Experiences of District Leaders, Principals, and Classroom Teachers
Implementing Common Core State Standards in English/Language Arts

by Erica P. Heflin

A Dissertation submitted to

The Faculty of
The Graduate School of Education and Human Development
of The George Washington University
in partial fulfillment of the requirements
for the degree of Doctor of Education

May 16, 2021

Dissertation directed by

Rebecca A. Thessin
Assistant Professor of Education Administration



The Graduate School of Education and Human Development of The George Washington
University certifies that Erica P. Heflin has passed the Final Examination for the degree
of Doctor of Education as of January 11, 2021. This is the final and approved form of the

dissertation.

Experiences of District Leaders, Principals, and Classroom Teachers
Implementing Common Core State Standards in English/Language Arts

Erica P. Heflin

Dissertation Research Committee:
Rebecca A. Thessin, Assistant Professor of Education Administration,
Dissertation Director
Susan Swayze, Associate Professor of Educational Research, Committee Member

Matthew Shirrell, Assistant Professor of Educational Leadership and
Administration, Committee Member

i



© Copyright by Erica P. Heflin
All rights reserved

i1



Dedication

To my mother, Paula Frank, who has always been my biggest cheerleader. You have
always supported my ideas and my drive to succeed. Thank you for being a listening ear

and for always being there for me as I laughed and cried my way through this journey.

To my mother-in-law, Auntalene Queen, thank you for watching the kids while I went to
class or to the library to work on research. Without your support, I could not have

completed this work. I appreciate you and all that you have done for me!

To my 18 year old, Nevaeh. You are a beautiful and amazing person. We are graduating
together, and I can only hope that I have set a good example as you, yourself embark on

your own journey to college. Never give up and follow your dreams. The sky's the limit.

To Morgan and Trey, you literally came into this world when I began this program. You

are proof that anything is possible, and that God is able. I am blessed to have you as my

children.

To my husband, Mike, thank you for supporting me through this work and for continuing

to encourage me even when at times I felt like giving up.

I dedicate this work to my Aunt Susan Gibson, who regrettably succumbed to breast

cancer in Fall of 2017. I love you. I miss you. This is for YOU.

v



Acknowledgements

Thank you to all of my friends and family members for all of your encouragement
throughout this process.

I would like to thank the members of my committee for their patience, time, and
feedback. Thank you, Dr. Rebecca Thessin for agreeing to be Chair and for providing me
guidance and feedback over the last four years. Thank you, Dr. Matthew Shirrell, for your
feedback and expertise. Last, but certainly not least, thank you Dr. Susan Swayze for all
that you have done to support my efforts to complete this degree. You have always been
someone whom I could talk to and who would “give it to me straight.” Thank you for
your honesty, your listening ear, your expertise, your feedback, and for all of your
support as I worked towards completing this program. You provided an affinity space
where I could laugh, cry, and most of all, learn. You are a blessing!

To Dr. Lionel Howard - During Fall 2013, my water broke while I was 24 weeks
pregnant with twins. Frightened and lost, I quickly found myself on hospital bedrest so
that I could attempt to keep the twins in longer to increase their viability. I was worried
about our upcoming class, as virtual learning was not an option at that time. You told me
to focus on the babies and that we would work it out. I did, and they were born 3 weeks
later, which increased their chances of survival from 70 to 90%. The day after giving
birth, you allowed me to log into your class via Skype so that [ would not have to retake
the course. Thank you for your empathy at such a difficult time. I have never forgotten

how you treated me, and I never will.



Last, thank you to my cohort mates Adina, Adjoa, Angela, Carole, Jeff, Kara,
Lisa, Mark, Matt, and Siobhan. Your perspectives have truly added to the lens in which I
view this world and I thank you for that. Most of all, thank you Adjoa for your friendship
and support. We have lifted each other up and I hope that we continue to do so in the
future. Angela, thank you for being my soundboard, my confidant, and my friend.
Carole and Floyd — I am so happy that we met and continue to keep in touch!

“Co-Fourth and Conquer!”

vi



Abstract of Dissertation
Experiences of District Leaders, Principals, and Classroom Teachers
Implementing Common Core State Standards in English/Language Arts
Over the past 60 years, the federal government has paid much attention to and
devoted resources for combating reading failure for children in the United States. Several
policies have been enacted over time, from the Reading Excellence Act of 1985, to the
No Child Left Behind Act of 2001, to the adoption of the Common Core State Standards
in 2010. Despite this increased focus over time, reading achievement scores as evidenced
by the Nation’s Report Card for Reading (National Assessment for Educational Progress,
2019), has remained stagnant since 2009. Therefore, the data from NAEP testing
presents a problem: How is it that millions of dollars in funding to boost America’s
students achievement produce such lackluster results? What is happening from the time
of policy enactment to the time of policy implementation in the classroom? Using
Spillane & Reiser et. al.’s Sensemaking Framework (2002) as a lens, this qualitative
study sought to determine factors that contribute to the implementation of the Common
Core State Standards in English/Language Arts “working” as perceived by leaders and
teachers in a common district. The data demonstrated four key findings: (a) leaders led
with standards as the foundation, (b), communication is key, (c) focused teacher
collaboration, and (d) teacher autonomy to make instructional decisions. This study
contributes to the research on policy implementation as it demonstrates what stakeholders

can do for implementation of a policy to work in their districts.
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Chapter 1: Introduction

Overview

Over the past 60 years, the federal government has paid much attention to and
devoted resources for combating reading failure for children in the United States. The
publication of A Nation at Risk (National Commission on Excellence in Education, 1983)
ignited the federal government’s interest in combating such failure. The Nation at Risk
publication claimed that the United States was failing to meet the national need for a
competitive workforce. Characterized as “an open letter to the American people” (p. 1),
the report called for reform to the public school system in various areas, including
adopting more rigorous standards. Since its publication, the federal government enacted
several policy reform efforts in response, such as the Reading Excellence Act (1985) and
the No Child Left Behind Act (2001), to intervene and aid in improving student
achievement across the nation. Despite this focus through published reports, initiatives,
and federal policies, reading achievement scores for students in the United States have
barely increased, and reading assessment scores for students in grades 4 through 12
across the United States remain relatively flat and unchanged. National average scores
from the 2017 National Assessment of Education Progress (NAEP) have shown that as it
pertains to reading, students in the United States have not made significant gains since
2009 (National Assessment of Education Progress [NAEP], 2013, 2015, 2017).
Therefore, the data from NAEP testing presents a problem: How is it that millions of
dollars in funding to boost America’s students’ achievement produce such lackluster
results? What is happening from the time of policy enactment to the time of policy

implementation in the classroom?



Several administrations have attempted to address the problem. In 2000,
Congress convened the National Reading Panel (National Reading Panel et al., 2000), a
group of reading research experts, to conduct a meta-analysis to research how children
best learn to read. Due to the NRP findings, policies were created, and over 6 billion
dollars were awarded to states and school districts to implement what was known as
scientifically-based reading instruction in five areas listed by the National Reading Panel:
phonemic awareness, phonics, vocabulary, fluency, and comprehension (U.S. Department
of Education, 2008). The information found in this report was influential in creating the
No Child Left Behind Act (2001), an extension of the Reading Excellence Act of 1998,
which held the expectation that all students would read proficiently by the end of third
grade by the year 2013. Although there was an increased focus on those five reading
areas after the report was released, NAEP scores have barely increased.

The Obama Administration also took on the task of improving reading
achievement for all students through their Blueprint for Reform (U.S. Department of
Education, 2010) and by supporting the nationwide movement to adopt the Common
Core State Standards (National Governors Association, 2010). The Common Core State
Standards (CCSS) are a set of standards in English/Language Arts and Mathematics
aimed at providing consistency across the nation with standards that prepare students for
college and career readiness for grades pre-kindergarten through 12. The
English/Language Arts standards establish guidelines for teaching not only reading, but
also literacy in social studies, science, and technical subjects
(http://www.corestandards.org) to prepare students for literacy across multiple

disciplines. In addition to providing common reading standards, the CCSS also provide



standards in writing, speaking, listening, and language to promote literacy skills in
English across all of the grade levels. Originally adopted in 45 states, 41 states continue
to follow the standards, as well as the Department of Defense Education Activity,
Washington, D.C., and four United States territories. While the number of states
implementing the standards has decreased, the number of states chosen to adopt and
implement the standards is monumental, as “common” standards accepted by a majority
of states across the United States are an unprecedented event.

Although the adoption and implementation of the CCSS were not federal policy
mandates, the government encouraged states to adopt the standards by providing
monetary incentives to the states that adopted them. Implementation in each state varied
(Kober & Rentner, 2012), as the Common Core was not a curriculum for schools and
teachers to follow; rather, they are standards in which local schools can tailor instruction
to meet students’ individual needs. However, the standards have been implemented for
over five years in many states and districts and stagnant growth has persisted just as it has
with previous policies and initiatives (NAEP, 2015, 2017).

In 2015, the Elementary and Secondary Education Act was reauthorized, revised,
and renamed Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA). This overarching policy drives
teaching and learning nationwide. Although some states opted out of following the
CCSS, 41 states continue to utilize them, creating an optimal time to research best
practices in implementation efforts. Taking a closer look at Common Core
implementation from the district level to the classroom level will help to fill in the gap in

the literature on this topic, as no studies are tracing this policy through narrative voices of



key persons involved from the district level to the classroom level collectively within one
district.
Statement of the Problem

Despite more attention being given to reading achievement in the United States
over the past 60 years with the creation of policies and initiatives, reading assessment
scores for students in grades four through 12 across the United States remain relatively
flat and unchanged (NAEP, 2017). National average scores from the 2017 National
Assessment of Progress (NAEP) have shown that as it pertains to reading, students in the
United States have not made significant gains since 2009 (NAEP, 2013, 2015, 2017).

District leaders, principals, and classroom teachers all play a critical part in how
and to what extent policies are implemented in schools across the nation. However, the
journey from the policy drawing board to the district office and ultimately to school
practice at scale is complicated (Durand et al., 2016), as the enactment of a policies does
not guarantee implementation as it is at the mercy of districts and schools to implement
(Fowler, 2000). As a result, a disconnect continues to exist between reading policy
enacted at the state level, the implementation efforts at the district level, and policy
implementation at the school and classroom level. This study aims to provide a
connection by focusing on these key stakeholders collectively within one study.

The literature that exists on the topic explores the individual perspectives of
stakeholders involved in implementation; district leaders, principals, or teachers
separately, not collectively (Coburn, 2005; Cohen & Ball, 1990; Edgarton & Desimone,
2018; Jennings, 1996; Spillane, 1998; Spillane & Jennings, 1997; Weatherley & Lipsky,

1977). No research studies explore all three of these perspectives collectively within the



same district. Therefore, this study seeks to understand and describe the experiences of
district leaders, principals, and teachers in a single district tasked with the implementation
of Common Core reading policy. Results could help address the problem of policy
implementation within districts. Additionally, including the experiences of district
leaders, principals, and teachers who have all participated in the same professional
development and training on the CCSS provides a closer look at implementing the
reading standards across all stakeholders who share a vested interest in the policy.
District leadership is an integral component of implementing the CCSS and
leaders must employ a variety of leadership skills (Durand et al., 2016; Kober & Rentner,
2014a). As the leaders in schools, principals also have a great amount of influence
concerning curriculum and instruction in the building. Research on the principal’s role in
the context of school reform suggests that principals influence the implementation of
instructional reforms by fostering a collaborative work environment (Blase & Blase,
1999; Blase & Kirby, 2008; Louis & Kruse, 1995; McLaughlin & Talbert, 2001),
providing professional development and ongoing support to teachers (Blase & Blase,
1999; Blase & Kirby, 2008; Hall, 1998; Hall & Hord, 1987; Louis & Kruse, 1995;
Murphy, 1994), supervising instruction (Blasé¢ & Blase, 1998; Hall, 1987; Hall & Hord,
1998), and monitoring and evaluating instruction (Hall, 1998; Hall & Hord, 1987; Louis
& Miles, 1990; Marsh & Odden, 1990). Lastly, classroom teachers, who are tasked with
the implementation of policies and are arguably affected the most with the adoption of
new policies, also possess significant influence as they plan curriculum for their students
based on policies that have been adopted (Coburn, 2001). Therefore, these three key

stakeholders - district leaders, principals, and teachers, are critical in increasing the



reading achievement of an entire school community through the implementation of the
Common Core State Standards. Therefore, exploring the experiences of district leaders,
principals, and teachers who are directly involved with the implementation of the
English/Language Arts CCSS is the purpose of this basic qualitative study. According to
Spillane & Reiser, et al. (2002), “If implementing agents construct ideas that misconstrue
policymakers’ intent, then implementation failure is likely. Implementation failure, in this
case, results not because implementing agents reject the reform ideas...but because they
understand them differently” (p. 419). This study aimed to explore this idea through the
stakeholders’ experiences involved in implementing Common Core — English/Language
Arts policy and brought together three key implementing agents of the CCSS-ELA;
district leaders, principals, and classroom teachers, to search for both common and
opposing understandings to attempt to understand if and how these experiences affect
policy implementation.

This study aimed to respond to the gap in the literature through Weick’s (1995)
sensemaking theory to explore the experiences of district leaders, principals, and
classroom teachers implementing the CCSS in English/Language Arts and the practices
that affect their implementation. The conceptual framework created explores Spillane &
Reiser et al.’s (2002) components of sensemaking theory and provides a visual to explore
how sensemaking theory connects with the people, places, and policy.

Research Purpose and Questions

The purpose of this study was to understand the experiences of district leaders,

principals, and classroom teachers implementing the CCSS in English/Language Arts.

However, “policy ideas in the abstract...are subject to infinite variety of contingencies,



and they contain worlds of possible practical applications” (Majone & Wildavsky, 1978,
p. 113), as there are a variety of actors that have a role in how policy is interpreted and
implemented at the school level. According to Honig (2016), those interested in
improving the quality of education policy implementation should focus not on what is
implementable and what works best, but rather investigate what conditions, if any,
various education policies get implemented and work. How school-based instructional
leaders deal with a changing policy landscape and prepare teachers who will ultimately
teach children undoubtedly varies. Although there is a large amount of literature on
policy implementation of various policies and how districts, principals, and classroom
teachers handle implementation, a gap exists in the literature that researches the
perspectives of all three stakeholders in one district to understand common themes.
Therefore, the purpose of this study is not to examine what works, but rather, to examine
the conditions that exist within the context of schools that contribute to the policy
working as perceived by district leaders, principals, and classroom teachers within a
single district. This basic qualitative study (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016) is based upon
interviews with district and school-level personnel that play an integral role in
implementing the English/Language Arts CCSS. Thus, the overarching question is, and
sub-research questions are:

1. What factors contribute to policy implementation of the Common Core State

Standards in English/Language Arts working at the school level?
a. What factors contribute to policy implementation working as perceived by

school and district leaders?



b. What factors contribute to policy implementation working as perceived by
teachers?

Statement of Potential Significance

This study allowed a glimpse into the experiences of key persons involved in
implementing reading policy at the district and school level, which may equip district and
school leaders with best policy implementation practices. By identifying the common
perceptions and experiences that district leaders, principals, and teachers have during the
implementation process, school leaders in similar contexts may utilize those components
and phase out those that are ineffective. Usually, research on policy implementation
focuses on understanding factors at the federal level more than at the state and school
levels (Coburn, 2005a; Spillane, 1998). However, all three stakeholders — district leaders,
principals, and classroom teachers, play a fundamental role in implementing policy.
Collectively, the perspectives from district leaders, principals, and teachers regarding
their experiences with the implementation of the Common Core State Standards could
further inform implementation practices both across districts and at the school level. The
common themes that emerge from these three groups of stakeholders may provide a
glimpse into how one can deem that implementation is “working,” based on the themes
that emerge from the participants in the study.
Theoretical Framework

Weick’s (1995) sensemaking theory was used as a theoretical framework for this
study. Sensemaking theory analyzes how individuals utilize their epistemological beliefs
to interpret or “make sense” of new policy initiatives they are required to follow. The

premise behind sensemaking is that the world is only partly knowable and partly



predictable and that people must make choices and act based on their current
interpretations of reality. Sensemaking includes deciding which parts of a situation we
will attend to and the contextual frame of reference we apply; the reconstruction of the
events and meaning of past actions to fit present situations and to justify present
decisions; acting on our creation of a wider reality; and reading into our situations
“patterns of significant meaning” (p. 1). This study focuses on how district leaders,
principals, and classroom teachers make sense and implement reading policy, thus,
making sensemaking theory an appropriate lens in which to analyze the results of this
study.
Summary of the Methodology

The purpose of this research was to capture the experiences of district leaders,
principals, and classroom teachers implementing the Common Core State Standards in
English/Language Arts. Therefore, a basic qualitative design was utilized to capture the
experiences of the participants in this study. Qualitative research focuses on the belief
that people construct knowledge as they engage in and make meaning of an activity,
experience, or phenomenon (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). There are varieties of actors who
have a role in policy interpretation and implementation; therefore, it is beneficial to
gather data from those key actors who share this experience. It is important to understand
the perceptions and experiences of key individuals involved in policy implementation to
develop a deeper understanding of the implementation of the CCSS-ELA. According to
Creswell (2007), knowing some common experiences can be valuable for groups, such as

teachers and policymakers.



Participants in this study were district leaders, principals, and classroom teachers
in a school district using the CCSS-ELA whom had at least eight years of experience as
educators so that they may reflect on their experience both before and after the CCSS-
ELA were adopted.

Limitations

One role of the reading specialist is to provide professional development and
assistance in the rollout of curriculum and policies adopted by the district. My role as a
reading specialist within the district may have influenced the participants’ responses
Therefore, the principals and teachers may not be honest about their implementation or
lack thereof. Additionally, as an employee of the school system involved in the study,
there was room for potential bias. Therefore, I applied methods to add to my research
design’s reliability and validity to minimize bias, including conducting member checks
and triangulating the data. Member checking involved allowing the participants to review
the rough draft of the study to provide feedback. Additionally, triangulating the data
allowed the researcher to research the participants’ perspectives by checking multiple
data sources to ensure the information collected was accurate. Finally, the schools that
participated in this study were suggested by the district leader. Had the district leader
suggested a different set of schools, the results may have been different for this study.
Delimitations

The study was delimited to interviews with district leaders, school principals, and
classroom teachers in one mid-Atlantic suburban school district that was implementing
the CCSS in English/Language Arts; therefore, the results of the study are not

generalizable to the entire population. District leaders, principals, and teachers were

10



delimited to those who have at least 8 years of experience as an educator to control for
teachers who have experience teaching before and after adopting the CCSS by the
district.

Definitions of Key Terms

The following terms were used throughout the study.
1. Common Core State Standards

A set of academic standards in reading/language arts/literacy (titled English or
ELA within the standards document) and mathematics (National Governors
Association Center for Best Practices, 2010) for what every student in grades
kindergarten through 12th grade should know and be able to do in the stated
subject areas at the end of each grade to be considered college or career ready.
Throughout the study, the Common Core State Standards are referred to as CCSS.
The English/Language Arts component of the Common Core State Standards are
referred to as the CCCS-ELA.

2. District Leader

This term refers to an individual or individuals who clearly understand the district
vision and goals, instruction, and assessment. These individuals understand
content standards, how various components of the curriculum link together, and
how to use the curriculum in planning instruction and assessment and act as
liaisons from the superintendent to the schools (Harrison & Killon, 2007).
District leaders may also be curriculum specialists who are actively involved in
developing and implementing district policies, partially in response to state and

national standards, about literacy education (Spillane, 2000).
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3. Reading Specialist

A teacher who has specialized knowledge and preparation in literacy and is
highly qualified to teach struggling readers. This knowledge is shared with
colleagues in the form of professional development sessions in a group or is
provided as one-on-one or small group support in the form of coaching

(https://www.literacyworldwide.org/get-resources/literacy-glossary)

Summary

This chapter has provided an overview of the basic qualitative study on the
experiences of district leaders, principals, and classroom teachers implementing the
Common Core State Standards in English/Language Arts. This study focused on district
leaders, principals, and classroom teachers with at least eight years of experience, whom
all work within one district in the mid-Atlantic region of the United States. Given the
emphasis on district leaders and the various professional titles, a definition of district
leader provided context for this study. This chapter briefly introduced the major elements
of the research study to include: (a) the significance of the research, (b) the problem, (c)
the research purpose and question, (d) the significance of the research, (¢) the
epistemological foundation, (f) the theoretical framework, (g) the methodology, and (h)
the definitions of key terms. The following chapter will present a historical review of the
various policies enacted and implemented in reading over the past 50 years.
Additionally, the next chapter will review and synthesize the literature surrounding policy

implementation at the district, building, and classroom levels.
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Chapter 2: A Review of the Literature

Due to nationwide attention on the literacy achievement of students, federal
policies aim to improve the quality of instruction in America’s classrooms. Through
these policies, initiatives focus on results. These policies, from the Elementary and
Secondary Education Act (ESEA) of 1965 to the Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA)
have aimed to increase student achievement in America’s classrooms; however, student
performance levels in reading have remained relatively unchanged (NAEP, 2011, 2013,
2015, 2017). Accomplishing the goals of federal policies presents challenges as the
policies created make their way into fruition in actual schools (Cohen, 1990; Hope &
Pigford, 2001). District educational leaders affect policy implementation at the district
level (Burch & Spillane, 2004; Coburn, 2001, 2005; Hightower et al., 2002; Honig, 2003,
2006, 2012; Marsh & Wohlstetter, 2013; Spillane, 1996; Woulfin et al., 2016) and
principals affect policy implementation at the school level (Fowler, 2000; Hallinger et al.,
1996; Leithwood et al., 2004; Waters et al., 2003). Once policy reaches the building
level, it eventually trickles down into classrooms, where teachers implement curriculum
influenced by district policies (Coburn, 2001, 2003, 2005; Cohen, 1990; Woulfin &
Coburn, 2001). Extensive research highlights that teachers’ professional communities
play an important role in policy implementation (Coburn, 2001; Elmore et al., 1996;
McLaughlin & Talbert, 2001), however, there are gaps in the literature exploring the
perspectives and experiences of district leaders, principals, and teachers in a single
district implementing reading CCSS. Therefore, the purpose of this study is to explore
policy implementation and how federal policies affect pedagogical practice in

English/Language Arts at the school level as perceived by educational leaders and
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classroom teachers. This study is warranted because there are limited studies that follow
English policy implementation from the district down to the classroom level (Coburn,
2005; Cohen & Ball, 1990; Jennings, 1996; Spillane & Jennings, 1997; Weatherley &
Lipsky, 1977) within the same district.

This review of the literature focuses on reading policy implementation from the
district level to the school level. The methods utilized in the review of the literature
involved searches through the Internet, including Google Scholar, ProQuest, JSTOR,
Education Research Information Clearinghouse (ERIC), EBSCOhost, and other databases
of scholarly journals, dissertations, and books. The key terms used in combination or
isolation to search for sources were policy implementation, policy implementation and
districts, policy implementation and principals, teachers and policy implementation,
principals and Common Core implementation, accountability and principals,
sensemaking theory, and policy framing. These search methods returned literature
relevant to my study dating from 2000 to 2020. Reference lists and books from the field
of education policy were also included. Empirical articles of both qualitative and
quantitative nature, meta-analyses, and literature reviews were utilized to conduct the
research. Further, federal legislative documents informed the historical context
surrounding policy implementation from 1960 to present day.

This chapter synthesizes the literature relevant to this topic in three sections. The
first section provides an overview of reading policies enacted over the past fifty years. It
establishes that with each new policy passed, the government has become increasingly
interested and involved in student achievement in reading in America’s schools, leading

to an increased development of, and focus on, policies and initiatives related to reading
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(Davenport & Jones, 2005). Next, [ will discuss the theoretical framework, sensemaking
theory (Spillane et al., 2000; Weick, 2000). Finally, I will discuss the influence of
reading policy on school districts within the context of research studies on how district
leaders (e.g., superintendents), instructional coaches, principals, and teachers interpret
policy messages and implement or neglect them in classrooms, schools, and school
districts.
History of Reading Education Policy in the United States

Since the publication of 4 Nation at Risk (National Commission on Excellence in
Education, 1983), the federal government and the American people have had an increased
involvement in the reading achievement of the nation’s children. Numerous reading
education policies and initiatives implemented since that time had the purpose of
increasing student achievement. The following section will briefly outline the most
widely known policies related to reading.
Title 1 and the Elementary and Secondary Education Act

The introduction and implementation of Title I through the Elementary and
Secondary Education Act (ESEA) of 1965 was the first federal initiative that was
specifically designed to establish funding for compensatory reading education in schools
in the United States (Puma & Drury, 2001; Roller, 2000). This legislation changed the
way educators viewed the importance of reading and led to the introduction of Title I
teachers, usually reading specialists, conducting pullout intervention groups with the
purpose of increasing the achievement of struggling readers (Roller, 2000; Shanahan,
2014). Since its inception, ESEA has been continuously refined and expanded and has

dominated the federal elementary and secondary education budget (Mraz, 2004; U.S.
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Department of Education, 1999). Further reauthorizations have followed to build on the
initial policy, such as, the Reading Excellence Act of 1998.
The Reading Excellence Act

Initiated by Congressman William Goodling, the Chair of the House of Education
and Workforce Committee, and as part of the Clinton Administration’s amendment to the
ESEA, the Reading Excellence Act became a law on October 21, 1998. The purpose of
the Reading Excellence Act was to improve students’ reading skills and teachers’
instructional practices by implementing the findings of scientifically-based reading
research, teach every child to read by third grade, and reduce the number of students
inappropriately referred for special education due to reading difficulties (Edmonson,
2005). Through this act, funding to high poverty districts for professional development
for teachers, tutoring programs and family literacy initiatives took priority (Roller, 2000).
Funding allocation occurred through a competitive process to the states, which in turn
conducted competitions for sub-grants to local districts. However, two features of the bill
were of concern to the professional reading community regarding the definition of
reading and research. In the earlier version of the bill, reading was defined more
simplistically, which according to some, did not demonstrate the complexity of the task
(Edmonson, 2005). In the earlier version of the bill, reading entailed: (a) the ability to
use phonics skills to decode printed words quickly and effortlessly, both silently and
aloud; (b) the ability to use previously learned strategies for reading comprehension; and
(c) the ability to think critically about the meaning, message, and aesthetic value of the
text. Many reading professionals found the definitions incomplete and felt they focused

too heavily on the recognition aspect of reading (Goodman, 1999; Taylor, 1998).
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Consequently, in an attempt to make changes to the Reading Excellence Act, the
International Reading Association and the National Council of Teachers of Reading
joined together to amend the definition. The amended version of the act redefined
reading as: (a) the skills and knowledge to understand how phonemes, or speech sounds,
are connected to print; (b) the ability to decode unfamiliar words; (c) the ability to read
fluently; (d) sufficient background information and vocabulary to foster reading
comprehension; (e) the development of appropriate active strategies to construct meaning
from print; and (f) the development and maintenance of the motivation to read. In
addition, the term scientifically based reading research replaced the formerly used
reliable replicable research, used in the previous bill. Scientifically-based reading
research is defined as objective procedures to obtain valid knowledge relevant to reading
development, reading instruction, and reading difficulties, and shall include research that
employs: (a) systematic, empirical methods that draw on observation; (b) rigorous data
analyses that are adequate to test the stated hypotheses and justify the general conclusion
drawn; (c) measurements or observational methods that provide valid data across
evaluations and observers and across multiple measurements and observations; and (d)
research accepted by a peer-reviewed journal or approved by a panel of independent
experts through a comparably rigorous, objective, and scientific review (Roller, 2000).

