  

Furthermore, intermediary partnerships with failing school districts must have a 

learning focus.  Technical assistance is important, but the relationship with these partners 

must not stop there.  Building school site autonomy into any mandated reform must be 

thought of at the advent of the reform.  Knowing that schools must ultimately take action 

on the learning of the reform initiative at the on-set, may encourage social capital and lay 

the foundation for the creation of intellectual capital.  Giving them choice in how it is 

monitored and realized in each schools’ classrooms may ultimately increase the time it 

takes to fully implement.   

District and principal autonomy in state and federal mandated reform efforts must 

be considered at the onset of the implementation of any new reform initiative.  Decision 

making power fosters trust and influences social capital and allows for intellectual capital 

to emerge.  Building collaborative structures so there are opportunities for all stake 

holders to take action on new learning allows for districts to truly become learning 

organizations. 

Federal accountability must be co-constructed, co-developed and co-realized.  

There is more to accountability than increased test scores.  Increased accountability 

ultimately means that districts are given the authority to act and the permission to subtract 

(White, 2000).  The idea of having fidelity to a program ultimately means that districts 

should be able to adapt any program to fit the context of their schools.  Accountability 

should be just as focused on districts’ ability to understand what causes increased 
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achievement as much as the current focus on increasing test scores.  This will allow 

districts to replicate the strategies that are working to increase achievement.  To be a 

leading district, districts should have the ability to not only increase test scores but also 

know what the adults in the districts are doing to get the increase.    
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Appendix A: Achievement Data from Study Districts 

Percent Proficient or Advanced on the CST in English Language Arts and Math:   
Comparison between 2004 and 2009 

 
 

 
 

English Language Arts Comparison 

Groups 
 

2004 
BWESD       MESD 

2009 
BWESD     MESD 

District-wide 25% 37% 43% 62% 
Hispanic or Latino 19% 27% 39% 55% 
White 44% 55% 62% 75% 
SED 19% 22% 38% 48% 
English Learners 5% 20% 19% 47% 
SWD 5% 13% 22% 40% 

Mathematics Comparison 
Groups 

 
2004 

BWESD       MESD 
2009 

BWESD     MESD 
District-wide 36% 44% 55% 68% 
Hispanic or Latino 31% 36% 51% 63% 
White 50% 60% 69% 79% 
SED 30% 30% 51% 59% 
English Learners 19% 31% 40% 60% 
SWD 11% 17% 34% 44% 
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Appendix B: Research Questions/Method Overview 

 

Research Questions Social 
Network 
Survey 

Interviews  Document  
Analysis  

1.  What are the similarities and 
differences in district and site leader’s 
perceptions of the formal and informal 
organizational structures of their 
respective districts?  

 
 
 
P  

 
 
 
P  

 

2.  What are the similarities and 
differences in the ways that the districts 
support or constrain the transmission of 
resources (knowledge, information, and 
innovation)? 

 
 
 
P  

 
 
 
P  

 
 
 
P  

3.  What are the similarities and 
differences in the way that each 
district’s policies and practices are 
centralized and practices are 
decentralized?   
 

3.1 What aspects are district 
mandated? 

3.2 What aspects are site-based? 
3.3 What policies and practices are 

centralized and decentralized?  
 

 
 
 
 
 
P  

 
 
 
 
 
P  

 
 
 
 
 
P  
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Appendix C: Trust, Innovation, Organizational Learning Scale 

Innovation Scale 

Principals/District Administrators are continuously learning and seeking new ideas 
Principals/District Administrators  are generally willing to try new ideas 
Principals/District Administrators  are constantly trying to improve their leadership 
Principals/District Administrators  have a positive ‘can-do’ attitude 
Principals/District Administrators are willing to take risks to make the district better 
Principals/District Administrators  are encouraged to ‘stretch and grow’ 
Principals/District Administrators are continuously developing new approaches to 
support instruction? 
 

Organizational Learning Scale 

MESD/BWESD administrators serve as a resource for one another 
MESD/BWESD experiments with new ways of thinking. 
MESD/BWESD has a formal process for evaluating programs or practices. 
MESD/BWESD rarely examines common instructional practices. 
MESD/BWESD frequently discusses the theory behind instructional practice. 
MESD/BWESD values authentic professional development. 
MESD/BWESD time is made available for education/training activities for school  staff. 
MESD/BWESD has forums for sharing information among staff 
 

Trust Scale 

Administrators typically support each other. 
Even in difficult situations, administrators can depend on each other. 
Administrators trust each other. 
Administrators are open with each other. 
Administrators have faith in the integrity of their colleagues. 
Administrators are suspicious of each other. 
When administrators tell you something you can believe it. 
Site administrators do their jobs well. 
ESSC/Central Office administrators do their jobs well. 
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Appendix D: Interview Protocol Questions For Site Administrators 

1. CVESD/SBUSD has made an impact by significantly increasing student 
achievement over the past five years. 

a) What does the district do that you think may be contributing to this positive 
student achievement? 

b) What do you do at your school to contribute to increasing student achievement? 
 

