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Abstract of the Dissertation  

An Examination of Factors Influencing Leadership in Policy Development:  

 A Qualitative Study about Online Textbook Adoption  

 

 With appeals for education reform coming from many and the need to prepare 

students for a world that is becoming increasingly digital, school districts are faced with 

growing calls to increase the use of technology in instruction.  While schools have spent 

millions to purchase technology in recent years, research (Cuban, 2001; Palak & Walls, 

2009; Ertmer & Ottenbreit-Leftwich, 2010) points to the teacher in the classroom as the 

determining factor for how it will be used.  Research also identifies a second digital gap 

of how the technology is used by students, which may actually be increasing the 

achievement gap that many are trying to close (Warschauer & Matuchniak, 2010).   

 This qualitative research study examined how one large suburban district grappled 

with these issues during the development of a policy to adopt online textbooks for their 

secondary students.  Through semi-structured interviews with senior leadership members 

and secondary principals in the district, the research examined the issues by using the 

framework of policy archaeology proposed by Scheurich (1994) and Kingdon (2010).  

This perspective allowed the researcher to examine what factors caused the issue to be 

put on the agenda for this district, what options were considered, and the influences, both 

internal and external, on the eventual decision that was made to adopt online textbooks.   

Results from the research point to four key findings: (a) the timing of several 

issues forced the district leadership to discuss the issues and take action, (b) values and 

beliefs about the use of technology influenced those involved in the policy development 

as well as the implementation, (c) influences both internal and external to the district 
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influenced the development and implementation of this policy in different ways and (d) 

conflict and challenges surfaced as the implementation of the policy resulted in change 

for many stakeholders.  The results of this research point to the complexities of policy 

development and implementation within an organization.  It is a necessity for leadership 

to anticipate and plan for the impact of the changes that a new policy brings. 
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Chapter 1: Introduction 

 

Overview 

 The world is becoming a smaller and increasingly interconnected place.  

Increased globalization has changed how people live, work, and entertain.  Lives are 

becoming intertwined in economic, political, and cultural ways with those of people and 

places around the world.  Technology is playing a large role in this globalization 

(Friedman, 2005).  Events in one part of the world can be experienced in real time in 

another part of the world with the use of technology as evidenced by the current events of 

the last five years.  These events demonstrated the defining characteristics of 

globalization: “The increasing free movement of people, goods and services, information 

and money across national borders and physical distances that have traditionally limited 

their movement…” (Zhao, 2009, p. 101).   

 Changes in education are necessary to prepare students for this high tech and 

interconnected world beyond high school.  As Dewey (1919) stated, “As societies 

become more complex in structure and resources, the need of formal or intentional 

teaching and learning increases” (p. 9).  In this Information Age, Trilling and Fadel 

(2009) described a 21st century learning convergence that requires knowledge work, 

thinking tools, learning research, and digital lifestyles.  The Partnership for 21st Century 

Skills developed a framework that called for a holistic vision of learning that describes 

the skills, knowledge, and expertise needed by students (http://www.p21.org).  Textbook 

publishers are addressing these demands for change by putting their resources online for 

greater flexibility so they can be available anywhere a person can connect to the Internet.   
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 In 1919, Dewey expressed concern regarding the danger of creating a gap 

between what is learned in school and what is needed in the world.  It is still true today. 

The American Diploma Project (2012), created by the National Governors Association 

and business leaders, encourages states to raise academic standards to better prepare 

young people for postsecondary education, work, and citizenship by calling for all high 

school graduates to be prepared for some type of post-secondary education or training. 

Wagner (2008) argued that the mission of schools is to prepare all students to become 

successful participatory global citizens. He points to a global achievement gap that is 

present in our schools.  This global achievement gap is invisible to many because the 

social, political, and economic changes taking place in the world are happening so 

quickly they seem almost static in people’s lives.  Wagner identified and discussed the 

skills and knowledge desired by today’s business and college leaders.  Through 

classroom observations and discussions with students, Wagner determined that, even in 

our best schools, these skills are not taught. 

 The evolution of a knowledge economy is a phenomenon that is changing the 

world of work.  People are selling their knowledge as a service to anyone, anywhere 

willing to pay for it (Friedman, 2005).  Information continues to grow exponentially and 

access to it is now available to anyone via the Internet.  There is an increasing impact of 

media and technology on how young people learn and relate to each other and the world.  

 Students enter school today with a different set of expectations that is forcing 

schools to change if they are to meet the needs of individual learners and prepare students 

for this changing global society.  Students want to use the technology they are using in 
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their personal lives in schools as well.  If schools are to prepare students for a successful 

and productive life, this changing environment must be taken into consideration.   

 Many organizations, including the federal government, concerned with the 

success of high school graduates, have called for high school graduates to be “College 

and Career Ready” (http://www2.ed.gov/policy/elsec/leg/blueprint/faqc/college-

career.pdf; http://www.collegeandcareerreadyamerica.org; 

http://www.epiconline.org/readiness/index.dot).  These groups have identified a set of 

skills and competencies beyond core content knowledge that is necessary in the world.  

These skills include critical and creative thinking, problem solving, collaboration, 

communication, and technology literacy.   

 At the national level, the National Educational Technology Plan (United States 

Department of Education [U.S. DOE], 2010) called for the development of increased 

technology skills in classrooms.  This document advocated for the increased use of 

technology to transform teaching and learning to reflect the lives of our students and the 

world.  This changing world requires the development of skills related to using online 

resources for research, collaboration, and communication.  In 2012, U.S. Secretary of 

Education Duncan advocated that school systems adopt online resources within the next 

five years (http://www.eschoolnews.com/2013/01/04/eschool-news-novemberdecember-

2012). School systems are addressing this changing environment in a variety of ways.  

One-to-one initiatives have begun in many places such as the state of Maine; and schools 

in Henrico County, Virginia; Florida, and North Carolina (Bebell & Kay, 2010; Bebell & 

O’Dwyer, 2010; Dunleavey, Dexter & Heinecke, 2007; Holcomb, 2009).  As of 2000, 
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approximately 1000 schools had begun a 1:1 initiative with those numbers increasing 

every school year (Dunleavy, Dexter, & Heinecke, 2007).   

 While it is difficult to find a direct causal relationship between technology and the 

achievement gap, researchers (Beltran, Das & Fairlie, 2007; Gulek & Demirtas, 2005; 

Lei, 2010; Ringstaff & Kelly, 2002) have found that the use of technology increases 

student engagement and interest in school activities.  As early as 2002, students 

recognized that those with better digital literacy skills had a significant advantage over 

other students (Arafeh, Levine, Rainie, & Lenhart, 2002).  Beltran, Das, and Fairlie 

(2003) concluded that using a computer at home influences high school graduation 

through its effects on student achievement.  Warschauer and Matuchniak (2010) argued 

there is a second digital divide among students that relates to how the available 

technology is used, either as “free agent learners” as described by Project Tomorrow 

(2010a, p. 2) or for entertainment.  Project Tomorrow (2012a) contends that technology 

used in schools can be the great equalizer for students who may not have access to 

technology at home.   

 Technology continues to change at a rapid pace and the empirical research on the 

topic has not kept pace.  In a meta-analysis and review of online learning research done 

for the U.S. Department of Education, “An unexpected finding was the small number of 

rigorous published studies contrasting online and face to face learning conditions for K-

12 education.” (2010).  Much of the empirical research specifically related to the study of 

technology integration occurred more than five years ago, involving technology that has 

since changed (Arafeh et al., 2002; Becker, 2000; Lenhart, Madden, & Hitlin, 2005; Li, 

2007; Neiderhouser, Linstrom & Strobel, 2007; Ringstaff & Kelley, 2002).  This 
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research, however, points to the impact technology can have on education reform when 

considered in broad terms.  Arafeh, et al. (2002) discussed how contemporary students 

are different due to their use of the Internet.  They are coming to school with a different 

set of expectations regarding their ability to use technology for their education.  These 

authors argued that the need for increased use of technology in schools comes from the 

students themselves.  Ringstaff and Kelly (2002) state “The relationship between 

technology and reform appear to be reciprocal.  Each can benefit from the other” (p. 9).  

Technology can serve as the catalyst for change at the classroom, school, and district 

levels.   

 Given the support for technology that is included in the National Educational 

Technology Plan (U.S. Department of Education, 2010), other federal initiatives, and the 

work of numerous organizations for school reform, technology can be a driving force to 

improvement in teaching and learning.  Despite past attempts in educational reform, the 

model of a nine-month school calendar and students coming to a building daily where 

they spend much of their time in a room with four walls, desks, and a teacher in the front 

of the room earning Carnegie units has stayed the same.   

In the midst of other priorities, schools can choose to view this emerging pressure 

for change from their student body in either a positive or a negative light.  On the 

positive side, through the growing use of the Internet outside of school, educators 

have the opportunity to expand their reach and engage students in new and 

thoughtful ways.  On the negative side, the sanctity and tradition of the four walls 

of the classroom quite literally is melting away.  Students are likely to be 

increasingly dissatisfied with conventional approaches to teaching and learning 
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and to the limited resources available to them in all but the best-equipped schools.  

In the final analysis, schools would do well to heed the Latin writer Seneca’s 

words, which ring as true today as when they were written nearly 2,000 years ago.  

“The fates guide those who go willingly; those who do not, they drag”.  (Arafeh et 

al., 2002, p. 45) 

 

 As the federal government encouraged the use of technology in education (U.S. 

DOE, 2010) and businesses began to rely more and more on technology, museums and 

organizations reached out to engage more people by digitizing their resources for social 

studies instruction.  In September 2011, Congress created a national center, called Digital 

Promise to encourage the use of technology to transform teaching and learning 

(http://www.digitalpromise.org).  With the changing state of technology and increased 

access to the Internet, creating an online presence and providing digital resources became 

a priority for many museums and organizations including the Library of Congress 

(http://www.loc.gov/teachers), the National Archives 

(http://www.archives.gov/education; http://docsteach.org) and the Center for History and 

New Media (http://teachinghistory.org).  Some teachers embraced these digital resources 

and used them frequently in their instruction to engage students actively in their learning, 

while others struggled to become familiar and comfortable with the available technology.  

Wilmarth (2010) argued that students today are no longer consumers of content but rather 

participants in its creation, which means learning takes on a more active role.  

Technology plays a large role in allowing that to take place. 
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 "Digital learning is any instructional practice that is effectively using technology 

to strengthen the student learning experience” (http://www.digitallearningday.org/about-

us/digital-learning-definition).  Instructional practices using technology focuses on what 

the student is doing instead of the teacher.  The teacher is a facilitator guiding students to 

use the technology to advance their learning.  Students use various technology tools such 

as blogs and wikis to communicate and collaborate with other students.  They might use 

webquests to conduct research on a topic or video-conferencing to collaborate with 

experts in the field and others around the world.  As textbook publishers put more 

resources online, schools need to find ways to incorporate digital learning in classroom 

instruction.  This type of learning is relevant to students today and allows them to 

develop the digital literacy skills needed in the world beyond school.   

 States and school districts are following calls for increased technology use by 

federal and state governments and others.  Several school districts and states such as 

Maine have established a one to one laptop initiative to promote the use of technology for 

all students (Bebell & Kay, 2010; Bebell & O’Dwyer, 2010; Holcomb, 2009).  As a way 

to increase the use of digital resources in classrooms, in October 2012, the U.S. Secretary 

of Education encouraged schools to move to digital resources as quickly as possible.  

Since the primary resource used in classrooms by students is a textbook, some states, 

such as Florida, directed districts to purchase online textbooks 

(http://www.educationnews.org/technology/florida-schools-must-trade-paper-textbooks-

for-digital/).  Responding to this increased demand for technology in classroom 

instruction, publishers and others focused on transitioning to produce digital resources for 
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education.  While offering supplemental resources online in the past, publishers began to 

concentrate on making their basal textbooks available online and interactive.   

 Educational leaders today have become what Fowler (2009) called “public 

leaders” (p. 12).  Leadership directs an organization’s ability to adapt, prosper, and grow 

within its changing environment.  Any policies developed must be rooted in the values 

and beliefs of the organization and its surrounding community if they are to be successful 

in today’s world. As such, school leaders must respond to the voices calling for changes 

in education, which include business, media, and political leaders, and blend them with 

the desires of the local parent and teacher stakeholder groups.  These various influencers 

in the policy-making process are both internal and external to the organization and their 

power to influence the decisions made vary depending upon their relationships with other 

stakeholders and to the organization (Mintzberg, 1983).  Planning for this paradigm shift 

of increasing technology use in schools should include a study of change management.  

This will help to identify and address issues involved in the transition to a digital learning 

environment. 

 Leadership plays a critical role in the development of policies with a school 

district.  In considering a change of this significance, that is a transition to using digital 

instead of print resources, the leadership of a district or school must set the vision and 

expectation for the increased use of technology in the classroom.  Fullan (2001, 2008, & 

2011) highlights the importance of a vision on which the organization must focus if the 

change is to take place successfully.  Organizational leaders must consider the readiness 

of the members of the organization as well as the structure of the organization to 

implement and support the desired change when adopting a policy (Hersey & Blanchard, 
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1996).  This will determine the length of time and difficulty for the change to take place 

and become operationalized.  When considering changes of magnitude, it is important to 

keep in mind that conflict is a natural part of the change process (Fullan, 2008). 

 It is necessary for the leadership of a school district to establish district policies 

for technology integration if it is to be implemented with consistency across the district.  

Since technology changes continuously, an additional challenge that school leaders face 

is the challenge of keeping up with those changes and reassessing the use of technology 

on a regular basis.  Technology policies need to be part of the routine assessment of the 

operating expectations by districts and schools if students are to meet the vision by the 

National Education Technology Plan (U.S. DOE, 2010) and others.   

 Technology is part of the lives of students today.  They do not know a world 

without the Internet.  Students are coming to schools as digital natives and expecting to 

use technology (Prensky, 2010).  However, that does not necessarily mean they are using 

the technology effectively and efficiently for learning (November, 2010; Prensky, 2010; 

Sheskey, 2010; Wilmarth, 2010).  Researchers (Arafeh, et al., 2002; Warschauer & 

Matuchniak, 2010) identify a gap in how students are using the technology available to 

them.  Some students, whom Project Tomorrow (2010a) identifies as free agent learners, 

are extending their learning beyond the four walls of the classroom while others are using 

the technology for entertainment. 

 Technology plays an instructional role in the classroom as teachers search the web 

for resources they can utilize in their instruction to make it engaging and relevant to 

students.  Ertmer and Ottenbreit-Leftwich (2010) suggest that effective teaching must be 

redefined to include appropriate use of technology resources to facilitate student learning.  
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Teaching a topic from multiple perspectives, separating fact from opinion, and supporting 

an argument with evidence are key skills in a social studies classroom.  Opportunities for 

learning can be extended with the help of technology that incorporate it in an authentic 

and natural manner.  Students who do not have access to technology at home must 

develop the digital literacy skills needed for life after high school in schools or they will 

be at a disadvantage in the larger globally connected world (Arafeh et al., 2002; Beltran, 

Das, & Fairlie, 2007).  

Context of the Study 

 To ensure that all students in a large suburban school district would have the same 

opportunities to use digital resources and begin to develop the digital literacy skills called 

for later in life, the leadership of the ABC Public School district began a serious 

investigation into the possibility of purchasing online textbooks during the scheduled 

social studies textbook adoption process.  At the same time, the business community and 

educational reformers called for schools to incorporate 21st century skills in classroom 

instruction (Achieve, 2012; Schwartzbeck & Wolf, 2012; Wagner, 2008; Wolf, 2012).  

Since technology is such a big part of the lives of students today, using technology to 

accomplish academic tasks is natural to them.  However, this would not be an easy or 

quick decision given the size of this public school district and the numerous stakeholders 

involved.  There were many issues to consider, voices to hear, and preparations to make 

before a final decision to purchase online textbooks could be made.   

 ABC Public Schools is a large school district with more than 180,000 students, 

located in the mid-Atlantic region of the United States.  To maintain confidentiality of the 

research site as required by IRB, all citations supporting information about this school 
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district have been redacted throughout the document.  While considered a high achieving 

suburban school system, its student population is very diverse with more than 50% of its 

students categorized as non-white.  Encompassing students with more than 100 spoken 

languages, a large number of students are English Speakers of Other Languages (ESOL).  

The student population also includes large numbers of students who are eligible for Free 

and Reduced lunch and special education services.  The community of this school district 

is highly educated and the school system plays a prominent role in economic 

development of the community.   

 Due to the timing for the review and adoption of social studies textbooks and 

widespread use of digital resources among social studies teachers, a decision was made 

by district leadership to form a project team to investigate the possibility of the adoption 

of online textbooks.  This research will investigate the factors that school district 

leadership considered in their decisions and actions regarding this policy to adopt and 

implement online textbooks for social studies.   

Statement of the Problem 

 As the world becomes increasingly interconnected through technology, the 

structure of schools is not set up to meet the needs of this new world dynamic.  The 

increased globalization and explosion of available information requires students to 

develop a different set of skills. It is no longer realistic to expect students to memorize 

numerous facts about topics studied.  Likewise, technology plays a major role in the 

business world as more information becomes available online to anyone anywhere in the 

world, and collaboration among people around the world is enhanced through technology 

(Friedman, 2005).  As the nation continues to move toward an information economy, jobs 
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in the work place that require the use of technology continue to rise. Dewey (1919) 

warned of a possible disconnect between what is learned in schools and what is 

transmitted through life experiences. “Without such formal education, it is not possible to 

transmit all the resources and achievements of a complex society” (Dewey, 1919, p. 8).  

Schools must prepare all students to meet this challenge of globalization and 

interdependence.  “The responsibility of educators is to ensure that today’s students are 

ready to live, learn, work, and thrive in this high-tech, global, highly participatory world” 

(Lemke, 2010, p. 244). 

 Brown (2000) compares the effect of the Internet on future generations to the 

introduction of electricity on daily life.  Harnad (1991) considers this phenomena of 

computer communication “. . . a fourth revolution in the means of production of 

knowledge following the previous revolutions of language, writing, and print” (p. 39).  

Yet, not all schools are teaching students the digital skills they need to search the Internet 

efficiently, analyze resources for authenticity and bias, and collaborate effectively with 

others electronically (Wagner, 2008).  November (2010) contends that while students are 

surrounded by technology in their lives, they must power down when they are in school.   

 As the role of technology increases in business and society, education has been 

challenged to effectively integrate the use of technology into instruction (Bebell & 

O’Dwyer, 2010; Dunleavy et al., 2007; Holcomb, 2009).  For more than a decade, 

educational institutions have invested in the purchase of technology hardware believing 

that increased access and use of technology will lead to improved teaching and learning 

(Bebell & O’Dwyer, 2010; Dunleavy et al., 2007).  However, student use of the 

technology available has been sporadic and depended upon the actions of the teacher 
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(Arafeh et al., 2002; Bebell & O’Dwyer, 2010; Becker, 2000; Cuban, 2001; Dunleavy et 

al., 2007; Holcomb, 2009; Warschauer & Matuchniak, 2010).  Cuban (2001) points out 

that just because the technology is available in a classroom does not mean that it will be 

used in an effective manner.  Palak and Walls (2009) suggest that even when technology 

is used in the classroom, how it is used is dependent upon their educational beliefs and 

what they believed to be good teaching.  Teachers are the final decision makers for what 

happens in their classrooms.   

 Research has identified a second digital divide.  The first digital divide generally 

thought of as access to technology, is no longer relevant due to increasing access in 

public places such as schools and libraries (Arafeh et al., 2002; Becker, 2000; 

Warschauer & Matuchniak, 2010).  This second digital divide, most clearly articulated in 

the research of Warschauer and Matuchniak (2010), is how technology is used by today’s 

youth.  In this new digital divide, some students are using the technology to extend their 

learning beyond the walls of the school while others are using the technology mostly for 

entertainment.  Research by Warschauer & Matuchniak, (2010) indicates that this second 

digital divide may be actually increasing the achievement gap that many school districts 

are striving to close.  The National Educational Technology Plan 2010 states, “Education 

is the key to America’s economic growth and prosperity and to our ability to compete in 

the global economy” (U.S. DOE, 2010, p. ix). The use of technology in schools can help 

to compensate for unequal access to technologies outside of school and better prepare all 

students for the world beyond school (Bebell & O’Dwyer, 2010; Dunleavy et al., 2007). 

 It is in this context that schools face a dilemma as they determine how to solve the 

equity of technology issue and provide opportunities for all students to develop the digital 



14 

literacy skills needed for a world that is becoming increasingly dependent upon 

technology.  Given the changing nature of the technology available, the research on 

which to base decisions in this area is limited.  As more states call for the use of digital 

textbooks and resources and textbook publishers transition from print to online, districts 

are faced with the dilemma of how to prepare for the change to online textbooks (FCC, 

2012; Fletcher, Shaffler, & Levin, 2012).  Because the technology around online 

textbooks continues to evolve, there is little empirical research on how online textbooks 

have been implemented in school districts.  Research points to the importance of 

leadership and their role for successful technology integration (Bebell & O’Dwyer, 2010; 

Dunleavy et al., 2007).  Yet as Bebell & O’Dwyer (2010) point out, while many 

acknowledge the importance of technology being used as part of instruction, actions are 

based more on ideas and interests rather than empirical evidence in this area due to rapid 

changes in technology as well as the publishing industry.  

Purpose and Research Questions 

 Purpose.  The purpose of this study is to examine the conditions and factors that 

influenced the leadership of a large suburban school district during the policy making 

process to encourage the inclusion of digital literacy skills through the adoption of online 

textbooks in secondary social studies by creating an in-depth description of that time.  

The online textbooks include resources that are interactive, highly engaging, and allow 

students to begin developing the digital literacy skills needed in the world beyond high 

school as called for by various organizations and researchers.  Therefore, through this 

research study narrative, the factors and processes that influenced district leadership that 

led to the adoption of an online textbook policy in ABC School District will be examined.  
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Conditions to be considered include the influence and actions of various stakeholders, 

both internal and external, in the policy adoption process, as well as the political climate 

and readiness of a large school community to accept this policy change.   