The International Reading Association believed that the amended definition of
reading and research was more inclusive, represented the complexity of reading, and
would embrace all types of research conducted, whether it was quantitative or qualitative
(Roller, 2000). This is a prime example of how the influence of stakeholder

organizations as key actors in policy influence how policies are written, amended, and
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later, implemented. In this example, the International Reading Association utilized its
power to influence policymakers to amend the policy so that it was more favorable to the
organization. This demonstrates how it is not only policy makers at the federal level
creating policy and change, but also the key organizations that many times have a direct
link to the districts and schools as well (Roller, 2000).
The National Reading Panel

As the quest to improve reading achievement for America’s children continued,
more reauthorizations and initiatives persisted. In 1997, Congress requested the Director
of the National Institute of Child Health and Human Development (NICHD), in
consultation with the Secretary of Education, to convene a panel of literacy experts to
identify best practices in the teaching of reading. This panel was charged with providing
a report that “should present the panel’s conclusions, an indication of the readiness for
application in the classroom of the results of this research, and, if appropriate, a strategy
for rapidly disseminating this information to facilitate effective reading instruction in the
schools” (National Reading Panel et al., 2000). In response to this Congressional request,
the Director of NICHD, in consultation with the Secretary of Education, constituted and
charged a National Reading Panel (NRP) to research this information (National Reading
Panel et al., 2000). The NRP was comprised of 14 individuals, including leading
scientists in reading research, representatives of colleges of education, reading teachers,
educational administrators, and parents. As a result of the panel’s research, the NRP et
al. (2000) published Teaching Children to Read: An Evidence Based Assessment of the
Scientific Research Literature on Reading and its Implications for Reading Instruction.

The panel concluded in this report that effective reading instruction included explicit,

18



systematic teaching of phonemic awareness and phonics, guided oral reading to improve
fluency, direct and indirect vocabulary building, and exposure to a variety of
comprehension strategies.

However, this report was not without controversy. The panel began its meta-
analysis with a set of selection criteria to create a purposeful sample, which, according to
critics, diminished the number of possible studies for review (Yatvin et al., 2003). Also,
educational researchers questioned the limited number of studies in the meta-analysis, as
well as its generalizability due to small sample sizes in many of the studies.
Additionally, the report included inconsistent information regarding subgroups of
students included in the analysis. Critics felt that publishing two separate reports could
be confusing or misleading (Garan, 2001). The panel’s methodology also received
criticism for its lack of minority representation among tested populations and its lack of
studies concerning children ages five and under (Yatvin et al., 2003).

Despite the criticism, the report contributes to an enormously increased attention
placed on the effective teaching of reading. Its impact was very significant as it renewed
the discussion amongst educators regarding the best methods for teaching students to read
with its emphasis on scientifically based research programs. As a result, educational
publishing companies utilized the findings to ensure prospective purchasers that the
programs they sold were in alignment, and district professional development for teachers
were based on the findings of the report (Mesmer, H. E., & Griffith, P. L., 2005). Later,
the findings of the National Reading Panel became the foundation for the federal
legislation known as the No Child Left Behind Act (Dole, 2004) and the basis of the

Reading First legislation that came through the Act. This act had a tremendous effect on
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school districts across the country. The next section will discuss the No Child Left
Behind Act and its impact on schools.
No Child Left Behind Act

The No Child Left Behind Act (NCLB) can be described as one of the most
significant education initiatives in the United States (U.S. Department of Education,
2009b). The leading purpose of this legislation was to ensure that by the year 2014,
100% of the nation’s children would be proficient readers by third grade. Legislators
from across party lines joined together and embraced NCLB to provide all children a
“fair, equal, and significant opportunity to obtain a high-quality education and reach, at
minimum, proficiency on challenging State academic achievement standards and state
academic assessments” (U.S. Department of Education, 2001, p. 1). Signed into law by
President George W. Bush in 2002, the act required all teachers be highly qualified to
teach reading and that schools utilizing programs to aid in the task of reading intervention
were to use programs that were scientifically based and proven to actually work (Dole,
2004). The law also called for standardized testing for grades three through eight in
reading and math, for states to report their assessment data publicly, and for states to
make transparent the disaggregation of data of sub-groups, such as students who received
special education services, minorities, and English language learners. Additionally, the
new legislation called for frequent progress monitoring of students as they progressed
through those scientifically based reading intervention programs (U.S. Department of
Education, 2001). This level of accountability was unprecedented in education policy, as
previous legislation did not mandate accountability to this degree (Jacob, 2017).

Furthermore, each state was charged with developing and implementing measures for
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determining whether their schools were making adequate yearly progress, or AYP. To
meet AYP, each state and school system had to meet certain criteria. Schools that did not
meet adequate yearly progress became targeted schools, and faced sanctions (U.S.
Department of Education, 2001).

The Title 1 program continued to exist under NCLB, which like the Reading
Excellence Act provided federal funds through State Educational Agencies to Local
Education Agencies and public schools with students from lower income areas (U.S.
Department of Education, 2009a). Under NCLB, the federal government created its
Reading First Initiative, which focused on literacy instruction and shaped many districts’
reading goals (U.S. Department of Education, 2009). The initiative provided funding to
assist school districts in the implementation of scientifically based reading research
programs to ensure that children learned to read well by the end of third grade. To equip
teachers with the tools necessary to teach struggling readers, Reading First allowed states
to apply for federal funding to purchase programs based on scientifically based reading
research, which led to yet another redefining of scientifically based reading research.
Eventually, the U.S. Department of Education (2002) defined scientifically based
programs as:

Experimental or quasi-experimental designs in which individuals, entities,

programs, or activities are assigned to different conditions and with appropriate

controls to evaluate the effects of the condition of interest, with a preference for
random-assignment experiments, or other designs to the extent that those designs

contain within-condition or across-condition controls. (p. 541)

While proponents of scientifically based reading research programs claimed that

those programs would close the achievement gap, many educators feared that NCLB

would leave many behind as schools strove to make Adequate Yearly Progress (AYP)
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towards the 100% goal, which led to a controversial discussion of the merits of the
federal policy (Meir et al., 2004).
Common Core State Standards and the Race to the Top Initiative

The CCSS are standards led by the Council of Chief State School Officers
(CCSSO) and the National Governors Association (NGA) with the goal of creating a set
of standards that were common across all states. This was in direct contrast to NCLB, as
each states’ standards differed under that law. Adopted by most states in 2010, those
involved in creation of the standards believed that common standards would provide
increased coherence across the states increasing equity for all students despite their zip
code and would enable states to deliver a high quality of education with the goal of
students becoming college and career ready.

The Obama Administration also took on the task of improving literacy for all
students (U.S. Department of Education, 2010), through the Race to the Top (RTTT)
initiative. The RTTT was a competitive federal grant program initiated through the
American Recovery and Reinvestment Act, where states competed for funding. It offered
incentives to states and districts that were able to demonstrate the development of
rigorous standards and better assessments in reading and mathematics. Additionally, the
adoption of better data systems to provide schools, teachers, and parents information
about student progress; recruiting, developing, rewarding, retaining, and supporting
teachers and school leaders to become more effective; and turning around the lowest-
achieving schools (U.S. Department of Education, 2009). It encouraged states to
compete against each other for a slice of $4 billion dollars in federal funding for states

“leading the way with ambitious yet achievable plans for implementing coherent,
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compelling, and comprehensive education reform” (Act, R., 2009, p. ). Awardees of the
grant had to agree to adopt certain criteria, one of which was adopting rigorous standards
(i.e., the CCSS). Although the implementation of the CCSS was not federally mandated,
the government encouraged states to adopt the standards by providing monetary
incentives to states that adopted them. Forty-six states and the District of Columbia
submitted RTTT applications. Eleven states and the District of Columbia received
awards ranging from $75 million to $700 million (US Department of Education, Office of
Elementary and Secondary Education, 2015).

Although the RTTT grant initiative ended, most states have continued to utilize
and implement the Common Core, while others have rescinded, opting to create and
adopt their own set of higher standards (www.corestandards.org). Today, 41 states, The
Department of Defense Education Activity, Washington, D.C., and four United States
territories have also adopted the CCSS. Implementation in each state varies (Rentner, D.
S., & Kober, N., 2014b); therefore, it is an optimal time to research implementation of
these standards.

In 2015, NCLB was replaced with the Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA) which
drives reading achievement accountability nationwide. ESSA maintains the testing and
reporting provisions established under NCLB; however, it allows states and districts more
flexibility and autonomy to design the interventions they deem appropriate for students
(ESSA, 2015). Additionally, ESSA encouraged comprehension literacy instruction,
professional development for educators, and evidence-based strategies to support students

reading achievement (ILA, 2016).
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Summary

As aresult of these federal policies, policymakers, educational researchers, and
the public at large have become more centrally involved in the conversation over the best
instructional methods of teaching reading, the importance of reading research, and the
rigorousness of the standards that teachers must follow. Thus, discussion of reading
achievement has shined a spotlight on implementation at the school level and has sparked
contentious discussion amongst all stakeholders. Historically, teachers who are on the
front lines implementing these policies have rarely been involved in the policy adoption
process (Mehta, 2013) although teachers have an integral role in how policies are carried
out in their classrooms (Coburn, 2001). As a nation, student reading scores on national
assessments reveal that students are still struggling to not only learn to read at the
foundational level, but also, the complexity of the reading process itself, such as decoding
a text and understanding and analyzing information to convey its meaning (NAEP, 2015),
which are key shifts addressed by the CCSS (http://www.corestandards.org). Average
reading scores in 2015 were not significantly different from scores in 1971 (NAEP,
2015). Due to nationwide attention on the reading achievement of students, federal
policies aim to rectify these challenges in education. However, despite the history of
legislation and initiatives to increase reading achievement for children, there continues to
be slow growth amongst students and a widening achievement gap in literacy (NAEP,
2015, 2017).

This section has described federal reading legislation that has developed over the
past 50 years (National Commission on Excellence in Education, 1983; U.S. Department

of Education, 2009a; U.S. Department of Education, 2009b)It demonstrates that over
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time, the federal government has assumed an expanded role in education. It also has
demonstrated how although federal grants and initiatives have provided incentives to
states to increase participation in following these policies, national reading scores have
remained stagnant. The next section will present the theoretical framework that will
guide the research of the study.
Theoretical Framework

I will draw on sensemaking theory (Coburn, 2001; Spillane, 2004; Spillane et al.,
2002; Weick, 1995) to explore how district leaders, principals, and teachers adapt, adopt,
synthesize, or ignore messages and pressures implementing the Common Core reading
language arts standards, and how these thoughts and actions have shaped classroom
practice. Sensemaking theory emerged from the field of organizational psychology, used
to examine how individuals develop shared awareness and understandings of their
environments and how individuals make sense of competing external mandates in their
work context (Weick, 1995). The concept of sensemaking allows analysis of how
educators negotiate meaning from the variety of messages they receive from their local
environments (Allen & Penuel, 2015). Datnow and Park (2009) suggest that the
understanding of policy implementation has shifted from a technical-rational perspective
over the past fifty years, which assumes a linear and top-down path between policy and
implementation, to a mutual-adaptation perspective, which holds that local factors
influence implementation. They further suggest that sensemaking perspectives have
emerged to help examine educational policy enacted at the school level. From this
perspective, policy implementation consists of an “open, multi-layered system” of

individuals, contexts, and organizations (p. 349). Therefore, education researchers use
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sensemaking theory to interpret educators’ understanding of and responses to new
policies and programs introduced into their schools and districts (Coburn, 2001, 2005;
Coburn & Russell, 2008; Datnow & Park, 2009; Educational Evaluation and Policy
Analysis, 1990; Lin, 1998; Penuel et al., 2011; Spillane, 2004; Spillane et al., 2002;
Stern, 2016; Sun et al., 2013). Although there have been studies that address the role of
leaders in influencing teacher sense-making (Coburn, 2005), there is limited research
examining the sensemaking of districts, principals (Gawlik, 2015; Jennings, 2010; Rigby,
2015), and teachers at the classroom level within one study.

Spillane & Reiser et al. (2002) describe sense-making theory as comprising three
components, individual cognition, situated cognition, and the role of representation.
Individual cognition includes an educator’s prior knowledge and experiences as well as
their beliefs and values. Therefore, analysis of educators’ reactions to new policy efforts
must consider the beliefs, values, and experiences of the educators who will implement
them (Spillane & Reiser et al., 2002; Stern, 2016).

Situated cognition is the second component of sense-making theory, according to
Spillane (2002). To have situated cognition means to make sense of information based
on the context, such as workplace structures, social networks, and professional
affiliations (Stern, 2016). Spillane and his colleagues (2002) emphasize that situated
cognition is often mediated by “social resources” (p. 98), and Daly (2009) points out that
access to strong professional networks as well as high levels of trust within schools
impact the willingness of educators to grapple with new policies and reform efforts.

Therefore, situated cognition has a large impact on educator responses to policy.
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Third, the way policy is communicated or represented is the third component of
sensemaking (Spillane & Reiser et al., 2002). Spillane and his colleagues (2002) argue
that how policymakers represent policy “enables or constrains those implementing the
policy’s sensemaking (p. 416). They argue that communicating the purposes and
principles of a policy instead of surface elements is crucial for educators who are learning
about and making sense of a policy.

Therefore, it is beneficial to research what is working in terms of policy
implementation within districts, schools, and classrooms through the lens of sensemaking
theory and these three components; individual cognition, situated cognition, and the role
of representation; to analyze how educators understand and respond to policy mandates
within a district. The next section provides a conceptual framework that demonstrates the
connection between the theoretical framework, the literature, the problem identified, and
the focus of this study.

Conceptual Framework

The following conceptual framework builds on the theory of sensemaking. It adds
three factors that, according to Honig (2016), are integral to effective policy
implementation, which she describes as people, places, and policy. According to Honig
(2006a), “Those interested in improving the quality of education policy implementation
should focus not simply on what is implementable and what works but rather investigate
under what conditions if any, various education policies get implemented and work...and
what works for whom, where, when, and why?” (p. 2). Spillane et al. (2002) describe the
sensemaking process as one where individual cognition, situated cognition, and the role

of representation are present. Therefore, I combined these two theories and placed them
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into one conceptual framework. The framework consists of a Venn diagram, in which
three circles overlap. The three circles represent individual cognition, situated cognition,
and the role of representation, respectively. Individual cognition is what Honig (2006)
refers to as people, because individual cognition involves prior knowledge and values of
the stakeholders (people) involved in the implementation of a policy to ensure successful
implementation. The second circle represents situated cognition. Spillane & Reiser et al.
(2002) describe the idea of situated cognition as where the context of the policy lives, the
workplace structures, and the social networks that the stakeholders and implementers are
involved in, which contributes to the sensemaking process. This is similar to Honig’s
(2006) idea of how places, or structures, need to be present for implementation with
fidelity to occur. The final circle encapsulates the role of representation. Spillane and his
colleagues (2002) describe representation as how policy reaches stakeholders and
implementers and becomes essential and necessary for successful implementation.

In the middle, where the three circles intersect, according to Honig (2006),
implementation occurs. An arrow pointing into the center area where all three circles
meet signifies this. The conceptual framework depicts how the three main components

present at once, resulting in effective, coherent policy implementation and sensemaking.
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Conceptual Framework

| Places |
Individual Situated
Cognition Cognition
(prior knowledge, Policy. (workplace structures,
beliefs, and @ social networks)
values)
Role of

Representation

(how policy is
communicated to
stakeholders)

Policy

Figure 1. The conceptual framework depicts the factors that may contribute to
sensemaking and policy implementation (Honig, 2006; Spillane & Reiser et al., 2000;
Weick, 1995).

Understanding how the three components work together to affect policy
implementation — the people, places, and the policy (Honig, 2006), gives the researcher a
glimpse into the process that educators experience when they face policy implementation.
Exploring whether these three components are present in environments where policies are
being implemented can provide for learning the factors that directly affect policy
implementation not only on the district level with district curriculum leaders, but also, on
the school level regarding school principals and ultimately classroom teachers, whom are
responsible for the implementation of policies with their students.

The next section will review literature that describes district level policy
implementation practices, followed by the research on how policy is implemented in
schools by principals, and last, teachers.

District Level Policy Implementation

District personnel play a key role in mediating policy in schools and how policy

fits within a network of schools (Burch & Spillane, 2004; Honig, 2003, 2006, 2012;
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Hightower et al., 2002; Spillane, 1996, 2006; Marsh & Wohlstetter, 2013; Woulfin et al.,
2016). Research indicates that district leaders create the conditions for teachers and
students to succeed in the classroom (Seashore, Louis et al., 2010). Additionally, Lipsky
(1980) found that district leaders are critical to the implementation of policy because it is
the district leaders’ understanding of policies that affect teachers’ work and student
outcomes. Policy framing also influences implementation (Woulfin, 2016). Leithwood
and Prestine (2002) found that superintendents perceived as successful responded to
policy in three ways. They capture their employee’s attention by making them aware of
how the policy matters to them; they build capacity within their organization to
effectively implement the policy; and they focus on the parts of the policy that positively
affect schools and students. Shaping communication for those who will implement the
policy is policy framing. How districts respond and frame policies to their organizations
can affect implementation. This section will present the research literature focused on
how district personnel perceive and affect the implementation of federal education
policies at the district level. It will present studies of how districts play a unique role in
policy implementation, followed by a discussion about how policy framing and boundary
spanners affect district policy implementation.

There were several empirical studies in the existing literature that discussed how
districts implement policies and how varied understandings of the intent of the policy by
district leaders leads to a misalignment of the policy. In the first empirical study, Coburn
and Talbert (2006) used a qualitative research design to investigate how individuals’
conceptions of the terms evidence and research differed within a district and what

accounted for those differences in a district promoting evidence based practice. Using
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participants’ own perception of their knowledge of the term evidence-based practice as a
focus, Coburn and Talbert investigated how district personnel defined the terms evidence,
evidence use, and research-based practice within the context of a state policy initiative
that had mandated the use of evidence. Their research question was: How do individual
conceptions of evidence and research differ within the district and what accounts for
these differences? Data collection occurred over a two-year period at multiple levels.
The researchers interviewed 10 district administrators and 14 school-based administrators
of K-5 and middle schools in a large, urban K-12 district of over 50,000 students. In
addition to interviews, the researchers observed planning meetings, professional
development sessions, and analyzed documents from superintendents, directors, and
central office personnel within the district. Furthermore, the researchers conducted site
visits to schools and distributed a survey to district leaders. Additionally, the researchers
conducted case studies of eight district schools selected to over-represent the poorest
schools in the district to represent a wide range of school grade levels, differences in
region, student demographic and language composition, and professional culture.

The results of the study showed a distinct misalignment between the messages of
the district and the practice at the building level (Coburn & Talbert, 2006). There was a
discrepancy throughout the district about what evidence of student learning actually was,
what it should look like, and its uses. Additionally, the researchers found that
individuals’ conceptions of what constituted evidence were highly related to their
position in the district and if the individuals had been involved in reform efforts in the
past. They found that participants in central office positions were more likely to have

conceptions of research than school-based personnel. This research informs the study
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because it demonstrates how individuals at the district level may have different
understandings of the same policies they are responsible for monitoring. Moreover,
Coburn and Talbert (2006) found that these understandings could stem from experiences
in previous positions held in education, which may help or hinder understanding that
given policy. This demonstrates how individuals’ experiences, or lack thereof, may
contribute to the alignment or misalignment of a policy from the top down.

Spillane and Callahan (2000) also investigated how misunderstanding the intent
of a policy led to misconstrued policy messages. In this study, they explored a school
districts’ ability to construct and implement understandings of a policy surrounding state
standards for science education. Using a multisite case study using a constant
comparative methodology, the researchers gathered and analyzed data on the school
districts’ role in implementing science policy in nine Michigan school districts for almost
a year. A theoretical sampling strategy was used to select the nine school districts to
ensure they varied according to location, size, and social and ethnic composition of
students. Data collected consisted of district policy documents and the completion of
interviews with district policy leaders.

The researchers found that most district leaders were compliant and on board with
science education policy reforms. However, the district leaders did not fully understand
the policy’s intent which led to misconstrued policy messages. Most district leaders only
had a foundational understanding of the state-level policy and, therefore, were unable to
articulate the deep-rooted epistemological and pedagogical changes to science education
that was the primary aim of the policy. The policy centered on the function of teaching

and learning science; however, even when probed by the interviewers, district leaders
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said nothing to indicate that the ideas of the policy was to change students “habits of
mind” about science (Spillane & Callahan, 2000, p. 413), how students were taught
science, and how students cognitively attended to scientific tasks. Instead, district leaders
discussed how the policy would help students remember science content, perform
experiments, and how teachers would be able to lecture students about science. District
leaders never discussed how the policy would change how teachers taught, and students
came to understand the content. The epistemological and pedagogical intent of the policy
went unrealized. Instead, most of the district leaders failed to connect the science reform
and their existing knowledge about and experience with science education. This research
reveals how policy implementation at the district level may fail due to the lack of
knowledge of the district leaders’ underlying epistemological and pedagogical intent
(Spillane & Callahan, 2000).

Spillane (2010) also found evidence of the epistemological and pedagogical intent
missing in his study of mathematics policy implementation. Spillane conducted a similar
study where he interviewed 80 mathematics district leaders to examine their
understanding of a new mathematics reform policy. Just as in the previous study of
district leader’s understandings of science policy demonstrated a lack of knowledge
regarding the epistemological and pedagogical differences in the science content,
Spillane found district leaders’ understandings of the mathematics policy tended to miss
the full importance of the reform by missing the epistemological and pedagogical change
of the policy and focusing more on changes that missed the essentials of the reform.
When asked to describe mathematics, most district leaders described problem-solving as

if it were a unit within the mathematics curriculum, rarely as problem-solving itself.
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Additionally, district leaders’ understandings of mathematics were firmly grounded in the
procedural and computational aspect of mathematics, rather than in an emphasis on
mathematics knowledge, which was a vital component of the policy. When district
leaders explained how students work in cooperative groups, they focused on students’
self-esteem, motivation, and learning styles. However, district leaders did not discuss the
mathematical merits of cooperative groupings, such as increasing mathematical reasoning
and inquiry amongst groups, another critical understanding from the mathematics policy.
These piecemeal understandings of the policy demonstrate how challenging
implementing new policies may be for practitioners due to miscommunication.

Some district central offices have assigned individuals to work with schools and
their community partners to support relationships and enable policy implementation
(Honig, 2006). These individuals, called “boundary spanners” (p. 357), work with
communities to foster relationships between the district and school level. In her research,
Honig (2006) examined how boundary spanners enabled implementation, the demands
boundary spanners faced as they worked with communities, and the conditions that
helped or hindered them. Honig conducted interviews with eight central office
administrators and addressed respondents’ conceptions of policy demands.

Honig (2006) found that in the initial implementation of the policies, boundary
spanners promised to utilize their roles to support implementation. They embraced their
nontraditional roles as change agents who would bridge the gap between policy and
practice. However, implementation of the policy waned over time, as the boundary
spanners did not have a strong tie with central office personnel and traditional top-down

leadership practices began to resurface. They began to fall back into top-down,
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command-and-control relationships with schools and community agencies. Implications
from the study demonstrate a need for ongoing support for boundary spanners to ensure
that they continue to stay on track within their roles to ensure implementation of policies.
This research informs the study as it demonstrates how district personnel may find policy
implementation useful if connected to the communities they serve. However, without
that connection to the community, traditional top-down practices that inhibit
implementation may begin to reappear.