2. Are there things you feel need to be changed at the district that would contribute 
to positive growth? 

a) Are there things that need to be changed at your school that would contribute to 
increased positive growth? 

 

3. You may or may not be familiar with other districts’ practices, but do you think 
there are any unique things being done at CVESD/SBUSD that may help to 
explain the positive achievement trend? 

 

4. Is there anything that the district mandates or requires schools to do that you think 
has contributed to your school’s student achievement goals? 

a) Are there any mandates that get in the way? 
 

5. What kind of decisions (autonomy) has the district delegated to schools? 
a) What kinds of things do you get to decide that has contributed to your school’s 

development and to student achievement? 
 

6. In trying to accomplish goals/improve achievement for students, whom do you 
turn to for support? 

a) Is there anyone in your cohort you turn to for support? 
b) Is there anyone in the district office you turn to for support? 

 

7. Some reports have indicated that schools find it hard to be innovative under 
NCLB.  In the last couple of years can you describe a time in which you feel you 
and your school implemented an innovation or took a creative risk that you think 
paid off for students? 

a) What did you do? 
b) Who was involved? 
c) Who supported you from the district? School sites? 
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d) What was the outcome? 
e) How did you feel? Your faculty feel? 
f) What could be done to have more innovative moments like that one? 

 

8. Have you done anything innovative in meeting the needs of English learners? 
a) Tell me about the process? 
b) How did you know it was successful? 

 

9. Is the process you used in implementing this innovation typical of how change 
happens in your school? 

a) If not, tell me how it typically happens. 
b) Is there anything else about the process you’d like to add? 

 

10. What can the district do to encourage innovation? 
 

11.  District and schools all over the state are struggling to meet the needs of English 
learners, are there supports/practices in this school that you think have really 
made a difference?   

a) What about District practices that have helped ELs? 
 

12.  When having discussing with your colleagues around DAIT, GRRR, or ELL 
reform efforts, describe the conversations you have with one another (problem 
solving, compliance, clarification, advice, etc)  

i. DAIT 
ii. ELL 

iii. GRRR 
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Appendix E: Interview Protocol For District Administrators 

1. CVESD/SBUSD has made an impact by significantly increasing student 
achievement over the past five years. 

a) What does the district to do that you think is contributing to this positive student 
achievement? 

b) What are some of the practices or actions at school do you see contributing to 
increased positive growth especially for English learners? 

 
2. Districts have two major functions: supporting teaching and learning and 

supporting schools in providing a safe and orderly environment (operations). 
a) How has the district supported or constrained your school operationally? 
b) How has the district supported or constrained your school instructionally?  

 
3. Are there things you feel need to be changed at the district that would contribute 

to positive growth? 
a) Are there things that need to be changed at your school that would contribute to 

positive growth? 
 
4. You may or may not be familiar with other districts’ practices, but do you think 

there are any unique things being done at CVESD/SBUSD that may help explain 
the positive achievement trend? 

 
5. In what ways has the Gradual Release of Responsibility/ DAIT supported or 

constrained student achievement? 
 
6. Is there anything that the district mandates or requires schools to do that you think 

has contributed to student achievement goals? 
a) Are there any mandates that get in the way? 

 
7. Districts often put in place formal structures such as meetings or requirements like 

6 week assessment. What formal structures have supported or constrained 
teaching and learning? 

 
8. Informal structures often emerge/evolve (eg. Principals deciding to organize their 

own PD or walkthroughs) over time. Tell me how some of those have worked or 
not worked for you. 

 
9. What kind of decisions (autonomy) has the district delegated to schools? 

a) What kinds of things do you get to decide that has contributed to your school’s 
development?  
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10. In trying to accomplish goals/improve achievement for students, whom do you 
turn to for support? 

a) Is there anyone at the school sites you turn to for support? 
b) Is there anyone in the district office you turn to for support? 