 Research questions.  

This research will seek to answer the question: What conditions and factors 

influenced the leadership of a large suburban school district as it developed a policy for 

the adoption of online social studies textbooks at the secondary level?  

 To research this question, this study will focus on the role of the school division 

leadership and school administrators in the policy making process concerning a change in 

policy to adopt and implement online textbooks for secondary social studies.  More 

specifically to include:  

1. What issues created the need for this topic to be on the agenda of the district as it 

embarked on a discussion about a proposed policy change?  

2. What values and beliefs influenced the school district’s leadership as decisions 

were made to introduce a change to digital resources?  

3. What factors and influences were considered by the district to successfully adopt 

and implement this policy change?  

4. What were the alternatives and challenges to the development and implementation 

of this new policy?  

Statement of Potential Significance 

 As more resources in education are digitized, publishers move towards a digital 

delivery method for their resources, and the public holds schools increasingly 

accountable for how funds are spent, schools have little choice but to move to online 
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resources for instruction. This research will have significance for both internal and 

external stakeholders in education.  

Practice. 

 As both publishers and organizations increasingly digitize resources that are 

educational, school districts face issues related to their review, adoption, purchase, and 

use.  The decision to adopt online textbooks for social studies has implications for the 

future of instructional resources in the ABC school district.  As the first content to adopt 

digital basal resources in this district, the lessons learned can be applied to future 

adoptions of basal materials for other contents.  By identifying the conditions present that 

influenced the actions and decisions of district officials, it will help future leadership to 

understand the process that took place in addressing key stakeholders.   

 The decision to adopt online textbooks in this school district has created media 

interest and resulted in several newspaper articles and media segments.  This in turn, 

generated interest by other school districts and resulted in inquiries about the processes 

developed and issues overcome for adoption and implementation of policy to purchase 

online textbooks.  As there continues to be calls for schools to move towards digital 

resources, other school systems will benefit from the steps taken and lessons learned that 

this large suburban district used in its policy making process to purchase online textbooks 

centrally at the secondary level. 

 The publishing industry is another area for which this research has significance.  

The school division is a large district that is respected nationwide and its schools are 

consistently ranked in the US News & World Reports Top High Schools in the U.S. 

(2012).  Publishers have reported that this school division is one of the first large school 
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districts to adopt online textbooks on such a large scale.  As the school division works 

through issues that may come up during the adoption and implementation process, the 

publishers have expressed interest in working with the school division to overcome these 

issues and refine the processes.  This working relationship has and continues to result in 

changes to the online product as well as technical support and procedures, professional 

development offered by the publishers, and the future delivery of digital products from 

which other districts would benefit.   

Professional. 

 Due to the changing nature of technology, there is little empirical research 

regarding the adoption of online textbooks at the district level.  Research discusses the 

importance of leadership and their role in effective use of technology (Bebell & 

O’Dwyer, 2010; Dunleavy et al., 2007).  This research sheds light on the actions and 

decisions of district leadership when adopting a policy regarding the adoption and 

implementation of digital resources on a large scale.   

Policy. 

 Information from this research supports future policymaking decisions and 

practices both within this district and in other districts when adopting digital resources.  

These policy areas include technology infrastructure, technology integration, and 

professional development for the use of technology by teachers as well as community 

engagement in the development of such policy changes.  

 Internally, the school division studied used the lessons learned from the adoption 

of online textbooks for social studies to aid in their planning for the purchase of digital 

resources for other contents in the future.  These lessons learned impact a variety of 
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policy areas such as  communication with the various stakeholder groups in the 

community, IT infrastructure, access to computers, teacher training both for the 

technology as well as instructional pedagogy, contracts for online resources, and even 

how to determine the review process for the electronic materials submitted by publishers.   

  The state in which this school district is located has an adoption cycle for 

textbooks in which textbooks are reviewed every seven years for each content area. This 

research may influence future adoption cycles. The adoption of online textbooks affects 

many of the processes currently in place within the district for the purchase of basal 

resources as well as instruction in the classroom.  The implications for instruction are not 

only from the teacher and student perspective but also include any accommodations 

required for English Limited Language (ELLs) students and special education students 

with Individual Educational Plans (IEP).   

Personal. 

 Education is in a transition with many reformers calling for increased 

accountability and a change in the way students are taught.  There are calls for school and 

instruction to be more relevant for students (Ferguson, 2008).  In my teaching experience, 

students have been more engaged in their learning when using technology.  In working 

with students today, they express a desire to be able to use more technology in 

classrooms.  The use of technology is changing our lives and work.  Yet, it is being 

embraced slowly by many teachers and schools and often in inconsistent ways.  The 

significance of this research will help me to document the processes one school system 

went through when attempting to move forward with the use of technology for all 

students.  As a result of this research, it will guide the process of change as I support 
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teachers to move forward with shifts in instruction being called for by educational 

reformers in order to adopt more relevant methods of instruction, which includes digital 

resources.   

Theoretical Perspective 

 Crotty (1998) describes theoretical perspective as “the philosophical stance 

informing the methodology and thus providing a context for the process and grounding 

its logic and criteria” (p. 3).  He goes on to discuss the importance of theoretical 

perspective to understanding and explaining the research that is being conducted.  It 

exemplifies an understanding of the knowledge that is gained during the research.   

 The French philosopher and social theorist, Foucault (1972) argues that discourse 

plays a major role in the development of ideas.  In his book, Archeology of Knowledge, 

Foucault (1972) maintains that discourse is complex and emerges because of the 

relationships of those speaking.  He contends that an examination of discourse is critical 

because statements made are unique when they are made for the first time.  They cannot 

be repeated in exactly the same way because the environment in which the statements are 

made is never the same.  Discourse can be broken down into units called statements.  An 

examination of the specific statements allows one to understand the knowledge being 

formed.  Knowledge is something that comes as a result of discourse.  

 Foucault (1972) argues that discourse should be analyzed at the level of things 

said and is the set of relations by which other factors gain their sense.  Foucault argues 

the study of ideas exists according to set of relationships that occur during the discourse 

that takes place.  By analyzing discourse in this manner, only that moment in time 

matters.  The statements are analyzed in a vacuum.  They represent what the people who 
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make them think at that time due to the inter-relationship of factors and may or may not 

be factual.  Discourse includes the set of relations with which all other factors get their 

sense.   

 Foucault (1972) describes knowledge archeology as “. . . a possible line of attack 

for the analysis of verbal performances . . .” (p. 206).  Knowledge archeology describes 

the statements or policy that are said at a given time without judgment.  These statements 

represent the discourse in the conditions from which they emerged rather than a deeper 

level of hidden meaning. It moves the acquisition of knowledge beyond the objective, 

conscious perspective. By doing so, this type of analysis includes what Foucault (1972) 

describes as the enunciation of the discourse and the unsaid.  

Conceptual Framework 

 Maxwell (2005) states that a conceptual framework is a key component for 

research study.  He suggests that the theoretical foundation include ideas and beliefs that 

the researcher may hold about the area in which one is conducting the research.  Most 

productive frameworks integrate different approaches.  Incorporating pieces from 

different theories allows the researcher to construct the conceptual framework on which 

to base their research.  This framework then informs the design of the study.  By joining 

various concepts, the researcher is able to propose a relationship for study.  This theory 

becomes useful as it broadens understandings by providing new insight as a result of the 

research being conducted.  The conceptual framework for this study connects the work of 

Scheurich (1994), who was influenced by Foucault, and Kingdon (2003) concerning 

policy archeology.   
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 The decision to adopt online textbooks by the ABC school district was a change 

to the policies in place for the process of textbook purchases.  The decision for this new 

policy evolved over the course of three years.  One approach to understanding policy 

development is the theory of policy archeology.  Scheurich, who developed this theory 

based upon Foucault, first identified this theory.  Using the theory of policy archeology 

discussed by Scheurich (1994), allows one to investigate the context of the policy being 

examined.  Based upon his interactions with Foucault’s work, Scheurich (1994) suggests 

that there are societal norms that influence the various components of policy studies.  

However, rather than discussing the problem after it has already come to the forefront, 

policy archeology encourages one to examine the development of a problem and look for 

understanding of how it came to be visible on the public agenda.   

 Scheurich (1994) suggests there are four elements of focus when researching the 

policy archeology of an issue.  The first arena is to understand the emergence of the 

problem.  That is to understand what was going on with this issue or topic prior to its 

placement on the agenda of the organization.  The second arena is a review of the context 

of the problem being studied.  Scheurich (1994) argues that social norms shape the 

emergence and identification of problems that come to the forefront of an organization.  

It is important to identify and examine these norms as they represent the values and 

beliefs of the community involved.  The third arena is the construction of a range of 

acceptable and viable solutions to the problem.  While there are usually many alternatives 

considered, not all are relevant or acceptable to the community based upon their societal 

norms.  It is important for the policymakers to understand how others within the 

community might view these alternatives.  The final arena discussed by Scheurich (1994) 
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is an analysis of the policy.  Policy analysis studies legitimize the construction of the 

problem, acceptable solutions, and the policy itself by examining where does the 

particular policy align with the greater context of stakeholders in the community.  The 

process of policy archeology recommended by Scheurich (1994) is a recursive process 

and maintains that the social context informs what is seen and accepted as a problem to 

be put on the public agenda, what might be legitimately considered solutions, and what is 

an acceptable analysis of the process.   

 In his work discussing policy agenda setting and policy formation, Kingdon 

(2003) examines how problems come to be on the public agenda, how alternative 

solutions are proposed, and what is finally accepted.  He argues that the policy making 

process includes the coupling of elements from the problem stream, policy stream, and 

political stream. Problems are conditions that catch the attention of the public.  Once that 

occurs, the issue appears on the public agenda with calls for some action to be taken.  

However, where it appears on the agenda is determined by the other streams.  Specialists 

both inside and outside the organizations may propose solutions and alternatives for 

consideration.  Kingdon (2003) argues that the lower the visibility of an issue and the less 

partisan the debate over it, the greater the influence of special interest groups.  However, 

as the issue moves to a more prominent spot on the public agenda, the political stream 

becomes more significant as internal and external actors try to influence the process.   
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Summary of Methodology 

 According to Merriam (2009), qualitative researchers are interested in 

understanding how people interact with others and their environment, interpret those 

experiences, and construct meaning about what happened.  Interpretivists attempt to 

reconstruct the self-understanding of participants in particular actions. “They assume that 

the inquirer cannot claim that the ways actors make sense of their experiences are 

irrelevant to the social scientific understanding. . . ” (Schwandt, 2000, p. 193). 

Interpretive research assumes that the reality of the participants is socially constructed 

and there are multiple interpretations of a single event according to Merriam (2009).  

Keeping this philosophy in mind, the researcher subscribed to a social constructivist 

philosophy describing how leadership members of a large suburban school district 

developed a policy to adopt online textbooks.  According to Creswell (2007), the goal of 

this type of research is to “. . . seek understanding of the world in which they live and 

work” (p. 20). As the researcher pursued the goal of an in-depth description of what took 

place during this time, it was necessary to rely on the participants’ views of the issues and 

influences on their actions to gain greater insight into the complexity of this policy as it 

was being discussed.   
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 Schwandt (2000) states,  “A general assumption of social constructionism is that 

knowledge is not disinterested, apolitical, and exclusive of affective and embodied 

aspects of human experience, but is in some sense ideological, political, and permeated 

with values.” (p. 198).  Crotty (1998) describes constructionism as knowledge resulting 

from interaction among human beings and their world, and developed within a social 

context.  Schwandt (2000) also discusses social constructionism as a means of widening 

the conversations about human practices and submitting those to a continuous process of 

reflection.  Therefore, the goal of this research relied as much as possible on the various 

participants’ views and reflection of the policy development process that changed how 

social studies textbooks in this school district were purchased.   

 For this qualitative research, a description of the policy development process that 

took place in this district during the textbook adoption process was created.  During this 

investigation, the researcher explored what took place during the development of that 

policy by collecting information from members in senior leadership positions within the 

school district who were involved in that process and school administrators who would 

be impacted by the decision.  This data resulted in a rich description of what took place at 

that time in an attempt to answer the how and why as Yin (2009) suggests.  Interviews 

from a purposeful sampling of the district leadership and secondary administrators were 

held to collect data.  The interviews conducted for this research were semi-structured, 

one-on-one interviews with key leaders and stakeholders in the policy development 

process.   

 The interview questions (Appendices A and B) were piloted with a member of the 

school district leadership not directly involved with the decision making process.  
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Modifications to the interview questions were made as necessary. The interviews were 

digitally recorded. The entirety of the interviews were transcribed for data analysis.  Any 

follow up questions for clarification were asked via email.  The researcher created field 

notes immediately after each interview.  These field notes documented observations of 

the interview, possible initial insight to what occurred and provided guidance for possible 

follow-up questions in subsequent interviews.  

 Using the suggestions of Saldana (2013), the researcher conducted a first review 

of the interview transcripts for significant statements that highlight an understanding of 

the role of the various participants and how the participants influenced and were 

influenced by others during the policy making process.  Recognizing that data analysis is 

cyclical and ongoing throughout the research, the researcher wrote on-going analytical 

memos throughout the process.  These included the researcher’s reflection on what had 

occurred thus far in the study and informed future work of the study.  These analytical 

memos were used as part of the final data analysis.   

 During this first cycle of coding the researcher attempted to categorize the 

statements into “meaning units” or themes (Creswell, p. 170).  Chunking the data into 

broad categories prepared the data for more detailed coding during the second cycle.  

Using what Saldana (2013) calls Pattern Coding during the second cycle, the themes 

became more detailed and nuanced.  As these themes were identified, the goal became 

that a description of what the participants experienced during this time of policy 

development would emerge.  The trends and themes that resulted from the analysis of the 

interview transcripts were compared to research of Fowler (2009), Fullan (2008, 2011), 

Hersey and Blanchard (1996), and Mintzberg (1983) regarding policy and leading change 
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in organizations.  Integrating the descriptions of individual experiences of the school 

district leadership with those of school administrator impacted by this policy, the 

researcher developed an in-depth composite description of the narrative that took place at 

the time this school district adopted online textbooks for secondary social studies.  In 

particular, the researcher attempted to document how the three streams identified by 

Kingdon (2003) and Scheurich’s (1994) four arenas of policy archeology merged to 

formulate a policy to adopt online textbooks in this particular school district. 

Delimitations and Limitations 

 Delimitations. This research focused on the actions and perspectives of district 

leadership and school administrators involved in the process to develop a policy for 

social studies online textbooks in this large suburban school system.  It considered the 

perspective of teachers only as they influenced the actions of other district leaders.  It did 

not focus on the actions of teachers specifically, although that perspective was included 

as it impacted the actions of the school administrators.  This examination of the decision 

to adopt online textbooks for secondary social studies by the leaders within the school 

district focused at a policy level and not an instructional one.  It was limited to the time 

period of approximately two and half years, beginning with the textbook adoption 

process to the start of the implementation phase of online textbooks for all grades in 

secondary social studies.  

Limitations.  Although other school systems may begin to adopt digital 

resources, as communities and educational reformers increasingly demand it, each district 

is unique in its context for policy-making processes and resources available for the 

purchase of textbooks and technology infrastructure.  Therefore, while this research 
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presents an in-depth examination of the process that took place in this large suburban 

school district, its application may be limited in other districts.  Because the stakeholders 

and culture of each school district vary in nature according to the values and beliefs of the 

community in which it is located, as well as policymaking process, caution is urged 

regarding its generalizability and anything learned from this research must be applied 

with consideration to the unique circumstances within each district.   

The district leaders and school administrators interviewed for this research were 

selected due to their leadership position in the school district at the time as well as their 

involvement in the development of the policy for online textbooks in social studies.  As 

an employee of the school district, the researcher’s relationship with district leaders and 

personal involvement in the implementation process of online textbooks may have 

affected the study.  Already having a relationship with the district leaders to be 

interviewed did allow for ease of accessibility to the participants for the interviews 

conducted.  An awareness of school district politics may have caused less than candid 

responses from some of these individuals.  However, since many of the district leaders 

are no longer in the district, they appeared quite candid in their remarks.  

Definition of Key Terms 

1. According to district regulation, basal resources include all instructional 

materials approved through a formal process by the School Board for use in 

district schools (http://www.boarddocs.com/vsba/fairfax/Board.nsf/legacy-

content/867SBU2A6F6A/$FILE/P3003.pdf). 



28 

2. Digital divide commonly thought of as the gap between those who have 

access to computers and technology and those that do not (Warschauer & 

Matuchniak, 2010). 

3. A second digital divide has been identified by recent research as the way that 

technology is used by people, mainly for entertainment or for learning and 

productivity (Warschauer& Matuchniak, 2010).  

4. Digital learning is any instructional practice that effectively uses technology 

to strengthen a student’s learning experience through access to a variety of 

content, feedback through formative assessment, opportunities for learning 

anytime and anywhere, and individualized instruction 

(http://all4ed.org/issues/digital-learning/). 

5. Digital literacy is the ability to use technology to find, evaluate, create, and 

communicate information (http://connect.ala.org/node/181197). 

6. Digital native commonly refers to a person who was born and brought up with 

the widespread access and use of computers and technology (Prensky, 2010). 

7. Digital resources refer to information in a variety of formats that are 

accessible via a computer 

(http://www.library.illinois.edu/diglit/definition.html).  

8. Free agent learners is a term used by Project Tomorrow (2009) to define 

students who use technology to extend their learning beyond the school walls, 

anytime and anywhere.   

9. Online textbooks are books used in schools to study a subject or topic and 

accessed via the Internet (Fletcher, Schaffhauser, & Levin, 2012).   
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10. Secondary refers to grades seven through twelve in this study.  

11. Social Studies is defined by the National Council for Social Studies as the 

integrated study of social sciences and the humanities to promote civic 

competence.  It includes coordinated study of disciplines such as 

anthropology, economics, geography, history, and political science 

(http://www.socialstudies.org/positions/curriculumguidelines).  

12. Technology refers to the use of computers, mobile devices and digital 

resources that may be accessed through those devices.  

13. Technology integration promotes active student engagement and critical 

thinking in which students use technology to learn (Niederhauser et al., 2007).  
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Chapter 2: Literature Review  

 

Introduction 

 Faced with growing calls to advance the development of 21st century skills and 

digital literacy skills in particular, school district leadership must examine the current 

state of technology and review related policies.  If policy changes are needed to meet this 

exigency, then school district leaders, as public leaders, must provide a motive supported 

by reasons consistent with the values and resources of the community to the many 

stakeholder constituencies involved if they are to be successful (Fowler, 2009). 

 The world is changing by becoming more interconnected and interdependent.  

Businesses in one country seek out raw materials from another to make a product in a 

third, which will be sold in yet a fourth country.  Technology is fueling this increased 

globalization (Friedman, 2005; Kay, 2010).  “A growing digital, networked infrastructure 

is amplifying our ability to access and use nearly unlimited resources and incredible 

instruments while connecting with one another at the same time” (Thomas and Brown, 

2011).  Technology is helping our personal lives become increasingly interconnected.  

 According to Trilling and Fadel (2009), a convergence that requires knowledge 

work, thinking tools, learning research and digital lifestyles will characterize 21st century 

learning.  Demand for the ability to use technology to work and think critically presents 

important implications for education.  The Partnership for 21st Century Skills created a 

framework for schools that describes the skills and knowledge needed by students, which 

includes digital literacy (http://www.p21.org). 

 The current model of school, with approximately 180 six-hour days, reflects a 

factory model that resulted from the industrial revolution at the end of the 19th century 
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(Jacobs, 2010).  The skills required for employment in today’s world are different.  The 

demand for jobs that depend upon technology for research, creativity, communication, 

and expert thinking has steadily increased as the nation’s economy shifts.   

 Early efforts to move education forward in this area focused on purchasing 

hardware for classrooms.  More recently, the National Educational Technology Plan 

advocates for the increased use of technology to transform teaching and learning in our 

schools.  This calls for standards in all content areas “. . . to reflect 21st century expertise 

and the power of technology to improve learning” and the adoption of learning resources 

that allow learners to access them any time, anywhere (U. S. DOE, 2010).  In October 

2012, U.S. Secretary of Education Duncan recommended that school district develop 

policies for online resources as quickly as possible 

(http://www.eschoolnews.com/2013/01/04/eschool-news-novemberdecember-2012). 

 Organizations such as the American Diploma Project (2012) and United States 

Department of Education (U.S. DOE) 

(http://www2.ed.gov/policy/elsec/leg/blueprint/faqc/college-career) encourage states to 

raise their academic standards to meet the needs of this changing world.  Schrum and 

Levin (2009) suggest the need for a new set of literacies to be successful in the current 

knowledge economy.  Harnad (1991) calls this phenomena of computer communication 

“. . . a fourth revolution in the means of production of knowledge following the previous 

revolutions of language, writing and print” (p. 39).  

 The challenge for educators is to match what is taking place in our schools to the 

needs of a rapidly and continuously changing world.  Dewey (1919) warns of the need for 

schools to teach what is required in the world.  Students graduating high school in 2011  
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“. . . are the first generation to grow up taking the word, online, for granted and for whom 

crossing the digital divide has redefined research, original resources and access to 

information, changing the central experiences and methods in their lives” 

(http://themindsetlist.com/lists/2015-list/).  Garland and Tadeja (2013) assert, “Digital 

natives do expect their teachers and administrators to use technology in ways that suit 

their digital age learning styles” (p. 21).  A recent Speak Up Survey (Project Tomorrow, 

2013b) documents the digital conversion of students in their personal lives and their 

desire to have access to the same tools in their academic life. 

 Researchers (Beltran, Das & Fairlie, 2007; Gulek & Demirtas, 2005; Lei, 2010; 

Ringstaff & Kelly, 2002) have found that students who use technology in school are more 

engaged in school activities.  Students themselves recognize that those with digital 

literacy skills have an advantage over those who did not (Arafeh, et al., 2002).  

According to researchers, the first digital divide, generally referred to the ability to access 

a computer and the Internet, is mostly over due to increasing access via an ever-changing 

technology (Arafeh et al., 2002; Becker, 2000; Warschauer & Matuchniak, 2010).  