Policy communication efforts to implementers can also affect implementation.
Woulfin et al. (2016) examined the role of district leaders in translating state policy by
researching the relationship between state policy and district leadership. Using the
recently implemented teacher evaluation policy as a frame, the researchers used a
qualitative design to examine how 14 district leaders framed, or strategically
communicated, teacher evaluation policy to schools within the district and how principals
experienced this framing. Through one-on-one interviews in 14 Connecticut school
districts piloting a teacher evaluation policy, the researchers conducted 48 interviews
with district leaders to identify how they framed the teacher evaluation policy to their
personnel. Additionally, interviews with principals in each of the 14 districts took place.
District leaders responded to how they learned about the policy, how they presented the
policy to principals and teachers, and how they supported principals and teachers in
implementing the policy. Principals described how district leaders communicated with
them and how district leaders enforced the policy.

The findings highlighted how district leaders communicated the policy to

principals in varied ways. Some leaders communicated the policy as a system that
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required standardized practices that focused on analyzing instruction and student data and
were as objective as possible. However, other district leaders also communicated the
policy’s ideas by framing the policy to principals as a growth opportunity to improve
teachers’ instruction. These district leaders attempted to convey the policy’s messages as
developmental opportunities to dispel teachers’ fears that the policy would be used to
mistreat or dismiss them to counter feelings of skepticism and/or misunderstanding about
the policy’s intent. These findings revealed that district leaders’ framing of the policy
varied across the district, was more diagnostic (proposing solutions related to teacher
evaluation), to solve school level implementation issues as opposed to being more
prognostic (defining the problem to create change), than about the purpose behind the
policy (Woulfin et al., 2016). Additionally, district leaders framed the new policy to
attempt to motivate the principal’s implementation of the policy, not teachers. District
leaders addressed accountability practices more than half of the time, emphasizing to
principals how the policy would change how teachers were monitored and supervised.
However, there was some evidence of developmental framing, in which district leaders
promoted ideas around how the policy would support teacher learning and improve
classroom practice.

The study’s findings showed that district leaders emphasized more of the
accountability pieces of the policy rather than the developmental aspect of the policy
itself. Therefore, when principals introduced the policy to teachers to implement, both
parties were unaware of the fundamental purpose behind the policy itself. Consequently,
the policy was misinterpreted and not meaningful to teachers. As a result, the

implementation was unsuccessful. Additionally, there was little follow-up from the
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district regarding the enforcement of the policy at the school-level. Thus, principals did
not implement the important components of the policy.

One limitation of this study was that the authors only presented one example of
how a principal framed the policy to their teachers. It would have benefited the reader if
more examples from the observations had been included. Despite this weakness, the
findings provided some empirical support about how policy framing can aid or hinder the
implementation of a given policy if the individuals in charge of communicating the
policy are framing it to implementers in a way that completely misses the fundamental
purpose of the policy. These findings and limitations justify my research study’s need, as
I will be looking to see if the key stakeholders in the district know or lack of knowledge
of the basic fundamental purpose behind the policy and how this affects implementation.
Coaching

Sometimes, districts may hire curriculum coaches to assist with the
implementation of newly adopted policies. Several studies indicate that coaches
positively affect teachers’ implementation of policies (Kohler et al., 1997; Wong &
Nicotera, 2006). Coburn and Woulfin (2012) found that teachers were more likely to
adjust their instruction when a coach interpreted policy-directed changes. Similarly,
Coburn and Russell (2008) studied two district initiatives and found that actively coached
teachers continued following the district mandates even when the coach was not present.
This can be attributed to the fact that coaches have a narrower focus on specific content
teachers are teaching and less formal authority than principals, yet, coaches’ informal
connections with teachers permit them to persuade teachers to adopt initiatives (Coburn

& Woulfin, 2012; Woulfin, 2015).
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Coburn and Russell (2008) conducted a study to investigate how district policy
influenced teachers’ social networks by using mathematics coaches. They selected two
districts that adopted two very different mathematics curricula in terms of their
epistemological stances on mathematics. Both districts hired mathematics coaches to
assist teachers in learning and teaching the new curriculum and introduced structures to
assist in implementation of the new mathematics adopted curriculum. Additionally,
Coburn and Russell collected data on teachers’ social networks by using questions in the
interviews designed to find out whom the teachers talked with about mathematics
instruction, the frequency, and context of their interactions, as well as why they talked
with some people and not others. Mathematics coaches and principals also utilized this
approach.

Results of the study showed that 45 of 48 teachers included mathematics coaches
in their social network. Considering the position’s inception two years before data
collection took place, this was a glaring complement to the position. However, there
were distinct differences in how each district selected and prepared the coaches, which
affected teachers’ social networks. In one district, prospective coaches needed to meet a
set of criteria created by the director of mathematics that specified training and
background. Therefore, principals drew mainly from existing teacher leaders in
mathematics when hiring for the position. Additionally, coaches in the district took two
courses on the math curriculum before becoming coaches. They received monthly
professional development and quarterly visits from the district director of mathematics,
who observed classrooms with coaches and helped discuss strategies for improving their

instruction (Coburn & Russell, 2008).
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This strategy was in direct contrast to the second district in the study, where the
math director selected coaches the first year but did not participate in the process the
second year. The principal in the second district did not have any criteria to choose from
and did not have any guidance from the district and a limited pool of candidates.
Therefore, teachers with a high level of mathematics expertise were not hired. In one
school, the principal hired a former first-grade teacher who described herself as more
interested in literacy than math (Coburn & Russell, 2008). Furthermore, the coaches
rarely received on-site visits from the mathematics director. As a result, coaching in the
second district did not increase teachers’ access to mathematics expertise in this district.

This study is relevant because it demonstrates how districts can act as mediators
in policy implementation using leaders, such as coaches, to aid in the implementation
process and effective implementation of a school policy. Coaches are not administrators
like principals; thus, teachers view them as peers rather than as an evaluator. Therefore,
teachers may find it easier to discuss policy implementation with coaches as part of their
social network. Since an expectation of curriculum content coaches was to implement
district goals to aid in the success of policy implementation, Coburn and Russell (2008)
found that the success of the coaching model depended greatly upon hiring well-trained,
experienced coaches, and ongoing professional development on supporting classroom
teachers in mathematics instruction. These findings align with Spillane & Reiser et al.’s
(2002) research, which highlights the components needed for effective sensemaking of

new policies.
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District Leaders and Common Core State Standards

One of the newest adopted policies facing district leaders is that of the CCSS
(Council of Chief State School Officers, 2013). As states have adopted them, it has been
up to districts to educate, train, and assist in implementing the standards within their
districts. Over the years, district leaders have reported implementation challenges, such
as time constraints and funding (Rentner & Kober, 2014). The following section will
review studies relevant to district-level implementation of the CCSS to understand
potential roadblocks and successes districts faced when attempting to implement the Core
Standards systemically.

To study district leaders’ decisions and strategies as they implemented the CCSS,
Durand et al. (2016) interviewed superintendents and assistant superintendents in nine
elementary schools whose districts implemented the CCSS aligned Engage NY modules.
The researchers selected six of the schools based on student performance on the 2012-
2013 CCSS assessments because their performance was higher than expected based on
their students’ demographics. In this study, these schools were nicknamed “odds-beating
schools” (p.2 ). Additionally, three more schools met selection criteria based on student
performance on the CCSS assessments; however, their performances were “typical” (p.
52). The researchers aimed to answer the following questions: (a) What strategies do
district office leaders employ as they frame the adoption and implementation of the
CCSS, (b) When inter-school and district comparisons are made, what are the salient
commonalities, similarities, and differences, and (c) How do district office and school

leaders strive to craft coherence (Durand et al., 2016)?
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The researchers implementation strategies were significantly different in the
schools that were odds-beating schools than in the typical schools. District leaders in
odds-beating schools anticipated reform and established system-wide programs, policies,
and communications to implement and adapt the CCSS. Hence, they began employing
the CCSS-aligned curriculum within their districts before their state-mandated
implementation. In contrast, none of the superintendents of typical schools reported that
they had anticipated the implementation of CCSS and, therefore, had no plans in place for
implementation before it was mandated. Additionally, superintendents of odds-beating
districts reported that they focused on building relationships with elementary principals
and school leaders. They facilitated the implementation of the CCSS in goal setting,
vision alignment, professional development, and mentoring. This contrasts with what
district leaders reported of typical schools, where trust, communication, and collaboration
patterns were absent or inconsistent. Lastly, superintendents of odds-beating schools
reported that to implement the CCSS with fidelity, they had to be creative about how they
allocated district resources, which were fewer than in years previous. Superintendents of
typical schools did not report being creative. Instead, they tended to focus more on their
loss of resources due to budget restraints without a discussion about how they were
creative with the allocation of funds to meet the demands of the mandate. Finally, district
leaders of odds-beating schools reported that they had communicated to principals and
teachers a choice in how to implement the new standards; they could either adapt the
current curriculum to the new standards or use the state’s curricular modules. However,

in typical schools, district leaders reported that they had mandated the New York State
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modules in both ELA and Math in all classrooms and that compliance was expected
(Durand et al., 2016).

The findings from this research demonstrate how district implementation can
differ based on the district leaders’ involvement. Superintendents whose school districts
were typically successful were not as creative about or forward-thinking with their
response to the implementation of the CCSS. They simply mandated its implementation
and expected schools to comply. However, the superintendents of odds-beating schools
reported how they continuously went above and beyond to prepare for the new policy’s
successful implementation. This study consisted of nine schools; therefore, the results
are not generalizable to an entire population; however, the research indicates how policy
implementation practices begin at the top and how those policies are interpreted and
communicated can adversely or favorably affect school implementation. This informs
my study, as it will be interesting to see if the methods utilized by participants in my
study are similar to those of the odds-beating or typical schools.

In a smaller study based on how superintendents are leading the implementation
of the CCSS in their districts, Filippi and Hackmann (2019) conducted a single case study
of a single superintendent who met successful implementation of the CCSS in a district.
The superintendent, who was serving in her fourth year, was an early adopter of the
CCSS and provided, along with her administrative team, support to teachers in
implementing the standards, including the usage of the instructional coaching staff. The
researchers interviewed members of the Superintendents’ team, including the Assistant
Superintendent, Principal and Assistant Principal, and elementary and middle school

literacy coaches to discover the characteristics they credited to the Superintendent’s
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success. Findings revealed that the superintendent was successful with implementing the
CCSS based on four behaviors; facilitating collaboration, assessing district capacity,
evidencing a developed understanding of the CCSS, and coordinating professional
development and instructional coaching. Although the research focused on one
superintendent and limits the ability to generalize, this study does demonstrate the
successes of one superintendent and the characteristics exhibited for effective
implementation of the CCSS. A study utilizing a larger number of participants would fill
a gap in this body of literature of effective practices that promote implementation of the
CCSS at the district level.

In summary, the studies in this section provided empirical data about district
policy implementation. The studies indicated show how district personnel are critical to
the implementation of policy because it is the district leaders understanding of policies
that is later interpreted to principals and teachers for implementation in schools (Coburn
& Talbert, 2006; Coburn & Russell, 2008; Durand et al., 2016; Filippi & Hackman, 2019;
Honig, 2006; Spillane & Callahan, 2000; Woulfin et al., 2016). These studies
demonstrate how district leaders’ knowledge of policy intent aids in communicating
those messages to school level implementers. Further, if the intent of the policy, the “role
of representation” (Spillane et al., 2002), is lacking, it can lead to essential components of
the policy being omitted (Coburn & Talbert, 2006; Coburn & Russell, 2008; Durand et
al., 2016; Honig, 2006; Spillane, 2000; Spillane & Callahan, 2000; Woulfin et al., 2016).
Moreover, the literature shows that when districts utilize curriculum specialists, boundary
spanners, and coaches to assist with implementing new policies, it can lead to successful

policy implementation (Coburn & Russell, 2008; Honig, 2006). Further, facilitating
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collaboration, assessing district capacity, developing an understanding of the policy, and
coordinating professional development and instructional coaching may be the critical
characteristics of practical implementation. However, without sufficient support and
follow-up from the district, these successful practices can wane and result in policy
messages being misconstrued and misaligned, which can lead to the varied
implementation of the policy at the building level (Coburn & Talbert, 2006; Coburn &
Russell, 2008; Durand et al., 2016; Honig, 2006; Spillane & Callahan, 2000; Spillane,
2000; Woulfin et al., 2016). These studies demonstrate the connection between people,
places, and policy and support the conceptual framework that will serve as the lens
through which the themes will be analyzed for this study. The next section highlights the
relevant literature on school principals and policy implementation.
Principals and Policy Implementation

The responsibility for implementing policy initiatives at the school level
ultimately rests with the principal (Fowler, 2000). Research indicates that principals’
knowledge, understanding, and experience influence the enactment of curriculum policies
inside classrooms (Coburn, 2005; Leithwood, 2001; Spillane & Reiser, et al., 2002;
Waters et al., 2003). Additionally, research indicates that principals influence
instructional achievement at the classroom level (Fowler, 2000; Hallinger et al., 1996;
Hope, 2002; Hope & Pigford, 2001; Marzano & McNulty, 2003). Like district leaders,
principals influence the implementation of policies; however, because they are school-
based, they interact more with teachers who implement the policies daily with students
(Leithwood et al., 2004; Waters et al., 2003). Further, there is evidence that it is difficult

to implement policy initiatives if school leaders have different or conflicting

44



interpretations of the appropriate response to policy (Spillane & Diamond et. al., 2002).
The research discusses how principals with significant instructional experience have
more success with policy implementation in schools (Fowler, 2000; Hallinger et al.,
1996; Leithwood et al., 2004; Marzano & McNulty, 2003). The following studies will
uncover how principals can facilitate the implementation of policies and the challenges
that accompany this facilitation process and will review research literature focused on the
impact of principal leadership on policy implementation.

In a study concerning school leaders and policy in Chicago, Spillane & Diamond
et al. (2002) researched how principals mediated responses to teacher accountability
policies. Through semi-structured interviews, observations of meetings and events, and
classroom observations in grades two through five in three schools from diverse
populations, the researchers found that school leaders interpreted and adapted state
instructional policies in various ways based upon their understandings about the subject
matter and appropriate instruction. In the school that had achieved benchmark scores, the
principal mediated policy differently from the schools that were concerned about student
test scores and achievement. These findings imply that principals who have more
instructional backgrounds may have more success with implementation in their schools.
In contrast, schools with principals who have limited experience in instruction could face
more challenges with communicating policies’ intent.

To investigate how school principals influenced teacher learning about the
enactment of changing reading policy, Coburn (2005b) researched how two principals
influenced teachers’ interpretation and implementation of policy messages about reading

in two urban elementary schools in California. Coburn focused on two principals with
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two different understandings about reading instruction because they had previous
background experiences during a time of differing schools of thought in terms of reading
instruction. The first principals’ understanding of reading instruction was reading being a
sequence of skills to be mastered that was best learned when teachers broke up those
skills into small chunks. The second principals’ understanding of reading was that of
reading instruction should be involved in teaching students decoding and meaning
strategies for students to actively construct their understanding of the text. Observation
and interview data were collected and coded to draw links between principals’
understandings and their leadership practices observed throughout the year.

The study results showed that it was the substance of the interaction with the
teachers, how the messages were promoted to teachers, and the conditions for
conversation, which shaped what teachers learned about policy ideas and how teachers
enacted them in the classroom, rather than the leadership itself. Additionally, Coburn
(2005b), like Spillane et. al. (2002a), found that principals gravitated towards the aspects
of the policy that reinforced their preexisting understandings rather than those aspects
that were directly opposite. Although the principals were both well versed in their area of
expertise regarding reading instruction and provided professional development in reading
instruction for their staff, the school leaders did not always promote professional
development aligned with the general state policy. This research suggests that there is a
need for school-based leaders to participate in professional development that is focused
on specific content so that their preexisting understandings do not deviate from the intent
of the policy. Additionally, the research suggests that policy makers should provide the

resources and tools to and for principals who are in the position to make decisions about
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how to engage teachers in and with new materials as part of policy implementation to
ensure that the policy messages are uniform, succinct, and standard across each school
participating in the implementation.

A significant strength of the study was the ability to show how important
principals’ knowledge of content influenced teacher’s understanding of and
implementation of new policies. However, this study’s limitations were that there were
only two principals involved in the study; therefore, the findings are not generalizable to
an entire population. Further, the interview protocol for the principals and teachers was
not included; therefore, the interviewees’ specific questions are unknown. This informs
my study as my research is aimed at finding what makes Common Core policy
implementation successful in schools that are experiencing success and may prove to be
one of the areas of strengths that makes these school leaders feel implementation was
effective.

Framing

How principals frame policy to their teachers can also affect successful policy
implementation. Coburn (2006) conducted another study to understand the dynamics of
problem framing during policy implementation of a California Reading Initiative that
involved implementing new state standards, professional development, and teacher
preparation in California. Data was collected over a school year, where Coburn
interviewed teachers and principals, observed formal meetings and professional
development activities, and observed informal conversations during lunch, before and
after school, and in the hallways. Through the observations, Coburn found that the

teachers responded to the new policy changes based on how they constructed their local
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and context-specific understanding of the problem of reading instruction in their school.
This was a process in which school leaders and teachers framed and reframed the
problem in multiple public and private conversations that stretched out over the entire
school year (Coburn, 2006). During this time, the principal, in speaking with the staff,
connected the teaching of reading strategies to teaching math strategies that teachers were
currently using. In this manner, the principal, coming from a mathematics background,
was framing the policy to minimize teachers’ anxiety over teaching the reading strategies,
however, what Coburn (2006) found was that this particular framing significantly
minimized aspects of the teaching of reading strategies and shaped how teachers came to
understand the approach and narrowed their implementation. Coburn also found that the
principal had more influence in problem framing; however, that influence was contingent
upon her ability to construct frames that resonated among a sufficient number of teachers.
Coburn (2006) looked at both diagnostic and prognostic framing and found that problem
frames (diagnostic) were much more likely to resonate with staff if the principal
explicitly supported them than if the principal countered them or remained silent. In
contrast, of the frames that the principal explicitly spoke against, 20% achieved
resonance, 10% achieved resonance with a small part of the staff, and 60% failed to
resonate with the staff. Additionally, Coburn found that the principal’s positional
authority and her skill at problem framing helped her influence the staff. Although this
study was done in only one school and therefore cannot be generalized across multiple
populations, it does demonstrate how the positional power of the principal can be
influential in convincing teachers to implement new policies by the way the policies are

framed and is a theme that may arise within my own study.
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Going “Above and Beyond”

When principals understand the intent of a policy and provide above and beyond
efforts to train their staff, such as collaborative planning and professional development, it
can lead to effective policy implementation (Hollingsworth, 2012; Printy & Williams,
2015; Supovitz, 2010). The following studies discuss this phenomenon. Hollingsworth
(2012) conducted a case study of a principal’s role in empowering teachers to implement
a formative assessment policy in a small high school in the Midwest. She conducted
interviews and observed building-wide meetings and in-service meetings in order to
collect her data. She found that the principal served as a catalyst for building teachers’
knowledge and implementing the policy through several practices. The principal built
time in the teacher’s schedules for reflection and conversation to discuss the new policy
changes. Additionally, the principal took the time to research and learn the pedagogical
goals of assessment for learning and attended the district policy meetings alongside his
teachers, which allowed him to understand what teachers would need to implement the
policy. Although this case study focused on one principal and findings cannot be
generalized for an entire population, it does demonstrate ways that principals can be
catalysts for policy implementation in their buildings, which informs my study.

Printy and Williams (2015) also found evidence of how principals can affect
successful policy implementation by being collaborative with their teachers. Using
Response to Intervention (RTI) policy as a lens, Printy and Williams researched the
messages middle school principals received and paid more attention to when making
decisions about policy implementation. Six schools participated in the study. Printy and

Williams found that the implementation of the policy was observed in very different
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conditions in half of the schools. Three schools reported that they had a close
collaboration with their superintendents. The superintendents held principals
accountable; however, they also offered support to principals to work through any issues
that arose. In the first condition, schools in which the district and the teachers were
knowledgeable of the school’s vision and bought into that idea, principals remained
engaged with teachers, and teachers were successful in their implementation. However,
in the remaining half of the schools in the study, the alignment between the policy and
the district, school leader, and teachers were not as collaborative. The other three schools
did not report collaboration with the superintendent around the policy. Therefore, the
principals reported guiding their own interpretations of the policy, without clear
instructions or resource support from the district. Additionally, the latter three schools’
principals reported they were frustrated and one principal even opted out of the monthly
sessions offered by the district to assist with implementation of the policy due to their
frustration. Although this was a small study that only focused on three principals and is
therefore, not generalizable to an entire population, the results do demonstrate how
implementation can be advanced through a connected, collaborative relationship between
the superintendent of the district and the principal, thus, providing support and resources
to the principal for positive policy implementation.

Following along the same lines of the previous studies, Supovitz et al. (2010)
researched the principal effects that principals had on teachers’ instructional practices in
the classroom. Using teacher survey and student achievement data, the researchers were
able to connect teachers’ survey data to student learning outcomes and examined the

relationships between teacher perceptions of principal practice on student learning. The
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researchers found that the principal’s leadership practice was related to teacher
instructional practice significantly. These results suggest that principals who foster
community and trust, focus on instruction, and communicate the school mission and
goals are associated with teachers who report making a great degree of changes to their
instructional practice. Furthermore, the results implied that principals were the most
important actors in student learning, through their indirect influence on teacher
instruction and communication around instruction between peer teachers. Of note, these
results reflect teacher self-reporting of their instructional practices, not practices observed
by the researchers. Still, the result supports the research on how principals affect
instructional practices in school buildings and the significance and correlation to
teachers’ implementation of policies in the classroom. A study that follows up on
teachers’ self-reporting with observations of these practices would complement this
study.

Derrington and Campbell (2018) studied principals’ implementation of new
teacher evaluation policies. Using a longitudinal, qualitative study, the researches
followed the principals of 14 schools over 5 years. They looked at elementary schools,
middle schools, and high schools from various geographical, socio-economic, and
diversity perspectives. The researchers found that implementation in the first year was a
challenge to principals as they attempted to complete the policy requirements along with
their other duties as school leaders. They also expressed challenges with balancing the
needs of the policy with their home and family lives. By the second and third year of the

study, principals reported having developed routines and strategies for managing their
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time and more familiarity with the policy expectations. However, negative impacts on
their family and personal life continued.

Consequently, by the fifth year, principals had accepted the change and managed
to balance their responsibilities. In the case of a mandated teacher evaluation rubric to
accompany the policy, the researchers found that principals began utilizing the rubric
more and valued it as a resource and evaluation tool. Conversely, as the years
progressed, the principals began making independent judgments with the rubric because
they felt it could in some ways judge teachers unfairly, which led to scoring variations
and inconsistencies between schools and districts. Although the study’s sample size was
14 schools, the study illuminates how school leaders might support some policy
components, dissent from others, and adapt procedures in support of their teachers.
Although not generalizable to the population, these results demonstrate that although
policies are created with best practices in mind, the implementation of those policies can
materialize in varied forms of principal compliance.

Principals and Common Core State Standards Implementation

Research shows that principals’ knowledge, understanding, and experiences affect
policy implementation in classrooms (National Association of Elementary School
Principals, 2013; Spillane & Reiser, et al., 2002). Furthermore, research has shown that
organizational location, professional connections, and disciplinary backgrounds influence
policy formation and implementation (Burch & Spillane, 1998; Spillane, 2004). As a
result, principals influence the implementation of CCSS in the schools in which they

S€rve.
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The National Association of Elementary School Principals (Clifford & Mason,
2013) conducted an online survey of 1000 principals in 14 states implementing the CCSS
to understand their attitudes, knowledge, and actions concerning the new policy. Results
of the survey showed that although principals strongly supported the Common Core
movement and felt prepared to initiate change efforts, few had received professional
development specifically targeted to CCSS implementation and leadership and the funds
to carry out implementation. Many expressed concerns about the sustainability of
implementation. However, due to the survey’s low response rate, the results cannot be
generalized for an entire population of principals. On the other hand, the survey results
did provide the perspectives of 1,000 principals who were implementing the Common
Core. This group had not been surveyed about their perspective on Common Core
previously. An interview-based qualitative study would elaborate on principals’
perspectives and perceptions concerning the sustainability of implementation.

Principal Framing was a theme that also emerged in the research on CCSS
implementation in schools. In a study of how principals frame the CCSS, Stosich (2016)
looked at how three principals framed this policy to teachers and how teachers responded
to the principal’s frames. Through in-depth interviews, observations of professional
development meetings, and analysis of school documents, the study focused on three
principals who framed the new policy in different ways. Principal One framed the policy
as a method of executing specific directives. In contrast, Principal Two framed the new
standards as a method of teachers collaborating to address students’ learning challenges.
Principal Three framed the Common Core policy both as a directive and as a learning

challenge to teachers. Stosich (2016) found that teachers’ practice was more closely
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aligned with new standards in schools with principals who framed the adoption and
implementation of the new standards as a learning challenge and provided teachers’
support for implementing the standards. The principal whose teachers’ instructional
practices most closely aligned with the CCSS was more directly involved with setting the
direction for and supporting grade-level team collaboration. In contrast, Principal One
encouraged teachers to learn in teams but allowed the teachers to determine how they
collaborated. Principal Two did not regard collaborative learning as a priority at all,
resulting in teaching that was not closely aligned to the Common Core policy. Although
this study only focused on three principals in one district and therefore is not
generalizable, it does indicate how both principal framing of policy and support of the
teachers implementing that policy can positively affect teacher implementation.

Supovitz et al. (2016) explored the professional resources found inside schools
that would help develop and increase instructional capacity within the school in terms of
the Common Core. Eight schools were sampled in diverse elementary and middle
schools and based on a school faculty survey comprised of questions aimed at obtaining
respondents knowledge of the Common Core and their knowledge of those persons in
their school buildings who were knowledgeable and of the Common Core Policy.
Findings from the survey showed that principals and coaches were more knowledgeable
about the policy than classroom teachers. Additionally, the research showed that teachers
of grades two through five had greater knowledge of the standards teachers than teachers
in the primary grades, although all grade levels reported implementing them.