 
11. Some reports have indicated that districts find it hard to be innovative under 

NCLB.  In the last couple of years can you describe a time in which you feel you 
and your district implemented an innovation or took a creative risk that you think 
paid off for students. 

a) What did you do? 
b) Who was involved? 
c) Who supported you from the district? School sites? 
d) What was the outcome? 
e) How did you feel? Your faculty feel? 
f) What could be done to have more innovative moments like that one? 

 
12. Have you done anything innovative in meeting the needs of English learners? 

a) Tell me about the process? 
b) How did you know it was successful? 

 
13. Is the process you used in implementing this innovation typical of how change 

happens in your school? 
a) If not, tell me how it typically happens. 
b) Is there anything else about the process you’d like to add? 

 
14. What can the district do to encourage innovation? 
 
15.  District and schools all over the state are exploring ways to better meet the needs 

of English learners, what practices in this district do you think have really made a 
difference? 

 
16. When having discussing with your colleagues around DAIT, GRRR, or ELL 

reform efforts, describe the conversations you have with one another (problem 
solving, compliance, clarification, advice, etc)  

 
i. DAIT 

ii. ELL 
iii. GRRR 
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Appendix F: Informed Consent For Individual Interview 

 
Informed Consent for Participation in Research 

Top Down or Bottom Up: Balancing School Reform  
Paul J. Bloomberg 
Education Studies 

UCSD and CSUSM 
 
Paul J. Bloomberg, a researcher/graduate student in the Joint Doctoral Program (UCSD 
and CSUSM) in Educational Leadership is conducting a study on how district policies 
and practices affect organizational learning and student achievement. You are being 
invited to participate in this study because you are an administrator in a unique district, a 
district that has increased achievement over the past three years.  
 
This study has one main objective:  
 
1. To better understand how district policies and practices affect organizational 
 learning and student achievement.  
 
You are being invited to participate in a one-on-one interview that will last approximately 
one hour. I will be asking your permission to tape record the interview. There will be 
questions about district policies and practices and how they affect student achievement. 
There are no right or wrong answers and your candid responses are appreciated.  You 
may decline to answer any of the questions and you may stop the recording at any time. If 
you would like to participate in the interview over the phone rather than in a face-to-face 
meeting, arrangements can be made to accommodate your request. 
 
Although there are no direct benefits or compensation paid to you for participating in this 
study, I believe your responses could provide beneficial information for the larger 
educational community and provide a district reform model for other districts to emulate. 
 
All information collected in this study is confidential. Responses will be anonymous and 
kept confidential through the use of pseudonyms for participants and anyone mentioned 
by a participant. No individual response will be identified in a way that can result in your 
identification. All audiotape recordings and transcripts will be entered in a password 
protected computer file and both hard and digital copies will be stored in a locked safe. 
This data will be maintained on a single password protected computer. The researcher is 
the only individual with access to the safe, computer, and files. 
 
By signing below, you indicate that the researcher has explained this study, answered you 
questions, and that you voluntarily grant your consent, which can be withdrawn at any 
time, for participation in this study. If you would like your participation to end, simply 
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state your desire to end. All interviewing and taping will immediately cease. Due to these 
provisions, there is little personal risk associated with your participation in this study. 
The researcher also retains the right to withdraw the interview form the final study 
without the subject’s consent. 
 
If you have any questions regarding this study, I will be happy to answer them now. If 
you have any questions in the future, please contact me at 619.778.6663 or 
paulbloomberg@me.com. Additionally, questions can be directed to my advisor, Dr. 
Alan Daly, at 858.422.1625 or ajdaly@ucsd.edu. If you have any questions about your 
rights as a research participant, you may contact the Institutional Review Board at the 
University of California, San Diego Human Research Protections Program at 
858.455.5050.  
 
 
__________________________ __________________________ 
Participant’s Name Participant’s Signature     Date 
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Appendix G: Audio Tape Consent Permission 

Audiotape Recording Consent Form 

Top Down or Bottom Up:  Balancing School Reform  
Paul J. Bloomberg 
Education Studies 

UCSD and CSUSM 
 

As part of this project an audiotape recording will be made of you during your participation in this research 
project.  Your participation is completely voluntary. In any use of the audiotapes, your name will not be 
identified and your identity will be kept completely anonymous. No individual response will be reported in 
a way that identifies you as the source. This is done to protect you from any possible adverse effects from 
your participation. Due to this provision, there is relatively little personal risk associated with participation 
in this study. You may request to stop the taping at any time or to erase any portion of your taped 
recording. To end the session simply state your desire to end and all interviewing and taping will 
immediately cease. The researcher retains the right to withdraw the interview form the study without the 
subject’s consent. Please indicate below the uses of these audiotape recordings to which you are willing to 
consent by initialing the statements. 