Through their research, Warschauer and Matuchniak (2010) identified a second digital 

gap that is emerging.  This gap is centered on how students use the technology.  In a 2009 

Speak Up survey, students who use technology to personalize their learning are identified 

as “free agent learners” (Project Tomorrow, 2009). Much of this personalized learning 

takes place outside of the school building (Arafeh et al., 2002; Project Tomorrow, 

2012a). 

 The use of technology in schools can help to compensate for unequal access to 

technologies outside of school and better prepare students for the world beyond school.  
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Project Tomorrow (2012a) discusses “how technology is the great equalizer of 

opportunity” (p. 1).  However, as this transition to a digital learning environment takes 

place, student use of technology in school is sporadic and dependent upon the actions of 

the teacher (Becker, 2000; Cuban, 2001; Warschauer & Matuchniak, 2010). 

 To facilitate this transition to a digital environment and prepare students for the 

world beyond high school, it is important for school district leadership to consider the 

state of technology in their schools, its connection to student achievement, and the 

alignment of their policies to these demands.  The response of district leadership to these 

growing calls for technology integration must consider the political climate, values, and 

resources within their community before any new policies can be adopted.  

  This literature review addresses the following questions:  

 How has the use of technology and digital resources in schools changed over 

time?  

 What is the relationship between the use of technology and student achievement?  

 What role do school leaders have in the integration of technology and digital 

resources in schools?  

 What external influences encourage a school district to change its policies 

regarding the use of technology and digital resources in their schools?  

 What influences leaders when making policy within their organizations and how 

do politics come into play?  

Approach to the Literature 

 The search for information related to this topic took various forms.  The majority 

of resources were obtained using online search engines and databases such as 
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WilsonWeb, ALLADIN Catalog Quick Search for Books, ERIC, ProQuest, JSTOR, and 

EBSCO Host.  The search began with no time limit but as the use of technology is a 

recent phenomenon in schools and continues to change rapidly, the focus became limited 

to resources since 2000.  Even then, much of the technology referenced in the articles is 

no longer relevant.   

 The search for resources began with the search term “technology integration”.  

From there the scope of the research expanded to include search terms such as 

“educational technology”, “technology and student achievement”, “leadership and 

technology”, “online learning”, and “history of educational technology”.  This resulted in 

a number of suggested articles in peer-reviewed journals.   

 Once the topic of technology integration was researched and the problem of a 

second digital divide was established by the literature, the research turned to leaders, 

policy, and change.  As the topic of interest became refined, the research expanded into 

the area of leadership and change and politics in education.  Additional searches were 

conducted using the terms “leadership and change”, “transformational leadership”, “first 

and second order change”, and “politics in education”.  The reference list from many of 

these resources was examined for any additional resources that might prove to be related 

to the specific topic of interest.   

Technology 

A Brief History of Educational Technology 

 The world is rapidly changing and technology is one of the leading reasons 

(Friedman, 2005).  As technologies have emerged over the years, there have been gaps in 

the patterns of adoption.  While innovation is commonplace in industry, Cohen (1987) 
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argues that only modest changes have been made in education. Acknowledging that 

innovation has changed our schools somewhat, Cohen (1987) suggests that the success of 

technology in our schools will depend upon instructional pedagogy.  He comments that 

the persistence of traditional modes of teaching has a “constraining effect” on innovation 

(p. 154).  In his research which summarizes the many technological innovations tried in 

schools, Cuban (2001) maintains that a common characteristic of technological 

innovation in education is inflated hopes for its impact and that in reality few are widely 

adopted and used.   

 Ely (1998) traces educational technology developments through graduate 

programs in educational media and technology.  Ely considers 1940-1965 the early years, 

which began with a program in instructional technology at Indiana University.  Others 

soon followed and these programs focused on the selection and utilization of media, 

instructional graphics, and AV management.  In the early 1950s, universities began 

broadcasting college courses.  The National Defense Education Act in 1958 provided 

funding for media research and training of media specialists in reaction to the Cold War 

and Sputnik.  As a result, curriculum development in the area of educational media 

accelerated.  The impetus for the use of broadcast television to deliver instruction 

occurred with the passage of the Educational Broadcasting Facilities Act in 1962, which 

provided funding for the development of educational television (Brown & Lease, 2009).   

 Pownell and Bailey (2002) propose that there are four major waves of recent 

educational technology.  The first wave began in the 1960s with the computer mainframe, 

which was very large and used mostly for administrative tasks.  The second wave took 

place during the 1970s when personal computers allowed for more access by the public 
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and educators.  Due to this increasing availability of computers in schools, the Society for 

Information Technology and Teacher Education was founded in 1989.  This group of 

educators envisioned the power of technology for both teachers and students.  The third 

wave took place in the 1990s with the development of the Internet and the World Wide 

Web, which greatly increased communication among the various stakeholders in 

education.  Pownell and Bailey (2002) suggest the fourth phase of educational technology 

is evolving with the advent of wireless technology that is highly mobile.     

 Thompson (2013) points to an article by Papert written in 1971 that she feels 

greatly influenced the work of the Society for Information Technology and Teacher 

Education.  According to Thompson (2013), this research makes a case for using 

computers to create interactive and engaging activities for students rather than earlier 

views of computer use to deliver information to students.  Another impetus for the use of 

technology in our schools came from the federal government in 1995 when the Office of 

Technology Assessment issued a report that “. . . emphasized the importance of teacher 

education in influencing the effective use of technology in schools” (Thompson, p. 109).  

The Preparing Tomorrow’s Teachers to Use Technology (PT3) program in 1999 and 

millions of dollars in funding for research and innovative work in technology integration 

by the U.S. Department of Education followed.   

 The early focus of educational technology has been on the acquisition of 

technology in schools according to Daunic (2011). Wenglinsky (2006) cites the statistic 

that in the early 1990s, the ratio of computers to students in schools was 1:20 with most 

of those computers in lab situations that were sporadically used.  By the end of the 1990s, 

he cites the statistic of a 1:5 computer ratio with a majority of the computers in 
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classrooms. Referencing a comprehensive survey by the Office of Technology 

Assessment, Amiel (2006) cites that there were approximately 5.8 million computers in 

1995, many of which were under utilized.  

 Daunic (2011) comments that research on the effective use of technology is 

lacking and many times this evaluation was based upon the amount of time the computer 

was being used rather than how it was used.  Cuban (2001) argues there is little evidence 

that computers are used effectively to increase student achievement.  In his study 

examining the link between NAEP scores and computer use, Wenglinsky (2006) 

concluded that the quality of the computer work was more important than the quantity.  

In an early analysis using 1998 NAEP scores, Wenglingsky (2006) maintained that 

teachers were not using technology effectively, often using it for simple and repetitive 

tasks.  He contended that the more time students spend using technology outside of 

school the better they scored on the NAEP history assessment, suggesting that high 

quality computer use occurs outside of school rather than in it.  Research by Palak and 

Walls (2009) contends that how teachers use technology in their instruction is connected 

to their beliefs about what they believe good teaching looks like.  Ertmer and Ottenbreit-

Leftwich (2010) argue that “good teaching” needs to be redefined to include “. . . 

teaching that facilitates student learning by leveraging relevant ICT resources . . .” (p. 

277).  They assert that this new paradigm requires changes to teacher beliefs, knowledge, 

and culture.   

 Early adoption of educational technology was skills based and application 

oriented.  It focused on acquiring the technology and learning how to use it at basic 

levels.  As more technology became available, there was a shift in the use of technology 
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from transfer of knowledge to application of knowledge (Ely, 1998).  As schools 

continue to acquire more technology, there is a shift in school practices from computer 

labs to wireless mobile laptops (Tooms, Acomb & McGlothlin, 2004).  In a survey report 

comparing responses from students in 2003 when their yearly survey began, with those in 

2012, Project Tomorrow (2013b) noted a significant shift in the views of students 

concerning technology.  In 2003, the focus of the students was getting access to the 

technology.  Now, the focus is how to use the wide range of digital tools and resources to 

advance their personalized learning.  Project Tomorrow (2013b) concludes that students 

today are using tools to self-direct their learning outside of school and look for their 

school experience to reflect that life more.  

Technology and Learning 

 Research indicates that while educators realize the importance of technology in 

their lives, they are slow to implement its use in classrooms  (Arafeh et al., 2002; Becker, 

2000; Garland & Tadeja, 2013; Lenhart et al., 2005; Neiderhauser, Linstrom & Strobel, 

2007; Project Tomorrow, 2009; Warschauer & Matuchniak, 2010).  Students today are 

coming to school with different skills and knowledge because of their own personal use 

with technology, which mostly takes place outside of the classroom walls.  Researchers 

have begun to document a second digital divide that has evolved as a result of a 

disconnect between those students who are “free agent learners” taking advantage of all 

that technology has to offer and those who are not as knowledgeable or comfortable with 

technology (Arafeh et al., 2002; Project Tomorrow, 2009; Warschauer & Matuchniak, 

2010).  Johnson, Adams, and Cummins (2012) propose that one of the key trends to 

influence K-12 education significantly in the next five years will be the impact of this 
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digital divide.  They suggest that technology will continue to deeply influence the way 

people work, collaborate, and communicate.  As technology becomes increasingly critical 

to success in almost every area of life, “. . . those who have the opportunity to learn 

technology skills are in a better position to obtain and make use of technology than those 

who do not” (p. 8).  

 Using the ISTE Standards for Administrators, formerly known as NETS*A 

(2009), as support, Garland and Tadeja (2013) argue that educational administrators have 

an ethical and legal responsibility to ensure equitable access to digital tools for all 

students.  In addition, they cite the work of Creighton (2003) who through his research 

confirmed “. . . that higher-order technology use has decreased in low-performing schools 

due to the provisions of the No Child Left Behind Act, which has pressured teachers to 

raise standardized test scores through traditional drill and practice methods. . .” (p. 92). If 

education is to prepare our students for the world beyond K-12 that is becoming 

increasingly digital, educators must work towards “facilitating learning and improving 

performance by creating, using, and managing appropriate technological processes and 

resources” as defined by AECT (U.S. DOE 2010).   

 In 1985, Apple began a ten-year research project called Apple Classrooms of 

Tomorrow (ACOT) that investigated the relationship between technology and education.  

Its research attempted to answer the question: What happens to students and teachers 

when they have access to computers whenever they want? (Dwyer, 2000).  As the 

program continued, teacher beliefs around teaching and learning changed from 

instruction to knowledge construction. During the longitudinal study of this ten-year 

project, researchers recognized that teachers’ practice became more learner centered and 
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students began to develop higher thinking skills that are not usually measured on 

standardized tests.   As this change occurred, the activities the teachers designed for their 

students also changed.  Learning became more meaningful and active for the students.  

Teachers were less likely to lecture and often took on the role of a facilitator when using 

technology effectively in their classrooms.  Technology increased student motivation and 

improved self-concept (Dwyer, 2000).   

 The researchers identified five stages that teachers go through as they learn how 

to incorporate technology in their classrooms and as their beliefs about teaching and 

learning shifted due to the benefits of technology use.  The stages are entry, adoption, 

adaptation, appropriation, and invention where teachers are very comfortable with the 

technology and discover new uses for it with their students (Dwyer, 2000).  Hooper and 

Rieber (1999) also describe five similar phases of teacher use of technology: 

familiarization, utilizations, integration, reorientation, and evolution.  These phases move 

from how to use the technology, to using it for certain tasks, to focusing on student 

learning, and finally to adapting and integrating technology on a regular basis. The 

ACORT researchers also discovered that it was not necessary to have a computer on 

every desk.  The acceptable ratio during their research was one computer for every five 

students (Dwyer, 2000). 

 Using technology and the Internet is the norm among today’s youth.  Students 

participating in a study by Li (2007) recognize that the world is technology driven and 

they need to master the use of technology to meet the demands of the workplace.  The 

research of Arafeh et al. (2002) for the Pew Internet and American Life Project and 

supported by Project Tomorrow’s Speak-Up Survey reports (2009) illustrates a 
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disconnect between Internet-savvy students and their teachers.  This disconnect continues 

to be documented in more recent Speak-Up reports (2013b).  Since students are using 

technology and the Internet in such large numbers and that one of the most common 

activities reported by teens using technology is related to schoolwork, the assumption 

might be made that much of this digital activity would occur in schools.  However, 

Arafeh et al. (2002) point out that this is not the case.  The 2009 Speak Up survey 

supports that this practice of technology use outside of school continues and identifies the 

students who are using the Internet widely in this manner as “free agent learners”.  

Johnson et al. (2012) maintain that “Students already spend much of their free time on the 

Internet, learning and exchanging new information through various resources, including 

social networks” (p. 7).  In their research, Arafeh and her colleagues (2002) provide five 

metaphors for teen use of the Internet.  Teens view the Internet as a virtual textbook and 

reference library.  Students also saw the Internet as a virtual tutor and study shortcut 

where they are able to get in-depth information about topics that interest them or get 

clarification about items that confuse them.  They participate in discussions with others 

and share information such as websites and notes using the Internet as a virtual study 

group.  Information about topics affecting life decisions such as college searches or 

medical issues can be obtained.  This advice is non-judgmental and anonymous via the 

web.  Students also discussed the value of using the Internet as a place to store important 

school related materials and to help them stay organized (Arafeh et al., 2002).  

 However, the students participating in this research felt that schools and teachers 

did not understand the new ways students communicate and access information. This 

perception is supported by the research of Li (2007), who investigated the views of 
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teachers and students regarding technology integration.  Students recognize that the 

administrators of the district and school set the tone for the use of technology and the 

Internet in their schools.  School leaders are the ones who establish the policies that affect 

the levels of access and technology available to students.  Project Tomorrow (2010b) 

points out that while administrators feel technology is important, there is a divide in its 

use between students and teachers.   

 There is a wide continuum among teachers using the Internet for instruction.  As 

one student put it, “. . .  teachers are the ones who choose whether or not assignments 

require the use of the Internet by students, allow the use of the Internet, or even forbid its 

use . . .” (Arafeh et al., 2002, p. 7).  Students want Internet activities that are more 

engaging in school which are relevant to the lives they live outside of school.  In his 

research, Li (2007) discovered that while teachers recognize that students like to use 

technology, many find it overwhelming to use efficiently.  A majority of teachers 

participating in his study used technology only for the strong students and felt that it 

would take away important instructional time for the weaker students. This research is 

supported by the work of Palak and Walls (2009) who determined that teachers’ beliefs 

about the use of technology are based upon their views about what encompasses good 

instruction.  Numerous studies have shown that technology can be effective in teaching 

basic skills but technology has moved beyond this purpose (Ringstaff & Kelley, 2002).   

 Students often encounter roadblocks to using technology at school.  The most 

frequently mentioned is filters that often block access to legitimate sites.  Therefore, most 

work by students that involve the Internet takes place at home where it is least restricted.  

Often teachers do not assign work using the Internet because some students may not have 
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access (Arafeh et al., 2002).  Yet studies show students access the web in a variety of 

ways and are more frequent users than adults according to the research of Dan Tapscott 

(Arafeh et al., 2002).  According to Speak Up surveys, students today want their school 

experiences to reflect how they may use technology outside of school (Project 

Tomorrow, 2013b).   

 The ISTE Standards for Students, formerly known as NETS*S and developed by 

the International Society for Technology in Education in 2007, provides guidelines for 

effective and meaningful technology use for K-12 students.  There are companion 

standards for teachers and administrators as well. The education community, however, 

has been slow to meet these standards (Cuban, 2001; Garland & Tadeja, 2013; Palak, 

Walls, & Wells, 2006).  Niederhauser, Linstrom and Strobel (2007) investigated the 

extent to which students’ technology use reflected these standards.  Teachers reported a 

wealth of activities related to technology but when compared to the NETS*S, areas were 

lacking.  The activities embraced the basic principles of the NETS*S but lacked the more 

advanced technological skills advocated.  The most frequently described activity was to 

find information on the web and incorporate it into some type of report and presentation 

for their teacher and classmates (Niederhauser, Linstrom, & Strobel, 2007).  This basic 

use of the Internet by students is supported in the work of other research (Arafeh et al., 

2002; Becker, 2000; Li, 2007; Ertmer & Ottenbreit-Leftwich, 2010; Palak, Walls & 

Wells, 2006; Ringstaff & Kelley, 2002).  In some cases, this search for information is 

nothing more than digitized worksheets. (Arafeh et al., 2002).  Palak, Walls, and Wells 

(2006) reference the work of Harris (2002) in discussing the framework of “tele-

collaborative activity structures” which enable teachers to design student-centered 
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activities that are accomplished via Internet tools.  Harris argues that teachers continue to 

use online tools and resources as an electronic library instead of a place for 

communication and exchange of ideas both locally and globally (Palak, Walls & Wells, 

2006). 

 In determining teacher perceptions of instructional technology in the classroom, 

Gorder (2008) finds that effective integration of technology is the result of many factors 

but the most important is the teachers’ competence and ability to shape instructional 

technology to meet the needs of students.  Both Li (2007) and Ringstaff and Kelly (2002) 

agree that teachers’ comfort level with technology is critical to effective technology 

integration.  This also was demonstrated in the Apple longitudinal study following 

teachers for ten years (Dwyer, 2000).  Gorder’s (2008) research found that teachers tend 

to focus on teaching students first level tech skills and ignore second level skills of 

knowledge integration and deeper understanding of analyzing information.  In comparing 

the perceptions of 300 teachers who participated in the South Dakota Technology for 

Teaching and Learning Academy, Gorder (2008) discovered that teachers do use 

technology for professional productivity and to facilitate instruction but do not integrate 

technology well into teaching and learning.   

 Professional development plays a key role in helping teachers to integrate 

technology effectively and meaningfully.  Ringstaff and Kelly (2002) state that teachers 

need to be specifically taught how to use technology to deliver instruction.  Wright and 

Wilson (2011) maintain that technology integration needs to be modeled in preservice 

programs and additional emphasis needs to include helping future teachers adapt and 

change with emerging technology.  Sadaf, Newby, and Ertmer (2012) argue that pre-
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service teachers are influenced by their behavioral, normative, and control beliefs when it 

comes to their views about technology.  Therefore, they maintain that pre-service 

programs should target the value for using technology to improve student learning by 

providing opportunities to use and reflect the technology with their pre-service teachers.  

 Walden University (2010) reports that a lack of technology is not the main reason 

teachers do not use technology.  The findings of their research suggest that teachers do 

have a vital role to play and teachers who are frequent users of technology in their 

personal lives place a greater value on it for their students.  Gorder (2008) cites the work 

of several researchers who agree. In their research, Garland and Tadeja (2013) cite a lack 

of time for professional development as a primary reason for the deficiencies of 

technology expertise. They also argue that many pre-service programs as well as 

inservice professional development do not adequately address and model the use of 

digital age technology for teaching and learning.  While Johnson, Adams, Becker, 

Cummins, Estrada, Freeman, and Ludgate (2013) identify ongoing professional 

development as the number one challenge to adopt a given technology effectively, 

Project Tomorrow (2013a) argues that as teachers and administrators become 

increasingly dependent upon technology in their own personal and professional lives, 

there is an increasing readiness to adopt the technologies in the classroom (p. 3).  This 

could mitigate the concerns expressed by Li (2007) that teachers do not use technology 

for fear of their jobs.  Without teachers facilitating the use of the technology, students’ 

exposure to technology remains limited and inequitable.   

 School districts have continued to invest heavily in technology and in turn, more 

technology is available to teachers and students.  At the same time, the variety of ways 
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that technology is used to support teaching and learning has increased rapidly.  However, 

many educators have not realized the full potential of technology integration.  Lei (2010) 

makes the case that there needs to be continued study of technology use because there are 

different outcomes for short and long-term studies.  In his four-year study of the use of 

technology in a middle school, he discovered that while the most dramatic change was 

between years one and two, teachers’ beliefs and students’ engagement changed over 

time.  As teachers continued to use the technology, they became less anxious and 

integrated the technology more effectively.  As students continued to use the technology, 

by year four, there was a dramatic increase in its use for schoolwork in a meaningful way 

(Lei, 2010). 

Technology and student achievement 

 It is difficult to conduct true experimental studies in education to find a direct 

causal relationship because so many unaccounted variables exist.  As Ringstaff and Kelly 

(2002) point out, numerous researchers agree that measuring the impact of technology 

use on student achievement is difficult.  The changes in students such as motivation and 

engagement that come with technology use are difficult to assess and measure.  Few 

reliable assessment tools exist that measure higher order thinking skills such as problem 

solving and ability to create, which are skills many believe are helped by the use of 

technology (Ringstaff & Kelly, 2002).   

 As with any instructional tool, the bottom line is the teacher and how the teacher 

uses this tool in his or her instruction (Cuban, 2001).  Palak and Walls (2009) reached the 

conclusion “. . . teachers in technology-rich schools continue to use technology in ways 

that support their already existing teaching approach” (p. 436).  As Zhang and Deng 
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(2004) point out teachers must be well prepared and organized if they are to use 

technology effectively in their classrooms.  They must be familiar with the technology to 

integrate it into their instruction.  Zhang and Deng (2004) cite the work of Bialo and 

Sivin-Kachala (1996) who indicate that the integration of technology by teachers can 

increase student’s self-confidence and motivation to learn.  Classes that infuse technology 

tend to be more constructivist and interactive and as a result, more engaging for students.  

Zhang and Deng (2004) also cite the work of Brubaker (1998) in reporting that 

instructional technologies “. . . satisfy student users’ learning needs by enriching their 

educational experience.” (p. 101).  This is supported by a review of research 

commissioned by the Software and Information Industry in 2000, which found that 

technology can have a positive influence on student motivation, and improved self-

confidence (Sivin-Kachala & Bialo, 2000).  Like any instructional tool, “technology can 

have a positive impact on student achievement under certain circumstances and when 

used for certain purposes” (Ringstaff & Kelley, 2002, p. 24). 

 In his examination of 2001 National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP) 

history scores and computer use, Wenglinsky (2005/2006) argues that different age 

groups benefit in different ways from the use of technology.  In middle schools, students 

benefit when teachers include computers to promote higher order thinking.  However, in 

high school, students demonstrate their understanding of content using technology.  