Implications from this research showed an underutilized capacity of knowledgeable
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persons to build capacity from the inside. If principals tapped into these resources, they
could build teacher capacity within their schools.

In summary, the studies in this section provided evidence about policy
implementation concerning principals and demonstrated how the instructional
background of the principal could foster the implementation of a policy. The research
showed that how principals frame new policies to classroom teachers, provide
opportunities for collaboration, and participate in and provide professional development
for teachers can positively affect the implementation of policies in their schools.
However, some studies also demonstrated that if principals lack the instructional
background and do not provide professional development to their staff members
implementing the policy, there are missed opportunities to create a culture of
collaboration and cohesion, which can lead to varied compliance implementing policies

at the school level (Stosich, 2016; Supovitz et al., 2016).
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Teachers and Policy Implementation

School change depends heavily on what goes on at the classroom level
(Ainsworth et al., 2012; Porter et al., 2015). Studies have shown that teachers come to
understand new policy ideas through the lens of their preexisting knowledge and
practices, while interpreting, adapting, and/or changing policy messages as they are
implemented (Coburn, 2001a, 2005; Cohen, 1990; Guthrie, 1990; Jennings, 1996;
Pajares, 1992; Spillane, 1999; Spillane et al., 2002a; Spillane & Jennings, 1997) in a
process sometimes influenced by teachers’ social networks (Coburn, 2001a, 2008;
Coburn & Stein, 2006; Lin, 2000; Spillane, 1999; Spillane et al., 2002a; Yanow, 1996),
as teachers’ social networks have a significant impact in how teachers come to learn,
adopt, and adapt policy in their classrooms (Coburn, 2001; Griffith, 2002).
Teachers’ Social Networks

Several studies examined teacher’s social networks and their effects on
implementation (Coburn, 2001; Griffith, 2002; Hodge & Salloum, 2016). Griftith (2002)
conducted a phenomenological study to examine the influence the mandated
implementation of a scripted reading program had on teachers’ professional spirits. The
participants in the study were four primary-grade teachers. Two teachers taught in the
same Title 1 school, while the other two teachers taught in two different Title 1 schools in
the same district. Data were collected via semi-structured interviews after teachers had
implemented the mandated program for seven months. Griffith (2002) found that the
teachers had issues with conflicts within the program itself and with implementing the
program with fidelity. Therefore, the teachers found ways to combat these conflicts by

way of abandoning their own or temporarily putting aside their own personal beliefs
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about how children learn to read, and at times, finding a way to mitigate those beliefs
while appeasing to their administrators and district personnel by way of modifying the
script when no one was watching. Out of the four teachers, one made a conscious effort
to teach the program with fidelity, as she was less experienced and less confident about
her beliefs in the best practices of literacy. She felt she had the support of her principal
and literacy coach, which strongly affected her positive attitude and professional
disposition.

While the findings of the study suggest that policy mandates can have negative
effects on classroom teachers’ attitudes, the results also show that quite possibly
individuals who have been positively impacted by way of their social and professional
connections will choose to implement policies. The findings demonstrate that teachers’
social networks with colleagues and administrators play an integral role in how and if a
policy will be implemented with fidelity.

Coburn (2001) also researched how teacher’s social connections affected their
ability to implement policy. Coburn (2001) conducted research to examine the processes
by which teachers construct and reconstruct policy messages in their professional
communities. According to Coburn (2001), it is through both formal and informal
conversations with colleagues that teachers construct their understandings, make
decisions about which policy messages to pursue, and negotiate the details of policy
implementation (p. 146). Through a qualitative case study approach, Coburn (2001)
conducted in depth interviews and observations in one teacher’s urban school in
California. The researcher observed informal and formal teacher meetings over the

course of a school year, spending more than 130 hours observing teacher conversations
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during grade group and faculty meetings, professional development, and required district
meetings. Additionally, she observed informal conversations during lunch, before and
after school, in the hallways. Coburn (2001) also conducted 57 interviews with 18
classroom and resource teachers. The researcher also conducted three interviews with the
principal and observed the school leadership team. Additionally, to understand the
relationship between teacher conversations and their reading practices, Coburn (2001)
observed reading instruction in teachers’ classrooms several days in a row during the first
and second half of the school year and also interviewed district personnel, state
personnel, and local professional development providers to understand reading in the
state, district, and school. Coburn (2001) found that teachers’ interactions and
conversations in both formal and informal settings with colleagues had a great impact on
how they adopted, adapted, chose to ignore, or implemented policy mandates. Coburn
(2001) went on to conclude that the impact of teachers’ professional relations in schools
poses opportunities for districts to foster positive environments to support the
implementation of policy mandates (p. 163). Although Coburn’s (2001) sustained focus
on the environment for a year added to the validity of the study, the research was
conducted in just one school with a small sample size, thus making generalization
unattainable to teachers at large. However, this research contributes to how the teacher’s
social networks play a role in the implementation of policies and may become evident
through the study of the implementation of the CCSS. This research is relevant to my
own study as I aim to discern the factors principals and teachers perceive have
contributed to the implementation of the CCSS. Teacher social networks may be a theme

that becomes apparent through those interviews.
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There is also research that shows how teachers demonstrate opposition to policies
by working within the system. Pease-Alvarez and Samway (2008) studied how teachers
made sense of programs and policy mandates for a reading program mandated in a large
urban district in response to a perceived, “literacy crisis” (p. 34). Due to a recent policy
change, teachers were required to use a commercially produced scripted reading program.
In addition to the program itself, teachers were mandated to follow the precise
implementation and pacing guide that dictated when lessons would be taught, how those
lessons would be taught, and the language that teachers should use when teaching each
unit (p. 34). The researchers interviewed ten teachers and the principal of the school in
both primary and intermediate grade levels of various ethnic backgrounds.

The researchers found that while teachers made drastic changes in their practice
due to the new mandate, there was a loss of interest in teachers’ own professional
development, and many chose to resist the policy mandate changes. Classrooms where
literature circles, small group instruction, and differentiated learning occurred daily began
to dwindle (p. 36). Teachers stopped focusing on the individual needs of their students,
small group instruction happened scarcely, and literature circles rarely occurred (Pease-
Alvarez & Samway, 2008). Another result of the policy mandate was that most of the
teachers interviewed in the study felt like they had lost control over the content they were
teaching, and thus, felt disrespected and undermined (p. 36). One teacher spoke of the
mandate as “completely top-down,” “dictated,” and said the teachers were treated
“disrespectfully” (p.37). Last, the researchers found that the teachers altered how they
taught the program and the amount of materials from the program they ultimately used.

The principal condoned this subtle form of resistance, who believed in the strength of her
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teachers. Consequently, the unforeseen consequence of this subtle resistance was that the
teachers no longer shared their pedagogy with colleagues, or spoke out at professional
meetings, for fear of scrutiny or of losing their jobs for not teaching the program with
fidelity.

A limitation of the study is that although the researchers returned to the school
two years later to interview teachers and the principal to understand district-wide changes
in the English policies over the years, the researchers only managed to interview two of
the ten teachers that had originally participated in the study previously. Therefore, it is
unknown as to how the eight other teachers felt about the changing policy mandates, thus
making it difficult, if not impossible, to generalize the study. Despite this weakness, the
findings provided some empirical support about how teachers cope with, implement, and
make sense of policy mandates from their districts.

In the context of high stakes accountability and policy implementation, Palmer
and Rangel (2011) focused on policy implementation through teachers’ decision-making
processes in bilingual classrooms. They interviewed third, fourth, and fifth grade
bilingual teachers at six schools, hoping to shed light on the ways that teachers of
Reading Language Learners (ELL) made sense of curriculum content. Palmer and
Rangel (2011) found that the teachers felt implicit and explicit pressures from the
districts, their schools, and colleagues to get their ELL students to pass the high stakes
state test. The teachers felt they had to make difficult decisions as to the content taught
and content omitted based on tested content. This narrowing of the curriculum to
conform to the district and school testing policies was one consequence of policy

implementation.
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Another consequence of policy implementation is that while the teacher believes
they are implementing policy, a closer and much critical observation uncovers that the
teacher has not actually changed or transformed their teaching at all and has resulted in
reverting to their more traditional teaching practices. Cohen (1990) found this as he
observed a mathematics teacher, “Mrs. O,” who believed she had transformed her
mathematics teaching. However, Cohen (1990) learned through observation of her
teaching that Mrs. O’s teaching practice had not changed very much at all. Although
Mrs. O utilized the framework that was given to her and the new manipulatives supplied
to her, she taught mathematics as a system containing only right and wrong answers and
did not allow time for exploration and question as in the new framework. These
characteristics, if implemented, would have “revolutionized” her teaching. However,
Mrs. O failed to do so. Cohen (1990) learned from his observation that teachers are
ultimately the most important agents of instructional policy, and if they aren’t prepared,
they will not implement new policy with fidelity. Cohen (1990) also revealed the factors
that were missing that allow some ambiguous implementation of the new policy, which
included continuing conversation about the policy, ongoing teaching and learning of
content, and consistent mentorship of teachers implementing the policy.

Teachers and the Common Core State Standards

One of the leading policy issues facing teachers today is the adoption and
implementation of the CCSS, as teachers are responsible for creating lessons that align
with these standards. Therefore, this is an optimal time to learn how teachers make
meaning of and implement new policies. Education Week (2013) conducted a study of

457 Kindergarten through gradel2 teachers and instructional leaders in CCSS-adopting
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states to better understand educator’s views of the CCSS and teachers’ preparedness to
implement them. Key findings from the survey were that 41% of the respondents agreed
or strongly agreed that their textbooks and resources were aligned to the CCSS and 68%
of the respondents reported had received some professional development related to the
standards. However, only 16% of the respondents said they were very prepared to teach
the CCSS, although 69% agreed that the CCSS would improve their instruction and
classroom practice.

Like the Education Week study, Matlock (2016) studied teacher attitudes toward
the CCSS and how those views changed by grade level. Matlock (2016) studied the
number of years the teachers had taught, and if any had plans of leaving the profession
prematurely due to the newly adopted policy. The researcher distributed the survey to
over 6,000 teachers of varied grade levels in multiple demographics. Of the 6,000
surveys emailed, the researchers received 1,303 returned surveys. The results of the
surveys showed that teachers of grades K-2 had the most positive views of the adoption
and implementation of the CCSS. Early career teachers possessing three to five years of
experience and veteran teachers having 21 to 25 years of experience although had
significantly different views of the CCSS and implementation, still had an overall
positive view of the CCSS implementation. The researchers noted a contrast from the
positive answers on the survey to the open-ended responses and follow up interview
followed the study. Teacher comments in the interviews reflected teachers felt
organizational marginalization, lack of agency to meet students’ needs, and imbalance of
professional risk and reward. Although this study cannot be generalized to the

population, it does demonstrate how many teachers felt positive attitudes towards the
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policy in the beginning; however, if not provided adequate support with implementation,
those feelings may wane over time.

Stern (2016) explored how veteran teachers and school leaders made sense of and
responded to the policies of the CCSS in comparison to responses to the former NCLB,
and the effects of its implementation on the curriculum and instruction at a middle
school. Through observations of classrooms, teacher meetings, and professional
development sessions; and interviews with principals, district personnel, and veteran
teachers, Stern (2016) aimed to examine how the CCSS policy implementation affected
the school in comparison to the NCLB policies of the past. Results from educators’ sense
making of NCLB showed that teachers had negative responses to the policy and equated
it to the high-stakes standardized testing movement that was consistent to that time
period. The teachers felt that the tests did not adequately measure student achievement
and the lofty goals of NCLB were not fair for Reading/Language Learners. Furthermore,
they felt that the fear of the consequences of a school that did not meet adequate progress
was forcing schools to narrow and simplify instruction so that teachers were teaching to
the test. Stern (2016) noted how this demonstrated how the situated cognition component
of sense making had a large effect on these teachers, as they often made sense of NCLB
by comparing their school to other schools. Therefore, Stern (2016) concluded that the
teachers at Grove Middle School, in the context of NCLB, made minimal changes in how
they prepared students for the test and the focus of their school-wide professional
development (p. 463).

Conversely, when Stern (2016) studied how the educators at Grove Middle

School responded to and made sense of the CCSS, the conclusions were directly opposite

63



her NCLB findings. Stern (2016) found that the educator’s views of the CCSS were
generally positive, unlike the universally negative sentiments of the educators at the
school towards NCLB. Additionally, the effects of the CCSS on curriculum and
instruction at Grove showed that teachers generally embraced the standards and the “big
shifts” that were required for implementation. Principals and teachers felt that the shifts
in curriculum required by the CCSS were aligned to the depth and values held by the
educators at the middle school (Stern, 2016, p. 470). The factors Stern (2016) found to
contribute to the success of the implementation of the CCSS were the administrator’s
vision and values, expeditionary learning as an organization, and the educators’ sense of
belonging to a wide professional network in which conversations about CCSS
implementation occurred (p. 472).

To obtain both principal and teacher perspectives on the adoption and
implementation of the CCSS, Kane et al. (2016) surveyed a representative sample of 151
elementary and middle schools across five states. The research was guided by three
questions: (1) What strategies and supports are schools and teachers using to implement
CCSS?, (2) Which Common Core implementations strategies are associated with
students’ performance on the 2014-2015 PARCC and Smarter Balanced assessments?,
and (3) Are the new assessments more or less sensitive to the instructional differences
between teachers? Overall, 1,498 teachers and 142 principals completed the survey.
Results of the survey found that both teachers and principal’s responses were similar.
Nearly three quarters of principals reported that their teachers embraced the CCSS “quite
a bit” or “fully” (p. ). Additionally, 85% of teachers reported having good or excellent

knowledge of the standards for the content area in which they taught. Moreover, 73% of
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teachers reported that their school district or leaders were effectively supporting the
implementation process. When asked about the extent teachers have changed their
instructional practices and materials to align with common core, teachers relayed that
72% of teachers of English changed at least half of their instructional materials to align
with the CCSS.

However, when asked how confident teachers felt with teaching students to
succeed on the PARCC or Smarter Balanced assessments that assess the standards, only
33% of teachers reported feeling “quite prepared” or “extremely prepared to teach their
students what they needed to be successful on the assessments. This feeling of
inadequateness can possibly be attributed to the pressures around the implementation
itself. Teachers reported being knowledgeable about the new standards, embraced them,
made changes in their instructional practices. However, there shows a lack of feeling
prepared to teach them, despite the changes in mindset and materials. In regard to
professional development that teachers received on the CCSS, teachers reported having
spent between 3.8 and 4.5 days in professional development, although it varied by topic
(e.g., developing materials and assessments aligned with CCSS or PARCC assessments.).

A unique feature of the research design in this study was the ability to link
teachers’ survey responses to their actual students’ test scores. Researchers found more
statistically significant relationships for mathematics than for English in the frequency
and specificity of feedback from classroom observations, the number of days of
professional development, and the inclusion of student performance on CCSS-aligned
assessments in teacher’s evaluations (Kane et al., 2016). Interestingly, the researchers

did not find these significant relationships in reading. Although this research did not
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uncover significant relationships between these strategies and reading, it should be noted
that these strategies were indeed significant regarding mathematics instruction and could
quite possibly benefit reading instruction as well.

This study conducted by Kane et al. (2016) is by far the most comprehensive and
current study of the implementation of the CCSS because of its large sample size. It
includes the perspective of such a wide range of principals and teachers who are
implementing the standards. Further, it ties teachers survey responses to their student’s
scores. This makes this study relevant to my own study, whereas I am interviewing
district personnel, school leaders, and teachers to investigate the factors that they feel
have impacted the successful implementation of the CCSS in their districts, schools, and
classrooms. One critique of the study was that Kane et al. (2016) were not able to find
significant relationships in reading between student test scores and strategies teachers
embraced, although they could find those relationships in Mathematics. However, these
relationships may be able to reveal themselves on a smaller scale through the one-on-one
interviews in my own study.

Edgerton and Desimone (2018) aimed to research teacher implementation of the
CCSS and the ways policy could support that implementation. Using survey data from
teachers implementing the standards in Kentucky, Ohio, and Texas, the researchers found
that although teachers in all of the states were mostly implementing the new standards,
they were also teaching content that they should not have been teaching because it had
been deemphasized in their grade level standards. What is interesting about this study is
that there were clear subject and grade level patterns found in the data. The researchers

found that in elementary mathematics, teachers reported covering more emphasized
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content and less de-emphasized content. However, in elementary school English, teachers
reported covering more deemphasized content than emphasized content. These findings
demonstrate that teachers may need more guidance and support with implementation to
ensure they are only emphasizing the content that the standards are guiding them to teach.
Although this study included only three states that have implemented the CCSS, it is
relevant because it provides a picture of how teachers in those states were faring with
implementing the standards.
Summary

In summary, several factors contribute to policy implementation working and
other factors contribute to policy implementation pitfalls. The literature surrounding
district leaders, principals, teachers, and policy implementation revealed that
misalignment of policy implementation can occur when key actors responsible for
communicating the policy to implementers do not themselves know and understand the
full intent of the policy (Coburn & Talbert, 2006; Spillane & Callahan, 2000). This also
occurs when implementers do not have a strong tie to the communities that are
implementing the policies (Honig, 2006) and when policies lack strategic framing for key
actors responsible for new policies (Woulfin et al., 2016). Additionally, policy
implementation varies based on the experiences and beliefs of those in charge of
communicating the policies. Policy implementation when district leaders have
collaborative relationship with their principals (Durand, et al., 2016; Printy & Williams,
2016), when administrators’ vision and values are communicated to implementers
(Hollingsworth, 2012; Stern, 2016), and those in charge of implementing policies feel

prepared (Kane et al., 2016; NAESP, 2013). Framing policies to implementers can also
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affect implementation (Coburn, 2006; Stosich, 2016). Further, teacher implementation
and resistance to implement may vary based on teachers’ social networks (Coburn, 2001;
Griffith, 2002; Pease-Alvarez & Samway, 2008; Palmer & Rangel, 2002).

Previous studies have looked at policy implementation in terms of each individual
group of stakeholders (district leaders, principals, teachers), however, this study will look
at the overlap amongst each of these stakeholders to find commonalities to explore what
is “working” in schools with policy implementation.

The next chapter will describe the methodology that was used for this study.
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Chapter 3: Methodology
Overview
Qualitative research methods allow the researcher to achieve an understanding of
how people make sense out of their lives, delineate the process of meaning-making, and
describe how people interpret what they experience. Additionally, qualitative research
involves the researcher as the primary instrument for data collection, is inductive,
thoroughly describes the context of the environment, purposefully selects participants
involved, and occurs substantially in the natural setting of the participants (Merriam &
Tisdell, 2016). This dissertation study was designed as a basic qualitative study to
examine the factors that exist in the implementation of CCSS - ELA policy that leaders,
principals, and teachers, felt contributed to the policy working in their school settings.
The following research question and sub-research questions concerning policy
implementation guided the study:
1. What factors contribute to policy implementation of the Common State
Standards in English working at the school level?
a. What factors contribute to policy implementation working as perceived by
school and district leaders?
b. What factors contribute to policy implementation working as perceived by
teachers?
Epistemology
When conducting research, it is important for the researcher to have an awareness

of their epistemological beliefs (Creswell, 2007; Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). These

philosophical underpinnings not only shape the research questions, but also the
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methodology chosen to conduct the research. Consequently, it is essential for the
researcher to have an awareness of paradigms when analyzing research to allow the
researcher to make assumptions about a phenomenon (Creswell, 2007). Additionally,
Creswell (2007) asserts that worldviews are “broad philosophical assumptions
researchers use when they conduct studies.” Because the goal of this research study was
to gain an understanding of how policy affects how districts leaders and administrators
lead and how teachers teach, the epistemological perspective that best informed this
research was that of constructivism. The aim of the constructivist researcher is to
understand a phenomenon (Guba & Lincoln, 1988). Constructivism rejects the view that
there is an objective truth waiting for discovery. For the constructivist researcher, truth
and meaning is constructed out of the engagement of the mind with the world. The
constructivist viewpoint maintains that different people may construct meaning in
different ways, even in relation to the same phenomenon. Therefore, the goal of the
research is to depend on the participants’ views of a situation (Creswell, 2007). It is my
belief that there is not one truth; however, the experiences from the participants in my
study will tell the story of their own #ruths that will inform the study itself. Furthermore,
in constructivist research, the researcher and what is being researched are linked, causing
the research findings to be created throughout the research (Guba & Lincoln, 1994). The
constructivist researcher recognizes that there is also value in soft data, and therefore will
choose a methodology that will lend itself more to interpretation, such as through
interviewing participants in a study and coding their responses to identify themes.

The constructivist paradigm guided the creation of interview protocol documents

used to conduct interviews, as well as the methods for how data would be inductively
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examined, coded, and interpreted. Interviewing district leaders, principals, and teachers
to examine their experiences with Common Core policy implementation lent itself to this
structure. The constructivist paradigm guided this study as interviews commenced with
the participants about how reading policy implementation looked and was achieved at
various levels.

This constructivist approach differs from a positivist or post-positivist approach
where the focus is on generalizations and identifying causal relationships. Positivist
researchers attempt to explain phenomena through cause and effect, not to understand it
through personal experiences. Validity of the research is determined by use of
conventional benchmarks of reliability and validity, which are more quantitative in nature
(Guba & Lincoln, 1994). The methodology utilized in positivist and post positivist
research is more quantitative as well, by use of surveys, experiments, and questionnaires.
Through these epistemologies, the researcher is on the outside looking in, and is not
themselves a part of the research. Constructivists, however, are seeking to understand a
phenomenon through more than the sard data that is seen in quantitative research. The
constructivist researcher recognizes that there is also value in soft data, and therefore will
choose a methodology that will lend itself more to interpretation, such as through
interviewing participants in a study and coding their responses to identify themes. This
places the researcher directly within the research. Therefore, the researcher is more
connected to the research and is not merely an observer from the outside, and places
himself/herself within the research itself. However, trustworthiness techniques, such as
thick, rich description, member checking, and providing a reflexivity statement were

implemented to increase validity of the research.
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Theoretical Framework

Sensemaking theory (Spillane & Reiser, et al., 2002; Weick, 1995) served as the
lens to explore how teachers adapt, adopt, synthesize, or ignore messages and pressures
implementing the Common Core English/Language Arts standards, and how these
thoughts and actions have shaped their classroom practice. Originally from the field of
organizational psychology, sensemaking theory was used to examine how individuals
developed a shared awareness of and understanding how individuals made sense of
competing external mandates in their work context (Weick, 1995). In education, the
concept of sensemaking allows analysis of how teachers negotiate meaning from the
variety of messages they receive from their local environments (Allen & Penuel, 2015).
Education researchers have used sensemaking theory to interpret educators’
understanding of and responses to new policies and programs introduced into their
schools and districts (Coburn, 2001, 2005; Coburn & Russell, 2008; Educational
Evaluation and Policy Analysis, 1990; Lin, 1998; Penuel et al., 2011; Spillane, 2004;
Spillane & Reiser et al., 2002; Stern, 2016; Sun et al., 2013). This study explored the
sensemaking experiences of educators, focusing, however, on the inclusive experiences
of district leaders, principals, and classroom teachers in a single district implementing the
Common Core State Standards in English/Language Arts.

Spillane & Reiser, et al. (2002) describe sensemaking theory as having three
components; individual cognition, situated cognition, and the role of representation.
Individual cognition includes an educator’s prior knowledge and experiences as well as
their beliefs and values. Therefore, analysis of educator’s reactions to new policy efforts

must consider the beliefs, values, and experiences of the educators who will be
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implementing them. The educator’s reactions were explored by including questions in
the interview protocol aimed at learning the beliefs, values, and both current and prior
experiences of the participants in the study to uncover if there were any similar themes
amongst the three groups.

Situated cognition is the second component of sense-making theory, according to
Spillane & Reiser, et. al (2002). To have situated cognition means to make sense of
information based on the context it is received in, such as workplace structures, social
networks, and professional affiliations (Stern, 2016). Spillane and his colleagues (2002)
emphasize that situated cognition is often mediated by “social resources” (p. 98), and
Daly (2009) writes that access to strong professional networks as well as high levels of
trust within schools impact the willingness of educators to grapple with new policies and
reform efforts. Therefore, situated cognition has a large impact on educator responses to
policy.

Third, how policy is presented to individuals is considered. Spillane & Reiser, et
al. (2002) argue that how policymakers represent policy “enables or constrains those
implementing the policy’s sensemaking” (p. 416). They argue that communicating
underlying purposes and principles of a policy opposed to just surface level elements of a
policy is crucial for educators who are learning about and making sense of a policy.
Conceptual Framework

The conceptual framework developed for the study was based on both Honig
(2016) and Spillane & Reiser et al. (2002). This study will explore how three
components work together to effect sensemaking of policy implementation; people,

places, and the policy (Honig, 2006) and how individual cognition, situated cognition,
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and role of representation are found within these three components, if at all. Researching
whether these three components are present in environments where policies are being
implemented can provide for learning the factors that directly affect policy
implementation not only on the district level with curriculum leaders, but also, on the
school level regarding school principals and ultimately, classroom teachers, whom are
responsible for the implementation of policies with their students. Figure 2 presents
Spillane & Reiser et al.’s (2002) three components of sensemaking within the conceptual

framework described in Chapter 2.

Conceptual Framework

Individual Situated
Cognition Cognition
(prior knowledge, Palicy. (workplace structures,
beliefs, and @ social networks)

values)
Role of

Representation

(how policy is
communicated to
stakeholders)

Figure 2. Sensemaking theory (Spillane & Reiser et al., 2002). This Venn diagram
depicts the three elements of sensemaking theory and how they relate to elements of
policy implementation (people, places, and policy).