 

_______1.  The audiotape can be studied by the researcher for the use in this research project.  

 Initial    

 

_______2.  The audiotapes can be used for scientific publications.  

 Initial    

 

_______3.  The audiotapes can be reviewed at meetings of scientists interested in the study of  

 Initial   education and educational practices. 

 

 

__________________________________
 __________________
_ 

Signature   Date 

 

__________________________________ __________________ 

Witness Signature    Date 

 



 

127 

References 

Adamowski, S., Therriault, S.B., & Cavanna, A. P. (2007). The autonomy gap: barriers 
to effective school leadership. Thomas B. Fordham Foundation & Institute. 
Washington, DC. 

Agullard, K., & Goughnour, D. S. (2006). Central office inquiry: Assessing organization, 
roles, and actions to support school improvement. San Francisco: WestEd.  

Akiba, LeTendre, & Scribner. (2007). Teacher quality, opportunity gap, and national 
achievement in 46 countries. Educational Researcher, 36(7), p. 369-387.   

Anderson, S. E. (2003). The school district role in educational change: A review of the 
literature. (ICEC Working Paper # 2). Ontario, Canada: Ontario Institute for 
Studies in Education. 

Baker, F. B. & Hubert, L. J. (1981). The analysis of social interaction data: A 
nonparametric technique. Sociological Methods & Research, 9, 339-361. 

Bakkenes, I., De Brabander, C., & Imants, J. (1999). Teacher isolation and 
communication network analysis in primary schools. Educational Administration 
Quarterly, 35, 166–202.  

Berman, P., & McLaughlin, M. W. (1978). Federal programs supporting educational 
change, Vol. VIII: Implementing and sustaining innovations. Santa Monica, CA: 
Rand Corporation.  

Blau, P. M. (1977). Inequality and heterogeneity: a primitive theory of social structure. 
New York, NY: Free Press. 

Boeije, H. (2002). A purposeful approach to the constant comparison method in the 
analysis of qualitative interviews. Quality & Quantity, 36, 391–409. 

Bolivar, J. & Chrispeels, J. (2010). Enhancing parent leadership through building social 
capital and intellectual capital. American Educational Research Journal, 48(1), p. 
4-38.   

Bourdieu, P. (1986). The forms of capital. In J. Richardson (Ed.), Handbook of theory 
and research for the sociology of education. (pp. 241-258). Westport, CT: 
Greenwood Press.  

Borgatti, S., & Everett, M. (1999). Models of core periphery structures. Social Networks, 



128 

 

21, 375–395. 

Borgatti, S., Everett, M. & Freeman, L. (2002).  UCINET for Windows: Software for 
social network analysis.  Harvard MA: Analytic Technologies.   

Brazer, S. D., & Keller, L. R. (2008). A design research approach to investigating 
educational decision making. In A. E. Kelly, R. A. Lesh & J. Y. Baek (Eds.), 
Handbook of design research methods in science, technology, engineering, and 
mathematics learning and teaching (pp. 284–296). New York: Routledge, Taylor, 
and Francis.  

Burt, R. S. (1992). Structural Holes: The Social Structure of Competition. Cambridge, 
MA: Harvard University Press  

Burt, R. S. (2000). The network structure of social capital. In R. I. Sutton and B. M. Staw 
(Eds.), Research in Organizational Behavior. Greenwich: JAI Press, pp. 1-83.  

California Department of Education. (2006). Dataquest. Retrieved July 1, 2010, from 
http//data1.cde.ca.gov/dataquest/   

California Department of Education. (October 2007). Blueprint for district assistance and 
intervention. Retrieved November 1, 2009, from: 
www.cde.ca.gov/ta/ac/ti/documents/daitblueprint.doc 

California Department of Education. (2009). Dataquest. Retrieved December 13, 2009 
from http://dq.cde.ca.gov/dataquest/AcntRpt2009/2009APRStAYPChart.aspx 

Carley, K., & Krackhardt, D. (1999). Cognitive inconsistencies and non-symmetric 
friendship. Social Networks, 18(1), 1–27.  

Chhuon, V., Gilkey, E., Gonzalez, M., Daly, A., & Chrispeels, J. (2008). The little 
district that could: The process of building district-school trust. Educational 
Administration Quarterly, 44(2), 227-281.  