Technology allows students to demonstrate deeper thinking in their research and analysis 

as well as the work products.  Wenglinsky (2005/2006) concludes that the more time 

spent using technology outside of school led to increased scores on the grade 12 NAEP 

history exams.  The more time spent using technology in schools led to decreased scores 
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on the same exam.  While using technology for generic academic tasks does play a 

positive role, the results of his research point to the basic ways computers are being used 

in schools.  

 In his longitudinal study of middle school classrooms with ubiquitous computing, 

Lei (2010) found that student engagement with technology changed over time.  Teachers’ 

beliefs and attitudes also changed as they felt more pressure to use the technology and 

subsequently, as they did, they perceived an increased benefit from its use.  As this 

change in attitude occurred, technology was incorporated more in their instruction.  In 

turn, as students became more accustomed to the technology, they became more serious 

about its use.  By year four of his study, Lei (2010) measured a dramatic increase in the 

use of technology for schoolwork.   

 Technology Counts (Education Week, 2004) notes that more than 12% of the 

nation’s schools use laptops as an instructional tool.  According to the results of a recent 

Speak Up Survey, 73% of the high school students participating in their survey had 

access to a personal laptop and 82% had access to a Smartphone from which they can 

access the Internet (Project Tomorrow, 2013b).  Johnson et al. (2013) cite research that 

indicates there are more than 6.5 billion accounts for mobile apps and that mobile traffic 

on the Internet will exceed desktop traffic in the near future.  In recent years, there have 

been numerous initiatives of one to one laptop programs to ensure access for all students 

in school districts such as the state of Maine, Henrico County, Virginia, and Beaufort 

County, South Carolina (Dunleavey, Dexter & Heinecke, 2007).   Gulek and Demirtas 

(2005) cite Walker, Rockman, and Chessler (2000) for their work evaluating the 

effectiveness of a laptop program by Microsoft.  Walker et al. (2000) report that laptop 
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use increased successful and engaging learning strategies, which enabled students to 

transfer their knowledge across disciplines.  Their research documents outcomes 

observed by students participating in the Microsoft initiative related to student 

achievement.  Gulek and Demirtas (2005) go on to cite other researchers who have 

documented that students who engage in collaborative work using technology have 

higher levels of motivation and when students are motivated, they demonstrate increased 

achievement.  These students then spend more time on homework.  When students are 

more engaged in their work, teachers experience less discipline issues and student 

achievement increases.   In particular, Gulek and Demirtas (2005) investigated the use of 

laptops at a middle school in California.  Their research compared students who 

participated in the school’s laptop program with those who did not.  Their findings 

suggest that students who participated in the laptop program earned significantly higher 

test scores and grades for writing, language arts, mathematics, and overall grade point 

averages.  While student achievement could be documented, they were not able to 

substantiate the effectiveness of specific uses of technology on student achievement.  

Gulek and Demirtas (2005) conclude their report with an acknowledgement of inequities 

in regards to the availability and use of technology in schools.  “To increase the 

achievement of all students, finds from this study suggest that all students must have 

equal access to technology rich environments in which technology is no longer a shared 

commodity” (Gulek & Demirtas, 2005, p. 30). 

 Two reports using public data attempt to draw a connection between the effects of 

home computers on student achievement.  These reports however, come to opposite 

conclusions.  Beltran, Das, and Fairlie (2007) used data to find consistent evidence of a 



50 

strong positive relationship between home computers and educational outcomes.  Their 

research suggests that home computers may increase high school graduation by reducing 

non-productive activity such as truancy and crime.   

 Beltran, Das, and Fairlie (2007) investigate this relationship by making 

comparisons to grades, school suspensions, and criminal activities.  They determined that 

having a home computer has a direct effect on graduating from high school because it 

makes it easier to complete school assignments and translates into a more positive 

attitude towards learning.  “The use of home computers may open doors to learning, 

encouraging teenagers to stay in school” (Beltran, Das, & Fairlie, 2007, p. 2).  Teachers 

report that educational technology use increases student initiative outside of school for 

educational purposes.  Home computers are associated with higher test scores that may be 

the result of an increase of time focused on content due to increased student motivation.  

Finally, the researchers determined that the skills acquired from using home computers 

might alter the economic returns to completing high school.  They cite the work of 

Valletta (2006) who determined an increasing positive relationship between wages and 

computer use by educational level.   

 In their research, Beltran, Das, and Fairlie (2007) determined that 95 percent of 

students who have a home computer graduate from high school while only 71 percent of 

those who do not graduate.  They suggest that the concern about home computers being 

used only for non-educational purposes is exaggerated.  Computers in the home will 

become even more important over time as schools increasingly use digitized content.  In 

their research of high need middle school students immersed in technology, Shapley, 

Sheehan, Maloney and Caranikas-Walker (2010) concluded that while teacher 
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implementation of technology was inconsistent, the use of laptops outside of school for 

homework and learning games was the strongest predictor of student achievement on the 

state reading and math tests (p. 48).  

 Vigdor and Ladd (2010) on the other hand, have documented a negative 

correlation between home computers and student achievement.  Their research followed 

students in North Carolina as they progressed from grade five to eight.  Using 

information across zip codes, the introduction of high-speed Internet access, and within 

student variations in home computer use, they contend that “the introduction of home 

computer technology is associated with modest but statistically significant and persistent 

negative impacts on student math and reading test scores” (Vigdor & Ladd, 2010, p. 29).  

If broadband access was introduced during these grades, they argue it had a negative 

impact on test scores.  Vigdor and Ladd (2010) theorize that this might be because high-

speed Internet access “crowded out” productive activity.  They note that if a student had 

access to a computer prior to fifth grade, there is evidence of a slight gain in test scores.  

The authors found support for their hypothesis that access is more detrimental for some 

students than others.  However, they do acknowledge “. . . it is possible that computer 

and Internet access improves important skills that are not directly measured by 

standardized tests in math and reading” (Vigdor & Ladd, 2010).   

 It should be noted that in the research of Arafeh et al. (2002) students 

participating in their study, “…insist that policy makers take the digital divide seriously 

and that they begin to understand the subtle inequities among teenagers that manifest 

themselves in the quality of student Internet access and use” (p. 9).  These students 

recognize that not all students have the skills to navigate the Internet effectively and all 
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students would benefit from instruction on how to use the Internet and technology better.  

Students acknowledge that students with better Internet skills and knowledge of 

educational websites have a significant advantage over other students (Arafeh et al., 

2002, p. 43).   

 Garland and Tadeja (2013) suggest that one of the primary goals for education is 

to prepare students to become digital citizens.  Warschauer and Matuchniak (2010) cite a 

changing job market as reason for educators to be concerned about the use of technology 

by their students.  Virtually all jobs use technology in some way to identify and solve 

problems and communicate complex concepts.  They argue that it is not only access to 

the technology but also how technology is used that is even more important (Warschauer 

& Matuchniak, 2010, p. 180).  This growing role of technology in the job market 

highlights the important role of technology in education.  “It is widely believed that 

effective deployment and use of technology in schools can help compensate for unequal 

access to technologies in the home environment and thus help bridge educational and 

social gaps.” (Warschauer & Matuchniak, 2010, p. 180).   

 Some believe that as the cost of technology drops and more households acquire 

technology, the digital divide is closing.  Warschauer & Matuchniak (2010), however, 

point to a second digital divide that is emerging as a result of gaps in home access to 

technology and the inequalities of technology usage both in and out of school.  This 

divide is characterized not by the availability of technology, but rather by how technology 

is used.  In their research, Warschauer & Matuchniak (2010) argue that the new divide is 

among those students who use technology to extend their learning beyond the walls of the 

classroom and those who use the technology for entertainment purposes.  In his work 
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examining the role of computer introduction in Brazil, Amiel (2006) maintains that the 

real digital divide is at the level of understanding.  “What has kept large sections of the 

population on the unfortunate side of every technological divide is an inability to 

comprehend the significance and role of these tools in their life and community” (Amiel, 

2006, p.239). Thus, these researchers maintain that educational leaders must address the 

issue of technology use for learning.   

National Calls for Technology 

 As more organizations at national and state levels called for increased technology 

integration in our schools, the International Society for Technology in Education (ISTE) 

developed the National Educational Technology Standards for Students (NETS*S) in 

1998 to provide guidance.    

 Grounded in constructivist instructional philosophy and a view that the 

purpose of schooling is to prepare students for a changing workplace, NETS*S 

provided a vision of technology integration that promoted active student 

learning and engagement in higher-order thinking as they used technology to 

increase productivity, solve problems, conduct research, and communicate with 

others. (Neiderhauser et al., 2007, p. 484-485) 

The NETS*S, now known as the ISTE Standards for Students, were developed because 

of a need to bring cohesion to the movement advocating for additional technology use in 

the classroom. 

 Most importantly, it should be noted that technology is a tool for educators to use.  

It should not be the desired result.  Ringstaff and Kelley (2002) highlight the work of 

Thomas Reeves (1998) “who describes learning ‘from’ computers as different than 
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learning ‘with’ computers.”  When students are learning with computers, the technology 

is much more than a source of knowledge.  “It involves students using technology to 

gather, organize, and analyze information, and using this information to solve problems” 

(Ringstaff & Kelley, 2002, p.5).  This aligns with the calls for higher order skills 

promoted by the Partnership for 21st Skills (www.p21.org) and others.  Critical to 

learning success with digital resources is developing a comprehensive plan that 

concentrates not just on the technology but also on the pedagogical skills required to 

incorporate technology into a meaningful way in instruction (Alliance for Excellent 

Education, 2012; Garland and Tadeja, 2013).  This is the goal behind the establishment of 

the NETS*S. 

 According to a 2005 Pew Internet survey, the vast majority of teens use the 

Internet and their use of the Internet continues to grow with the advent of new 

technologies and software.  At the time of their research, one out of two teens who access 

the Internet used a broadband connection at home. Those teens who remain offline were 

likely to be of low economic status and disproportionally African American.  The authors 

conclude: “The type of technological environment that surrounds a teen shapes their 

online life” (Lenhart et al., 2005, p.35).  They go on to describe that becoming an online 

consumer is a rite of passage for many American teens.  Advances in technology and 

interest shift in teen use of technology changes over time as their activities for using the 

technology become more complex.  Lenhart et al. (2005) suggest that the tipping point 

for online access among teens is seventh grade and increases with age.   

 In their research, Ringstaff and Kelley (2002), state “In today’s world, computer 

based technology is not a frill, but an important component of any modern curriculum” 
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(p. 1).  Sivin-Kachala & Bialo (2000) estimate that more than $6 billion was spent on 

technology in K-12 schools during1999-2000 alone.  E-Rate funding, a program begun in 

1996 by the federal government to assist in obtaining telecommunication and Internet 

access in school districts,  has provided much of the funding for this expanded acquisition 

of technology in our schools (Arafeh, et al., 2002; Becker, 2000).  In today’s world of 

accountability, taxpayers want to know that this investment is making a difference in 

education.  To prove that, educators need to know how to maximize the positive impact 

of the use of technology in their instruction (Ringstaff & Kelley, 2002).   

 With the rapid increase in the growth of online learning, it has become necessary 

to articulate what effective online learning constitutes.  Access to online learning has 

changed the way students view the world, work, and interact with others.  The Southern 

Regional Education Board (SREB) (2006) established standards to guide the 

establishment of quality online learning.  “Quality online courses must include clearly 

defined curriculum content [aligned with the state requirements], effective and easy -to-

use ways for students to interact with and learn the content, and be designed to attract 

student interest” (SREB, 2006, p.1). The learning experience of students should be 

personalized with technology and a quality teacher is essential.  In 2007, the North 

American Council for Online Learning (NACOL) chose to endorse the standards set by 

SREB, which brought the regional standards to a national scale.  Standards from the Ohio 

Standards for the Teaching Profession and the Electronic Classroom of Tomorrow’s 

Teacher Evaluation Rubric augmented the regional standards to produce the final 

national document designed to provide states, districts, and online programs with a set of 

quality guidelines.  (NACOL, 2007) 
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 Because of increasing technology in schools and research indicators about the use 

of technology in education, ISTE issued the ISTE Standards and Performance Indicators 

for Teachers in 2008 and the ISTE Standards for Administrators in 2009.  The standards 

call for teachers “to model and apply the NETS*S as they design, implement, and assess 

learning . . .” (ISTE, 2008).  The standards state that teachers should be able to facilitate 

and inspire student learning and creativity; design and develop digital-age learning 

experiences and assessments; model digital age work and learning; promote and model 

digital-age citizenship and responsibility; and engage in professional growth and 

leadership.   

 Recognizing the important role that leadership plays in education, the ISTE 

Standards for Administrators state that administrators should provide a shared vision for 

comprehensive integration of technology.  They should work to build a digital-age 

culture within the educational setting of their leadership and support that with an 

environment that empowers educators to enhance student learning using digital resources 

and technologies (Garland and Tadeja, 2013). Administrators must provide the leadership 

to ensure a climate of continuous improvement through the effective use of information 

and technology resources.  As leaders in their field, educational administrators need to 

model and facilitate the understanding of social, ethical, and legal issues and 

responsibilities related to a changing digital world (ISTE, 2009). 

 The report, Learning in the 21st Century: 2009 Trends Update, examines the issue 

of online learning from data collected through an online survey completed by more than 

350,000 students, teachers, administrators, and parents (Project Tomorrow, 2009).  As of 

2009, online or virtual schools were established in 29 states with others offering online 
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courses.  However, the results of the survey indicate that teachers and not students 

primarily took the online courses.  Evidence from the survey indicates that when students 

do access online courses, it is usually for remediation, credit recovery, or scheduling 

conflicts.  It is not used as part of the normal course of classes offered.  Yet more than 

40% of the students believe that online classes should be part of their ideal school 

experience.  Clayton Christensen, a Harvard professor known for his work in the area of 

disruptive innovation, predicts that 50% of all high school classes will be delivered online 

by 2019 (Project Tomorrow, 2009, p. 2).   

Due to budget constraints and policy, districts have not caught up with the student 

demand for online courses.  In this survey, students expressed a desire to take online 

courses to be in control of their learning.  The major barriers to offering online courses 

include the usual suspects: funding and teacher preparation.  According to survey results, 

principals reported that few teachers are willing to teach online courses because they are 

uncomfortable with the technology and feel they have neither the time nor the support to 

learn it.  Johnson et al. (2012) cite a key trend identified by their advisory board after a 

review of the new research regarding technology as a shift in education to include online 

learning and blended learning.  Economic issues have caused school districts to find 

alternatives to exclusive face-to-face models for learning.  They express the sentiment 

that “We are beginning to see developments in online learning that offer similar—if not 

better—environments than classrooms . . . ” (Johnson et al., 2012, p. 7). This continued 

disconnect between student and teacher expectations suggest that online teaching should 

be included in teacher preparation programs.   



58 

In a subsequent Speak-Up survey reports, the data continues to document a 

disconnect between the values and beliefs expressed by students in regards to how the use 

of technology can improve their learning and the values and beliefs of their less tech-

savvy teachers (Project Tomorrow, 2010a, 2013b).  

The hard realization that today’s classroom environment does not mirror the way 

today’s students are living their lives outside of school or what they need to be 

well prepared to participate, thrive, and compete in the 21st century is actually 

exacerbating the existing relevancy crisis in American education. (Project 

Tomorrow, 2010a, p. 1).   

This research describes students as a “digital advance team” that is adapting the new 

technologies in such ways in their personal lives to increase their learning outside of 

school.  These students are characterized as “free agent learners” who increasingly take 

responsibility for their own learning through the alternative sources available on the 

Internet.  For a majority of the more than 300,000 students participating in this 

convenience sample, the teacher and textbook no longer hold a monopoly on the 

knowledge they desire (Project Tomorrow, 2010a).  These students are not waiting for 

education to provide the information and technological tools they want and use.   

 To personalize their learning and create their own future outside of the classroom, 

students are using rapidly changing and accessible technologies such as Web2.0 tools, 

online learning, and mobile devices. These students are asking for “social based learning, 

un-tethered learning, and digitally rich learning” (Project Tomorrow, 2010a, p. 3) to take 

place in their education.  These elements represent an opportunity to close the digital gap 

between what students are doing and want to do, and their educators.  “Students see the 
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use of relevancy-based digital tools, content, and resources as key to driving learning 

productivity, not just about engaging students in learning” (Project Tomorrow, 2010a, p. 

3).  Students often turn to the Internet to access online resources because their 

communities lack resources or teachers are ineffective.  To some, this un-tethered 

learning is “the ultimate classroom” (Project Tomorrow, 2010a).  

 In a companion report, Unleashing the future: Educators “Speak Up” about the 

use of emerging technologies for learning, Project Tomorrow (2010b) attempts to 

understand the perspective of how educators are addressing this student interest in using 

technology for learning.  In their analysis, while more than 90 percent of the 

administrators agreed that effective implementation of instructional technology is a 

priority, more than half stated it was also one of their most significant challenges (Project 

Tomorrow, 2010b).  There is a divide between both the importance of technology being 

integrated into instruction and the support that is needed for teachers (Garland and 

Tadeja, 2013; Project Tomorrow, 2010b; Walden University, 2010).  While classroom 

teachers report barriers to their use of technology in instruction, the results of this survey 

indicate openness to incorporating more digitally rich learning experiences for their 

students (Project Tomorrow, 2010b).   

 On the industry side, the Software and Information Industry Association (SIIA) 

report on their annual survey indicates that education institutions are making “. . . very 

limited progress year to year in leveraging technology and e-learning to meet educational 

goals” (SIIA, 2010, p. 5).  Their analysis concludes that post secondary education leads in 

the availability of online courses, with content delivered in a variety of digital formats 

and ubiquitous access to resources through multiple access points.  K-12 education leads 
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in having information systems that provide students’ achievement data digitally.  The 

organization has established a vision that “promotes the best use of technology to ensure 

that all students have access to a teaching and learning environment capable of preparing 

them to compete globally and lead the world in innovation” (SIIA, 2010, p. 3).   

 A recent Speak-Up Survey (Project Tomorrow, 2013 a) discusses a new level of 

energy about the movement for the digital conversions of classrooms.  There is “. . . a 

perfect storm with the alignment of five key factors that are driving new excitement and 

enthusiasm for leveraging technology to transform teaching and learning” (p. 2).  While 

not new, these features have reached a tipping point. These factors are a realization that 

technology can help address the Common Core State Standards; today’s adults are 

increasingly dependent upon technology in their personal lives; the continued flat funding 

for education is forcing education leaders to look for innovative ways to use technology 

to save money; technology is emerging as a key component of communication in schools 

today; and the call by the business sector for employees with better 21st century skills 

which includes digital literacy.  District leadership and parents hold the real indication of 

a possible digital conversion with their evolving attitudes and practices (Project 

Tomorrow, 2013a).   

 In 2010, the U.S. DOE released the National Education Technology Plan, 

Transforming American Education: Learning Powered by Technology in response to 

poor results by American students on international tests and to lead educators into the 

digital age.  According to the National Education Technology Plan, “we must apply the 

advanced technology available in our daily lives to student learning and to our entire 

education system in innovative ways that improve designs, accelerate adoption, and 
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measure outcomes” (U.S. DOE, 2010, p. v).  This plan recognizes that technology is 

characteristic of every part of our lives and work, and suggests that technology be used to 

transform teaching and learning so that students have more engaging and meaningful 

learning experiences that reflect their daily lives and the world around them.  The plan 

advocates for the use of technology to motivate and inspire all students and reflect the 

technology that professionals are using in various disciplines.  Technology can be 

leveraged to provide personalized learning for students where 21st century skills such as 

critical thinking, problem solving, and collaboration can be infused.   

 This technology plan calls for a shift to a “model of connected teaching” (U.S. 

DOE, 2010, p. 39).  This model reflects a connection to data, content, resources, and 

systems “that empower them to create, manage, and assess engaging and relevant 

learning experiences for their students both in and outside school” (U.S. DOE, 2010, p. 

40).  This connected teaching will help the shift to more student centered self-directed 

learning called for by many educational reformers (Alliance for Excellent Education, 

2012; Project Tomorrow, 2012a).  This federal plan also advocates for professional 

learning that is collaborative and continuous to take advantage of the available 

technology.  It calls for assurances that technology will be available for students 24/7 to 

take advantage of students’ desire for un-tethered learning.  If technology is available any 

time, anywhere, administrators must rethink how our education system might be designed 

to take full advantage of the available technologies both now and in the future.  (U.S. 

DOE, 2010, p. 63-69) 

 With the call for technology to be used to reform education and the continuous 

changes in technology, it is important for educational institutions to look to the future to 
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be better prepared in their planning.  The annual The New Media Consortium (NMC) 

Horizon Reports series is part of a research initiative established in 2002 “that identifies 

and describes emerging technologies likely to have a large impact over the coming five 

years in education around the globe” (Johnson, Adams, & Cummins, 2012).  The high-

level international advisory board researches, identifies, and ranks key trends that are 

currently influencing education.  The trends identified in the Horizon Report-2010 point 

out that technology is increasingly empowering students and are a ubiquitous part of their 

lives.  Technology, while integrated into everything we do, gives students a public voice 

beyond the classroom.  These skills are critical to success in almost every part of their 

lives.  This leads to important implications for education as a new digital divide is 

beginning to appear between those who adopt these new technologies in their lives and 

those that do not.   

 The value of innovation and creativity is becoming more important as we move 

from an industrial age to an information/service age.  The way we think of learning is 

changing and there is a demand for just in time and alternate avenues of education.  As a 

result, there is opportunity for educational institutions to reevaluate how they provide 

learning experiences for their students (Johnston et al., 2010).  In a recent Horizon 

Report, one of the key trends identified is “The abundance of resources and relationships 

made easily accessible via the Internet is challenging us to revisit our roles as educators” 

(Johnson, et al., 2013, p. 8).  The authors then challenge schools to consider the value 

they bring to their students in this information age when information is available 

everywhere and generally free via the Internet.  Educators must realize that digital 

literacy is not only how to use the tools but about thinking.  Johnson et al., (2013) suggest 
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that often educators who are comfortable with the status quo limit the broader use of 

technology in their schools.  They argue that changing the processes in place for 

innovative use of technology will require a shift in attitude as well as policy (p. 9).  