This conceptual framework was utilized to analyze how educators understand and
respond to policy mandates and if the three components of Sensemaking (Spillane et al.,

2002) were present in and connected to educator experiences with implementation of

CCSS-ELA policy.
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Research Procedures and Design

This study utilized a basic qualitative design research design. Merriam and Tisdell
(2016) describe the basic qualitative study as one where (a) people interpret their
experiences, (b) people interpret their worlds, and (c) what meaning people attribute to
their experiences. Because this study is attempting to understand how teachers,
principals, and district leaders make sense of their experiences, the basic qualitative
research design was the most appropriate for this study.
Interviews

Data was collected through face-to-face interviews with each individual
participant. The interviews were semi-structured and lasted 45 minutes to 1 hour. A semi-
structured format allowed for the opportunity to explore new ideas on a topic that may
emerge (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). The interview protocols included questions about
teaching background, experiences implementing the CCSS-ELA, and supportive
measures participants were given to implement it. Interviews were coded and analyzed to
find similar themes surrounding the experiences of the interviewees with implementing
the policy, how district leaders and principals facilitated the implementation of policies in
districts and schools, and the factors that contributed to the implementation of the CCSS-
ELA as perceived by the three categories of participants. This design was relevant to the
study because interviewing the key stakeholders involved in the implementation of the
policy was vital to gain understanding of the environment in the district both before and

after the adoption and implementation of the CCSS-ELA.
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Site Selection

This study was conducted in a suburban school district located in the Mid-Atlantic
region of the United States. The site for the research was selected because of the access I
had as an employee of the district to recruit participants. The district has 126 schools with
over 80,000 students from diverse backgrounds. The racial demographic of the district
consists of 56% White, 20% African American, 12% Hispanic/Latino, and 3.6% Asian
students.
Sampling

Participants in the study were selected based on their positions and abilities to
reflect on their experiences both before, during, and after the adoption and
implementation of the CCSS-ELA, and consisted of one district leader who was the head
of literacy in the district, three elementary principals within the district, and six classroom
teachers whom worked with the principals involved in the study. Because it was
important for all the participants in the study to have had experiences with ELA Common
Core implementation, snowball sampling was most appropriate method of gathering
participants for this qualitative study (Creswell, 2007; Merriam & Tisdell, 2016).
Snowball sampling is based on the assumption that the researcher wants to discover,
understand, and gain insight and therefore must select a sample from which the most can
be learned (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). Snowball sampling occurred in two phases. To
gain access to principals who could contribute to the study, I first met with the District
Leader of the Reading Department and asked her to recommend three principals of
schools where she felt the implementation of the CCSS-ELA was “working.” The second

phase of snowball sampling occurred after interviewing principals. At the conclusion of

76



interviewing the three principals, each was then asked to suggest the names of two to
three classroom teachers in their buildings who fit the criteria of having at least 8 years of
teaching experience who may be interested in participating in the research.

Each participant was interviewed once between the months of January and March
in their respective work locations. The interviews with the district leader and principals
took place in their offices, while interviews with classroom teachers took place in their
respective classrooms during a time when there were no students present.

Initially, the District Leader was interviewed to gain information about the
implementation of the CCSS in ELA throughout the district. After the initial district
leader interview, the District Leader recommended three principals in the district who
would be good candidates for the study. Of the three principals, two agreed to
participate. A fourth principal was then suggested, who agreed to participate. At the
conclusion of interviewing the three principals, each principal was asked to suggest the
names of two to three classroom teachers in their buildings with at least 8 years of
teaching experience who may be interested in participating in the research. In total, six
classroom teachers agreed to participate in the study. The anonymity of each participant
and school has been maintained by the assignment of a pseudonym. Participants who
agreed to participate in the study were offered a $25 Amazon gift card as an incentive to
participate in the research study. The District Leader declined the gift card, given her
position in the district.

District Leader
Dr. Smith is the Coordinator of Elementary Language Arts for the Gibson County

Public School District. She has been the Coordinator for 6 years. Before becoming the
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Coordinator, she worked as a Reading Specialist and Reading Resource Teacher based at
the Board of Education. In her role as Coordinator, Dr. Smith helped the district move
from using a basal reading program and helped with the creation of the elementary
English/Language Arts curriculum that Gibson County now implements.

Principals

The principals involved in this study were all principals with 0-5 years of
experience as principals. They also were unique in that two of the principals had
background experience as district level reading teachers and had the experience of
working directly with the current district leader in that capacity. One principal was
unique in that his background experience was a middle school language arts teacher as
well as mentor and coach to new teachers who inevitably teach English/Language Arts.
Therefore, each of the principal participants had a wealth of background experience in
reading to add to the depth and breadth of the study.

Bryan Blake is principal of Rolling Hills Elementary School. The school is
located in a suburban neighborhood and has 450 students. 90% of the students are White,
4% are African American, 3% are Asian. Less than 1% of the population have special
needs. Bryan has been a principal for 4 years and has always worked in the Gibson
County District. He began his career as a language arts department chair for a middle
school. He has also worked as a teacher mentor, which is a position within the district
that serves to help with the development and mentoring of new teachers with 0-5 years of
experience. In total, he had 20 years of experience as an educator. He declared that he
was very passionate about teacher retention and the acquisition of new teachers and he

viewed his position as a principal as an extension of that passion.

78



Sarah Grisham has been a principal for 5 years of Green Meadows Elementary
School. Green Meadows Elementary is located in a suburban neighborhood with 89%
White students, 4% Asian students, 3% Hispanic students, and 2% African-American
students. Before becoming an administrator, she was a district level reading resource
teacher in the elementary reading office of Gibson District Schools. She has also held a
position as a school-based reading specialist before working at the district level. Overall,
she has 29 years of experience as an educator within the Gibson School District.

Morgan Cole has been a principal for 1 year at Success Lane Elementary School
in the Gibson County District. Success Elementary School is 64% White, 17% African-
American, 8% Hispanic, and 6% Asian. Morgan previously served as an assistant
principal for two years in the same school where she is now principal. She also has
served as a district level reading resource teacher with the Gibson District. Overall, she
has 27 years in education of experience as an educator in the district.

Classroom Teachers

Classroom teachers who participated in the study had varied backgrounds in
different elementary grade levels. The teachers' experience ranged from 11 to 30 years of
experience at the elementary school level, which added to the range of experiences they

could speak to as educators both before and after the district adopted the CCSS - ELA.
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Table 1.

Participants’

Name Role Race Gender School

Alexis Frank Teacher White Female Green
Meadows ES

Micah Peterson  Teacher White Female Green
Meadows ES

Latrice Elliotte Teacher White Female Success Lane
ES

Paula Douglas Teacher Asian Female Success Lane
ES

Joan Carson Teacher White Female Rolling Hills
ES

Evelyn Jones Teacher White Female Success Lane
ES

Bryan Blake Principal African- Male Rolling Hills

American ES

Sarah Grisham Principal White Female Green
Meadows ES

Morgan Cole Principal African-. Female Success Lane

American ES

Dr. Smith District Leader White Female Gibson County

District

Each interview began with questions surrounding the participant’s background,
their personal experience as either an administrator or teacher with the CCSS in ELA,
and asked each participant to describe what the standards were asking teachers and

students to do and the major instructional shifts that occurred from teaching the

! Pseudonyms have been used for all participants and the names of their schools
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standards. These questions occurred in the very beginning of each interview so that the
researcher established a foundation for the participants to share their experiences with
implementation of the CCSS-ELA.

Data Collection

Each of the ten educators participated in individual face-to-face interviews to
provide data for this study using a semi-structured interview format. According to
Merriam (2016), interviews are best utilized when the researcher is searching for
information that cannot be seen, such as an individual’s interpretation of the world.
Because individuals shared their experiences with the implementation of the CCSS-ELA,
a qualitative design was the most appropriate methodology chosen for this study. A semi-
structured interview design allowed for the researcher to respond to the participants’
answers and to address new ideas that emerged during the interviews, rather than being
bound to predetermined questions that would not allow access into the participants’
perspectives and understandings of what is being studied (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016).
Each interview was audio-recorded and transcribed.

The district leader and principal interviews took place before or after school hours
in their offices, while classroom teacher interviews took place after school in teacher’s
empty classrooms. After each interview, participants were given the opportunity to
review their transcripts and provide further clarification to their responses, if necessary.
The interview protocols were slightly different for district leaders, principals, and
classroom teachers, however, most of the questions were the same. Interview protocols
for district leaders and principals were more about the implementation efforts that each

stakeholder has practiced, however, the interview protocol for the classroom teachers also
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asked about teacher’s perceptions of how district leaders and principals facilitated the
implementation of the CCSS-ELA.

The interview protocols were developed through the lens of Spillane & Reiser et.
al.’s Sensemaking Framework (Spillane & Reiser et. al, 2000). When developing the
interview protocol for the district leader, questions were created that would cause the
district leader to reflect on their knowledge of federal education policy, to gain insight of
the history of reading policy in the district, as well as to garner perceptions about her
ability to influence education policy, and to reflect on the supports that were provided to
ensure its implementation.

To develop the protocol for principals, questions were focused not only to gain
insight of the history of reading policy in the district, but also, on how policy was
communicated in their buildings, the practices that were in place to support its
implementation, and how policies trickled down from the district level to the school and
classroom level. These questions allowed for exploration of the role school-based
administrators have in shaping reading policy and its implementation in schools.

Finally, to develop the protocol for teachers, questions were focused on the
teacher's knowledge of policy, how they made sense of, interpreted, and delivered policy
in their instruction in the classroom, as well as if they made changes to policies and their
reasons why. Through these questions, I was able to reflect on their practice and the role
classroom teachers have in shaping reading policy and its implementation in schools.
Validity

Ensuring validity and reliability in qualitative research involves conducting the

investigation in an ethical manner (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). To increase credibility of
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my findings, several trustworthiness techniques were utilized. To ensure internal
validity, I utilized member checking, kept an audit trail, provided thick, rich description,
and provided a reflexivity statement.

Each interviewee was engaged in member checking to ensure their interview
transcripts were valid and did not include any bias. According to Merriam and Tisdell
(2016), member checks increase the validity of the research, as, “it is the single most
important way of ruling out the possibility of misinterpreting the meaning of what
participants say and do” (p.16). Once each interview was transcribed, I emailed the
transcript to each interviewee to allow the respondents to read over and verify the
transcript of our interview session. They were each given 10 days to respond.
Reliability

To ensure reliability, I kept an audit trail of the methods, procedures, and data
collection that occurred while conducting the research study, provided thick rich
description in the interviews, and included a reflexivity statement.

The audit trail ensured that the step-by-step accounts of the methods, procedures,
and themes that emerged during data collection and analysis. A notebook was kept with
all of the codes I created when analyzing the interview data. Each interview provided
thick, rich description to enable transferability to alternate content areas and settings to
determine whether the findings of the study can be transferred and duplicated in another
school district. Last, I provided a reflexivity statement that demonstrated my own biases
and assumptions as a researcher who is also a full-time reading specialist whose work
involves implementation of a district’s adopted reading policies. These validation

strategies were all utilized to add strength to the reliability and validity of the study.
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Data Storage
Management of the data set was kept through keeping the data highly organized

and color coded by participants. To maintain confidentiality, the name of the district as
well as the participants were changed to pseudonyms to protect the participants in the
study. The audio recordings and electronic transcripts of the interviews were stored on a
password-protected computer and backed up on flash drives which were locked and
stored in a file cabinet. All email communications with participants were saved to a flash
drive that was also locked and stored in a file cabinet, and later deleted from the software
used to originally send them. All printed copies of email communications, notes, and
memos were stored in a locked file cabinet. Last, all data with identifying information
will be destroyed 5 years after the study has been completed.
Data Analysis

Data analysis is the process that a researcher uses to make sense of the data
(Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). Data was analyzed continuously during the data collection
process, as opposed to after the data collection process, as advised by Merriam and
Tisdell (2016). This continuous process not only allows for the researcher to avoid
getting overwhelmed with the amount of data that he or she has collected, but also,
allows the researcher to notice an interview question that may need altering, or to
recognize a question or them that may need additional follow up or exploration from the
participant.

I utilized in vivo coding (Saldana, 2016) to analyze the interview transcripts.
Because the research draws on the experiences of district leaders, principals, and

classroom teachers, I felt that using the actual language of each participant would offer
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insightful meanings and the participants’ perspective. For the first cycle coding, I read
through each transcript several times and wrote in the margins of the paper as well as
underlined key phrases that each participant used in their answers to the interview
questions. I then wrote each key phrase or word on a post-it note which was color coded
by the participant group (district leader, principal, classroom teacher).

During second-cycle coding, pattern coding was utilized. Saldana (2016)
recommends using pattern coding to group segments of data into smaller categories,
themes, or concepts and is appropriate when examining social networks and patterns of
human relationships. Using the research questions as a guide, I organized the key phrases
and themes that seemed to emerge from the first cycle of coding into larger categories. |
looked at all of the key phrases that I had on the post-it notes and grouped similar phrases
and concepts together. I then created larger categories for each. This method allowed for
the viewing of common themes amongst the different groups of participants, which led to
answering the research questions, since they were based on the perspectives and
experiences of different types of stakeholders involved in the policy implementation
process within the district. I placed these post-it notes on an enlarged blank Venn
Diagram, similar to the one created for the conceptual framework, to identify if the
themes that were in alignment to each component of the framework. Last, the interview
data was entered, coded and organized using Dedoose, a web-based data analysis
program, to help keep track of the manual coding data.

Subjectivity Statement
Because qualitative research involves the researcher being the primary instrument

in the data collection (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016), there are strengths as well as risks
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involved in conducting this type of study. Therefore, Merriam and Tisdale (2016)
recommend that rather than try to eliminate these biases, it is important to both identify
and monitor them as a researcher. Subjectivity statements provide transparency in the
ways that a researcher’s “values and expectations influence the conduct and conclusions
of this study” (Maxwell, 2005, p. 109).

I have worked as a reading specialist for 15 years in different demographic areas.
I began my career as a classroom teacher in an urban district and have worked as a
reading specialist in a variety of settings: a suburban district, a very affluent district, and
last, a rural district. Although the demographic areas were very different, there was
always one thing that remained the same; teachers were charged with making sense of the
policy mandates, such as the Common Core Standards. Teaching reading is my passion,
and my role as a reading specialist is partly to support teachers implementing district
literacy mandates and curriculum with fidelity. In my role as a reading specialist, [ have
been involved in the implementation of literacy policy, therefore, the topic of this study is
one with which I have had firsthand experience. These experiences have shaped me as a
researcher of this dissertation study, to help with understanding the experiences of district
leaders, principals, and classroom teachers as stakeholders working to meet the needs of
students in the district through the implementation of policy.
Human Participants and Ethics Precautions

Because of my role in the district as a reading specialist, I made sure to engage in
the following ethical procedures to protect the rights of the individuals who participated
in the study. None of the participants were employed in the school where I currently

work as a reading specialist. Participants in the study were recruited via email. All
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participants in the study received an informed consent form before the beginning of each
scheduled interview (Creswell, 2007). Additionally, to protect the identities of the
respondents, interview recordings and transcripts included a unique identification code.
All computer files containing data were encrypted and password protected. Additionally,
pseudonyms replaced the names of the participants as well as the district and schools
where the participants worked.
Summary

This qualitative study aimed to explore the experiences of district leaders,
principals, and teachers implementing the Common Core State Standards in
English/Language Arts. Qualitative research methods allow the researcher to achieve an
understanding of how people make sense out of their lives, delineate the process of
meaning-making, and describe how people interpret what they experience. This study
addresses a gap in the literature in that it focuses on three key stakeholders in a single
district — district leaders, principals, and classroom teachers collectively, whom each have
a critical role in effective implementation of a district policy. The study was conducted
using face-to-face interviews between the researcher and one district leader, three
elementary school principals, and six classroom teachers. Interviews were audio-
recorded and transcribed. The researcher used a standard data analysis procedure of
coding to analyze the transcripts and uncover themes that became the findings of the

study.
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Chapter 4: Results
The purpose of this study was to examine what is working in CCSS-ELA
implementation according to the experiences of leaders and elementary teachers. This
study contributes to the research on this topic by providing more understanding of how
district leaders, principals, and teachers experience policy implementation. A basic
qualitative study design (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016) was utilized and conducted using
semi-structured interviews. In alignment with the research purpose, the following
research questions guided data collection and analysis:
1. What factors contribute to policy implementation of the Common Core State
Standards in English (CCSS-ELA) working at the school level?
a. What factors contribute to policy implementation working as perceived by
school and district leaders?
b. What factors contribute to policy implementation working as perceived by
teachers?
Initial analysis of the interview data revealed 37 codes. Of these 37 codes, four major
themes surfaced which were organized around the research questions. This chapter will
analyze the themes that emerged from analysis of interview data gathered from the
District Leader, Principals, and Classroom Teachers who participated in the study.
Findings for Research Question 1a: Factors that Contribute to Policy
Implementation of the CCSS-ELA Working by Leaders
For research sub-question 1a, the researcher sought to answer the following
question: What factors contribute to policy implementation of the CCSS in ELA working

as perceived by school and district leaders? In analyzing the responses from the study’s
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participants, four themes surfaced as contributing to policy implementation for leaders:
(1) leading with standards as the foundation, (2) analysis and use of data, (3) consistent
communication between principals and their reading specialists, and (4) teacher
autonomy for acceleration or differentiation. The final theme that emerged, “teacher
autonomy to for acceleration or differentiation” was identified as a theme among both
principals and teachers and will therefore be discussed at the end of the chapter.
Leading with Standards as the Foundation

Leaders were united in their thinking that for implementation to “work,” they
themselves, as well as their teachers, needed to have strong foundational knowledge of
the standards. It was evident that for Dr. Smith, Director of Literacy of Gibson County
Schools, the standards were the priority of implementation. Because her office had
played a tremendous role in creating the English/Language Arts curriculum that the
district followed based on the Common Core State Standards, she discussed her vision for
implementing the CCSS-ELA and how important it was to her for principals and teachers
to have a deep understanding of the standards throughout the district. Dr. Smith
described how the reading standards were designed as a “road map” of the learning in
which students would engage in from year to year. She explained how the standards
were intentionally included in every district meeting with principals and teachers, as well
as in professional development courses the district offered. According to Dr. Smith, this
“all hands-on deck” approach contributed to the standards working in the district. She
said, “[the standards] are very much a part of every PD that we offer.”

Principals agreed with Dr. Smith that the standards needed to be at the core of

both their own learning and their teachers’ learning. They conceptualized their roles as
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instructional leaders whose purpose was to facilitate their staff members’ teaching of the
standards. In discussing their role as principals in facilitating learning of the standards in
their buildings, Bryan Blake, principal of Rolling Hills Elementary School reported,
“Ultimately, we are curriculum-driven, standards-driven. I make sure that it is
implemented or communicated throughout our school improvement plan.” Sarah
Grisham, the principal of Green Meadows Elementary shared these feelings, reflecting on
her role as a school leader in regard of the Common Core, “I see my role as interpreting
the policies that are set forth by the county, the state, the federal government, and
figuring out how to implement them to meet the needs of my students.” Finally, Morgan
Cole, principal of Success Lane Elementary School, shared, “my role is to make sure it’s
[the standards] implemented with fidelity in the classroom.” Each of the principals
conceptualized their roles as instructional leaders whose purpose was to facilitate their
staff members’ teaching of the standards.

Principals credited the district for their training in the CCSS-ELA. In fact, Sarah
Grisham was part of the team that trained principals in her previous role as a district
reading specialist. When asked if she felt her team had prepared principals to be
instructional leaders to facilitate the implementation of Common Core, she reflected:

I do think we did. I know principals didn’t really at that point need to know the

nuts and bolts of it. They just kind of needed the big picture and where their

teachers were going. So, I think it was a pretty sufficient or strong
implementation.
Bryan agreed, stating that the district was helping with “making sure principals

understand that’s the measure by which they will be held accountable in terms of making

everyone an expert.”
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Providing professional development opportunities was a prevalent theme with
leaders. Dr. Smith discussed the need to provide teachers training on how the standards
allowed teachers to backtrack or fast-forward their teaching, if needed, to meet students’
individual needs. According to Smith, these shifts in teaching the standards were
important components of professional development to help teachers become more
comfortable with the standards and not be as overwhelmed when planning or teaching
them. To do that, she reflected, teachers had to be shown how the standards
complemented and built upon each other. She explained,

I think it can feel overwhelming to have to address about 60 standards throughout

the course of a year. But I think the way we help teachers through that is helping

them recognize that they have a foundation in that skill and that you’re just adding
to that foundation. It’s not completely changing.”
It was clear that it was necessary to ensure that all teachers were knowledgeable and
familiar with the standards - not just classroom teachers. Dr. Smith stressed how training
of non-classroom teachers such as special educators and ESOL teachers was also an
integral part of the implementation plan, to move the entire district to become
knowledgeable of the CCSS.

Principals concurred with Dr. Smith. Each of the principals reported expecting
their teachers to possess a foundational knowledge of the CCSS-ELA. Bryan believed
that, “the standards only work when you are familiar with them.” He continued;

I think bare minimum, the groundwork starts with everybody at least having more

than a passing familiarity with what the standards are. So we started with making

it plain as explicitly to communicate what is that students would be able to do as a

result of [their] instruction.... The more often you have conversations about them
the more second nature it becomes for your instruction to be driven by them.
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Dr. Smith provided further evidence of the increased emphasis on training
teachers in the standards by describing a 3-hour course offered for both classroom
teachers and aspiring reading specialists in the district called “The Role of the Reading
Teacher.” This course allowed teachers to learn the standards more in-depth, among
other reading content-related pedagogy. She explained,

That’s a three-hour course where teachers have the opportunity to really dive into

the standards. They actually break them down. We have them on like huge

posted mats and they have to figure out which grade level each standard belongs
in. So they’re really unpacking that, looking at those shifts in the language [of the
standards].

In her role as the district leader, Dr. Smith saw the value of creating opportunities for

teachers to engage in more in-depth learning of the CCSS-ELA.

Analysis and Use of Data

Leaders reflected on taking swift action to ensure that the district’s needs were
being met in respect to professional development and training. As the district leader, Dr.
Smith revealed that when she noticed gaps in the teaching of certain standards, the
district office responded quickly by creating and designing professional development
opportunities for the district level reading specialists so that they in turn could train the
school-based reading specialists to provide support to classroom teachers on the gaps that
were discovered. These trainings were held monthly and included all the reading
specialists in the district. Dr. Smith called this the “assess, analyze, and respond” model,
explaining how this was intentional embedded professional development designed to
have a major impact almost as soon as any issues arose with content that had been

introduced. She explained:

Just like teachers follow, assess, analyze, reassess, analyze and respond [in the
classroom], we’re going through that same process with the standards. We’re
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looking to see where the gaps are...whether that be just professional development,
or an assessment tool, or a curriculum modification.

As an example of this model in action, she shared an experience with the rollout
of a new phonics curriculum in the district to support the CCSS-ELA Foundational
Literacy Standards in grades K-2. She shared how the district utilized the assess,
analyze, and respond model when addressing the foundational literacy standards of the
CCSS-ELA, noting how the district first looked at assessment data and realized that
students within the district were demonstrating discrepancies in the area of phonological
skills. Therefore, the district responded by adopting a new foundational literacy program,
providing professional development to teachers implementing it, obtaining feedback from
school-based reading specialists and classroom teachers after implementation, and
responding with further professional development. When asked about the feedback the
district had received about the new curriculum to support the CCSS-ELA Foundational
Literacy standards, Dr. Smith said,

It’s been very positive. I think when you show data that supports the decisions

people are more likely to respond...I think that’s because we’ve had a platform to

communicate the way to show the data that shows the need. When people
understand the reason for a shift, they’re much more likely to support it and get on
board. I think it’s when changes come top down without an explanation or
justification or a why, that’s when people push back.

Dr. Smith also discussed how the district moved swiftly to show teachers how the
standards built upon each other. She explained how in the CCSS-ELA, the reading
comprehension standards focus on the “central message” of a text in grades K-2.

However, in grade three, the language of the standard shifts from the concept of “central

message” to “theme.”
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She explained:

Sometimes if we’ve just been teaching one grade level, we don’t know that shift.

And so the background knowledge in the standards helps teachers understand

[and] helps makes connections for kids.... We’ve used the curriculum as an

opportunity to do that, to help teachers see if you just connected to the central

message, the kids might have a better, quicker chance to come on board with the
word theme.

Because this was the fourth year of implementing the new standards based
curriculum with grades K-5 in full implementation, the district leader shared that she was
looking forward to the following year, when her office would be able to switch gears and
support more of the implementation of the reading curriculum instead of introducing
teachers to the material and training teachers how to teach it. She shared, “It seems like
it’s been a long time since we’ve really done that, and I think that’ll give us some more
feedback about how the implementation is really going.” In her role as an instructional
leader, Dr. Smith saw the next step in implementation was to conduct the assess, analyze,
and respond method to provide support to leaders and teachers in the district.

Bryan felt he was already seeing the benefit to leading with the standards, as he
had witnessed teachers collaborating more with each other and aligning their teaching
succinctly with the standards through renewed use of data. He shared,

I think that also because we are so standards driven, it has forced us to be more

deliberate in our data analysis.... Before, we would teach things, roll it out, and

keep moving. I find that teachers have become far more competent in assessing
data and making data moves based on that.
Bryan was experiencing in real time the benefits of leading his school with the standards

in the forefront. Because of the emphasis on teachers learning the standards, Bryan

witnessed teachers in the building taking more time to analyze student data to make
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instructional decisions, instead of moving through the curriculum without regard as to if
students were able to accomplish the grade level standards.