Chrispeels, J. (Ed.). (2004). Learning to lead together. Thousand Oaks, CA Sage 
Publications. 

Chrispeels, J., & Pollack, S. (1989). Equity schools and equity districts. In B. Creemers, 
T. Peters & D. Reynolds (Eds.), School effectiveness and school improvement. 
Amsterdam, Netherlands: Swets & Zeitlinger. 

Coburn, C. E., & Russell, J. L. (2008). District policy and teachers’ social networks. 
Educational Evaluation and Policy Analysis, 30(3), 203–235.  



129 

 

Cole, R. P., & Weinbaum, E. H. (2007, April). Chain reaction: How teacher 
communication networks change individual attitudes about reform. Paper 
presented at the annual meeting of the American Educational Research 
Association, Chicago, IL. 

Coleman, J. (1988). Social capital in the creation of human capital. American Journal of 
Sociology, 94 (Issue Supplement), S95-S120. 

Coleman, J. S. (1990).  Foundations of social theory.  Harvard University Press: 
Cambridge MA. 

Corbett, H. D., & Wilson, B.L. (1990). Testing, reform and rebellion. Norwood, NJ: 
Ablex. 

Corcoran, T., Fuhrman, S. H., & Belcher, C. L. (2001). The district role in instructional 
improvement. Phi Delta Kappan, 83(1), 78-84.  

Cross, R. & Parker, A. (2004). The Hidden Power of Social Networks: Understanding 
How Work Really Gets Done in Organizations, Harvard: University Press. 

Daly, A. J. & Finnigan, K. (2010a).  Understanding Network Structure to Understand 
Change Strategy. Journal of Educational Change. 111, 111-138.  

Daly, A. & Finnigan, (2010). A bridge between worlds: understanding network structure 
to understand change strategy. Journal of Educational Change. 11(2), p. 111-138. 

Daly, A. J., & Finnigan, K. S. (2010b). The ebb and flow of social network ties between 
district leaders under high stakes accountability. American Education Research 
Journal, 48, 39–79. 

Darling-Hammond, L. (1998). Teacher learning that supports student learning. 
Educational Leadership, 55(5), 6-11. 

Dika, S., & Singh, K. (2002). Applications of Social Capital in Educational Literature: A 
Critical Synthesis. Review of Educational Research, 72, 1, 31-60. 

Earl, L., & Katz, S. (2007). Leadership in networked learning communities: Defining the 
terrain. School Leadership & Management, 27(3), 239–258.  

Earl, L., Katz, S., Elgie, S., Ben-Jaafar, S., & Foster, L. (2006). How networked learning 
communities work. Toronto: Aporia Consulting Ltd. Downloaded on November 
2010 from http://networkedlearning. ncsl.org.uk/collections/network-research-
series/reports/how-networked-learning-communities-work.pdf.  



130 

 

Edmonds, R. (1979). Effective Schools for the Urban Poor. Educational Leadership, 37, 
15-24.  

Elmore, R. F., & Burney, D. (1997). Investing in teacher learning: Staff development and 
instructional improvement in community school district# 2, New York City. New 
York: National Commission on Teaching and America’s Future. 

Elmore, R., & Burney, D. (1999). Investing in teacher learning: Staff development and 
instructional improvement. In L. Darling-Hammond & G. Sykes (Eds.), Teaching 
as the learning profession: Handbook of policy and practice (pp.263-291). San 
Francisco: Jossey-Bass. 

Foley, E. (2001, August). Contradictions and control in systemic reform: The ascending 
of the central office in Philadelphia schools. Philadelphia, PA: Consortium for 
Policy Research in Education 

Friedkin, N. & Slater, M. (1994).  School leadership and performance: A social network 
approach.  Sociology of Education, 67, 139-157.   

Fullan, M. (1991). The new meaning of educational change. New York: Teachers College 
Press. 

Fullan, Michael. (1993). Change Forces: Probing the Depth of Education Reform. New 
York: Routledge.  

Fullan, M. (1994). Coordinating top-down and bottom-up strategies for educational 
reform. Systemic Reform – Perspectives on Personalizing Education.   

Fullan, M. (2005). Leadership and sustainability: Systems thinkers in action. Thousand 
Oaks, CA: Corwin Press. 

Gallucci, C. (2008). Districtwide instructional reform: Using sociocultural theory to link 
professional learning to organizational support. American Journal of Education, 
114(4), 541-581.  

Glaser, B., & Strauss, A. (1967). The discovery of grounded theory: Strategies of 
qualitative research. London, UK: Wiedenfeld and Nicholson. 