 It is important to note that while students are changing, educational practice is 

slow to follow.  The Speak-Up 2012 National Findings (2013b) found that students today 

place more value on the learning experience of creating content and sharing it.  The 

digital learners who come to school with perceptions framed by their online experience 

have different expectations for school and it often is around the use of technology.  

Teaching practices, assessments, and tools used in classrooms must adapt to the world 

around them as advocated by Dewey (1919).  Policy makers and educators believe that 

reform and change is required but coming to consensus on what that might look like is 

difficult.   

 The Educational Technology Plan for Virginia 2010-2015 extends the vision 

statement of the state Board of Education to include technology:  

The vision of the Virginia Board of Education and Virginia Department of 

Education, in cooperation with their partners, is to create an excellent statewide 

system of public education that derives strength from its diversity and that ensures 

equality of opportunity for each student in a safe and healthy learning 

environment. The goal of this system is to prepare all students to be capable, 

responsible, and self-reliant citizens in the global society. To that end, the 

Department of Education will integrate innovative and authentic technologies 

effectively throughout all facets of the educational system to improve student 
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academic achievement and 21st century skills and knowledge. (VDOE, 2010) 

(Italics by author for emphasis.) 

In response to No Child Left Behind Act of 2001 and the Enhancing Education through 

Technology Program, the Virginia Department of Education began a workable vision of 

technology integration for school divisions across the Commonwealth (Coffman, 2009).  

The goal at the time was to integrate technology effectively into teaching and learning 

and ultimately improve student achievement.  The inaugural technology plan for Virginia 

issued in 2003, called for “. . . Virginia’s schools to prepare the next generation 

workforce for knowledge-based jobs that utilize cutting-edge information technology” 

(VDOE, 2010, p. 3).  Since then, the state has committed to a number of initiatives that 

support educational technology and focus on preparing students for the changing 

economy and information age.  Some of these include requiring technology support staff 

in every school, Internet safety be taught to all students, and students to complete one 

online course for graduation.   

 The most recent state technology plan outlines ways for districts to further use 

technology to improve teaching, learning, and productivity.  Recognizing that the 

technology is pervasive throughout our lives both personally and professionally, the 

technology plan sets the goal for “. . . educators to find ways to maximize the positives of 

the Internet and other technologies while preparing students and their families for the 

potential negatives” (VDOE, 2010, p. 5). Students are no longer just consumers of 

knowledge but also producers.  Educational technology is a two-way learning resource in 

which learners not only gain knowledge but also share it.   
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 As educators face the complexities of developing 21st century skills in their 

students, the Educational Technology Plan for Virginia: 2010-2015 focuses on the 

development of information and communications technology (ICT) literacy.  Using the 

definition of technology literacy established by the State Educational Technology 

Directors Association as a basis, “Virginia defines ICT literacy as a synergistic blend of 

cognitive, technical, and social skills that enable students to use technology responsibly 

and effectively to advance learning and develop strong thinking habits in all subject 

areas” (VDOE, 2010, p. 21).  The state plan sets forth five goals for school districts to 

consider as they develop their own technology plans.  These goals support the effective 

use of technology in education in establishing environments for learning, developing 

meaningful engagement, purposeful application of technology tools, the selection of 

technology tools that enhance learning, and the assessment of the skills needed by today’s 

students.  Recognizing that there are no perfect solutions for technology integration, the 

Educational Technology Plan for Virginia: 2010-2015 provides a framework for school 

divisions to consider as they develop local strategies to address the goals and objectives 

stated in the plan.   

 “Nothing in the history of humankind has permeated every aspect of life and 

culture as deeply and as rapidly as have the computer technology and the global network 

of the Internet” (Nasseh, 2000, p. 217).  Nasseh suggests that technology is supporting 

the transformation of a divided world into a global society and economy.  He maintains 

the status growth of knowledge as a key to a nation’s status in the global economy and 

promotes the transition from an information society to a knowledge society.   “A 

knowledge society is a society with the power of scientific, technical, and professional 
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knowledge and with knowledge workers to help people, organizations, and society to 

successfully meet the challenges of the 21st century” (Nasseh, 2000, p. 218).  Education is 

a key component of that transformation and Nasseh contends that technology will have 

an even greater role in the generation and distribution of knowledge.   

 Advancements in technology, changes in student demographics, changes in 

society, and tough competition at the global level are bringing calls for changes in 

education.  “This revolutionary opportunity for change is driven by the continuing push 

of emerging technology and the pull of the critical national need for new strategies to run 

around a P-12 system that is failing to adequately prepare young Americans for 

postsecondary education and the workforce” (U.S. DOE, 2010, p. 52).  Casteck (2012) 

argues that technology has the potential to define literacy and learning but due to its 

complexity, that potential has not been realized.  She maintains there is a significant 

disconnect between the potential of how technology is used in education and how it is 

currently being used.  Schrum and Levin (2009) assert that for most students, the use of 

technology within a school environment is often seen as an addition to the curriculum 

rather than an integrated part of instruction.  This is supported by the research of Project 

Tomorrow through its annual Speak-Up surveys who contend that students are learning 

much outside of the school walls.  

 Garland and Tadeja (2013) reference the iGeneration when discussing the need to 

change instruction in our schools.  The iGeneration includes Generation Y born in the 

1980s who were the first widespread users of the Internet and Generation Z who were 

born since the early 1990s and use Web 2.0 tools.  These millennials view the use of 

digital technology as a natural part of their lives and the way they learn (p. 17).  Nasseh 
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(2000) describes this Internet-generation learner as one who “. . . see the learning process 

as innovative, creative, unique, and digitally focused . . .” (p. 220).  He contends they are 

the most social generation in the digital world due to their sharing of information and at 

the same time most isolated in the physical world.   

 Transforming instruction requires changing the culture of the classroom.  The 

culture surrounding the use of technology plays a significant role in the acceptance or 

rejection of technology among teachers (Hew and Brush, 2007).  With the growing 

presence of technology in all aspects of society, it is imperative that school administrators 

work to incorporate technology into instruction.  It is inevitable that these new and 

rapidly emerging technologies will challenge existing policies in education.  

Transformative changes require review and changes to existing policies if they do not 

support innovative practices with technology.  In his 2013 year-end press conference, 

President Obama advocated for the advancement of the ConnectEd Program (Kamisar, 

2013).  This federal program is designed to increase the use of technology in schools.  

“Driven by new digital technologies, the future of learning is increasingly interactive, 

individualized, and full of real-world experiences and information” 

(http://www.whitehouse.gov/sites/default/files/docs/connected_fact_sheet.pdf, p.1).   

Leadership 

School Leadership and Technology 

 Just as the teacher is critical to instructional technology in the classroom, the 

administrator is crucial to creating the culture for its use.  It is the administrator, both at 

the school building as well as the district level, who sets the tone and controls the 

resources to make technology a focus.  To establish a culture change to focus on 
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technology, Lim (2000) suggests there are four areas that must shift.  They are a 

commitment to technology, a philosophy about technology use, investment 

prioritizations, and a development focus connecting technology to teaching and learning 

(p. 241).  

 As cited by Arafeh et al. (2002) and Dwyer (2000), the difference between 

schools concerning the use of technology is striking.  In setting the tone, the administrator 

establishes the expectations for the use of technology within the school community.  

Sandhotz, Ringstaff, and Dwyer (1997) state the level of support received from school 

and district administrators is the most crucial factor in determining whether teachers use 

technology in their classrooms.  It is the administrators who make the policy decisions 

that influence the use of technology at both the district and school levels.  The 

administrator makes decisions regarding funding allocations for technology resources; 

what kind of technology will be purchased; and when, where and how students can 

access it (Cuban, 2001).  Administrators establish policies regarding the filters that are 

used to determine limits on websites.  As more technology becomes available in schools, 

administrators are faced with several challenges.  These include securing a continuous 

stream of funding for technology, keeping up with the rapidly changing technologies, 

providing professional development for teachers, and updating policies and procedures 

for using the changing technology.  

 Administrators need to exhibit transformational leadership if technology is to be 

embraced by teachers because teachers need to change their beliefs about the importance 

of technology in their instruction (Swain, 2006).  Palak and Walls (2009) argue that “The 

way they taught, and especially the ways they had students use technology, were 
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primarily influenced by the teachers’ educational beliefs and of what they believed to be 

good teaching” (p. 435).  Ertmer and Ottenbreit-Leftwich (2010) argue that good teaching 

needs to be redefined to include the use of technology.  Implementing a new definition of 

effective teaching requires teacher knowledge change, teacher beliefs change, and teacher 

culture change” (Ertmer & Ottenbreit-Leftwich, 2010, p. 277).  “Transformation learning 

transcends skills acquisition to affect changes in frames of reference, because individuals 

and groups step out of their habits of mind” (Choy, 2009, p. 66).  According to Choy 

(2009), the workplace is an environment for learning founded on the theory of 

constructivism.  Learners make meaning of new information by contextualizing the new 

content within their current settings, culture, and climate.   

 Teams may best accomplish workplace learning because the team provides 

mutual support as the learning is processed.  Learning also becomes more personal and 

meaningful if there is an emphasis on reflective practice rather than just task completion 

(Choy 2009).  The individuals involved in the learning must engage in honest discourse 

and critical reflection about the information, which challenges his or her existing frame of 

reference so that a change in values and beliefs can occur.   

 Davies (2010) suggests that technology leadership is more about the 

reorganization of teaching.  She discusses the role of principals as the technology leaders 

in their buildings.  Citing the work of Anderson and Dexter (2005), Davies (2010) 

comments on the fact that teachers and students who are the users of the technology are 

not included in this framework of leadership, yet they have the potential to shape 

decisions made as they are the final implementers of a policy.  While the work of 

Anderson and Dexter (2005) provides frameworks for consideration around technology 
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leadership, their work is based upon data from 1999 and does not take into account recent 

changes in technologies and calls for technology to be ubiquitous. 

 In their study of technology anxiety and leadership, Hong, Han, Dai, Hwang, Lin, 

and Chih (2012) discuss the personal factors that affect an administrator’s beliefs about 

the use of technology in schools.  Examining technology use in elementary schools, Hon, 

et al. (2012) found that greater technology anxiety was negatively associated with its 

perceived ease of use.  The role of leadership changed when the difficulty of using 

technology was considered.  They conclude that “. . . high levels of implicit learning 

ability are related to applications of good technology leadership” (Hong, et al., 2012, p. 

561).   

 According to results of a Speak-Up survey (Project Tomorrow 2009b), 

administrators are closely aligned with students and their thinking about technology in 

schools.  A real indication of a digital conversion is represented by evolving attitudes and 

practices of school and district leadership.  In 2008, 77% of administrators identified 

instructional technology as important to student success.  In a subsequent Speak Up 

survey that number increased to 92% of administrators who indicated that it was 

important (Project Tomorrow, 2013a).  There is a greater awareness among school 

district administrators to have adequate technology to support digital learning.  This 

change in the value attached to digital learning has led to an increase in instructional 

practices involving technology.  Administrators appear to have stronger perceptions 

about the positive impact that technology can have on student success in school than 

teachers do.  “In order to accomplish the transformation of American education, school 

leaders must recognize and use the power of technology to improve student productivity, 
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while making more efficient use of time, money, and staff” (Garland and Tadeja, 2013).  

As Choy (2009) points out, it is important for the vision of leadership regarding the use 

of technology to be shared and a moral purpose determined that is critical to the long-

term success of changing teachers’ instruction regarding technology.  

Leadership and change 

 Change is inevitable.  Friedman (2005) discusses how the world is changing due 

to a convergence of technology and economies that cross political borders.  Zhao (2009) 

defines globalization as “the death of distance”.  To make this point, Zhao (2009) quotes 

Legrain saying, “Our lives are becoming increasingly intertwined with those of distant 

people and places around the world—economically, politically, and culturally” (p. 101).  

Increased globalization calls for a new set of skills if one is to succeed in the world.   

 Zhao (2009) points to challenges facing schools as they prepare students to live in 

this global society.  One is how we prepare our students for jobs of the future when many 

of those jobs have not been created yet.  Recognizing the purpose of school is to prepare 

students to be capable and participatory citizens beyond their K-12 educational 

experiences, Wagner (2008) discussed the skills and knowledge desired of today’s 

business and college leaders and determined that, even our “best schools” do not teach 

these skills.   

 Every generation has been called upon to decide what students should learn by 

analyzing what businesses and adults expect of their employees.  Children entering 

kindergarten September 2015 will graduate from high school in 2029.  What will the 

world be like when they leave school and are in the workforce?  What skills will they 

need to be successful in that world?  Trilling and Fadel (2009) describe a 21st century 
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learning convergence that will require knowledge work, thinking tools, learning research 

and digital lifestyles.  The skills which Friedman (2005), Wagner (2008) and others 

advocate, critical thinking and problem solving, communication, collaboration, and 

creativity, will help our children become prepared for this changing world according to 

Ed Leader 21 (http://www.edleader21.com/).   

 While the world changes rapidly, education changes slowly.  Dewey (1919) 

discusses the importance of education as society becomes more complex.   He calls for 

more intentional teaching and learning to meet the needs of society of the time.  

According to Wagner (2008), major transformations are taking place today that schools 

must consider if students are to be prepared for success in the world.  The evolution of a 

knowledge economy is a new phenomenon that is changing the world of work.  

Information is growing exponentially and access to it is available to anyone who wants it.  

There is increasing impact of the media and technology on how young people learn and 

relate to each other and the world.  To prepare students for a successful and productive 

life, school must consider these changes.   

 While business, politics, and technology around the world have changed a great 

deal in the last twenty-five years, education in the United States still reflects the agrarian 

model of a hundred years ago (Wagner, 2008, p. 9).  Educators are faced with the 

challenge of providing students with 21st century skills in an environment in which the 

structures are more than one hundred years old.  Kay (2010) believes that education is on 

the threshold of a tipping point.  If schools are to prepare students successfully for the 

demands of this millennium, education must change and school district leaders play a 

vital role in fostering the needed changes.  However, change does not come easy.  As 
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Hargreaves (2009) states, “In reality, few people really change unless, at some point, they 

see the need to do so” (p.2). 

 The work of Kurt Lewin dominates the early research on change theory (Burnes, 

2004; Ford & Greer, 2006; Latta, 2009,).  While Lewin’s work focused on changing 

behaviors of individuals, his work serves as the foundation to the work regarding 

organizational change by Fullan (2001, 2008, and 2011), Mintzberg (1983), and others.  

Burnes (2004) quotes Lewin (1943b) as stating, “To be stable, a cultural change has to 

penetrate all aspects of a nation’s life.  The change must, in short, be a change in the 

‘cultural atmosphere’, not merely a change of a single site” (Burnes, 2004, p. 908).  

Lewin believed that individuals belong to a group that forms the basis for their 

perceptions, feelings, and actions.   

 Lewin maintained that group behavior is a result of interactions and forces within 

the group.  Therefore, the behaviors of individuals are an outcome of the group 

environment.  He argued that any changes in behavior come from changes in the 

environment.  “Lewin believed that a field was in continuous state of adaption and that 

change and constancy are relative concepts; group life is never without change” (Burnes, 

2004, p. 981).  Choi and Ruona (2011) cite research supporting the premise that change is 

inherent in human action and organizations must develop the ability to change 

incrementally if they are to survive.  Fullan (2001) points out that failing to act when the 

environment is changing around you leads to extinction.  

 Latta (2009) discusses the interaction between organizational culture and change.  

She cites several authors in her argument that “Organizational change has consistently 

emerged as a pivotal variable in determining the success of efforts to implement 
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institutional change” (Latta, 2009, p. 20).  Latta argues that the culture of the organization 

influences the processes of change differently for each stage of implementation.  She 

suggests that change initiatives may modify some cultural values, beliefs, and behaviors 

while supporting other cultural norms. Indeed, she argues that knowledge of an 

organization’s culture is a prerequisite for effective leadership.   

 Understanding the culture of the group allows leaders to leverage existing values 

when considering change.  Schein (1993) contends that leaders create and maintain 

organizational cultures.  Schein defines culture as “A pattern of shared basic assumptions 

that the group learned as it solved its problems of external adaption and internal 

integration, . . .  and therefore taught to new members as the correct way to perceive, 

think, and feel in relation to those problems” (in Shafritz, Ott, & Jang, 2005, p. 363).  He 

encourages the view that culture includes behavioral, emotional, and cognitive elements 

of the group. By understanding these forces, one recognizes what needs to be done to 

bring about change.  Fullan (2011) call this “impressive empathy” which he describes as 

understanding others and creating environments so all can learn and grow (p. 4). 

 Lewin’s theory of group dynamics stresses that group behavior should be the 

focus of the desired change rather than individual.  He argued that since individuals are 

constrained to conform to group behaviors, focusing on the group would have a greater 

impact (Burnes, 2004).  Reeves (2009) contends that change leaders know they cannot 

change the organization without changing individual behavior while Bartunek and Moch 

(1987) suggest that organization members generate shared meanings or frameworks for 

the organization as a whole.  Fullan (2011) maintains that leaders who are change savvy 

know they will not be successful without the collective commitment of the group. The 
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group must develop an ownership of the desired behaviors for it to be sustained.  Latta 

(2009) references Hatch’s (2006) argument that “leaders have the potential to affect 

organizational culture, but members of the organization hold the power to determine the 

extent . . .” (p. 35).  Burnes (2004) citing Schein argues that the focus of change should 

concentrate on group norms and processes thereby creating disequilibrium and 

motivation for change.  

 Lewin maintains that for change to occur, some action must take place.  For the 

action to be successful, it must be based upon data analysis, the identification of possible 

solutions, and the recommendation of the most appropriate.  The decision for a solution is 

the conscious realization that a change is needed (Burnes, 2004, p. 984).  In his more 

recent work, Fullan (2011) argues that people must see the value of the action desired.  

He offers a key insight as “realized effectiveness is what motivates people to do more” 

(Fullan, 2011, p. 52).   

 Choi and Ruona (2011) cite several researchers who maintain that individual 

readiness for change includes evaluating the need for change and the perceived benefits.  

Lewin suggests that change must take place at the group level and be participatory and 

collaborative for it to be effective (Burnes, 2004, p. 984).  Fullan (2011) argues that 

collaboration among stakeholders is essential for success and that peers push each other 

for the common good. Once capacity reaches a certain level, peers become the motivators 

of the change.  

 Lewin’s 3-Step Model is often viewed as key for permanent organizational 

change.  According to Burnes (2004), Lewin argued that successful change includes three 

steps: unfreezing, moving, and refreezing (p. 985).  During the unfreezing stage, the 
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status quo should be challenged before the old behavior can be discarded.  Burnes (2004) 

interprets this to mean that individuals must feel safe from the loss of the old behaviors 

before they can be open to new information and thus truly reject those behaviors.  Choi 

and Ruona (2011) argue that understanding readiness for change is crucial for the success 

of organizational change.  They maintain that unfreezing should include the process by 

which the beliefs and attitudes are altered so that the change is seen as necessary.  Choi 

and Ruona (2011) contend individual readiness for change is a more important 

consideration than resistance to change.  The work of Blanchard and Hersey (1970) and 

their theory of situational leadership, emphasize the importance of considering an 

individual’s readiness when suggesting a change in behavior. Weick and Quinn (19992) 

suggest that when unfreezing occurs, people are motivated to learn something new and 

will be open to ideas that inspire them.  Burnes (2004) contends that unfreezing is not an 

end but just the first step towards change.   

 As one becomes open to new ideas, one shifts into the second stage of the 

process, “moving”.  During this stage, one considers all of the options available and 

evaluates them based upon the forces at work.  Burnes (2004) argues that Lewin would 

attribute this “learning” to the action research that is taking place.  Fullan (2008) argues 

that learning is the work and that successful organizations need to apply what they know 

while seeking to get better. In her discussion of the research regarding policy 

implementation, Fowler (2009) contends that research in this area views implementers as 

learners.  As learners, educators view the new behaviors desired in light of what they 

understand and experienced.  A tendency exists to relate the new policy to what already 

takes place and overlook the parts that do not align with their thinking.  Fowler (2009) 
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asserts the need for an infrastructure to support teachers to learn as a group and that they 

perform best when messages are received from multiple sources in the environment 

leading to the desired behavior.   

 The final stage of the change process according to Lewin is “refreezing”.  In this 

stage, a new culture is achieved and accepted to ensure that modified behaviors are 

sustained.  If individual behaviors are to be transformed, so must the group norms and 

practices (Burnes, 2004).  Reeves (2009) maintains that sustainable change requires a 

reorientation of priorities and values.  Fullan (2011) suggests that capacity building is 

critical for long-term change.  “. . . the driver of sustainability is the peer culture” (p. 53).  

Fowler (2009) calls this final stage of policy implementation, institutionalization.  At this 

stage, the desired actions and behaviors have been integrated into routine practices.  

Fowler contends that a policy is fully institutionalized when it becomes a line item in the 

regular budget of the organization.   

 As a result of expansion of research in organizational development, Bartunek and 

Moch (1987) suggest that organizational change can be labeled as first order, second 

order, and third order. Building on the work of Watzlawick, Bavelas, and Jackson (1967), 

Bartunek and Moch (1987) describe, “First order changes are incremental modifications 

that make sense within an established framework or method of operating.  Second order 

changes are modifications in the frameworks themselves” (p. 484). Third order change 

attempts to help members of the organization develop the capacity to identify and change 

on their own.   

 While much of the discussion about change in organizations focuses on culture, 

Bartunek and Moch (1987) argue the way organizational members understand and 
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interpret events influence their response and in turn, the actions of the organization.  The 

individual’s schema allows individuals to interpret their experiences and make sense of 

them.  Bartunek and Moch (1987) propose that because individual schema can constrain 

or guide change, leaders wanting to make change need to understand the role of schema. 