Leaders in this study expressed the need to begin at the foundational level and
require themselves, as well as their teachers, to learn the standards. The district leader
established this norm by inserting learning opportunities at the district wide principal’s
meetings as well as during meetings with teachers throughout the district. Principals then
mirrored this act by establishing an expectation for the teachers in their buildings to learn
the standards. The leaders had already noticed the benefit of these actions. Additionally,
using an “assess, analyze, and respond” model gave the district leader the opportunity to
collect and offer swift and consistent professional development based on feedback from
leaders and teachers. Because of the consistent cycle of gathering data, creating training,
and gathering feedback, leaders had the ability to respond quickly to areas of need in
further clarity in implementation.

Consistent Communication between Principals and their Reading Specialists

Facilitating how teachers interpret and make sense of the standards is not a job
that district leaders or school principals can do alone. All the leaders who participated in
this study shared how their reading specialists helped them to communicate effectively
with staff and provide support to teachers implementing the CCSS-ELA. The district
leader relied on the district level reading resource teachers to train and support school-
based reading specialists. Each was assigned a cluster of schools to communicate with
and support. Principals, also, relied on district level reading resource teachers to provide
support to teachers. Each principal mentioned how the district reading office consistently

attended monthly district wide principal meetings to offer reading updates and support
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with curriculum questions. They also provided professional development and training.
Bryan recalled,

The reading office is a pretty consistent presence [at] Principals’ meetings. There

is focus on what’s coming out of the reading office [district mandates], what we

should be doing relative to the standards, what we should be taking back to our
buildings.

Sarah shared how the district level reading specialists had been an asset to
implementation in her school, especially when working with teachers who were new to
elementary or new to the teaching profession. They frequently worked along with the
school level reading specialists to answer questions that may have arisen during
implementation and provided further training and support if necessary.

School-based reading specialists were critical to the implementation of the CCSS-
ELA for principals. Principals who participated in the study discussed having a strong
working relationship with their reading specialists. Principals mentioned that having this
ongoing consistent time with their reading specialists was imperative in implementing the
policy. They established the importance of this time by regularly carving out time in their
schedules to meet. Sarah recalled, “My reading teacher and I meet regularly with
teachers. We have collaborative planning twice a month with each grade level. And the
teachers know she speaks for me in all areas of instruction.” Morgan, agreed, saying “The
reading teacher is really key.” Bryan described his relationship with his reading specialist
in this way:

I have a great relationship with my literacy reading teacher. We meet regularly.

There’s a standing appointment that we have and it’s once a week...and within

that meeting we discuss what’s going to happen in collaborative planning. And

she facilitates that for me. He went on to mention, “I think that is crucial. You
have a to be in agreement and in philosophy and you’re not always going to be,

but you’d have to come to a joint understanding together prior to championing
any messages to the masses. I think the two have to be in lockstep. Honestly, I
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don’t know how you can affect the way a reading [policy] is implemented if
you’re not.

Like Bryan, Sarah depended on her reading specialist to support teachers during
their collaborative planning time. She emphasized the importance of the consistency of
ongoing collaboration time between the reading specialist and the teachers and how
important it was for the reading specialist to be in alignment with the principal’s vision
for implementation, and to ensure implementation was happening with fidelity. The
consistency of the scheduled meetings with the reading specialist demonstrated the
importance of having communication and alignment for the leader’s vision to be put into
action.

Bryan also utilized the reading specialist heavily during teacher planning time to
ensure the implementation goals of the CCSS-ELA were followed, sharing, “it starts in
the school improvement plan and then it’s monitored through collaborative planning. We
all know what gets monitored, gets done.” He added, “I’m communicating specific
instructional strategies that I’d like to see...I set the expectation very clearly so there’s no
secrets.” He then communicated how he utilized his reading specialist to make teachers
aware of the instructional strategies on which he had selected to focus each week as he
conducted walkthroughs as well as to provide support for teachers who needed assistance
in carrying out those instructional strategies.

Morgan spoke about the efficiency in communication between when school-based
reading specialists received new communications from the district and when those
communications were relayed to principals, stating, “My reading teachers go to a
meeting, and [when they return] I already have an email [asking] when can I sit down

with you and go over everything we learned today.” According to Morgan, the efficiency
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of getting information out about new policies contributed to the implementation of the
standards. Morgan appreciated having open communication with her teachers, because it
prevented teacher’s finding out new policies and mandates days or weeks later into the
school year. Instead, both the principal and the teachers were communicated with as
soon as new mandates came from the district. Teachers appreciated having this
knowledge.

All the leaders who participated in the study held their communication with both
the district reading specialists and their school-based reading specialists in high regard.
They ensured these communications were ongoing and consistent, and expected their
reading specialists to keep them updated on district mandates that would affect the
school. This consistent communication with reading specialists provided support to
principals charged with ensuring alignment in implementation from the district level to
the school building.

Summary

In summary, four themes emerged from interviews with leaders; (1) leading with
standards as the foundation, (2) analysis and use of data, (3) consistent communication
between principals and their reading specialists, and (4), teacher autonomy for
acceleration or differentiation. Each leader spoke to leading their schools with the
standards at the forefront, utilizing data to analyze how students were achieving the
standards, and the importance of their school-based reading specialists in supporting
teachers to understand and teach to the standards. Additionally, the theme of teacher
autonomy emerged, as each leader spoke to how they allowed classroom teachers the

autonomy to make instructional decisions for their students, which will be discussed at
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the end of the themes that emerged from teachers. The following section will provide
analysis of research sub-question 1b.

Findings for Research Sub-Question 1b: Factors That Contribute to Policy
Implementation Working as Perceived by Teachers

For research question 1b, the researcher sought to answer the following: What
factors contribute to policy implementation working as perceived by teachers? Five
major themes related to this research question emerged: (1) teachers understood the
epistemological intent of the standards, (2) consistent communication with principals and
reading specialists, (3) focused teacher collaboration (4) working together through
departmentalization, and (5) teacher autonomy for acceleration or differentiation.
Teachers Understood the Epistemological Intent of the Standards

Teachers were taught the intent or the philosophical foundation of the CCSS-
ELA through their district training. They were able to explain the expectations of the
standards for students as well as how the standards built upon each other through the
grade levels. Because the teachers had a deeper understanding of the CCSS-ELA’s
purpose they could see the long-range bigger picture in implementing them, and they
understood how the standards affected school improvement.

Joan Carson, 2™ grade teacher at Rolling Hills Elementary stated, “it really does
drive the decision making as a school...I make sure that I meet the needs of every child.”
Teachers shared how they felt the CCSS were giving their students the challenge that
they needed. Fourth grade teacher Latrice Elliotte shared how she saw a difference in her
students, reporting, “I think it’s made kids be deeper thinkers. I think they think more

deeply about literature as a second grader.” Evelyn Jones, a first grade teacher at Success
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Academy agreed, stating, “I really feel like the Common Core has made consistent
expectations for teachers of what they need to teach.” She went on to discuss how she
appreciates that the standards [are the same] across the nation, stating,

I feel confident knowing if I have a child transfer from my classroom and they go

to first grade in another state,...they’re prepared for first grade. Their first grade

is not going to be different than first grade here.
Evelyn reported, “I like how they have the overall standard and that sub-standard. That
really helps us to see the layers and how it builds.”

Latrice explained how both her understanding of the standards themselves
improved as well as her understanding of how the standards affected her school at the
state level. She reflected on how she learned about how the state used student mastery of
the CCSS to rank schools. She said,

I think the County [has] done a better job of presenting [the] Every Student

Succeeds [Act] ...And I feel like teachers in general are more aware of where all

the different pieces ...and how they fit together...I feel more versed in [the

standards] and how [it] plays a part to our...success.... It helps me plan
appropriately for each student and [makes] sure I meet their needs.

Teachers involved in the study understood that the standards built upon one
another from grade level to grade level and knew their role as teachers in ensuring their
students achieved the standards. Alexis Frank, second grade teacher, shared, “I do like
them because its broad enough to really dig into for comprehension.” Evelyn recalled,

When they were first introduced, we would have staff development where we

would actually be looking at specific parts of the common core as a grade group

and reading it, trying to understand what it means? Then we would break out, talk
to other grade groups...and we would plan things according to the standards,
which is a little bit different because before [they just gave] us a pacing guide.

Both Alexis and Latrice discussed how they felt the rollout of the standards in the

beginning while they were employed in other districts in their state contributed to their
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negative views at that time. Alexis recalled, “I feel with the way they [the district] rolled
it out, it was not helpful for teachers and students and parents. I feel like it was
interpreted differently from school to school.” Latrice recalled, We were just given the
materials that were following the common core, but no one ever explained to us what that
was. So [ actually went and learned it myself.” When Latrice compared prior experience
in a different state district to her experience within the current district, she posited, “I
definitely think I’m a better teacher working for the [current district] because I’ve had so
much opportunity to learn. Even though we all roll our eyes when it’s time for PD, I
have learned a lot from having the support that is in place in the [district].” Because
Latrice had experience with implementation of the CCSS-ELA in a different district, she
was able to reflect on that experience and compare it to her experience in Gibson
County.

As aresult of the professional development training from the district, teachers had
positive perceptions and understandings of the CCSS purpose and how the standards
work. These understandings caused teachers to see the value in the state and district’s
adoption of the CCSS-ELA, which caused them to want to align their teaching to the
standards. Teachers witnessed the CCSS giving their students the challenge they needed.
Because of the district’s push to provide a wealth of professional development on the
standards and start with a firm foundation, the teacher’s understood the standards built
upon one another from grade level to grade level and realized their role in that. Micah
explained, “I am [not in a] testing grade, although I contribute to their success ...I am

building that foundation now.”
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Teachers who participated in the study had a broader view of the CCSS-ELA as
not just something they had to do, but rather, they realized the epistemological intent of
the standards, how it affected how they taught the standards, how they planned
instruction for their students, and their overall understanding of how they, as teachers, fit
into the bigger picture. Latrice noticed how the teaching of the standards affected the
school as an entity in itself within the district and also, how students’ mastery of the
standards affected the state, as evidenced by the school’s federal ESSA data, which is
used to rank schools.

Consistent Communication With Principals and Reading Specialists

Like the principals, all the teachers discussed how meeting with the reading
specialists in their schools helped them with their implementation of the CCSS-ELA.
Reading specialists communicated expectations for implementation during leadership
team meetings, during bi-weekly planning meetings with teachers, and by providing both
whole-staff and grade level specific professional development. Paula explained,

If there’s something going on, they let us know. We meet a couple of times per

month with our reading specialist. I feel like there’s a lot of communication going

on as far as what the expectation is and people we can go to if there’s questions.

Teachers discussed how the reading specialists in their buildings helped them
when they needed assistance interpreting standards, had questions about materials,
needed content area coaching, or needed specific curricular materials to assist them with
teaching their students. Alexis shared,

We have reading meetings twice a month and she will meet with us by grade. She

tells us what’s coming down the pike and what the expectations are. We do that
with her as a team. And I think she’s amazing.
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Alexis appreciated the consistency of the meetings and knowing what was expected of
her. Paula agreed, stating,
We have two reading specialists. They’re awesome. So if I’'m doing something
with reading, I go to our reading specialists.” [We] have reading teachers here in
the building who [are] very good, and they disseminate information about
implementation. We meet with our reading teachers once a month to get the
updates from the reading office to help us plan or implement portions of the
curriculum.
Paula's school had the benefit of two reading specialists, and she appreciated the
consistency and how they assisted with planning. Joan agreed, sharing,
Our biggest resource in this building would be our school-based literacy coach.
You can go to [her] with any questions and she’s always willing to like plan with
us even if it’s outside the CP [Collaborative Planning] or the coaching that she
does.
Teachers shared how having a reading specialist who kept consistent meetings, provided
assistance with planning, and providing coaching helped them with their instruction.
Micah provided an example of how the reading specialist helped with unpacking
comprehension standards to meet her student’s needs. She explained, “Today we had a
meeting on doing comprehension and looking at ways that we can tackle the explicit
comprehension portion for some kids that are struggling.” She continued to explain that
the reading specialist assisted her by demonstrating a strategy called “reciprocal
teaching” to help her to show students how to make predictions and summarize the text.
Although most of the teachers expressed happiness with their reading specialists,
Latrice had mixed feelings about how the reading specialist communications helped with
implementation efforts, as according to her, the reading specialist in her building relied

on emails to disseminate information rather than having bi-weekly meetings. She

explained,
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I think there needs to be more communication about how they want reading

teachers to come back and tell us [things]. Because some schools are doing

meetings and making sure we get every handout and some schools aren’t. So |

think there’s a gap there. And I know it’s all about preference because some

teachers do prefer the just tell me what I need to do in an email and I’ll get it

done. [But] some prefer to sit down and let me talk through what exactly what

you want me to do because otherwise I’m not going to understand.
The teachers appreciated having consistent communication with their reading specialists
to help them implement the CCSS. However, for Latrice, the one teacher who did not
have that experience, there was a missed opportunity.
Focused Teacher Collaboration

A recurrent theme that arose was how teachers collaborated with each to modify
the standards to assist in the implementation of the standards. Teachers discussed the
need for the standards to be scaled up or down based on their student’s abilities and
strengths. For example, if students were reading on a grade level below or beyond their
current grade level, teachers utilized the standards that matched their student’s variety of
reading levels. Alexis said, “We have kids reading...above level, I think I only have like
eight kids who are on grade level and I don’t know, 16 above. We have to kind of
revamp...” In this way, Alexis was reflecting on the makeup of her classroom, and how
students who were reading above level may have already mastered the grade level
reading standards and may need the standards modified to meet the needs of their higher
achieving students.

Teachers reported how they changed or modified the curriculum in the way the
district proposed to teach the standards to fit their student populations better. Latrice

discussed how within her class, she had students who were reading below and beyond the

grade level expectation and she had to adapt one standard three times during a reading

104



lesson so that each student received the instruction they needed. However, this was not
without consequence. She recalled, “This took a lot of time.”

Micah experienced the opposite, as his team needed to shorten the days spent
teaching certain standards to meet student’s needs. He reported,

We have found some of the language arts the read alouds... go on for days and

days and days. And we have shortened it because sometimes it’s just not

necessary. So we made the executive decision to tie all those lessons at once

instead of chopping it around ... We haven’t changed the policy in that way. But

that’s how we’ve changed [the curriculum] within our implementation in second

grade.
Micah’s team collaborated specifically to meet the needs of higher achieving students by
shortening the amount of time being spent on a standard if the students had already
mastered it. Joan similarly provided an example of abbreviating the curriculum because
the students had already mastered the standard. She recalled,

This week we’ve been working on -ed endings. I don’t need to teach that for 3

straight days. Right? So maybe I buy some time somewhere else. Or if a shared

reading book can be collapsed into a day and that leaves an extra ten minutes for

foundational literacy.

Joan’s example demonstrates how making modifications to the curriculum has
helped provide what her student’s need. She told about how her grade level team took a
diagnostic approach to meet the students’ needs by using what she called strategy groups.
During strategy group time, the teachers would split up the student’s in the grade level by
their mastery of a certain ELA standard. In order to create the strategy groups, she
explained, the teachers would look at a specific standard from the students language arts

benchmark and as a team either organize reteaching of the skill to students who did not

master the standard, plan an additional lesson for students who scored on grade level for
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the standard, or plan to provide enrichment to students who had exceeded mastery of the
standard completely. She explained,

What’s our data say? Where is the need? It requires collecting the data, analyzing

it during collaborative planning, and then making the groups plus making our own

activities ...we are extremely diagnostic in the building. I think it’s just the way

of teaching these days

Joan’s response demonstrates how teachers worked with both each other and their
principals to modify which standards they were addressing in their lessons to best match
their students, modify curriculum, and analyze data strategically to formulate strategy
groups. Interestingly, one more finding emerged when speaking with teachers.
Working Together Through Departmentalization

An interesting finding that appeared within the interviews at all three schools was
how upper-grade teachers in each school utilized a departmentalization model in their
school for the implementation of the CCSS-ELA teaching or within their lesson planning.
This model allowed teachers to split up the subjects they were teaching among the grade
level team members, to ease the stress of planning for multiple subject areas. Therefore,
one or two teachers on a grade level planned and taught reading, while the other
teammates planned and taught Mathematics or a different subject area for the entire grade
level. Although popular in middle and high school, this method is not the usual standard
of practice in elementary school. Sarah, principal of Green Meadows Elementary,
explained her reasoning for allowing departmentalization,

One of the big reasons for that is that the common core standards are so vast in

what they are asking teachers to be able to really master themselves in order to

teach other kids, that we have found it to be really beneficial to really kind of
segment those pieces so that they can become experts in one of the content areas.”
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Primary grade teachers at the schools did not departmentalize the classroom
teaching itself, however, they all departmentalized by way of their lesson planning.
Primary grade teachers took responsibility for teaching a different subject area and
sharing those plans with the team. The teachers explained that this method allowed them
the time to dig deeper into the standards, differentiate for their own students, and preserve
their ability to be creative by allowing them to focus their time and effort on planning one
to two content areas, instead of four to six content areas. Alexis reported:

My whole focus is the language arts piece...if I had to do science and social

studies and math...I would just go directly and spoon-feed from that. I wouldn’t

be ready. I mean, cause there’s so much involved in the science and social studies
to get together...this takes a team.

The CCSS-ELA can be an intimidating document for one teacher to handle alone.
To combeat this, teachers in the study collaborated by splitting up the CCSS-ELA so that
they could break down the standards into smaller sections, thus making it easier on the
grade level teams to learn the standards as well as teach them.

A Common Theme for Leaders and Teachers: Teacher Autonomy for Acceleration or

Differentiation

Both principals and teachers spoke to the idea of teacher autonomy as a practice
that was contributing to the standards “working.” Principals reported allowing teachers
the autonomy to make instructional decisions when implementing the CCSS. When
asked about teachers' ability to change or refuse the district's reading policies, the
principals mainly discussed how they allowed the teachers to make changes to the
curriculum if they had the data to support those changes. Bryan reported, "[Teachers have
say]| with the how, not the what." The "what" is pretty well described in the standards.

There's a lot of room for discussion in terms of how we get them there, but not the
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standard. The standard is the standard." Sarah reported, “my teachers have a lot of say. 1
have a leadership team that is very vocal and very willing to share their ideas with
me...They have proposed many things to me that they want to happen or not happen or
change and lots and lots of stuff gets done. But they do have a lot of say in informing
how policies happen here." Morgan wanted teachers to try to implement the standards
before deciding to take elements away from them. She said, "We want them to at least
start by implementing it and giving us some information as they're implementing to
determine whether or not it’s something we should continue to do." Morgan felt that
having the support of her regional director enabled her to allow teachers autonomy. She

shared:

I am blessed to be in a district where our [director] helps us make decisions about
what’s going on. We teach the curriculum, but because the majority of our
students come already reading they come with a lot of the background knowledge
that is provided in the curriculum. I’ve been given some flexibility on skipping
lessons, lessons that are not aligned to what our kids need...changing some of the
flow and the pacing...So I feel like, I honestly feel like I have a lot of say in how
it’s being happening in my school. I don’t know that would be the same if,
someone going school live with under [director]. If we can articulate why we’re
not doing something and have the data to substantiate it, he’s open to us making
that change.

Bryan concurred, sharing

I always tell them before you look at any activity, look at what the standard
actually is. What is it that they’re supposed to use? Let’s start there. Then we can
get creative about what, how we’re going to implement the curriculum to get them
there. Ido tell my teachers. I don’t expect you to be drones. I do expect you to
implement the curriculum, but I have not tried to eliminate your autonomy. Bring
some creativity to the table, but make sure that its defensible in terms of what
you’re doing relative to the standards.

In both Sarah and Morgan’s schools, autonomy seemed to be tied to accelerating
the student’s instruction further. They considered how most students in their schools

were achieving at high levels. Sarah reflected,
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We have found that there's a lot of things with literacy that we have to use wiggle
room with here when it comes to Common Core because our students achieve at really
high levels and we have anywhere between 60 and 80% of our kids are above grade level.
So it's a different kind of dynamic and standard things that come out in a standardized
fashion don't necessarily meet their needs.

As the instructional leader, Sarah had to provide an option for acceleration to her
students by modifying the standards her students needed to learn because they had
already met their grade level standards. Morgan also echoed this point, saying, " We
teach the curriculum, but because the majority of our students come already reading,
already with a lot of the background knowledge that is provided in the curriculum, “I've
been given some flexibility in skipping [standards] that are not aligned to what our kids

need."

As an example of this flexibility, Morgan discussed how one of the foundational
reading skills standards that teachers needed to cover in kindergarten required students to
learn the letters of the alphabet in January. She reported, "well, we've got kids reading on
level G, why would we even do that?" Both the district leader and principals’ responses
demonstrated that if there was data to support making modifications to what standards
would be taught, whether that be for differentiation or acceleration, principals would be

supportive of data-driven decisions that were in the students’ best interest.

Teachers agreed that they had support from their principals in making
instructional changes to meet their students’ needs with respect to the CCSS. However,
they did not feel that they could flat out refuse to implement their districts’ policies.
Micah explained,

I feel like we have a good amount of say in our instructional practices in this

building... the expectation is to teach the curriculum to meet the standards. I do
feel like we are allowed to be as creative as we want.
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Alexis recalled, “I think we get some leeway...but you can’t be rogue or at least
show that you’re rogue.” Paula explained, “There are plenty of times when they’re like, if
you feel that’s really going to benefit your students, you should do that. As long as we
have a sound reason behind it.” Therefore, principals were more responsive to teacher
autonomy if there was evidence to support it.

Evelyn discussed a situation which arose when implementing the foundational
literacy standard lessons mandated by the district. She felt that because her students were
more successful in foundational literacy and on average most of the students in her school
had already learned to read, her students did not necessarily need to cover the
foundational literacy standards that the district office suggested to be taught through the
new curriculum program. She talked about the process she underwent with her principal
to be able to skip certain standards, recalling, “I went back to the common core...just
showing the evidence we were able to make some changes to ensure that we’re actually
teaching our students what we need to [prepare] them.” Providing this evidence to her
principal resulted in Evelyn being able to skip teaching certain standards and parts of the
curriculum to meet her students’ needs. She continued,

Our administrator is wonderful...she really listens to teachers and she wants to

know what works and what’s not working for our students. She tries to give us

more...of an ability to make those instructional decisions for our students. I think
that through her understanding and allowing us to have a little more say...we
have taken it and tweaked it into what is a beautiful working machine for our
students.”
For the teacher’s in this study, having a principal who listened and allowed teachers
autonomy, created an environment where the students were receiving the instruction they

needed and caused teachers to feel more comfortable and confident about making

instructional decisions for their students.
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Overall, the principals involved in the study found that the practices they had
enacted had helped the implementation in their buildings. Sarah reflected, “I’ve seen a
lot of growth in the implementation here. I think that we’re not exactly where I’d like
teachers to be yet with really understanding at a deep level of the standards, but I had
teachers who were not doing those things five years ago and really just following [the
scripted curriculum] lockstep, to teachers who are thinking and making decisions on their
own. Bryan noted, “I think it’s really moved teachers out of functioning in isolation and
more in collaboration.” In sum, the principals who participated in the study saw a benefit
in their teachers’ instructional practices as a result of establishing the foundation of
learning the standards and leading with the standards as the foundation.

Two themes resonated across both leaders and teachers; teacher autonomy and
communication with the reading specialist. Leaders found that giving their teachers
autonomy to make instructional decisions for their classes was beneficial. Teachers also
spoke to this, as each teacher in the study felt valued, as evidenced by their willingness to
differentiate or accelerate their student’s learning because they had the autonomy to do
so. Additionally, both leaders and teachers found that working with the school-based
reading specialist was their biggest asset. Leaders depended on the reading specialists to
convey both district messages and expectations from principals, and teachers depended
on their reading specialists to communicate expectations and provide support with
implementation.

Summary
Leaders reflected on the importance of instructional leadership and facilitated

implementation of the CCSS-ELA by establishing the standards as the foundation for all
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of the training within the district, analyzing and using data from professional
development to make changes, communicating consistently with their school-based
reading specialists, and providing teachers the autonomy to make instructional decisions
for their students. Teacher’s experiences paralleled those of the leaders, as teachers also
spoke to the importance of knowing and understanding the CCSS-ELA at the
foundational level, communicating with each other and with school-based reading
specialists, collaborating with each other in unique ways, and by being provided the
autonomy to accelerate or differentiate their teaching to meet the needs of their

students. Together, these experiences and practices led to both leaders and classroom
teachers’ feelings that implementation of the standards was working in their schools. The

following chapter will provide further analysis of the themes that emerged in the study.
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Chapter 5: Interpretations, Conclusions, and Recommendations
Overview
This study used a basic qualitative design to examine educators’ experiences
within a single district implementing the CCSS in ELA. I analyzed data from ten semi-
structured interviews with leaders and teachers to identify themes using the sensemaking
conceptual framework. In this chapter I will review the themes that emerged from the
study and connect the findings to the existing research. The question and sub-questions
that guided the study were:
1. What factors contribute to policy implementation of the Common Core State
Standards in English working at the school level?
a. What factors contribute to policy implementation working as perceived by
school and district leaders?
b. What factors contribute to policy implementation working as perceived by
teachers?
Four themes emerged from leaders: (a) leading with standards as the foundation,
(b) analysis and use of data, (c) consistent communication between principals and their
reading specialists, and (d) teacher autonomy for acceleration or differentiation. Five
themes emerged from teachers: (a) teachers understood the epistemological intent of the
standards, (b) communication with principals and reading specialists, (c) focused teacher
collaboration, (d) working together through departmentalization, and (e) teacher
autonomy for acceleration or differentiation. As I was analyzing the data and looking at

the themes across participants, I noticed that several of the themes were similar for both
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leaders and teachers. Therefore, I identified the key findings by looking across the
themes for both groups.