Granovetter, M. S. (1973). The strength of weak ties. American Journal of Sociology, 78, 
1360-1380. 

Granovetter, M. S. (1982). The strength of weak ties: A network theory revisited. In P. V. 
Marsden and N. Lin (Eds.), Social structure and network analysis (pp. 105-130). 
Beverly Hills: Sage. 



131 

 

Griffith, J. (2004). Ineffective schools as organizational reactions to stress. Social 
Psychology of Education, 7, 257–287. 

Hannaway & Carnoy. (1993). Decentralization and school improvement: Can we fulfill 
the promise. San Francisco: Jossey-Bass.  

Hansen, M. (1999). The Search-Transfer Problem: The Role of Weak Ties in Sharing 
Knowledge across Organization Subunits. Administrative Science Quarterly, 44, 
82-111. 

Hargreaves, A., & Fink, D. (2006). Sustainable leadership. San Francisco: Jossey-Bass. 

Hermann, C. F. (1963). Some consequences of crisis which limit the viability of 
 organizations. Administrative Science Quarterly, 8(1), 61–82. 

Hightower, A. (2002). San Diego’s big boom: District bureaucracy supports culture of 
learning. Center for the Study of Teaching and Policy. Seattle, WA: University of 
Washington.  

Hightower, A. M., Knapp, M.S., Marsh, J.A., & McLaughlin, M. W. (Eds). (2002). 
School districts and instructional renewal. New York: Teachers College Press.  

Hill, P.T., & Bonan, J.J. (1991). Decentralization and accountability in public education, 
Santa Monica, CA: RAND. 

Holstein, J. & Gubrium, J.F. (2003). Inside interviewing: New lenses, new concerns. 
Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage  

Honig, M. (2004). Crafting coherence: How schools strategically manage multiple, 
external demands. Educational Researcher, 33(8), 16–30.  

Horvat, E., Weininger, E., & Laureau, A. (2003). From social ties to social capital: Class 
differences in the relations between schools and parent networks. American 
Educational Research Journal, 40(2), p. 319-351. 

Ibarra, H. (1993). Personal networks of women and minorities in management – a 
conceptual framework. Academy of Management Review, 18(1), 56-87. 

Kilduff, M., & Tsai, W. (2003). Social networks and organizations. London: Sage 
Publications.  

Krackhardt, D. (2001).  Network conditions of organizational change. Paper presented at 
the Academy of Management Annual Meeting, Washington DC. 

Kvale, S. (1996). Interviews. Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage 



132 

 

Lasky, S. (2004). Toward a policy framework for analyzing educational system effects 
(CRESPAR Technical Report No.71). Baltimore, MD: Center for Research on the 
Education of Students Placed At Risk, Johns Hopkins University. 

Leithwood, K. & Menzies, T. (1998).  A review of research concerning the 
implementation of site-based management.  School Effectiveness & School 
Improvement 9(3), 233-285. 

Lima, J. A. (2003). Trained for isolation: The impact of departmental cultures on student 
teachers’ views and practices of collaboration. Journal of Education for Teaching. 
29(3), 197-218. 

Lima, J. A. (2004). Social networks in teaching. In F. Hernandez & I. F. Goodson (Eds.), 
Social geographies of educational change (pp. 29–46). The Netherlands: Kluwer 
Academic.  

Lima, J.A. (2007). Teachers’ professional development in departmentalized, loosely 
coupled organizations:  Lessons for school improvement from a case study of two 
curriculum departments.  School Effectiveness and School Improvement, 18(3), 
273-301. 

Lin, N. (2001). Social capital: A theory of social structure and action. New York: 
Cambridge University Press.  

Lincoln, Y. & Guba, E. (1985).  Naturalistic Inquiry. Thousand Oaks, CA:  Sage 
Publications. 

Lubbers, M. J., Van der Werf, M. P. C., Kuyper, H., & Offringa, G. J. (2006). Predicting 
Peer Acceptance in Dutch Youth: A Multilevel Analysis. The Journal of Early 
Adolescence, 26(1), 4-35. 

MacIver, M.A., & Farley, E. (2003). Bringing the district back in: The role of the central 
office in improving instruction and student achievement. Baltimore, MD: Center 
for Research on the Education of Students Placed At Risk. 

Marsden, P.V. (1988). Homogeneity in confiding relations. Social Networks, 10(1), 57-
76. 