Each of the approaches requires a different leadership role.  In first order change, the 

organizational leader finds the present schemata adequate and change is introduced 

consciously into the current framework.  Bartunek and Moch (1987) argue that there must 

be some sort of crisis for second order change to begin.  The crisis can be natural or 

induced by the change leader.  For second order change to be successful, strong 

alternatives must be introduced and conflict is to be expected.  While a particular change 

is advocated in second order change, individuals determine the need for change to take 

place in a third order change.  Bartunek and Moch (1987) maintain that what may be 

viewed as resistance might actually be adherence to a schema no longer applicable.   

 The distinction between incremental and radical change influenced Weick and 

Quinn (1999) to contend there are two types of changes: episodic change, which is 

discontinuous and intermittent, and continuous change, which is evolving and 

incremental.   The perspective of the observer often determines the difference between 

the two.   Episodic is revolutionary and while continuous is evolutionary.  Weick and 

Quinn (1999) argue that episodic change occurs when organizations are moving away 

from the status quo.  The change, created out of necessity, tends to follow the 3-Step 

Model proposed by Lewin in a linear manner.  Episodic change tends to be infrequent 

and slower due to its scope while its implementation is strategic, deliberate, and 
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disruptive. It tends to take place when adaptation to external forces begins to lag 

(Mintzberg & Westley, 1992). 

 Weick and Quinn (1999) suggest that continuous change is more cyclical and 

follows the pattern of freeze, rebalance, and unfreeze.  In this pattern, the first step is the 

visible establishment of patterns through schemas and traditions.  These patterns are then 

reinterpreted and relabeled. Leaders redirect what is already underway.  Then individuals 

in the organization resume learning in new ways.  With continuous change, there is not a 

specific action taking place but rather a change in the skills and knowledge of individuals 

within the organization.  The change leader recognizes and reframes the current patterns 

so that changes can be made intentionally.  Weick and Quinn (1999) argue that culture is 

important to continuous change because it gives legitimacy to actions that improve the 

organization but may not conform.  Small changes can be decisive if they take place on 

the edge of the confines of the established culture.   

 Recent perspectives on change place a focus on change as a continuous process 

that is heavily influenced by culture, power, and politics (Burnes, 2004).  Credibility and 

long-term sustainability are dependent upon external accountability.  People need to see 

the causal relationship between practice and results, which, in turn, enables people to 

make corrections as necessary.  Transparency aligns with learning in context when data is 

used for improvement (Fullan, 2008).  Some contend that organizations must develop the 

ability to change and adapt continuously to survive.  

 Organizations, which are complex systems, include large numbers of 

interdependent and interacting factors.  Lewin argued that culture is not static but in a 

constant state of change due to changes in the environment taking place.  “He viewed 
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change . . . as a complex and iterative learning process where the journey was more 

important than the destination . . .” (Lewin, 1947a in Burnes, 2004, p. 993).  Many 

organizational researchers such as Schein, Senge, and Watkins and Marsick stress the 

importance of developing a learning culture within an organization according to Choi and 

Ruoina (2011).  Organizations need to develop a culture of continuous improvement, 

problem solving, and diligently apply what they know while seeking to get better.  In the 

midst of any action, there is constant learning about what works and what does not.  

Fullan (2008) quotes Elmore in noting that “improvement is more a function of learning 

to do the right things in the setting in which you work” (p. 86).   

 Real learning comes from practice with feedback and coaching.  Every moment is 

an opportunity to teach, train, and learn.  Effective leaders build collaborative cultures in 

their organizations and look for ways that members can learn from each other.  Barrett, 

Thomas, and Hocevar (1995) maintain that discourse is at the center of the change 

process.  It is through the formation of relationships with others in the organization that 

experiences and knowledge are shared.  They argue that the locus of knowledge is 

embedded in the social relations of the organization.  The learning culture enables 

individuals to be learning on behalf of their organization and therefore be prepared for 

organizational change.   

 Many change efforts fail because leaders often underestimate the role of 

individuals in the change process (Choi & Ruona, 2011).  Choi and Ruona (2011) discuss 

the relationship between change and learning.  They endorse the idea that change is a 

cyclical process of creating knowledge, disseminating it, implementing the change, and 

then institutionalizing what is learned. Leaders must be there as learners to generate the 
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energy required for change to occur (Fullan, 2011).  Learning is a reflective action and 

without it, people cannot make the changes needed.   

 While some may argue that Lewin advocated a top down approach to change, 

Lewin recognized that for the change to be effective, those involved need to feel a 

necessity for the change.  Fowler (2009) discusses the need to mobilize for successful 

implementation of a policy change.  Leaders must provide a clear vision for the change.  

Stakeholders need to be cognizant of the reasons for the change.  It must be consistent 

with values of the community and resources available.  Reeves (2009) argues that leaders 

must focus their energies beyond the attainment of short term effectiveness and look 

toward the greater good to sustain change.  Fullan (2011) suggests that hierarchical 

leadership can never reach the masses, but purposeful peers can.  As capacity is built 

among the members of the organization, the peer culture becomes the driver of the 

change so it will be sustained.  It is through repeated practice that one recognizes the 

effectiveness and value of the change being encouraged.  Lewin recognized that no 

matter where the change began, it could not be achieved or sustained without active 

participation by all involved (Burnes, 2004). 

 Fullan (2011) proposes that change leaders use their authority and resolution to 

keep a focus on the vision encompassed by the proposed change while at the same time, 

they need members of the group to change the group.  As Fowler (2009) argues, the 

leaders must have the will and skill to build the capacity of the group to accept the 

change.  When leaders model personal change, organizational change is more likely to 

take place (Weick & Quinn, 1999).  “This is the essence of the change leaders: the 

capacity to generate energy and passion in others through action” (Fullan, 2011, p.23).  



82 

 Many organizations have pockets of people utilizing innovations taking place in 

the wider world.  The challenge for leaders is to gain acceptance of the changes 

throughout the organization so that those isolated innovations will spread and be viewed 

as relevant by a wider range of individuals.  Organizations learn and grow through 

practice.  It is through deliberative practice that innovative solutions can be found for 

problems that cause the need for change.  Change begins with the courage to break 

patterns and barriers.  It is dependent upon focus and a belief that it can be done (Fullan, 

2011).  It requires persistence and a belief in the collective effort and shared 

responsibility of the organization.  Change is not an event.  It is a process that requires 

nurturing by leadership and cannot happen quickly.   

Situational Leadership and Change  

 When discussing organizational change, Lewin and Fullan (Burnes, 2004 & 

Fullan, 2008) cite the importance of the leadership of an organization adapting to what is 

taking place in the environment.  The educational environment of today is changing with 

calls at national, state, and local levels for increased use of technology in schools.  As 

education became more complex and diverse, Hersey and Blanchard (1996) theorized 

that differing styles of leadership behaviors were needed in dealing with the many varied 

stakeholder groups.  “The multiplicity of role demands requires today’s educational 

administrator to be an adaptive leader; that is an individual who has the ability to vary his 

leader behavior appropriately in differing situations” (Blanchard & Hersey, 1970, p. 303).  

To address the needs of the many stakeholders within a school district, the leadership 

must be flexible and utilize the leadership style appropriate for the given situation.   

Successful leaders are those who meet the many demands of their unique environment. 
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 While the term leadership has been used repeatedly in research, no standard 

definition exists (Fidler, 1997; Ireh & Bailey, 1999; Sternberg & Vroom, 2002; Vroom & 

Jago, 2007).  The one thing on which most researchers appear to agree is that leadership 

involves the power to influence others in some way.  Demonstrating leadership means 

influencing others so that the organization attains goals set by its leaders (Fidler, 1997).  

Vroom and Jago (2007) maintain that leadership is a process of influencing others and the 

circumstances of the particular situation influence this process.  In an exchange of letters 

with Sternberg, Vroom argues for consideration of the importance of the situation in 

determining leadership behaviors (Sternberg & Vroom, 2002, p. 310). 

 In their early research, Blanchard and Hersey (1970) focused on the follower 

because they argued that followers determine the individual power of the leader.  The 

development of a relationship between the leader and the followers determined how 

successful the leader was viewed (Blanchard & Hersey, 1970).  In their investigation of 

employees in different settings, Singer and Singer (1989) determined that situational 

constraints affected actual leader behaviors.  The Singers (1989) found subordinates 

prefer a transformational style of leadership, which supports the importance of 

relationships in any given context.  Blanchard and Hersey (1970) concluded that the ideal 

leader style must consider both initiating structure and relationships.   

 Blanchard and Hersey suggested that the inconsistencies found regarding the 

relationship of leadership behaviors to follower performance could be attributed to 

situational factors.  Blanchard and Hersey (1970) argue that a leader needs to be flexible 

depending upon the situation.  The leader’s goal is to provide the appropriate behavior 

while helping the followers to accept more responsibility for the desired action.  This 
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early research evolved into “situational leadership theory” by Blanchard and Hersey as 

they refined and applied it more widely to organizations.   

 With this refinement came a new understanding of the dimensions of leadership.  

Hersey and Blanchard (1996) characterized these new dimensions for consideration as 

“task behavior” and “relationship behavior”.  They proceeded to label corresponding 

quadrants as telling or directing, selling or coaching, participating or supporting, and 

delegating as depicted in Figure 2 (Hersey & Blanchard, 1996).   

Figure 2.  Hersey and Blanchard, Situational Leadership Theory 

 

Leaders select the appropriate style for the particular situation and the group involved.  

With more emphasis on the task behavior required for change, leaders need a variety of 

styles to meet the constant changes taking place within their organizations.  Therefore, 

Hersey and Blanchard argue that situational leadership is more about meeting the needs 

of the followers at any given time than it is about a particular leader (Hersey & 

Blanchard, 1996, p. 45).   
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 The knowledge and skills attributed to a leader are a source of power if they are 

viewed as contributing to the subordinates’ functioning within the organization.  Fidler 

(1997) contends that the relationship between leadership and organizational management 

is related to power based upon the position in the organization, power based upon 

expertise, and power based upon personal characteristics and behaviors.  Leadership is 

concerned with situations and new activities whereas management is more concerned 

with procedures and details (Yagil, 2002).  Yagil (2002) determined that the 

characteristics of an organization could reduce the contributions of the leader’s expertise.  

The leader’s expert power can be moderated by the followers’ expertise and professional 

orientation.   

 The transfer of leadership skills from one situation to another is not guaranteed 

(Sternberg & Vroom, 2002).  Vroom and Jago (2007) argue that the relationship between 

leader behavior and effectiveness vary from one study to another due to the unique 

situation of each.  They contend that the person, the situation, and the interaction of that 

person with the situation all matter when considering leadership effectiveness (Vroom & 

Jago, 2007).  Thus, when trying to understand the behaviors of leadership, one must 

recognize its complexity and consider the situation or context surrounding the particular 

behaviors.   

 Hersey and Blanchard’s situational leadership theory is widely used in research.  

In their research, Walter, Caldwell, and Marshall (1980) give examples of principal and 

teacher actions for each of the four quadrants identified by Hersey and Blanchard.  They 

conclude that an overemphasis on relationships can be detrimental to both the leader and 

the organization and they advocate for flexibility on the part of leadership.  Ireh and 
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Bailey (1999) used Hersey and Blanchard’s situational leadership theory to examine the 

relationship between superintendents in Ohio and their leadership styles.  They concluded 

that most superintendents exhibited two of the leadership style components identified by 

Hersey and Blanchard, selling and participating, predominantly over the others.  This 

conclusion supports the argument that knowing what style to use when and that no one 

style is sufficient, will lead to leadership effectiveness.  However, Ireh and Bailey do 

caution that leaders need to expand their leadership styles to include all four quadrants 

suggested by Hersey and Blanchard (Ireh & Bailey, 1999, p. 30).   

 Using Hersey and Blanchard’s framework of leadership styles, Silverthorne and 

Wang (2001) hypothesized that the greater the flexibility demonstrated by leadership, the 

greater the productivity of their employees.  By comparing the leadership styles of 

various leaders of Taiwanese high technology businesses, Silverthorne and Wang (2001) 

concluded that situational leadership theory is a useful tool in identifying the adaptive 

leadership needed.  Their work indicated that a greater level of adaptability allows the 

organization to adapt to changes in its environment.   

 In his research of leadership effectiveness, Zaccaro (2007) seeks to clarify the role 

of the situation.  He suggests that individuals with a certain skill set can be a leader in one 

situation but not in another. Leader effectiveness reflects that ability to respond to 

different events and circumstances that may take place.  His research argues for 

leadership traits that include the ability to adapt to different situations.   

 In education today, there are calls for changes.  Situational leadership is adaptable 

to the many changes taking place in the current educational environment.  If school 

district leaders are to be considered effective, they must be sensitive to their particular 
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situation within the district while still meeting the calls for changes from the business and 

educational communities at large.  Situational leadership is now recognized as necessary 

within any organization.  Context is key to determine the appropriate leadership style that 

should be used.  Situational leadership theory is one way to examine the status of the 

environment and address its many stakeholder groups while determining the actions 

needed for successful change.   

Leadership and politics 

 All organizations have some sort of governing structure in place, whether formal 

or informal.  The structure depends upon the philosophy and ideology of the members of 

the organization.  The leadership of the organization steers it to pursue a common 

mission based on this specific philosophy and values.  As the governing structure 

operates, politics inevitably influences its actions.  Morgan (2006) argues that 

organizations are intrinsically political because there needs to be a way to create order 

and direction with a group that is diverse.  Education and school systems are no different.  

School systems are complex organizations with diverse needs.  The larger the school 

district, the more stakeholders involved and therefore, the more complex the needs and 

values of the organization.  As early as the days of Aristotle, politics was advocated to 

bring unity to the diverse needs of a group (Morgan, 2006).  

 Politics can be defined as “the interrelationships between people, groups, or 

organizations in a particular area of life especially in as far as they involve power and 

influence or conflict” (Encarta North America, 2003).  According to Bolman and Deal 

(2008), “. . . politics is the realistic process of making decisions and allocating resources 

in a context of scarcity and divergent interests” (p. 190).  Pfeffer (1981) argues that 
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power and politics are fundamental concepts to understanding behaviors in organizations.  

Fowler (2009) contends that power and educational policy are intertwined because how 

power is viewed and used can shape the outcome of the policy process.  Mintzberg 

(1983) maintains that if one is to understand the behaviors of the organization, it is 

necessary to understand what influencers are present, what needs each influencer seeks to 

fulfill, and how each is able to exercise power to fulfill those needs.   

 Morgan (2006) argues that all organizations include a system of governing and 

therefore have some form of politics. The focus of the politics centers on the relationships 

between the various interests, both within and outside of the organization.  In a healthy 

system, the power of any governing subunit is held in check by some form of opposition 

from other subunits.  This system of checks and balances exists among the various groups 

in the environment of the organization so the organization takes actions that allow it to 

grow and meet its goals.  Organizational politics come into play when people involved 

think and want different things.  The actions advocated and taken by the organization are 

determined from the various stakeholders both internal and external to the organization 

through compromise and negotiation.  When conflicts do occur, the results usually do not 

reflect the specific wishes of any particular group.  Rather it is a compromise achieved 

among the varied interests of the numerous stakeholders involved in the process. If need 

be, power can be used to overcome resistance of these diverse interests.   

 Changes in education require educational leaders to pay greater attention to the 

environment and its numerous stakeholders.  Fowler (2009) argues that today’s educators 

must be literate and knowledgeable about policy and the policy process with the 

increasingly political environment surrounding education.  Fowler (2009) defines policy 
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as “. . . the dynamic and value-laden process through which a political system handles a 

public problem” (p. 4).    Kafka (2009) notes that community constituencies are not 

always accurate in their assessment of what happens in schools.  Henig (2009) contends 

that “The expansion of national media and internet means that localized images and 

values are less distinct and must compete with images and values shaped by and for a 

much broader audience” (p. 113).  Educational leaders face the challenge of how to deal 

with these biases in the environment, which usually are political while keeping their 

focus on what truly matters to their local communities.  Abbate (2009) proposes that at 

times, contrary stakeholder interests are an opportunity to do something unique and 

valuable for the organization.   

 People act in a certain way due to their predisposition to goals, values, wants, and 

expectations. Often these predispositions are subject to influences from their personal 

experiences, their environment, and surrounding culture.  Morgan (2006) suggests three 

domains influence this:  the work one does, one’s aspirations and visions, and one’s 

personal life and values.  The political context increases as the existence of other players, 

each with their own interest based agendas are recognized (Morgan, 2006).  Conflict 

arises when these interests collide.   

 Bolman and Deal (2008) advocate the advantages of examining an issue from 

more than one perspective to understand the environment surrounding the issue before 

taking any action.  “Viewed from the political frame, politics is the realistic process of 

making decisions and allocating resources in a context of scarcity and divergent interests” 

(Bolman and Deal, 2008, p. 190).  The political frame proposed by Bolman and Deal 

(2008) suggests “. . . that interdependence, divergent interests, scarcity, and power 
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relations inevitably spawn political activity” (p. 194).  However, the system of politics 

may be less pervasive than people think.   

The diffusing effects of political power come out most clearly in the expenditure 

of effort as a means of influence.  Mintzberg (1983) argues that power is a phenomenon 

that is constantly changing to serve the broad needs of the organization.  A system of 

politics is necessary to correct certain deficiencies and dysfunctions in the legitimate 

systems of influence.  It allows the organization the flexibility to adapt to changes in its 

environment.  It is often needed to promote necessary change, which may be blocked by 

others.  In the debate that may take place over a proposed change, a system of politics can 

ensure that all sides of the issue are heard.  Using political means, stakeholders who feel 

strongly about the proposal will make their views known.  Therefore, to create change, 

politics must be included and plays an important role.  Institutionalized forms of power 

tend to shield the organization from the reality of its environment at times.  Therefore, 

Mintzberg (1983) contends that political action is the one that most often forces the 

organization to change.  

 All organizations are coalitions of individuals with different interests.  The 

members of these coalitions have ingrained differences in their values, beliefs, 

information, interests, and perceptions of reality.  Most of the important decisions of an 

organization entail the allocation of resources in some manner.  These two characteristics 

of organizations inevitably make conflict part of the normal operations taking place.  

According to Morgan (2006), most modern organizations actually encourage political 

activity through the need for competition for limited resources and encouragement of 

collaboration (p. 163).  This conflict can be open or hidden.  As resources become 
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scarcer, the intensity of the political activity taking place increases.  In the public sector, 

the dynamic of multiple and diverse stakeholders increases the visibility of the political 

activity taking place.   

 The political frame proposed by Bolman and Deal (2008) suggests that scarce 

resources and differing preferences will cause conflict.  Fowler (2009) maintains that 

there are three types of major power resources: material resources, social resources, and 

knowledge resources (p. 31).  “The political issue is how competing groups articulate 

those preferences and mobilize power to get what they want” (Fowler, 2009, p. 201).  

Public organizations such as school districts operate in an environment of multiple 

stakeholders both within and outside of the organizations.  These include individual 

employees such as teachers and administrators but also professional organizations such as 

principals’ associations as well as School Board members and taxpayer constituents who 

may or may not have children in the public schools.  With so many stakeholders to 

consider, each with a varied focus, a confusion of goals often exists.  These goals emerge 

as part of the bargaining process among the various coalitions (Fowler, 2009).   

 When many people think of power and politics, it is usually in a negative light; 

many times equating power with force (Kanter, 1979; Sternberg & Vroom, 2002; Shafritz 

et al., 2005).  Power can be viewed in different ways and comes from several different 

sources.  No group operates in a vacuum and leaders must align the interests of the 

organization to others (Sternberg & Vroom, 2002).  Pfeffer (1981) proposes that 

organizations have various interests that guide the departments or subunits within the 

larger organization and therefore must be considered as they try to influence the actions 

of the organization.  Conflict and tension often result among those interests and should be 
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regarded as a normal part of the politics of an organization.  When conflict does occur, 

the power of the various stakeholders involved will determine the outcome.   

 Contending that power is context specific, Pfeffer (1981) proposes that the use of 

power from different sources will have different consequences. Power can change 

depending upon the circumstances.  It should be noted that conflict is a natural outcome 

of scarce resources and divergent interests. “Influence—as well as the power and political 

activities through which influence is acquired and maintained---is the primary weapon for 

use in competition and conflicts” (Shafritz et al., 2005, p. 283).  The political frame 

recommended by Bolman and Deal (2008) emphasizes the need to understand the conflict 

so it can be managed to stimulate creativity and innovation, which in turn allows the 

organization to become more adaptive to a changing environment.  The political frame 

puts an emphasis on strategy rather than on resolution.  “Constructive politics is a . . . 

necessary option if we are to create institutions and societies that are both just and 

efficient” (p. 210).  

 As the organization grows in complexity, a hierarchy of authority begins to 

develop.  As the organization continues to grow, the organization seeks ways to 

coordinate the various operators through standardization.  This in turn, leads to a second 

division within the organization between those who do the work and those who supervise 

or standardize.  The behaviors of an organization are often power games among the 

various players which Mintzberg (1983) calls “influencers”, who seek to control the 

organization’s decisions and actions (p. 22).  Since these influencers have different 

interests, beliefs, perspectives, and perceptions, their means of influence will differ.  

Thus, it becomes necessary for those in authority to understand which influencers are 
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present and how they are able to exercise any power they may have.  The influencers 

require some basis for their power on which the organization is dependent.  To create this 

dependency, the topic of interest for the influencer must be essential to the functioning of 

the organization, concentrated, and unique to the particular influencer group.  To act, an 

influencer must have some source of power and expend energy in a politically perceptive 

manner.  Thus to be successful, one must exercise both the will and skill to become an 

influencer.  Mintzberg (1983) describes political skill as 

  . . . the ability to use the bases of power effectively—to convince those to whom 

one has access, to use one’s resources, information and technical skills to their 

fullest bargaining, to exercise form power with a sensitivity to the feelings of 

others, to know where to concentrate one’s energies, to sense what is possible, to 

organize the necessary alliances. (p. 26)  

 These influencers can be found within the organization or its environment.  