Based on these common themes, I created four overarching themes which in turn
are the key findings for the study. These overarching themes, or key findings are: (a)
leaders leading with standards as the foundation, (b) communication is key, (c) focused
teacher collaboration, and (d) teacher autonomy to make instructional decisions. Figure 3
explains how themes from both leaders and teachers led to key findings for the study.
These findings will be discussed and connected to the themes that emerged in Chapter 4.
The chapter will conclude with limitations of the study and implications for policy and

practice.
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Figure 3. Key findings.
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Key Finding 1: Leaders Leading With Standards as the Foundation

Lipsky (1980) found that district leaders are critical to implementing policy, as it
is their understanding of policies that affect teachers’ work and student outcomes.
Lipsky’s work aligns with current research on leaders and professional development that
has found that school-based leaders need to participate in professional development

focused on specific content to contribute to succinct messages and understandings of a
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policy (Coburn, 2005; Spillane, 2002). Analysis of the district leader’s interview
demonstrated an alignment with these findings. Her responses showed coherence in
understanding the CCSS-ELA and the type of support principals and teachers needed to
implement the standards.

Dr. Smith, the district leader for Gibson County, used professional development
to increase the capacity of the district’s principals, reading specialists, and classroom
teachers to stress the importance of learning the CCSS at the foundational level. Her
actions demonstrated how having clean, succinct, and consistent messages from the
district office trickles down to building level leaders and classroom teachers, creating
buy-in as well as clarity to ensure implementation of the policy with fidelity (Kane et al.,
2016; Stern, 2016). Current research shows that the clarity and specificity of policy
messages influence educators’ understanding of and responses to policies (Edgerton &
Desimone, 2018; Woulfin & Jones, 2019). Because the district leader herself had a
strong knowledge base in the history of the CCSS-ELA and its purpose, she was then
able to enact a very detailed implementation plan that encompassed each of the
stakeholders needed to support the implementation of the CCSS-ELA with fidelity. She
knew that it was not just classroom teachers that needed to have in-depth learning of the
CCSS, but also, principals, who would be leading teachers and school-based reading
specialists. These leaders would, in turn, be supporting teachers as they were
implementing the CCSS and teaching the CCSS-based curriculum. Keywords that arose
during the district leaders’ interview were terms that signified collaboration, such as;
collaborative effort, working together, facilitation, and growing school-based leaders.

Her words reveal that she felt that for implementation of the CCSS-ELA to work, there
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had to be a collaborative effort among all parties involved. The implementation efforts
required the work of many, and professional development and training needed to be
accomplished not only with the district office personnel, but also, with principals and
teachers at the school level to ensure alignment across all stakeholders.

This finding is in line with the relevant literature. Filippi and Hackman’s (2019)
case study of a single superintendent who achieved successful implementation of the
CCSS in her district found that the superintendent facilitated collaboration, assessed
district capacity, developed an understanding of the CCSS, and coordinated professional
development and instructional coaching, steps which were also taken the district leader of
Gibson County. Similarly, Leithwood and Prestine (2002) found that successful district
leaders responded to policy in three ways; they (a) captured their employee’s attention
and made them aware of how policy mattered, (b) built the capacity within their districts
to implement the policy, and (c) focused on the parts of the policy that positively affected
schools and students. The district leader of Gibson County responded to the adoption of
the CCSS-ELA in the same way. She captured the district’s attention by providing
professional development on the standards during ongoing monthly principal and reading
specialist meetings, allowing the stakeholders time to learn the CCSS-ELA, thus making
employees aware of how the policy mattered to their respective roles as educators. Also,
she built employee capacity through professional development and training offerings to
district-level employees, content area teachers, and classroom teachers. Last, her office
focused the professional development on the parts of the CCSS-ELA that positively

affected schools and students, as evidenced by the activities she described, such as
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matching standards to grade levels and providing the opportunity for stakeholders to
engage in discussion about the standards.

The district leader also framed or strategically communicated (Woulfin et al.,
2016) messages to leaders and teachers that would be affected by the adoption of the
CCSS-ELA and its implementation. Evidence of this framing was apparent in the
principal and classroom teacher interviews, as each of them shared how the professional
development on the standards provided by the district was integral to their deepened
learning of not only the standards themselves but also the major shifts in the policy that
affected their specific students.

Alignment from the district office to principals was evident, as each principal’s
messages to their teachers were in alignment with the district office’s mission to
implement the CCSS-ELA. Additionally, principals demonstrated a deep knowledge of
the standards and had engaged in enough professional development of the subject that the
intent of the CCSS-ELA was realized, recognized, and accepted. Additionally, principals
expected teachers to know and follow the standards and to focus their instruction around
the standards. There were many studies in the current research where principals did not
possess the same knowledge of the intent of the policies they were tasked with enforcing
(Coburn & Talbert, 2006; Spillane, 2010; Spillane & Callahan, 2000) as was held by the
district office. In these cases, it seemed that the district leader had a different
understanding of the policies’ intent, which led to a misalignment. In the Gibson County
School District, it appeared that the district leader’s method of truly having a deep focus
on the standards first and a plan for how the standards would be taught to leaders and

teachers created a strong alignment from the top down, where everyone was aware of the
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epistemological and pedagogical purpose and intent of the CCSS, which filtered into how
principals facilitated the implementation of the CCSS-ELA in their schools with their
teachers.

Key Finding 2: Communication Is Key

Reading specialists were critical to increasing both the principal’s and teacher’s
capacity to learn, understand, and implement the CCSS-ELA for all the educators
involved in the study. Acting as both liaisons of district messages to principals and
classroom teachers and providers of capacity building and professional development,
reading specialists provided critical communication for leaders who wanted to convey
messages to classroom teachers implementing the CCSS-ELA. The district leader,
principals, and classroom teachers each mentioned how communicating with the reading
specialist played an integral role in their communication and implementation of the
CCSS-ELA. Dr. Smith depended on both the district level reading specialists employed
with the reading office and school-based reading specialists in each elementary school to
facilitate cohesive and aligned implementation practices to principals and classroom
teachers within the schools. Each of the principals discussed having scheduled,
consistent, and ongoing meetings with their reading specialists to discuss reading content
needs, expectations for teaching standards, and concerns.

This finding is in alignment with the current literature on reading
specialists/literacy coaches and their influence on school environments and classroom
practice (Bean et al., 2015; Bean & Lillenstein, 2012; Coburn & Wolfin, 2012;
Matsumura et al., 2010). The role of the reading specialist has evolved in many districts

across the nation from a position that at one time was mainly to support children with
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pull-out reading intervention, to a position that mainly supports teachers in their learning,
provides professional development, and collaborates with principals and teachers around
instructional improvement (ILA, 2018). Therefore, the principals involved in this study
found that working closely with their reading specialists and utilizing their skill set to
communicate with teachers and support staff on the CCSS-ELA Standards helped
teachers with implementation, which led to it working in their schools.
Key Finding 3: Focused Teacher Collaboration

Teacher collaboration in the Gibson County district contributed positively to
teacher perception of the CCSS-ELA working and teachers’ perception of their ability to
implement the CCSS-ELA, which is affirmed in the research of the impact of teachers’
social networks and implementation (Griffith, 2002; Shirrell et al., 2019). The Gibson
County teachers described collaborating and creating innovative ways to plan instruction
to handle the task of implementing the CCSS-ELA. At first glance, learning and teaching
the CCSS can be an overwhelming task for teachers. To take on the task of teaching to
the standards, the teachers in the study discussed strategies to remove the massive task of
interpreting the standards. They described collaborating with each other in unique ways
to lessen their individual loads. Often, elementary educators are tasked with teaching all
the subject areas (reading, language arts, mathematics, social studies, etc.), which can be
daunting. However, the Gibson County teachers were able to work together to ease the
pressure. Teachers discussed sharing lesson plans with members of their team.

Additionally, teachers also divided the content areas up amongst the team so that
each teacher could solely focus on one subject area of the curriculum. Similarly, Coburn

(2001) found that teachers’ interactions and conversations with colleagues greatly
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affected how and if they adopted, adapted, ignored, or implemented policy mandates.
These collegial relationships fostered positive perceptions of the standards, collaboration,
and a sense of, “We’re all in this together.” To share this magnitude to work, teachers on
a grade-level team need to trust each other tremendously. If one or two teachers on a
team committed to studying the standards and writing the lesson plans that meet the
standards that the rest of the team will follow, the teachers are leaving themselves
vulnerable and would have to trust their colleagues.

Durand et al. (2016) found trust as being important for policy to be implemented
and coined the term reciprocal trust to describe the cross-boundary relationships between
district central office leaders and school leaders. Durand et al.’s study found that in
schools that were not designated as odds beating, there were no demonstrated system-
wide trust and communication levels from both the district to school or school-level trust
between principals and teachers. This aligns with the current research, which has
revealed that social interaction with colleagues influences how teachers implement
literacy policies (Kohler et al., 1997; Wong & Nicotera, 2006; Woulfin & Rigby, 2017).

Like principals, classroom teachers also discussed the benefit of and their reliance
on their school-based reading specialists to provide support through answering questions
about implementation, to obtain materials needed to assist them with implementation, and
to clarify messages from the school administration about the teaching of reading within
their buildings. Coburn and Russell (2008) found that teachers continued to follow
district policy mandates more when instructional coaches had actively worked with them.
In Gibson County, principals ensured that reading specialists held weekly collaborative

planning sessions with teachers to keep up the constant communication with teachers and
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offer ongoing support. It may be that because content experts such as reading specialists
are not administrators, teachers find it easier to discuss expectations and implementation
as part of their social network. Therefore, teachers tend to feel more open to having
discussions and asking questions that they may not want to ask their principals. It was
within these collegial interactions that classroom teachers created and established trust
with each other, were able to support each other through the challenge of planning
instruction for their students within multiple content areas, and by departmentalizing their
grade-level content to allow teachers to focus their teaching on one or two content areas,
rather than six or more content areas as a traditional elementary school teaching position
would require.
Key Finding 4: Teacher Autonomy to Make Instructional Decisions

Principals discussed how they gave teachers the autonomy to make instructional
decisions for their students. They spoke to how they trusted their teachers to decide
which standards their students had mastered, and which standards needed to be re-taught.
If teachers’ data supported the adding or deleting of standards and content, school
principals were fully on board and supportive of the teachers’ choices. Because teachers
felt trusted to make these decisions, they were empowered. This feeling of empowerment
possibly led to teachers feeling valued, making good choices for their students, and
contributed to their positive feelings about the CCSS-ELA and its implementation in the
district. In the current literature, Pease-Alvarez and Samway (2008) found that teachers
abandoned the teaching of district policy mandates because they felt as if they had lost
control and autonomy over the content they were teaching, leading them to feel

disrespected and undermined. However, the principals at Gibson County were able to
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combat this by establishing trust with their teachers by allowing them to make
instructional decisions on their own and valuing their opinions as professionals. Supovitz
et al. (2010) also found that it was principals who were the most important actors in
student learning of reading/language arts through their indirect influence on teacher
instruction and communication around instructional practices with teachers. Therefore,
principals’ empowerment of their teachers to make instructional decisions, in turn,
contributed to affecting the instructional practice of their teachers.

Principals spoke to how they had established clear and concise expectations for
teachers regarding their implementation of the CCSS-ELA. They created an environment
in their schools where the tone in the building was one where learning and knowing the
standards was highly critical. These expectations were communicated via school
improvement meetings and leadership team meetings to provide clear, succinct
messaging throughout the building. This created an environment where there were no
secrets and no guessing on behalf of the teachers regarding their principals’ expectations.
Teachers knew the expectations to teach the CCSS and accepted them. In their
interviews, teachers knew specifically what their principals wanted to see when they
walked into a classroom during the English block, and they knew the reason behind those
specifics. The epistemological intent of the CCSS-ELA was realized, which helped to
create alignment from the district.

Because the principals also allowed their teachers to make decisions about how
the standards would be taught and permitted them to make decisions in the best interest
of their students, there was teacher buy-in. Teachers knew that if they were able to

justify the need to make changes to the order in which standards would be taught based
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on data, or if certain standards could be omitted or stepped up to the next grade level,
they would be supported since this adjustment would benefit their students. In turn,
teachers felt supported by their administrators and had a generally positive perception of
the CCSS-ELA. Teachers were enthusiastic about teaching the standards, knowing that
their administrators supported their decisions and respected them as educators to make
decisions in their student’s best interests. This finding aligns with how principals in
schools deemed successful in their implementation lead their schools (Durand et. al,
2016). In Durand et al.’s (2016) study, schools that were described as odds-beating
schools were led by principals that tended to encourage instructional leadership of their
teachers, communicating with them implicitly that they were trustworthy to make
implementation decisions. Gibson County district principals did the same and in turn
garnered positive results from their teachers. Future research should seek to understand if
the findings would be different if teachers were unable to departmentalize within their
grade levels or subject areas.
Summary

Each of the key findings was a prominent factor contributing to the
implementation of the CCSS-ELA working as perceived by leaders and classroom
teachers involved in this study. These key findings were consistent with the research on
policy implementation and added to the body of research that shows the critically
essential components needed for implementing a policy in a district. Each of the findings
discussed how, when present, “policy, people, and places” (Honig, 2004, p. 2) contribute
to sensemaking of the policy to occur and to the perception of the implementation of a

policy “working” by district leaders, principals, and classroom teachers.

124



Sensemaking Conceptual Framework

The following analysis will review the four key findings that emerged through the
lens of the sensemaking conceptual framework (Honig, 2016; Spillane, Reiser, et al.,
2000) and will analyze how these key findings contribute to the perception that the
implementation of the CCSS-ELA in Gibson District is working, as experienced by
leaders and classroom teachers involved in this study. This framework was selected
because it recognizes the interaction between policy, stakeholder involvement, and
contextual factors that impact policy implementation. The framework views these
stakeholders as active implementing agents who first process policy signals in their
minds, construct the meaning of a policy amongst themselves and through their social
networks, and then decide to implement, or ignore, the changes based on their belief
systems.

As articulated in Chapter Two, Spillane & Reiser, et al. (2002) describe sense-
making theory as being composed of three components: individual cognition, situated
cognition, and the role of representation. Individual cognition includes an educator’s
prior knowledge, experiences, beliefs, and values. To have situated cognition is to make
sense of information based on the context, such as workplace structures, social networks,
and professional affiliations. Finally, how policy is communicated or represented creates
the role of representation, which establishes how policymakers represent policy will
enable or constrain those that are implementing it.

Honig’s work attests that for policy to have success, the people, places, and policy
need to be present and are integral to policy implementation to work. These three

components overlap with Spillane, Reiser, et al. (2002). Individual cognition matches
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what Honig (2006) refers to as people, because individual cognition involves prior
knowledge and values of the stakeholders (people) involved in implementation of a
policy to ensure successful implementation. Situated cognition overlaps with Honig’s
places, as Honig attests to the idea of how places need to be present for implementation
to be effective. Next, is how the policy is communicated — which directly aligns to
Spillane’s role of representation. Finally, in the middle, where the three circles intersect,
is where, according to Honig, implementation exists.

The revised framework (see Figure 4) shows where on the conceptual framework
each key finding fits, demonstrating how exploring themes of stakeholders
simultaneously, rather than in isolation, is beneficial for exploring the alignment of policy
implementation. Therefore, both Spillane’s and Reiser, et al.’s (2002) sensemaking
theory and Honig’s framework’s were interwoven within the study’s findings. It shows
how the conceptual framework and how the three components--the role of representation,
individual cognition, and situated cognition--were found within the key findings of the

study.
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Figure 4. Conceptual framework with key findings.
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Analysis of each participant’s interview demonstrated how the interaction
between policy, stakeholders involved, and contextual factors, such as the relationship
between the principals and the teachers, impacted policy implementation and contributed
to the perception that the policy worked from the district level to the classroom level. The
district leader was ultimately in charge of the role of representation component, as it was
the district office that communicated policy to the schools within the district. However,
principals also had a responsibility in the role of representation, as they also
communicated the policy and created buy-in for their teachers, who were implementing

the policy. All the stakeholders in the study (district leaders, principals, and teachers)
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drew from their individual cognition, or prior knowledge, beliefs, and values, when
making sense of the policy.
Individual Cognition (People)

Individual cognition is the lens in which educator’s view a policy based on their
beliefs and values. The district leader’s interview revealed evidence of individual
cognition through her discussion about how the standards were ingrained in all the
training and professional development that was offered within the district. This was her
way of influencing the beliefs and values of leaders and teachers in the district. It was
clear from the interview with the district leader that she felt the standards were of the
utmost importance, and they needed to be explicitly taught and consistently reviewed to
build the alignment of principals and classroom teachers who would ultimately be
implementing the policy. Her belief system was so strong that it was evident in all the
professional development offerings her office was involved in, and it trickled down and
was voiced by principals and classroom teachers in the interviews. It was evident that
each stakeholder knew that the standards were important and that there was an
expectation to know them, live them, and to teach them. The District Leader created buy-
in, and it was noticed.

Principal interviews also showed evidence of individual cognition. Principals
communicated that they expected the standards to be taught. However, they also allowed
flexibility to teachers in Aow the standards would be taught and allowed for teachers to
make instructional changes for their students (exemplifying teacher autonomy) if
grounded in evidence that supported it. Principals gave teachers the autonomy to make

instructional decisions for their students. These provisions for teachers align with the
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beliefs and values of the principals, in that in order for principals to allow for these
changes, they had to have an inherent belief that the teachers would do what was best for
children and value their teachers as professionals to be able to make those types of
decisions for their students, and trust them to make such decisions. This belief system
speaks to the values of the principals.

The principals’ backgrounds in reading/language arts may have contributed to the
buy-in that teachers possessed when reflecting on their principals’ expectations for their
teaching of the CCSS-ELA. Coburn’s (2005) research found that the principal’s
knowledge of reading content influenced the teacher’s understanding and implementation
of policy. Each of the teachers involved in the study mentioned how their principal was a
former reading specialist or reading content expert, which established a sense of
credibility from the teachers and could have led to their buy-in of the principal’s
mandates and expectations for reading instruction in their classrooms. Additionally,
Spillane & Reiser, et al. (2002) found that principals who have more of an instructional
background may have more success with implementation than principals with a limited
academic instructional background. In this study, the principals all had prior experiences
as teachers of reading in some capacity, which could have contributed to implementation
practices at the school being deemed effective. These principals could draw on their
experiences as reading professionals to guide their leadership methods and
implementation efforts.

The leaders’ beliefs and values were also shared by the classroom teachers, who
showed evidence of individual cognition within their interviews. Each teacher spoke to

the value of the standards and how they viewed them as an essential foundation for their
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students. Teachers believed in the standards based on their experiences within the
district, and that belief system created buy-in from those who were ultimately responsible
for the daily implementation of the CCSS-ELA. This can be attributed to belief systems
of both the leaders and the teachers.

Situated Cognition (Places)

Spillane & Reiser, et al. (2002) described the idea of situated cognition as where
the context of the policy lives; it includes the workplace structures, and the social
networks in which stakeholders and implementers are involved in. Situated cognition was
evident in interviews with the leaders and classroom teachers. First, principals discussed
having consistent meetings with the reading specialists in their buildings to communicate
the district’s policy initiatives and to communicate to reading specialists the important
aspects of the policy that principals would be looking for in their evaluations of
classroom teachers. Principals depended on these consistent meetings to facilitate the
standards’ messages and their importance throughout the school. In turn, teachers, in
their interviews, voiced an appreciation of these structures and the consistency of
communication. They felt that their ability to reach out to the reading specialists in their
buildings for suggestions, feedback, and assistance, helped them as educators by having
someone whom they could depend on to help them to teach the curriculum. These
workplace structures of communication continuously emerged in interviews with
principals and teachers and contributed to how the CCSS-ELA was communicated to
teachers and staff.

An essential aspect of situated cognition is how social networks impact the

interpretation and implementation of a policy. Teachers provided the most evidence of
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the impact of social networks. Teachers’ social networks contributed to their ability to
implement the CCSS-ELA as it was intended in the district. Teachers continuously
stressed the importance of collaborative planning with both the reading specialists
assigned to their buildings and themselves. Teachers collaborated to plan lessons based
on the standards and created collaborative planning sessions, where one teacher would
take on the planning of curriculum areas, such as planning the foundational literacy or the
standards-based whole group reading comprehension lesson, to relieve other members of
the team.

Additionally, teachers mentioned participating in departmentalization practices,
which allowed them to share the teaching load and provide more time to hone in on the
content and strengthen their lessons. This collaborative effort provides evidence of how
the social network component of Spillane & Reiser et. al’s (2002) framework is integral
to having a policy be recognized as working to the stakeholders responsible for the
implementation. Without the social network component, teachers would not have as
much time or energy to individualize their students’ learning.

Role of Representation (Policy)

How policy is communicated or represented creates the role of representation,
which establishes that how policymakers represent policy will enable or constrain those
that are implementing it (Spillane & Reiser, et al., 2002). The district leader had a vision
of implementing the CCSS-ELA based on principals and teachers possessing the
foundational knowledge of the standards. To build the capacity of both the principals and
classroom teachers, she deployed the district reading specialist team to not only provide

professional development to principals at district-wide meetings but also, to provide
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professional development to both new teachers and seasoned teachers to create alignment
from the district level to the classroom level. The district leader felt it was her role as the
head curriculum specialist to grow the capacity of school-based literacy leaders and to
support them as they brought district initiatives back to schools. The district leader
explained that she would use feedback from meetings with principals and school-based
reading specialists to plan professional development for classroom teachers centered
around the anticipated needs of the district’s classroom teachers. Durand et al. (2016)
found that odds beating district leaders anticipated the difficulty of implementation of the
Common Core and provided professional development for principals as well as teachers
within their district. The district leader in this study did the very same thing. She
emphasized coaching, facilitating, and providing professional development on the
standards as a model for implementation. She felt strongly that her role as the district
leader was to not only focus on curriculum and instruction, but also, to focus on the
assessments that were to be created to measure student retention of the standards that
were driven by curriculum and instruction.

The process of growing school-based literacy leaders was supported in the
creation of the “Role of the Reading Teacher” course that her office created and
facilitated, as well as through reading professional development offerings throughout the
district facilitated by her office. It was clear that having stakeholders learn what the
standards were, how they complemented each other, and how to teach them was at the
forefront of what they were attempting to achieve. This was continuously shown in both
the principal and classroom teacher interviews. The support of the standards that was

voiced by the principals, as well as the teachers, was consistent and in full alignment with
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the district leader, which demonstrates how the messages of the district leader had been
passed down to the school level — and they bought in. Therefore, the “role of
representation” in Spillane & Reiser et. al.’s framework has contributed to the policy
working in Gibson County District.

In conclusion, the components of Spillane & Reiser, et al.’s (2002) framework
were present within the themes that emerged from the study. This adds to the richness of
the study, as it is showing that there is an advantage to looking at the interactions
between all stakeholders across different levels of the district to explore the common
themes that emerge. The next section will discuss the implications of the study, along

with limitations and recommendations for further research.

Implications

Policy

Although this study was generalized across the ELA strand of the CCSS, this
study could be applied across any content area as an example of how district leaders,
principals, and teachers can align their work to facilitate implementation of policies from
the district level to the classroom level. Since the completion of this study, federal
administration has changed and multiple states have abandoned the CCSS in exchange
for new state-created standards. Additionally, many states have adopted the National
Science Standards (NSS) across the nation. The need for alignment between the role of
representation, individual cognition, and situated cognition can also be applied to
implementing those standards. Districts will need to take the time to carefully plan the

rollout of these policies, including how they will be communicated to school leaders and
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teachers, and the context and support that will need to be provided to ensure
implementation is smooth. Therefore, an important implication of this study is that
school districts have solid plans in place to support school leaders who must bring these
policies into their schools and facilitate implementation. In this study, the District Leader
focused on professional development for district-level staff, school leaders, and teachers
in the foundational knowledge of the CCSS. This focus can be duplicated for any policy
in any content area to create alignment across the district so that the policy’s message
will not become lost in individual implementation. Last, this study looked at alignment
across three levels of implementation and revealed that researching how these levels
interact and overlap are important to understanding policy implementation. Additional
research on the overlap would contribute to the research on this topic.
Practice

Within this study, both principals and teachers spoke to the importance of and
dependence on the school-based reading specialist to provide communication and support
in understanding and implementing the standards. This speaks to how multifaceted the
role of the reading specialist is in a school implementing ELA policy. However, not all
school districts have a reading specialist or content specialist on staff to provide this type
of support to both principals and teachers. Therefore, it would be in a district’s best
interest to provide schools with a reading specialist or to designate a content person at
each school to assist principals with communicating important messages to teachers and
provide job-embedded professional development to teachers and staff.

An additional implication for practice is for principals to help foster an

environment that encourages teachers to plan and collaborate with each other, such as
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during collaborative planning time. Designating collaborative planning in teachers’
schedules provides teachers the affinity space they need to work together and plan
instruction for their students with their peers.
Research

Although key findings emerged that revealed conditions that contribute to policy
implementation working, more extensive studies are needed to determine if these
conditions can be generalized across schools and districts. Principals who participated in
this study were administrators of higher performing schools. One major finding that
emerged with both principals and teachers was the notion that teacher autonomy may
have attributed to principals having positive feelings about the implementation of the
CCSS-ELA in their schools. Therefore, principals may have felt that they had more of an
ability to allow for teacher autonomy due to the academic achievement of their students
than principals of schools that were not as high performing would have. For future
research, it would be worthwhile to interview principals of lower performing schools and
see if the theme of autonomy would emerge in the same way, as it may look different in a
lower performing school. Furthermore, it would be helpful to study the implementation of
the National Science Standards, as they are the next set of standards being implemented
nationally across the country, to see if the role of representation, individual cognition, and
situated cognition suggested in Spillane & Reiser, et al.’s (2000) framework can be
duplicated with those standards and lead to similar results of practices that deem the

standards as working by those who are implementing them.
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Limitations

The snowball sampling method used to gather participants in the study has
limitations in that all of the principals who participated in the study were leaders of mid-
to high-performing schools. If the snowball sampling technique had not been used, a
different set of schools may have been a part of the sample, and the themes that arose
may have been different. Further, the demographic population of these schools was very
homogeneous; therefore, this study cannot be generalized to schools with a more diverse
demographic. Additional research conducted in low performing schools would determine
if these same themes would emerge.