Marsden, P. V., & Campbell, K. E. (1984).  Measuring tie-strength.  Social Forces, 63, 
482-501. 

Marsh, J. A. (2002). How districts relate to states, schools, and communities: A review of 
emerging literature. In A. M. Hightower (Ed.), School districts and instructional 
renewal (pp. 25–39). Amsterdam, NY: Teachers College Press. 



133 

 

Marsh, J., Kerr, K., Ikemoto, G., Darilek, H., Suttorp, M., Zimmer, R., & Barney, H. 
(2005). The role of district in fostering instructional improvement: Lessons from 
three urban districts partnered with the institute for learning. Santa Monica: Rand 
Corporation. 

Massell, D., & Goertz, M. (1999). Local strategies for building capacity: The district role 
in supporting instructional reform. Paper presented at the annual meeting of the 
American Educational Research Association, Montreal, Canada.  

Massell, D., & Goertz, M. E. (2002). District strategies for building instructional 
capacity. In A. M. Hightower, M. S. Knapp, J. A. Marsh & M. W. McLaughlin 
(Eds.), School districts and instructional renewal (pp. 43-60). New York: 
Teachers College Press.  

McLaughlin, M., & Talbert, J. (2003). Reforming districts: How districts support school 
reform. Seattle, WA: Center for the Study of Teaching and Policy (CTP), 
University of Washington.  

Merriam, S.B. (1998). Qualitative research and case study applications in education (2nd 
ed.). San Francisco: Jossey-Bass. 

Meyer, H.D., (2009). Saying what we mean, and meaning what we say – Unpacking the 
contingencies of decentralization. American Journal of Education, 115, 457- 474. 

Miles, M.B., & Huberman, A.M. (1994). Qualitative data analysis: An expanded 
sourcebook (2nd ed.). Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage Publications. 

Moolenaar, N. M., Daly, A. J., & Sleegers, P.J.C. (2011). Ties with potential: Social 
network structure and innovative climate in Dutch schools. Teachers College 
Record, Retrieved February 1, 2011 from http://www.tcrecord.org ID Number: 
16180. 

Moolenaar, N. M., Zijlstra, B. J. H., & Sleegers, P. J. C. (2009). Professional School 
Communities from a Social Capital Perspective: An Empirical Study across 
Multiple Levels of Analysis. Paper presented at the Annual Meeting of the 
American Educational Research Association, San Diego, CA. 

Mohrman, S., Tenkasi, R., & Mohrman, A. (2003). The role of networks in fundamental 
organizational change. The Journal of Applied Behavioral Science, 39(3), 301–
323.  

Mullen, C., & Kochan, F. (2000). Creating a collaborative leadership network: An 
organic view of change. International Journal of Leadership in Education. 3(3), 
p. 183-200. 



134 

 

Murphy, J. (1995) Restructuring in Kentucky. In K. Leithwood, (Ed.), Effective school 
district leadership (pp. 117-133). New York: State University of New York Press. 

Murphy, J. F., & Hallinger, P. (1986). The social context of effective schools. American 
Journal of Education, 94, 328-355  

Murphy, J., & Hallinger, P. (1988). Characteristics of instructionally effective school 
districts. Journal of Educational Research, 81(3), 175-181.  

Nahapiet, J., & Ghoshal, S. (1998). Social capital, intellectual capital and the 
organizational advantage. The Academy of Management Review, 23(2), 242-266.  

Nahapiet, J. (1996). Managing relationships with global clients:  Value creation through 
cross-border networks. Paper presented at the 16th annual conference of the  

  Strategic Management Society, Phoenix, AZ.  

Nelson, R. (1989). The strength of strong ties: Social networks and intergroup conflict in 
organizations. Academy of Management Journal, 32(2), 377–401.  

Olsen, B., & Sexton, D. (2009). Threat rigidity, school reform, and how teachers view 
 their work inside current education policy contexts. American Educational 
 Research Journal, 46(1), 9–44. 

Padolsky, D. (2004). How many school aged English language learners (ELLs) are there 
in the U.S.? National Clearinghouse for English Language Acquisition. Retrieved 
May 29, 2010 from http://www.ncela.gwu.edu/expert/faq/01leps.htm  

Patton, M.Q. (1990). Qualitative evaluation and research methods (2nd ed.).  Newbury 
Park, CA: Sage Publications. 

Penuel, W. R., Frank, K. A., & Krause, A. E. (2007). A social network approach to 
examining the effects of distributed leadership in school-wide reform initiatives. 
Paper presented at the Annual Meeting of the American Educational Research 
Association, Chicago, IL. 