Mintzberg (1979) clusters the influencers into ten possible groups, which are identified 

further as Internal Coalitions and External Coalitions.  The Internal Coalitions are 

employees who are charged with making decisions and taking action.  They help to 

express the goals that may be pursued by the organization and determine the outcomes.  

This coalition includes top management of the organization; operators who carry out the 

basic mission of the organization; mangers who stand in the line of authority between top 

leadership and operators; technostructure analysts who are staff specialists that design 

and operate systems within the organization; and support staff who provide indirect 

support to the operators (Mintzberg, 1983).  These coalitions are dynamic and fluid and 

adjust based upon the context.   
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 In education, the same structure can be used to identify parts of a school system as 

described by Mintzberg (1979).  The top management includes the superintendent as the 

CEO, the School Board, and the districtwide leadership team who are at the Strategic 

Apex.  These people interact with both internal and external influencers of the 

organization.  The operating core in a school district includes teachers who provide the 

instruction for students while the managers are the principals who serve as liaisons 

between the leadership team and the teachers.  The technostructure includes those who 

standardize the work processes and skills as well as focus on planning and procedures 

within the organization.  They have a commitment to continuous improvement and 

adaptation to changes in the environment.  In a school system, it might include 

curriculum specialists, technology specialists, and central office evaluators.  The final 

group of internal influencers is the support staff.  This group can be found at various 

levels within the organization and provide indirect support to the mission of the 

organization.  This group might include departments such as budget and finance and 

human resources.  Each of these internal coalition influencers are components of what 

Mintzberg (1979) calls the “base operating core” (p. 19-20).   

 The External Coalition is composed of non-employees who use their influence to 

affect the behavior of the organization.  This group includes the owners of the 

organization, associates who might be clients or suppliers to the organization, employee 

associations who act collectively on behalf of employees, the directors of the 

organization, and various public groups who have an interest in the mission of the 

organization (Mintzberg, 1983, p 27).  In education, this group includes the School 

Board, employee groups such as the National Education Association and American 
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Federation of Teachers, special interest groups such as the district PTA, parent groups for 

special education and gifted and talented students, and outside groups such as the state 

and federal departments of education.  

 External coalitions can have a wide range of influence and power with the internal 

coalitions.  As Morgan (2006) contends, coalitions arise when groups get together to 

collaborate on specific issues or advance certain ideologies. Mintzberg (1983) argues that 

the actions of the external coalitions affect the kind of internal coalitions that develop.   

He identifies three kinds of external coalitions.  One is the Dominated External Coalition 

in which there is an external influencer or group that coalesces around a single issue.  

Often there is personal access to the top managers, which in turn can provide additional 

power.  Another type, according to Mintzberg (1983) is a Divided External Coalition.  In 

this coalition, external power is significant but divided among the external influencers 

who may have conflicting goals in mind.  Mintzberg (1983) suggests that the power 

struggles in the External Coalition often will be mirrored in the Internal Coalition.  

Usually these external influencers focus their attention on contrasting issues and pressure 

the organization sporadically.  The final type of External Coalition according to 

Mintzberg (1983) is the Passive External Coalition.  This type of coalition often appears 

when the number of external influencers has grown so large that their power is widely 

dispersed and ultimately the power is transferred to the Internal Coalition.  The more 

widely diverse this group of influencers is, the less likely they are to agree.   

 Full time employees who make up the Internal Coalition tend to know the 

organization intimately and are dependent upon its well-being.  They are the ones who 

make decisions and take actions.  According to Mintzberg, (1983), most often, the 
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initiatives of the organizations begin with them.  Kingdon (2003) describes these internal 

influencers as policy entrepreneurs.  Members of the organization who sit at the Strategic 

Apex of the organization must coordinate the conflicting demands coming from both the 

internal and external influencers.  This leadership must engage managers and delegate 

responsibility and authority to other members of the operating core for decisions and 

actions to take place.   

 Mintzberg (1983) identifies four systems of influence for the Internal Coalition.  

They are System of Authority, System of Ideology, System of Expertise, and System of 

Politics.  In a System of Authority, there are structures in place to control the behaviors of 

the employees.  It may be bureaucratic controls or personal controls through the 

hierarchical structure of the organizations.  In a System of Ideology, employees feel a 

loyalty to the organization and frequently will cite historical reasons for actions taken.  

Power is distributed unevenly across departments and employees depending upon their 

knowledge and expertise in a System of Expertise.  Getting work accomplished is 

dependent upon the cooperation of these experts.  All internal influencers at one time or 

another use the System of Politics.  Internal influencers use this system to develop 

coalitions, alliances, and networks that allow them to influence other groups to 

accomplish what they think is important (Mintzberg, 1983, pp. 117-118).   

 Often the behaviors by the different influencers are in conflict with others within 

the organization.  The informal power that results can displace legitimate formal power, 

which does not meet the needs or goals of the internal influencer.  Mintzberg (1983) 

argues that influencers gain political power through political will and skill, privileged 
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information and centrality, privileged access to the influencers, and the exploitation of 

legitimate systems of influence.   

 According to Bolman and Deal (2008), every organizational process has a 

political dimension and virtually any change brings conflict.  While individuals within an 

organization have their conflicting preferences, it is important to remember that they 

share a common interest or mission which guides the organization.  Mintzberg (1983), 

reflecting the thoughts of Lewin (Burnes, 2004) and Fullan (2008), argue that this 

conflict is usually temporary and even necessary as a transition to another stable 

configuration.  However, when the conflict pervades both internal and external coalitions 

and even the relationship between the two, Mintzberg (1983) suggests that the 

organization be labeled a “Complete Political Arena” (p. 422).  The External Coalition is 

divided and must somehow respond to external influencers.  When the Internal Coalition 

is politicized to this extent, the formal goals become distorted and there is a break down 

in authority and ideology.  Informal power, which is essentially illegitimate, begins to 

determine the outcomes.  The distribution of power is so fluid that no one really knows 

where the authoritative power lies.   

 Mintzberg (1983) proposes that as a result, the flow of power between the two 

coalitions is complex.  It tends to favor the Internal Coalition because the insiders have 

the intimate knowledge of how the organization functions.  The External Coalition 

controls the resources and legal mandates.  When an organization is in a state of “political 

arena”, a great deal of discussion and decision-making bypasses conventional channels, 

and goes directly to the influencers of both coalitions.  The greater the level of conflict, 

the less power the organization has to get things done.  The goals of the influencers tend 
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to reflect needs that are more personal rather than specific organizational ones.  It should 

be noted that no system is ever completely stable and power is a dynamic balance within 

an organization.   

 Despite the negative tone of conflict in a political arena, it can serve a positive 

purpose.  The intensity of conflict in the political arena can cause change necessitated by 

changes in the environment.  A shaky alliance among stakeholders can exist. “Politics is, 

then, an intrinsic component of every unnatural configuration of power, used by the 

established order as well as the challengers” (Mintzberg, 1983, p. 448).  It is a major 

force to promote necessary adaptation to the surrounding environment.   

 Fowler (2009) argues, “Power and education policy cannot be separated because 

 . . . power shapes the outcome of the policy process” (p. 24).  There is interdependence 

among the stakeholders of an organization that cannot be ignored.  Organizational change 

and effectiveness depend upon a manger’s political skills to provide direction, build 

support, and work with both allies and opponents.  Using the research of others, Bolman 

and Deal (2008) identify four key political skills needed by organizational leaders.  They 

are agenda setting, mapping the political terrain, networking and forming coalitions, and 

bargaining and negotiating (p. 214). 

 First, an agenda must be created which begins with a vision that is balanced with 

the long-term interests of key stakeholders.  The strategies toward achieving that agenda 

must recognize the competing interests of both internal and external influencers.  The 

leader must consider and address the concerns of these stakeholders if he/she is to be 

successful.  Success to realign the political map requires managers to rely on 

relationships with others in the organization.  Bolman and Deal (2008) recommend that 
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once supporters have been developed, managers should move to bargaining with others in 

exchange for resources and support.  These informal networks allow things to happen that 

formal structures may not.   

 Bargaining is essential to decision making from a political perspective.  The 

outcome is a compromise reached after negotiations between parties with common 

interests and those in conflict.  These negotiations will be dependent upon the context of 

the goal and forces in the environment.  Organizational change and effectiveness depend 

upon a manager’s political skills.  It is the job of the leadership to manage the conflict 

and tension among groups to accomplish the mission of the organization, which in 

education is successful academic achievement for all students.   

 Good leaders are accountable to these multiple and conflicting constituencies.  

Kafka (2009) argues “. . . the political context in which educators now work is changing 

to include more market based actors” (p. 280).  A new set of actors is exerting its power 

and influence in setting educational policy and shaping the way in which policies are 

implemented.  Henig (2009) suggests that politics around educational issues is looking 

more and more like any other domestic issue at the national level and the buffered role of 

the local school district is fading.  Facing the enactment of high stakes policies, Shipps 

and White (2009) determined that educational leaders began to realign their profession 

with external influencers such as parents and politicians, bureaucratic requirements, and 

the competition from non-traditional forms of education.  Therefore, “First and foremost, 

school leaders must understand the political climate in which they exist . . .” (Shura, 

2011, p. 22).   
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 Brewer (2011) examined William Boyd’s thirty years of research in the field of 

politics and school leadership.  He notes Boyd’s key insight:  “Successful school leaders 

should have the capabilities of a political strategist and the actualization of this capacity 

is related to school leaders’ political and policy contexts of their time and place” (p. 451).  

According to Brewer (2011) as early as the 1970’s, Boyd argued it was inevitable schools 

would be objects of political struggle given the pace of changes taking place in our 

increasingly diverse society.  Brewer (2011) contends that the high turnover in the top 

levels of education is due to the leaders’ inability to change as the communities begin to 

question their authority.  Citing Boyd’s work, Brewer suggests that because of dual 

responsibilities to a public constituency and internal consumers, educational leaders tend 

to be captives of their bureaucratic contexts.  Brewer (2011) endorses Boyd’s continued 

argument that school leaders must become more politically active in both internal and 

external communities to advocate for the more specialized needs of an increasingly 

diverse student body.   

 To do that, Shura (2011) suggests that administrators determine the congruence 

between the school community and the community at large.  The greater the agreement, 

the easier it will be to make decisions without conflict.  However, if there is a significant 

divergent opinion, the political climate will prevail and cause decisions that may be 

inconsistent with the economic and social forces in the surrounding environment.   

 As an educational leader, one must understand the political landscape both 

internally and externally and be politically perceptive enough to work with various 

groups of influencers.  Informal communication and decision-making are often made 

outside of the formal organizational structures (deBois, Herazo-Cueto, Latunova, & 
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Lizarraide, 2011).  Citing various researchers such as Post, Cuban, Fink, and Owens, 

Crow and Weindling (2010) support their argument that political leadership is part of 

what school leaders do.  Traditionally, the school leaders’ role in politics could be 

described as non-political.  It was to buffer the school from outside interference, and use 

politics as manipulation to get the resources needed at the local school level. However, 

Crow and Weindling (2010) argue that school leaders now play a political role at the 

societal level by understanding how larger political ideologies influence their practices 

and decisions.  “These political activities performed at various levels require educational 

leaders to possess knowledge, skills, dispositions, and identities that are different from 

those necessary for instructional leadership” (Crow and Weindling, 2010, p. 141).  

Sernak (2010) suggests that the activities include asking the community members what 

they want, establishing what their values are, and perhaps learning to think differently 

while at the same time educating the community.   

 Fless (2009) argues that “Understanding politics requires examining how, why, 

and with what results conflicts emerge” (p. 331).  In his review of educational literature 

on micropolitics, internal politics, and distributed leadership, Fless (2009) concludes that, 

while they have much in common, there is a separation between these theories.  Fless 

(2009) proposes this disconnect is due to a prevalent focus on managerial skills which 

emphasize moderating internal conflict rather than learning from it.  “By leaving 

micropolitics conflict out of the leadership narrative, researchers may be encouraging 

leaders to consider their roles too narrowly” (Fless, 2009, p. 336).   Educational leaders 

need to understand the values of internal stakeholders by acknowledging the political 

undercurrents of their settings.  Organizational leadership and community members must 
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find ways to resolve conflict in order to adapt to the changing demands of the 

environment.  By studying the give and takes among the various stakeholders, leaders 

develop a better understanding of the concerns that might motivate people to support or 

oppose decisions made.   

 The findings of Shipps and White (2009) suggest that external interests, 

constituencies, and pressures are reshaping educational leadership decisions.  Crow and 

Weindling (2010) conclude instructional leadership is connected to the leaders’ ability to 

handle political conflict.  In their work, Tooms, Kretovics, and Smialek (2007), 

concluded that principals, both relatively new and experienced, recognized the need for 

educational leaders to be politically perceptive.  While this is true, those leaders with 

more than ten years experience viewed it as a less significant role.  Tooms and her 

colleagues (2007) suggest that while training is available, becoming politically perceptive 

is learned through experience and socialization (p. 90).   

 Politics is an integral part of the decision-making of any organization, including 

school systems.  A natural tension exists between internal and external influencers and 

within the groups themselves.  However, the amount of influence generated by any 

subunit of the organization is determined by the degree of power each one wields.  That 

degree of power is often a result of relationships among the various subunits.  No matter 

the issue, the five components of the strategic apex as described by Mintzberg (1983) 

need to be considered in an organization’s decision-making process. How successful any 

one group is in influencing the final decisions made by the leadership is determined 

through its success in building networks, coalitions, and alliances among those 

influencers both internal and external to the organization.  Modern organizations, 
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including school systems, encourage politics because they are designed as systems of 

competition and collaboration with limited resources.  People must collaborate on 

common work but must compete for the limited resources available (Morgan, 2006). 

 This expanding political role requires educational leaders to think of their 

organizations as a political institution both inside and out.  They need to understand that 

schools are political organizations embedded within other political environments.  

Political disposition and skills make it possible for an educational setting to work 

effectively towards its vision by being able to navigate the constraints and pressures of 

outside influencers as well as proactively seek the needed resources to implement that 

vision (Reitzug, 2010).  

Policy Archeology 

 Recognizing that there is a range of interpretations of policy, Fowler (2009) 

defines public policy as “. . . the dynamic and value-laden process through which a 

political system handles a public problem” (p. 4).  This includes both formal decrees as 

well as informal activities that are consistent over time. Policies tend to be worded in 

broad terms with flexibility given to the implementers.  The details of the implementation 

are likely to be established through rules and regulations set up by intermediaries 

between the policy makers and the policy implementers.  Fowler (2009) describes the 

policy process as a “. . . sequence of events that occurs when a political system considers 

different approaches to public problems, adopts one of them, tries it out, and evaluates it” 

(p. 13).  She contends that the policy process includes two elements, controversy and 

public concern.  Policy issues are controversial by nature as different groups support 

different options for how the leadership should deal with any one particular issue. Issues 
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that warrant a public policy must be of sufficient concern to the public for it to demand 

that the governing authority take action.   

 In his work, Gale (2003) suggests that while policy is often intended to be read as 

if everyone agrees with it after a cordial dialogue, the reality is that the policy is more the 

result of struggle and conflict among various stakeholders impacted by the public issue. 

In his opinion, “. . . traditional representation of the democratic process, in which policy 

is produced through mutual agreement while authority to produce it is invested in elected 

representatives . . . are both theoretically naïve and politically abhorrent” (Gale, 2003, p. 

52).   

 Scheurich (1994) advocates the use of policy archaeology as a way to study the 

social construction of a public problem and the resulting policy.  Drawing from his 

understanding of Foucault, Scheurich contends that more can be learned from this new 

approach rather than more traditional methods.  These traditional methods tended to 

study the issue for the purpose of controlling or solving the problem.  However, this new 

method allows a closer examination of how the issue even came to be, what are the 

acceptable options, and what the role of the policy is in a larger context.  Scheurich 

(2003) proposes that “. . . a grid of social regularities constitutes what is seen as a 

problem, what is socially legitimized as a policy solution, and what policy studies itself 

is” (p. 297). 

 According to Gale (2001), policy archaeology asks why something appears on the 

public agenda, why some people are involved in the discussions around the policy, and 

what the context for their interaction is.  He believes that it is just as important to 

examine who is not involved as who is involved.  As a result, he argues that it is 
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important to examine the “who and how” of policy production when analyzing policy.  

These considerations will reveal the truth about how the policy came about.  Investigating 

the “who” of policy production reflects the values of those who serve as the basis for the 

policy’s authority.  The “how” of policy development reveals how particular individuals 

or groups were involved in various contexts (Gale, 2003, p. 52).  Gale maintains that it is 

more important to examine what the various policy actors do rather than what they 

produce.   

 In the development of his theory of policy archaeology, Scheurich (1994) argues 

that traditional policy studies come to be for the purpose of improving the social order by 

analyzing the problem and developing solutions.  He suggests that traditional policy 

studies encompass one or more of the following areas: a description of the problem, a 

discussion of competing policy options, considerations of general implementation 

problems, and evaluation of the specific policy being implemented.  However, Scheurich 

maintains that these traditional policy solutions are merely symbolic and do not get to the 

root of the problem to solve it.  

 Policy archaeology traces the problem prior to its manifestation as a public 

problem.  According to Gale (2001), “To avoid an archaeology of policy actors is to see 

only that policy problems are constructions without fully understanding the conditions of 

their construction” (pg. 389).  O’Connor (2005) argues “. . . policy archaeology asserts 

that the socio-historical context informs what is seen as a problem, what is socially 

legitimized as a policy solution, and what is acceptable policy analysis” (p. 7).  Scheurich 

(1994) contends “The focus is not the history, but rather investigation of the grid of 
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conditions, assumptions, forces which make the emergence of a social problem and how 

it becomes a visible social problem” (p. 300).  

 Scheurich (1994) suggests there are four dimensions to this type of policy 

analysis.  The first of these areas, which Scheurich labels arenas, is a close examination 

of the problem to determine how it emerged as a public issue.  O’Connor (2005) proposes 

that how the issue is named, defined, and discussed are all part of the process of social 

construction.  Understanding this social construction is critical to understanding the 

problem.  The goal is to discover the set of patterns and history that led to the existence 

and identification of the problem.  The second arena, according to Scheurich (1994) is the 

social regularities arena, which guides what becomes labeled as a problem and what does 

not.  O’Connor (2005) contends that these social regularities constitute what is publically 

visible and credible. Scheurich (1994) influenced by his understandings of Foucault, 

maintains that the regularities must be congruent with the dominant social order or 

culture.  Policy archaeology suggests that these regularities are not created consciously 

but rather constitute a set of conditions in which they emerge as the dominant acceptable 

behaviors within that particular community or organization.  According to Scheurich, 

these regularities shift over time and are particular to that specific time period within an 

individual society.  The goal of this arena according to O’Connor (2005) “. . . is to 

identify the regularity and delineate the shifts in regularities that shape the emergence of 

the problem” (p. 11).  By seeking to examine the array of multiple formations in play that 

constitute everything within that arena, O’Connor proposes that this process reflects 

constructivist thinking (p. 12).   
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 The third arena, the policy solution arena, studies how the range of acceptable 

policy solutions is generated (Scheurich, 1994).  Once again, the grid of social 

regularities or organizational culture supports some options while not others.  “The idea 

of the process is to uncover the foundational (less changing) categories with the 

formational (more circumstantial) categories to create a multi-formational archaeology 

that allows the understanding of a given particular situation . . .” (O’Connor, 2005, p.12).  

Scheurich (1994) contends that only policy options that are in alignment with the social 

regularities will emerge as viable possibilities.  Arena four is the policy study arena, 

which requires the study of the function of the policy itself. In this arena, the impact and 

effectiveness of the policy is examined to determine if the policy itself adheres to the grid 

of social regularities (Scheurich, 1994).  At the same time, the policy analysis legitimizes 

the problem and how it is presented in accord with the dominant social order.  Policy 

archaeology is recursive and work in one arena may influence another.  The regularities 

or culture of the organization and community are critical to the naming, describing, and 

treatment of the problem although it is the interaction of the various regularities that 

identify the problem and possible policy solutions.   

 Kingdon (2003) argues, “The key to understanding policy change is not where the 

idea came from but what made it take hold and grow” (p. 72).  Attempting to find a single 

beginning for a policy is futile.  Rather, he suggests a combination of factors moves an 

issue onto the decision-making agenda of an organization.  Because it is a complex 

combination with many variables, Kingdon maintains it is critical to examine the various 

components that converge to compel the government or organization to take action.  

Using government case studies as a basis, he proposes that three streams develop 
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independently and it is the “. . . somewhat accidental confluence of factors that describe 

the process rather than a rational, comprehensive process” (p. 78).  

 The streams identified by Kingdon (2003) as critical to policy making are the 

problem stream, the policy-setting stream, and the political stream.  Participation in these 

streams is fluid and each develops its own dynamics and rules.  While independent, their 

convergence causes action to be taken by government officials.   

 The problem stream examines how the issue came to the public’s attention.  It is 

the public recognition of the issue and the need to take some action regarding it. People 

define the issue as a problem by comparing the current state with the benefits of a more 

ideal state.  Indicators used by officials to consider issues include data indicators, 

focusing events, and public feedback on the status quo of the subject.  Using these 

indicators, leadership assesses the scope of the issue and the possible need for change or 

solutions.  Not all conditions become public problems.  For it to become a problem, 

people must see the need and value of dealing with the issue.  Public recognition and 

definition of the issue is critical, as it will affect the outcome.   

 In the policy-setting stream, alternative solutions are proposed, discussed, revised, 

and accepted. This stream is the formulation and refining of policy proposals by policy 

entrepreneurs who have either expertise or special interest in the subject.  During this 

stage, policy entrepreneurs propose solutions that promote their ideology and values, 

which can be diverse and competing, even though related to the topic.  Policy 

entrepreneurs have a claim to be heard through their expertise or position of authority, 

their political connections or negotiating skills, and willingness to invest time and energy 

into the issue (Kingdon, 2003, p. 180).  These policy entrepreneurs are always looking for 
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and preparing for the window of opportunity for their services to be considered.  

Proposals that survive are technically feasible, aligned with the values of the community, 

within budget possibilities, and can morph into something acceptable to the masses 

(Kingdon, 2003, p. 144-145).  By having viable alternatives, the possibility of a high 

placement of the issue on the decision agenda is increased.   