Conclusion

This study used a basic qualitative design to examine 10 educators’ experiences
within a single district implementing the Common Core State Standards in
English/Language Arts. Interviews with a district leader, principals, and teachers
uncovered four key findings: (a) leaders leading with standards as the foundation, (b)
communication is key, (c) focused teacher collaboration, and (d) teacher autonomy to
make instructional decisions.

First, leaders led their staff using the standards as the foundation for their work.
Leading with the standards affected how the district communicated the standards
importance to the district, how principals managed and led their schools, and how
teachers perceived the importance of teaching the CCSS-ELA. Leading with the
standards also caused principals to hold the expectation that their teachers be
knowledgeable about the CCSS-ELA, and their encouragement of their teacher’s to make

instructional decisions based on that knowledge, as it demonstrated how principals
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utilized their understanding of the CCSS-ELA learned in district wide principal meetings
to create expectations for teaching within their buildings. These expectations created an
environment where teachers felt empowered to understand the standards and make
instructional decisions for their students, increasing teacher buy-in.

Second, leaders had consistent communication with their reading specialists to
assist in establishing clear expectations for teachers implementing the standards. Third,
principals gave teachers the autonomy to make instructional decisions for their students
and established environments of trust, which created a safe space for teacher’s to make
data driven decisions to meet the needs of their students, for differentiation or
acceleration.

Last, the study’s findings showed that focused teacher collaboration affected
teachers’ abilities to make sense of and implement the CCSS-ELA. Teachers turned to
each other for support in their instruction to meet their student’s needs to assist with
planning and teaching the CCSS-ELA.

Studies have shown that policy messages from the district level to the classroom
level can become misconstrued, misinterpreted, or even omitted. However, the findings
from this study contribute to understanding what can happen in implementation when the
district level, principal level, and classroom level are aligned. Having this alignment may
not come easy; however, when the alignment is present, leaders can both positively and
strategically influence implementation within their districts from the top level into the

classroom.

137



References

Allen, C. D., & Penuel, W. R. (2015). Studying teachers’ sensemaking to investigate
teachers’ responses to professional development focused on new
standards. Journal of Teacher Education, 66(2), 136-149.
https://doi.org/10.1177/0022487114560646

Bean, R. M., Dole, J. A., Nelson, K. L., Belcastro, E. G., & Zigmond, N. (2015). The
sustainability of a national reading reform initiative in two states. Reading &
Writing Quarterly, 31(1), 30-55. https://doi.org/10.1080/10573569.2013.857947

Bean, R., & Lillenstein, J. (2012). Response to intervention and the changing roles of
schoolwide personnel. The Reading Teacher, 65(7), 491-501.
https://doi.org/10.1002/trtr.01073

Blase, J., & Blase, J. (1999). Principals’ instructional leadership and teacher
development: Teachers’ perspectives. Educational Administration Quarterly,
35(3), 349-378. https://doi.org/10.1177/0013161X99353003

Blase, J., & Kirby, P. C. (2008). Bringing out the best in teachers: What effective
principals do. Corwin Press.

Burch, P., & Spillane, J. (2004). Leading from the middle: Mid-level district staff and
instructional improvement. Cross City Campaign for Urban School Reform.

Clifford, M., & Mason, C. (2013). Leadership for the Common Core: More than one
thousand school principals respond.

Coburn, C. (2001). Collective sensemaking about reading: How teachers mediate reading
policy in their professional communities. Educational Evaluation and Policy

Analysis, 23(2), 145-170. https://doi.org/10.3102/01623737023002145

138



Coburn, C. E. (2005a). The role of nonsystem actors in the relationship between policy
and practice: The case of reading instruction in California. Educational
Evaluation and Policy Analysis, 27(1), 23-52.
https://doi.org/10.3102/01623737027001023

Coburn, C. E. (2005b). Shaping teacher sensemaking: School leaders and the enactment
of reading policy. Educational Policy, 19(3), 476-509.
https://doi.org/10.1177/0895904805276143

Coburn, C. E. (2006). Framing the problem of reading instruction: Using frame analysis
to uncover the microprocesses of policy implementation. American Educational
Research Journal, 43(3), 343-379. https://doi.org/10.3102/00028312043003343

Coburn, C. E., & Russell, J. L. (2008). District policy and teachers' social networks.
Educational Evaluation and Policy Analysis, 30(3), 203-235.
https://doi.org/10.3102/0162373708321829

Coburn, C. E., & Talbert, J. E. (2006). Conceptions of evidence use in school districts:
Mapping the terrain. American Journal of Education, 112(4), 469-495.
https://doi.org/10.1086/505056

Coburn, C. E., & Woulfin, S. L. (2012). Reading coaches and the relationship between
policy and practice. Reading research quarterly, 47(1), 5-30.Cohen, D. K. (1990).
A revolution in one classroom: The case of Mrs. Oublier. Educational Evaluation
and Policy Analysis, 12(3), 311-329. https://doi.org/10.3102/01623737012003311

Cohen, D. K. (1990). A revolution in one classroom: The case of Mrs.

Oublier. Educational evaluation and policy analysis, 12(3), 311-329.

139



Cohen, D. K., & Ball, D. L. (1990). Relations between policy and practice: A
commentary. Educational Evaluation and Policy Analysis, 12(3), 331-338.
https://doi.org/10.3102/01623737012003331

Creswell, J. (2010). W.(2007). Qualitative inquiry and research design: Choosing among
five approaches, 2.

Datnow, A., & Park, V. (2009). Towards the co-construction of educational policy:
Large-scale reform in an era of complexity. In G. Sykes, B. Schneider, & D. N
Plank (Eds.), Handbook of education policy research (pp. 348-361). Taylor &
Francis.

Davenport, D., & Jones, J. M. (2005). The politics of literacy. Policy Review, 130, 45-57.

Derrington, M. L., & Campbell, J. W. (2018). High-stakes teacher evaluation policy: US
principals’ perspectives and variations in practice. Teachers and Teaching, 24(3),
246-262.

Dole, J. A. (2004). The changing role of the reading specialist in school reform. The
Reading Teacher, 57(5), 462-471. https://doi.org/10.1598/1t.57.5.6

Durand, F. T., Lawson, H. A., Wilcox, K. C., & Schiller, K. S. (2016). The role of district
office leaders in the adoption and implementation of the common core state
standards in elementary schools. Educational Administration Quarterly, 52(1),
45-74. https://doi.org/10.1177/0013161x15615391

Edgerton, A. K., & Desimone, L. M. (2018). Teacher implementation of college- and
career-readiness standards: Links among policy, instruction, challenges, and

resources. AERA Open, 4(4). https://doi.org/10.1177/2332858418806863

140



Elmore, R. F., Peterson, P. L., & McCarthey, S. J. (1996). Restructuring in the
classroom: Teaching, learning, and school organization. Jossey-Bass.

Filippi, J. R., & Hackmann, D. G. (2019). Leading common core state standards
implementation: Lessons from one successful superintendent. Leadership and
Policy in Schools, 18(1), 138-153.
https://doi.org/10.1080/15700763.2017.1398334

Fowler, F. C. (2000). Policy studies for educational leaders. Saddle River.

Garan, E. M. (2001). Beyond the smoke and mirrors: A critique of the national reading
panel report on phonics. Phi Delta Kappan, 82(7), 500-506.
https://doi.org/10.14507/epaa.v13n11.2005

Gawlik, M. A. (2015). Shared sense-making: How charter school leaders ascribe meaning
to accountability. Journal of Educational Administration.

Griffith, R. (2002). The impact of a scripted reading program on teachers’ professional
spirits. Teaching & Learning, 22(3), 121-133.

Hallinger, P., Bickman, L., & Davis, K. (1996). School context, principal leadership, and
student reading achievement. The Elementary School Journal, 96(5), 527-549.
https://doi.org/10.1086/461843

Harrison, C., & Killon, J. (2007). Ten roles for teacher leaders. Educational Leadership,
65(1), 74-77.

Hightower, A., Knapp, M., Marsh, J., & McLaughlin, M. (2002). The district role in
instructional renewal: Making sense and taking action. In A. Hightower, M. S.
Knapp, J. Marsh & M. McLaughlin (Eds.), School districts and instructional

renewal (pp. 193-201). Teachers College Press.

141



Honig, M. L. (2003). Building policy from practice: District central office administrators'
roles and capacity for implementing collaborative education policy. Educational
Administration Quarterly, 39(3), 292-338.
https://doi.org/10.1177/0013161x03253414

Honig, M. L. (2004a). The new middle management: Intermediary organizations in
education policy implementation. Educational Evaluation and Policy Analysis,

26(1), 65-87. https://doi.org/10.3102/01623737026001065

Honig, M. L. (2004b). Where’s the “up” in bottom-up reform?. Educational policy, 18(4),
527-561.

Honig, M. L. (2006a). New directions in education policy implementation. SUNY Press.
Honig, M. L. (2006b). Street-level bureaucracy revisited: Frontline district central-office
administrators as boundary spanners in education policy implementation.

Educational Evaluation and Policy Analysis, 28(4), 357-383.
https://doi.org/10.3102/01623737028004357

Honig, M. L. (2012). District central office leadership as teaching: How central office
administrators support principals’ development as instructional leaders.
Educational Administration Quarterly, 48(4), 733-774.
https://doi.org/10.1177/0013161x12443258

Hope, W. C. (2002). Implementing educational policy: Some considerations for
principals. The Clearing House, 76(1), 40-43.

Hope, W. C., & Pigford, A. B. (2001). The principal's role in educational policy

implementation. Contemporary Education, 72(1), 44.

142



International Literacy Association (ILA). (2016). Advocacy toolkit: Every Student
Succeeds Act. Newark, DE. Author.

International Literacy Association (ILA). (2018). Standards for the preparation of
literacy professionals 2017. Newark, DE. Author.

Jacob, B. (2017). The changing federal role in school accountability. Journal of Policy
Analysis and Management, 36(2), 469-477.

Kane, T. J., Owens, A. M., Marinell, W. H., Thal, D. R., & Staiger, D. O. (2016).
Teaching higher: Educators’ perspectives on Common Core
implementation. Center for Education Policy Research, Harvard University, 9-15.

Kern, D. (2019). Best Practices of Literacy Leaders: Keys to School Improvement.
Guilford Publications.

Kohler, F. W., Crilley, K. M., Shearer, D. D., & Good, G. (1997). Effects of peer
coaching on teacher and student outcomes. The Journal of Educational
Research, 90(4), 240-250. https://doi.org/10.1080/00220671.1997.10544578

Leithwood, K., & Prestine, N. (2002). Unpacking the challenges of leadership at the
school and district level. Yearbook of the National Society for the Study of

Education, 101(1), 42-64. https://doi.org/10.1111/7.1744-7984.2002.tb00003 .x

Leithwood, K., Steinbach, R., & Jantzi, D. (2002). School leadership and teachers’
motivation to implement accountability policies. Educational Administration
Quarterly, 38(1), 94-119.

Majone, G., & Wildavsky, A. (1978). Implementation as Evolution. Jeffrey Pressman
and Aaron Wildavsky, Implementation, 3d ed.(Berkeley: University of California

Press, 1984), 173.

143



Marsh, J. A., & Wohlstetter, P. (2013). Recent trends in intergovernmental relations: The
resurgence of local actors in education policy. Educational Researcher, 42(5),
276-283. https://doi.org/10.3102/0013189x13492193

Matsumura, L. C., Garnier, H. E., Correnti, R., Junker, B., & DiPrima Bickel, D. (2010).
Investigating the effectiveness of a comprehensive literacy coaching program in
schools with high teacher mobility. The Elementary School Journal, 111(1), 35-

62. https://doi.org/10.1086/653469

Matlock, K. L., Goering, C. Z., Endacott, J., Collet, V. S., Denny, G. S., Jennings-Davis,
J., & Wright, G. P. (2016). Teachers’ views of the Common Core State Standards
and its implementation. Educational Review, 68(3), 291-305.

McLaughlin, M. W., & Talbert, J. E. (2001). Professional communities and the work of
high school teaching. University of Chicago Press.

Mehta, J. (2013). From bureaucracy to profession: Remaking the educational sector for
the twenty-first century. Harvard Educational Review, 83(3), 463-488.

Meir, D., Kohn, A., Hammond, L. D., Sizer, T. R., & Wood, G. (2004). Many children
left behind: How the No Child Left Behind Act is damaging our children and our
schools. Beacon Press.

Mesmer, H. A. E., & Griffith, P. L. (2005). Everybody's selling it—But just what is
explicit, systematic phonics instruction?. The Reading Teacher, 59(4), 366-376.

Mraz, M. E. (2004). Factors that influence policy decisions in literacy: Perspectives of
key policy informants. Literacy Research and Instruction, 43(3), 20-36.

https://doi.org/10.1080/19388070509558409

144



National Commission on Excellence in Education. (1983). A nation at risk: The
imperative for educational reform. The Elementary School Journal, 84(2), 113-
130. https://doi.org/10.1086/461348

National Governors Association Center for Best Practices & The Council of Chief State
School Officers. 2010. Common Core State Standards for English Language Arts.

Washington, DC.

http://www.corestandards.org/assets/CCSSI _ELA%?20Standards.pdf.

National Reading Panel, National Institute of Child Health, Human Development (US),
National Reading Excellence Initiative, National Institute for Literacy, United
States. Public Health Service, & United States Department of Health. (2000).
Report of the National Reading Panel: Teaching children to read: An evidence-
based assessment of the scientific research literature on reading and its
implications for reading instruction: Reports of the subgroups. National Institute
of Child Health and Human Development, National Institutes of Health.
https://www1.nichd.nih.gov/publications/pubs/nrp/Pages/intro.aspx

No Child Left Behind (NCLB) Act of 2001, Pub. L. No. 107-110, § 101, Stat. 1425
(2002).

Pearson, P. D. (2013). Research foundations of the Common Core State Standards in
English language arts. Quality reading instruction in the age of Common Core
State Standards, 237-262.

Pease-Alvarez, L., & Samway, K. D. (2008). Negotiating a top-down reading program

mandate: The experiences of one school. Language Arts, 86(1), 32-41.

145



Penuel, W. R., Frank, K. A., & Krause, A. (2011). Leaders and teachers: A social
network approach to examining the effects of distributed leadership in schoolwide
reform initiatives. In A. J. Daly (Ed.), Social network theory and educational
change (pp. 159-178). Harvard Education Press.

Printy, S. M., & Williams, S. M. (2015). Principals’ decisions: Implementing response to
intervention. Educational Policy, 29(1), 179-205.
https://doi.org/10.1177/0895904814556757

Puma, M., & Drury, D. (2000). Exploring new directions: Title I in the year 2000.
National School Boards Association.

Rentner, D. S., & Kober, N. (2014a). Common Core State Standards in 2014: Curriculum
and Professional Development at the District Level. Center on Education Policy.

Rentner, D. S., & Kober, N. (2014b). Common Core State Standards in 2014: Districts'
Perceptions, Progress, and Challenges. Center on Education Policy.

Rigby, J. G. (2015). Principals’ sensemaking and enactment of teacher
evaluation. Journal of Educational Administration.

Roller, C. (2000). The international reading association responds to a highly charged
policy environment. The Reading Teacher, 53(8), 626-636.

Ruchti, W. P., Jenkins, S. J., & Agamba, J. J. (2013). Critical supports for secondary
educators in common core state standard implementation. 7he Clearing House: A
Journal of Educational Strategies, Issues and Ideas, 8§6(6), 246-254.

Saldada, J. (2015). The coding manual for qualitative researchers. Sage.

Seashore Louis, K., Dretzke, B., & Wahlstrom, K. (2010). How does leadership affect

student achievement? results from a national US survey. School Effectiveness and

146



School Improvement, 21(3), 315-336.
https://doi.org/10.1080/09243453.2010.486586

Shanahan, T. (2014). Educational policy and literacy instruction: Worlds apart? The
Reading Teacher, 68(1), 7-12. https://doi.org/10.1002/trtr.1269

Shirrell, M., Hopkins, M., & Spillane, J. P. (2019). Educational infrastructure,
professional learning, and changes in teachers’ instructional practices and

beliefs. Professional development in education, 45(4), 599-613.

Spillane, J. P. (1996). School districts matter: Local educational authorities and state
instructional policy. Educational Policy, 10(1), 63-87.
https://doi.org/10.1177/0895904896010001004

Spillane, J. P. (1998). A cognitive perspective on the role of the local educational agency
in implementing instructional policy: Accounting for local variability.
Educational Administration Quarterly, 34(1), 31-57.
https://doi.org/10.1177/0013161X98034001004

Spillane, J. P. (2000). Cognition and policy implementation: District policymakers and
the reform of mathematics education. Cognition and Instruction, 18(2), 141-179.
https://doi.org/10.1207/s1532690xci1802 01

Spillane, J. P. (2004). Standards deviation: How schools misunderstand education policy.
Harvard University Press. https://doi.org/10.12698/cpre.2005.rb43

Spillane, J. P., & Callahan, K. A. (2000). Implementing state standards for science
education: What district policy makers make of the hoopla. Journal of Research
in Science Teaching, 37(5), 401-425. https://doi.org/10.1002/(sici)1098-

2736(200005)37:5%3C401::aid-tea2%3E3.0.co;2-d

147



Spillane, J. P., Diamond, J. B., Burch, P., Hallett, T., Jita, L., & Zoltners, J. (2002).
Managing in the middle: School leaders and the enactment of accountability
policy. Educational Policy, 16(5), 731-762.
https://doi.org/10.1177/089590402237311

Spillane, J. P., Reiser, B. J., & Reimer, T. (2002). Policy implementation and cognition:
Reframing and refocusing implementation research. Review of Educational
Research, 72(3), 387-431. https://doi.org/10.3102/00346543072003387

Spillane, J. P., Shirrell, M., & Hopkins, M. (2016). Designing and deploying a
professional learning community (PLC) organizational routine: Bureaucratic and
collegial arrangements in tandem. Les dossiers des sciences de I’éducation, (35),
97-122.

Stern, R. (2016). Principled neglect and compliance: Responses to NCLB and the CCSS
at an Expeditionary Learning Middle School. Leadership and Policy in
Schools, 15(4), 448-480.

Stosich, E. L. (2017). Leading in a time of ambitious reform: Principals in high-poverty
urban elementary schools frame the challenge of the common core state standards.
The Elementary School Journal, 117(4), 539-565. https://doi.org/10.1086/691585

Sun, M., Penuel, W. R., Frank, K. A., Gallagher, H. A., & Youngs, P. (2013). Shaping
professional development to promote the diffusion of instructional expertise
among teachers. Educational Evaluation and Policy Analysis, 35(3), 344-369.
https://doi.org/10.3102/0162373713482763

Supovitz, J., Sirinides, P., & May, H. (2010). How principals and peers influence

teaching and learning. Educational Administration Quarterly, 46(1), 31-56.

148



Supovitz, J., Fink, R., & Newman, B. (2016). From the inside in: Common core
knowledge and communication within schools. AERA Open, 2(3).
https://doi.org/10.1177/2332858416653757

Taylor, D. (1998). Beginning to read and the spin doctors of science: The political
campaign to change America's mind about how children learn to read. National
Council of Teachers of English.

U.S. Department of Education. (2010). A blueprint for reform: The reauthorization of the
Elementary and Secondary Education Act.
https://www?2.ed.gov/policy/elsec/leg/blueprint/blueprint.pdf

Waters, T., Marzano, R. J., & McNulty, B. (2003). Balanced leadership: What 30 years
of research tells us about the effect of leadership on student achievement. A
working paper. McREL.

Weatherley, R., & Lipsky, M. (1977). Street-level bureaucrats and institutional
innovation: Implementing special-education reform. Harvard Educational
Review, 47(2), 171-197. https://doi.org/10.17763/haer.47.2.v870r1v16786270x

Weick, K. E. (1995). Sensemaking in organizations. Sage Publications.

Wong, K., & Nicotera, A. (2006). Peer coaching as a strategy to build instructional
capacity in low performing schools. In K. Wong & S. Rutledge (Eds.), System-
wide efforts to improve student achievement (pp. 271 — 302). Greenwich, CT:
Information Age

Woulfin, S. (2015). Catalysts of change. Journal of School Leadership, 25(3), 526-557.

149



Woulfin, S. L., Donaldson, M. L., & Gonzales, R. (2016). District leaders’ framing of
educator evaluation policy. Educational Administration Quarterly, 52(1), 110-
143. https://doi.org/10.1177/0013161x15616661

Woulfin, S. L., & Rigby, J. G. (2017). Coaching for coherence: How instructional
coaches lead change in the evaluation era. Educational Researcher, 46(6), 323-
328.

Yatvin, J., Weaver, C., & Garan, E. (2003). Reading first: Cautions and

recommendations. Language Arts, 81(1), 28-33.

150



Appendix A: Interview Protocol: District Leader

1. Could you begin by telling me your name and position and then more
generally about your role in the district office?

a. What is your role in relation to reading policies at the district level?
Individual Cognition: People

2. How would you describe what the current English Language Arts (ELA) or
Reading standards are in your state and what the standards are asking students
and teachers to know and be able to do?

a. What are the major instructional shifts that correspond with these new
reading standards?

b. In what ways are they better (if at all and in what ways are they worse
(if at all)?

3. What was involved in the development of the district’s strategy and support
for Reading CCR? (Prompt: Principals, students, Special Education, ELL
teachers, etc.)

4. Talk about your experience as an educator both before and after the adoption
of the Common Core State Standards. What are the similarities and
differences in terms of implementation?

5. In what ways did the district align the curriculum to the standards?

Situated Cognition: Places
6. What PD programs or activities does the district provide related to the

Reading CCR standards?
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7.

10.

11.

Describe the PD. (Prompt: How is it linked to the standards, how many hours
does it last, is it required or encouraged? How many participate, who
participates?)

How, if at all, have the new standards changed what the district is actually
doing? How do you know/how do you determine this?

What are the barriers, if any, to the instruction of the Reading CCSS, and
students’ mastery of them?

How have schools communicated their ability to implement the Reading
CCSS? What has been the response of the district?

What structures have been put into place for principals and teachers to
communicate their experiences implementing the Reading CCSS in the
district?

a. What have principals/ teacher’s responses been to these structures?

Role of Representation: Policy

12.

13.

14.

15.

In what ways, if at all does the state communicate to the district about policies
regarding English/Language Arts Common Core State Standards? Can you
provide examples?

In what ways, if at all, has the state taught/explained the content of the
standards to the district?

Please describe any materials, resources or forms of guidance that your district
provides to schools in implementing the standards.

What else would you like to add that I have not asked you about?
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Appendix B: Interview Protocol: Principal/Administrator

1. Could you begin by telling me your name and position and how long you have
been an educator?

2. What is your role in relation to reading policies at the district level?

Individual Cognition: People
3. the standards are asking students and teachers to know and be able to do?
a. What are the major instructional shifts that correspond with these new
reading standards?
b. In what ways are they better (if at all) and in what ways are they worse
(if at all)?
Situated Cognition: Places

4. Talk about your experience as an educator both before and after the adoption
of Common Core State Standards. What are the similarities and differences in
terms of implementation?

5. How are reading policies communicated to teachers in your building?

6. What say do you have in how reading policies inform instructional practice at
your school?

7. What say do teachers have in changing or refusing reading policies?

8. Has implementation of the Common Core State Standards in English been
effective? What factors do you think have or haven’t contributed to the

effective implementation of the CCSS thus far?
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Role of Representation: Policy
9. In what ways, if at all, has the district taught/explained the content of the
Reading Common Core standards to principals?
a. Do you feel the district has been effective in its preparing of principals
to implement the Reading standards? Explain.
b. Please describe any materials, resources or forms of guidance that your
district provides to schools in implementing the standards.
10. What PD programs or activities does your district provide / has the district
provided related to the Reading CCR standards?
a. Follow Up: Explain if it was beneficial or not and the factors that
made it so.
11. Since district-wide training is no longer occurring, how do classroom teachers
gain knowledge to implement the standards?

12. What else would you like to add that I have not asked you about?
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Appendix C: Interview Protocol: Classroom Teachers
1. Could you begin by telling me your name and position and how long you have
been an educator?
Individual Cognition: People
13. What practices are important to you as a teacher of reading? Which practices
are not? Why?
14. What is your role in relation to reading policies?
15. What is your personal experience with reading policy as a teacher?
Situated Cognition: Places
16. What say do you have in how reading policies inform instructional practice at
your school?
17. How can you/Do you take reading policies and make them your own at your
school?
Role of Representation: Policy
18. How is reading policy communicated to teachers in the building?
19. How do teachers come to understand the standards in order to implement
them? Follow up: Are there specific persons that talk to?
20. What say do teachers have in changing or refusing reading policies?
21. Have you or teachers you have worked with made changes in implementation
of the policy? In what ways?
22. Has implementation of the Common Core State Standards in English been
successful? What factors do you think have or haven’t contributed to the

successful implementation of the CCSS thus far?
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23. What else would you like to add that I have not asked you about?
Conceptual Framework
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