Penuel, W. R., Riel, M. R., Krause, A., & Frank, K. A. (2009) Analyzing teachers’ 
professional interactions in a school as social capital: A social network approach. 
Teachers College Record, 111(1), 124–163.  

Putnam, R.D. (1993). The prosperous community: Social Capital and public life. 
American Prospect, 13, 35-42.  

Reagans, R. & McEvily, B. (2003). Network Structure and Knowledge Transfer: The 
Effects of Cohesion and Range. Administrative Science Quarterly, 48, 240-267. 



135 

 

Reeves, D.B. (2000).  Accountability in action.  Englewood, CO:  2000.  

Sarason, S. B. (1990). The predictable failure of education reform: Can we change 
course before it’s too late? San Francisco: Jossey-Bass.  

Scott, J. (2000). Social network analysis: A handbook. London: Sage Publications.  

Shaw, J. B., & Barrett-Power, E. (1997). A conceptual framework for assessing 
organization, work group, and individual effectiveness during and after 
downsizing. Human Relations, 50, 109–127. 

Snipes, J., Doolittle, F., & Herlihy, C. (2002). Foundations for success: Case studies of 
how urban school systems improve student achievement. Washington, DC: 
Council of Great City Schools.  

Spillane, J. P. (2006). Distributed leadership. San Francisco: Jossey-Bass. 

Spradley, J.P. (1980). Participant observation. New York: Holt, Rinehart and Winston. 

Stake, R.E. (2006).  Multiple case study analysis.  New York:  The Guilford Press.  

Staw, B. M., Sandelands, L. E., & Dutton, J. E. (1981). Threat-rigidity effects in 
organizational behavior: A multilevel analysis. Administrative Science Quarterly, 
26, 501–524. 

 
Stedman, L.C. (1997). International achievement differences: An assessment of a new 

perspective. Educational Researcher, 26(4), p. 4-15. 
 
Stein, M. K., Hubbard, L., & Mehan, H. (2004). Reform ideas that travel far afield: The 

two cultures of reform in New York City's District# 2 and San Diego. Journal of 
Educational Change, 5(2), 161-197.  

 
Stein, M. K., & Coburn, C. E. (2008). Architectures for learning: A comparative analysis 

of two urban school districts. American Journal of Education, 114(4), 583-626.  

Stuart, T. E. (1998).  Network positions and propensities to collaborate: An investigation 
of strategic alliance formation in a high-technology industry. Strategic 
Management Journal, 43, 668-698. 

Taylor & Teddlie. (1992). Restructuring and the classroom: A view from a reform 
district. Paper presented at the annual meeting of the AERA, San Francisco.  

Togneri, W., & Anderson, S. E. (2003). Beyond islands of excellence: What districts can 
do to improve instruction and achievement in all schools. Washington, DC: The 
Learning First Alliance and the Association for Supervision and Curriculum 



136 

 

Development.  

Trochim, W. K. (2001).  The research methods knowledge base.  Cincinnati, OH: Atomic 
Dog Publishing.   

Tsai, W. (2000).  Social capital strategic relatedness and the formation of intra 
organizational linkages.  Strategic Management Journal. 21, 925-939. 

Tsai, W.  (2001). Knowledge transfer in intraorganizational networks: Effects of network 
position and absorptive capacity on business unit innovation and performance. 
Academy of Management Journal, 44(5), 996-1004. 

Tsai, W. & Ghoshal, J. (1998). Social Capital and Value Creation: The Role of Intrafirm 
Networks. Academy of Management Journal, 43(4), 464-476. 

Tyack, D. (2002). Forgotten players: How local school districts shaped American 
education. In A.M. Hightower, M. S. Knapp, J. A. Marsh & M. W. McLaughlin 
(Eds.), School districts and instructional renewal. New York: Teachers College 
Press. 

Uzzi, B. (1997). Social structure and competition in inter-firm networks: The paradox of 
embeddedness. Administrative Science Quarterly, 42(1), 35–67.  

Wasserman, S., & Faust, K. (1998). Social network analysis: Methods and applications. 
New York: Cambridge University Press. 

White, S. (2005).  Beyond the numbers.  Englewood, CO:  Lead and Learn Press.  

Yin, R.K. (2003). Case study research: Design and methods (3rd edition). Thousand 
Oaks: Sage Publications. 

Yin, R.K. (2009).  Case study research; Design and methods (4th edition). Thousand 
Oaks, CA:  Sage Publications. 