 While developing independently, Kingdon (2003) argues that the political stream 

is key to the placement of the topic on the public agenda.  In this stream, consensus 

building takes place and is governed by negotiating and bargaining more than persuasion.  

The formation of alliances and coalitions is the basis of this consensus building (Bolman 

& Deal, 2008; Fowler, 2009; Kingdon, 2003). The process can be both rational and 

irrational depending upon leadership, public events, economic state, and public mood 

swings.  Not all forces are equal.  Often the organized forces will work against any 

change, as they want to protect the status quo.  Kingdon (2003) contends that change is 

helped by constituencies promoting it, and hampered by lack of support and opposition.  

 Policy windows are opportunities for advocates to push public attention on a topic 

and their solution options for consideration.  These windows can be both predictable and 

not.  They occur infrequently and usually are not long.  Policy entrepreneurs must be 

ready to act when the opportunity arises.  The streams come together at critical times and 

that is when the possibility of an open window occurs.  During these critical times, the 

problem is recognized publically, solutions are developed, the political climate makes it 

the right time for policy change, and the potential constraints are not severe (Kingdon, 

2003, p. 165).  Kingdon argues that the outcome is dependent upon how these elements 

mix and how they couple.  He suggests that as the possibility of movement regarding the 
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topic becomes more prominent, there is more flexibility and willingness to compromise 

among the stakeholders.   

 The window of opportunity generally opens with a change in the political stream, 

a change in the political actors, or unforeseen events.  The window closes when action 

has been taken, people fail to take action and are unwilling to invest additional time and 

effort into it, change in personnel, other issues arise to take priority, or there is no 

acceptable alternative solution (Kingdon, 2003, p. 168).  Kingdon suggests that the longer 

one lives with a problem, the less urgent it becomes due to the coping mechanisms put in 

place. He contends there are two types of windows, problem and political.  Each requires 

different solutions determined by the context of the situation.  Usually there are more 

solutions offered than the window can handle.  In some cases, Kingdon (2003) asserts 

that this is done on purpose to frustrate and constrain the process.  As a result, attention 

then shifts to smaller, more manageable issues that end up being handled in a more 

traditional manner.  He maintains that the key to understanding the outcome is the level 

of resources that are committed to the issue.  None of the streams is strong enough 

individually to cause an issue to be put on the decision agenda of an organization.  Policy 

agenda is defined as “the list of subjects to which government officials and those around 

them are paying serious attention” (Kingdon, 2003 p.vii).  Kingdon argues it is the 

coming together or coupling of streams at any given point in time that causes officials to 

recognize the issue and possibly take action.  Policymaking does not happen in a 

predescribed sequence.  The convergence of problems, solutions, and politics moves the 

issue toward potential action.  
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Conclusion 

 Faced with increasing calls for schools to maximize the use of technology to 

develop 21st century skills in all students, school leadership must consider current 

policies in place and future policies needed to address this public agenda topic.  Many of 

what were recommendations earlier by public policy organizations and government 

agencies are now becoming requirements forcing school districts to examine their 

policies and resource allocations in this area and change to meet these new demands.  

These requirements include students having more online experiences with courses, 

resources, and textbooks.   

 The research indicates that many students are using technology to personalize 

their learning.  These “free agent learners” (Project Tomorrow, 2010a) are using 

technology to extend their learning beyond the normal school day.  In doing so, students 

are recognizing the advantage they have over their fellow classmates who do not (Arafeh 

et al. 2002).  With the emergence of a second digital divide, which is identified in the 

research as how students use technology, whether for learning or entertainment, schools 

have a responsibility to ensure that all students develop the digital literacy skills needed 

to succeed in life after high school.  The use of technology in schools can help to 

compensate for the unequal access to technology outside of school.  The growing role of 

technology in the job market underscores the importance of promoting the use of 

technology in our schools (Warschauer & Matuchniak, 2010). 

 While technology is widely available in many schools, its use is inconsistent 

(Cuban, 2001). The International Society for Technology in Education developed 

standards for students, teachers, and administrators to guide the use of technology in the 
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educational setting as a way to facilitate consistency and provide a vision for school 

officials to keep in mind as they make policy decisions.  However, there continues to be a 

disconnect between student expectations for the use of technology and that of school 

officials.  Many pre-service teacher programs do not include training in digital literacy.  

Therefore, many teachers do not know how to use the technology effectively in their 

instruction and their use is often based on their beliefs about what constitutes effective 

teaching.  The research indicates that as teachers and administrators become more 

familiar and comfortable with technology in their own lives, they see the value of it in 

their instruction. (Niederhauser, et al, 2007 and Project Tomorrow, 2013 b)  As teachers 

and other school officials acknowledge the value of technology in education, they are 

more likely to establish expectations for its use.  The ten-year longitudinal study by 

Apple (Dwyer, 2000) documented five stages that teachers go through as they learn how 

to incorporate technology fully into their instruction.  Those stages include entry, 

adoption, adaptations, appropriation, and invention where teachers are comfortable 

enough with the technology to try new uses of it.   

 While it is not possible to establish a direct causal relationship between the use of 

technology and student achievement, some argue that the use of technology in schools 

does increase student achievement.  There are calls for instructional activities in the 

classroom to be authentic and relevant and technology has the potential to do that.  

Research does show that the use of technology increases student interest and motivation.  

Lei (2010) documented that over time as teachers’ attitudes and beliefs about technology 

changed, students became more serious about its use.  Other researchers document that 

students who engage in collaborative work are more motivated and interested in their 
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work and in turn tend to have higher achievement.  Research that is more recent discusses 

advantages of technology to allow for personalized learning to take place.   

 If schools are to increase their use of technology, leadership plays a critical role 

by including it as a priority and must set the expectation for its use by students in a 

meaningful way.  The role of the administrator, both at the district and the school level, is 

critical in establishing the culture to support the use of technology   In addition, the 

district leadership must allocate the resources necessary to ensure and support its 

implementation.  These resources include funding for the hardware, professional 

development for teachers, and human capital to support the initiative.   

 To be successful, a clear and focused vision must be established for the long term.  

Leaders must set the stage for the policy by defining the issue and offering options for 

consideration by the stakeholders involved.  When leading the move towards this vision, 

district leadership must communicate a moral purpose for this change and build 

relationships with the many stakeholders impacted by this policy (Fullan, 2008).  When 

determining the course of action for the policy implementation, the leaders must consider 

the readiness of the various stakeholder groups, especially implementers, as well as the 

structure of the organization in place to support it (Hersey and Blanchard, 1996).  Politics 

and power will play a role in the acceptance of the policy and how long it will take to be 

implemented fully.  The leaders must consider the influences of both internal and external 

stakeholders when contemplating what actions to pursue (Mintzberg, 1983).  

 The research in the area of technology use in K-12 educational settings is limited 

and has not kept up with the changes in technology.  Largely, the research on the topic of 

educational technology tends to be based upon “old” technology and takes place more 
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than five years ago. While much can be learned from this literature, the changing state of 

the availability of technology by students in their personal lives plays a role in today’s 

decisions by school district leaders.  Further, much of this research focused on either the 

teacher or the student and how they used technology.  The data usually was self-reported 

by these groups (Arafeh et al., 2002; Project Tomorrow, 2010, 2012, 2013; Ringstaff & 

Kelley, 2002).  There is a gap in the literature regarding technology and policy.    

 Technology is here to stay.  As the world becomes smaller through an increase in 

global interdependence, technology is the tool that is being used to foster communication 

and collaboration in this globalization.  Friedman (2005) quotes Carly Fiona who as the 

CEO of HP at the time said, “The last 25 years have been just a warm up act . . . for the 

main event in which technology will literally transform every aspect of business, every 

aspect of life, and every aspect of society” (p. 200).  If the mission of public schools is to 

prepare students to become active and participatory citizens in this new global world, 

they must develop the digital literacy skills needed to navigate a world increasingly 

dependent upon technology.  There are calls for the increased use of technology in 

schools not only by student themselves (Arafeh et al., 2002; Lenhart et al., 2005; Project 

Tomorrow 2010a, 2012a, 2013a), but by researchers as well as government and business 

organizations (Prensky, 2010;Schrum & Levin, 2009; U.S. DOE, 2010; Virginia 

Department of Education, 2011; Warschauer & Matuchniak, 2010) 

The literature on leadership and change (Bolman & Deal, 2008; Burnes, 2004; 

Fullan, 2001, 2008, 2009; Hersey & Blanchard, 1996; Reeves, 2009) demonstrates the 

important role leadership has if school districts are to meet the new requirements for 

increased technology use in a meaningful and effective way.  Mintzberg suggests the 
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influence and actions of various stakeholder groups both internal and external to the 

organization play a role in how organizations address issues facing them. Using policy 

archaeology as conceptualized by Scheurich (1994) and Kingdon (2003), research 

examining how the leadership of one school district took advantage of the window of 

opportunity to create a policy for the adoption online textbooks, as one way to fulfill the 

call for increased use of technology, will help to fill the gap on research in this area.  
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Chapter 3: Methodology 

Overview 

 The world continues to evolve and businesses and society adapt to the changes 

taking place.  However, education essentially has remained the same agrarian model for 

the past one hundred years.  Calls for education reform exist today to better prepare 

students to be college and career ready for the world of the twenty-first century, which is 

increasingly digital (American Diploma Project, 2012; Partnership for 21st Century Skills, 

2012; Trilling & Fadel, 2009; and Wagner, 2008).  Included in this call for educational 

reform, there are appeals for the increased use of technology in classrooms (Lemke, 

2010; Schwartzbeck & Wolfe, 2012; U.S. DOE, 2010; Wolfe, 2012; Vockley, 2007). 

 Research has identified a second digital divide: how students use the technology 

they access.  Many students use technology to extend their learning beyond the classroom 

walls while those on the other side of the gap use the available technology for 

entertainment (Warschauer & Matuchniak, 2010).  As early as 2002, students self 

identified having an advantage over others based on their use of technology (Arafeh et 

al., 2002).  Project Tomorrow (2010a) identifies the students who use the technology for 

learning beyond the classroom as “free agent learners”.  These students use technology to 

organize their lives, find answers to things they want to know and investigate things of 

interest, all outside of the classroom walls.  It is a natural part of their lives and Prensky 

(2010) calls them “digital natives”.  

 To close this gap and prepare all students for the world beyond high school, there 

are increasing calls by governmental agencies for the inclusion of digital literacy skills in 

schools (U.S. DOE, 2010 and VDOE, 2011).  As a result, sources of educational 
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materials including educational publishers are increasing the digital resources they make 

available. School districts must examine current policies and develop new policies to 

meet this change during the transition to digital resources.  Because the technology 

around online textbooks and resources continues to evolve, the empirical research is also 

evolving.  A meta-analysis prepared for the U.S. Department of Education (2010) 

determined that there was a surprising lack of rigorous studies comparing online and face 

to face learning for K-12 education.  Palak and Walls (2009) point out that even teachers 

in schools with quite of bit of technology use it in ways that reflect their existing teaching 

styles rather than the more student centered focus called for by educational reformers.  

Research does point to the importance of leadership and its role for both successful 

change and technology integration. (Bebell & O’Dwyer, 2010; Dunleavy et al., 2007; 

Fullan, 2001, 2008).   

 The purpose of this research was to develop an in-depth description of the 

conditions and factors that influenced the policymaking process that the leadership of a 

large suburban school system went through when adopting online textbooks as one way 

to establish a digital learning environment for all students.  In a large district, many issues 

and stakeholders need to be considered when making the transition from print books to 

digital.  This research addressed the question: What conditions and factors influenced the 

leadership of a large suburban school district as it developed a policy for the adoption of 

online social studies textbooks at the secondary level?  

Included in this research are related questions such as:  

 What issues created the need for this topic to be on the agenda of the district at 

this time as it embarked on a discussion about a proposed policy change?  
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 What values and beliefs influenced the school district’s leadership as decisions 

were made to introduce a change to digital resources?  

 What factors and influences were considered by the district to successfully adopt 

and implement this policy change?  

 What were the alternatives and challenges to the development of this new policy?  

Methodology 

When considering research, it is critical to consider the purpose of the research.  

Qualitative research should be used when a problem or issue needs to be explored in 

depth.  It empowers individuals to have their stories heard and helps one to understand 

the context in which participants address an issue.  Qualitative research attempts to 

provide an in-depth understanding of how people interpret their experiences and what 

meaning they attribute to those experiences (Merriam, 2009).  It helps to answer the “how 

and why” of the phenomenon being studied within a real life context (Yin, 2009).  

Creswell (2009) describes qualitative research as “. . . a means for exploring and 

understanding the meaning individuals or groups ascribe to a social or human problem” 

(p. 4).  

“The primary goal of a basic qualitative study is to uncover and interpret these 

meanings” (Merriam, 2009, p. 24).  Maxwell (2005) describes both intellectual and 

practical goals for qualitative research.  Since the research is usually conducted with a 

small number of participants, it also helps to understand the context and its influence on 

the actions of the participants.  Qualitative research permits the researcher to modify the 

study to address particularities of the situation and each participant because it is open and 

flexible.  Qualitative research is more interested in the process of how something came to 



119 

be rather than the outcome.  This allows for developing causal explanations by describing 

events sequentially.  Due to the in-depth descriptions used in qualitative research, 

Maxwell (2005) argues that the findings are understandable and more credible to the 

reader.   

Merriam (2009) discusses characteristics of understanding qualitative research 

rather than a simple definition due to its complexity.  Qualitative research has a focus on 

meaning and understanding.  “The overall purposes of qualitative research are 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” (p. 14).  The 

key is developing an understanding from the perspective of the participants.  As such, 

qualitative research is an inductive process.  The researcher collects data to look for 

trends and themes in order to build an in-depth understanding of what took place.   

Another characteristic of qualitative research is that the primary instrument used 

to conduct the research and analysis is the researcher.  As the primary instrument of the 

research being done, the researcher can adapt to the situation readily, clarify and 

summarize information, and check for interpretative accuracy with the participants.  It 

should be noted that the human instrument also has its shortcomings and biases that may 

influence how the study is conducted and the data interpreted.  It is important that the 

subjectivity of the study be acknowledged.  Creswell (2007) suggests that a good 

qualitative study is one with rigorous data collection and analysis, a single focus, a 

persuasive account, and a reflection of the researcher’s own history and personal 

experiences (p. 51). 
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The final product in a qualitative research study is a rich, thick, in-depth depth 

description of what took place.  The focus of the results in a qualitative study is words, 

which are used to convey the knowledge learned through the research.  Data comes in the 

form of quotes, field notes, and participant interviews and these are used to support the 

findings of the study.   

 This research examined the process that the leadership of a large suburban school 

district went through before reaching a decision to adopt online textbooks for secondary 

social studies.  As an intrinsic research study, this issue is part of an integrated system 

(Stake, 1995).  “A qualitative case study provides an in-depth study of this system, based 

on a diverse array of data collection materials, and the researcher situates this system or 

case within its larger context or setting” (Creswell, 2007, p. 244).  Creswell (2007) argues 

that a qualitative approach should be taken when an issues needs to be explored, a 

complex, detailed understanding is needed, the researcher wants to write in a narrative 

style, and the researcher seeks to understand the context of what took place with the 

participants (p. 51). 

 This particular research is suited for the use of an interview based qualitative 

research methodology because it seeks to understand the factors and influences on district 

leadership when a discussion to adopt online textbooks for social studies took place and 

is best suited for qualitative research because it is impossible to separate the 

phenomenon’s variables from their context.  It is the interaction of the selected members 

of district leadership with the numerous stakeholders in the environment concerning this 

issue that was studied in detail. The results of this research is an in-depth, rich, and thick 

description of the process that took place at the time a decision was made to adopt online 
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textbooks for social studies.  This information can assist the school district as it continues 

on its journey to a digital learning environment and inform other school districts about 

this emerging topic.   

Contextualizing the Research Site 

 The school district being studied, ABC Public Schools, is a large suburban school 

district in the mid-Atlantic region.  The community represented by this school district is 

highly educated and places a high value on education and the school system 

(http://www.fairfaxountyeda.org/sites/default/files/pdf/fairfax_facts.pdf).  Despite the 

high median income for the district and its perceived demographics, the student 

population is very diverse both in ethnicity and socio-economic status.  The student 

population includes 16% African American, 19% Asian American, 22 % Hispanic, and 

43% White.  More than 100 languages other than English are spoken in student homes 

and more than 41,000 students are considered English Speakers of Other Languages.  

More than 47,000 students are eligible for Free and Reduced Lunch, which is just under 

one-quarter of the student population, and more than 25,000 students receive special 

education services. The student population continues to grow and diversify 

(http://www.fcps.edu/about/index.shtml).  

   The school district includes almost two hundred schools, centers, and alternative 

programs.  At the time, the leadership structure of the school district included a 

Leadership Team consisting of the district superintendent, the deputy superintendent, 

assistant superintendents for Communication and Community Outreach, Facilities and 

Transportation, Financial Services, Human Resources, Information Technology, 

Instructional Services, Professional Learning and Accountability, and Special Services 
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and eight Cluster Assistant Superintendents.  Each Cluster Assistant Superintendent 

supervised the instructional program at three high schools and their feeder middle and 

elementary schools.  This Leadership Team met weekly to discuss and make decisions 

about issues of importance and operations in the district.  

 The textbook adoption cycle in this school district was a seven-year cycle, which 

means that contracts for textbooks in specific contents are reviewed and written every 

seven years.  When the contract expires, a new cycle begins with the textbook adoption 

review process.   This review process is guided by district regulation 

(http://www.boarddocs.com/vsba/fairfax/Board.nsf/goto?open&id=181C303FE65264538

5256FD2006CCF08).  The regulation provides that a committee made up of teachers, 

administrators, and community members will review books submitted by publishers and 

make recommendations for purchase to the School Board.  The School Board approves 

the titles after a public comment period and individual schools then purchase books for 

their students as dictated by need and funding available.  The coordinator for each 

content area oversees the review process.  

  In 2009, a new textbook adoption cycle for social studies began.  As part of the 

process, when presenting their materials to the established review committee, publishers 

highlighted the technology components of their textbooks and additional resources 

available online that accompanied their print textbooks.  At the same time as this social 

studies textbook adoption review was taking place, there was much discussion among 

members of the Leadership Team about 21st century skills which included the use of 

technology and moving toward a digital learning environment for all students.  It is the 
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convergence of these two discussions, social studies textbook adoption and a leadership 

discussion about 21st century skills, which is the focus of this research.   

Epistemology 

 Kvale and Brinkmann (2009) contend that epistemology “. . . involves long-

standing debates about what knowledge is and how it is obtained” (p. 47).  According to 

Crotty (1998), epistemology is a theory of how knowledge is developed based upon 

various theoretical perspectives. The researcher then embeds this knowledge theory into 

the methodology utilized to conduct their research.  Creswell (2007) argues that 

qualitative research is a form of study in which the researcher interprets what they hear 

and understand to construct a complex picture of the issue being studied.  According to 

Merriam (2009), qualitative research is interested in understanding how people interact, 

interpret, and construct meaning of their experiences.  Qualitative research allows the 

researcher to focus on the process, which is more meaningful to obtain an in-depth 

understanding of what took place.   

 Crotty (1998) describes the theoretical perspective of constructionism as “. . . all 

knowledge and therefore, all meaningful reality as such is contingent upon human 

practices, being constructed in and out of interaction between human beings and their 

world, and developed and transmitted within an essentially social context” (p. 42).  It is 

not possible to develop knowledge without any human interaction.  One approach to 

qualitative research is to reconstruct the understanding that participants may have 

concerning particular situations and actions.  Merriam (2009) asserts that researchers do 

not find knowledge; rather they construct it as they interpret the data gathered during 

their research.  Kvale and Brinkmann (2009) support this argument by contending that 
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the knowledge produced in qualitative research is actually constructed through the 

interaction between the participants and the researcher.   

 Creswell (2007) suggests that qualitative research involve multiple perspectives 

and identifying the many factors involved in the situation being studied to understand the 

larger picture that emerges.  He argues that every individual has a way of making sense 

of the world and it should be seen as valid.  Crotty (1998) contends that culture 

influences the way in which individuals see and interpret their environment.  Therefore, 

based upon the different experiences, values, and beliefs of an individual, the topic being 

researched will be interpreted differently by those taking part in the research.  It is 

important for the qualitative researcher to examine the topic from various perspectives in 

order to understand the complexity of the issue.   

 This research subscribed to a constructivist theoretical perspective.  This 

theoretical perspective assumes that reality is socially constructed and there is no single 

reality (Creswell, 2007).  According to Kvale and Brinkmann (2009), knowledge is “. . . 

the social construction of reality, where the focus is on the interpretation and negotiation 

of the meanings of the social world” (p. 52). Crotty (1998) believes that it is useful to use 

the term constructionism where the focus includes “. . . the collective generation [and 

transmission] of meaning” (p. 58).  In this research, an analysis of the perspective of 

members of senior leadership during the discussions that took place and school 

administrators impacted by the policy was used to create an understanding of what took 

place.   

 In examining the actions and decisions of leadership and school administrators in 

the policy development process of one school district as they adopted and implemented 
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online textbooks, the goal of this research is to understand the issue from the various 

perspectives of the participants.  This research investigated the world as experienced by 

these senior leaders and school administrators within the school district at that particular 

time.  As this goal was pursued, it was necessary to rely on the view of the issues as 

interpreted and constructed by selected members of the district leadership and school 

administrators to gain greater insight into the complexity of this topic.   

Theoretical Framework 

 The French philosopher, Foucault (1972) argues that individuals make statements 

based upon a moment in time and the surrounding context.  These statements are unique 

to the interaction of factors particular to the environment at the time they were made.  No 

statement made can be repeated with the same meaning because the environment will 

always be different in some way.   

 Discourse allows one to analyze the statements made and Foucault considers 

discourse to be the precursor to the creation of knowledge.  In his book, Archaeology of 

Knowledge, Foucault proposes that knowledge is not a set of things determined by 

scientific laws but is a set of discursive relations without content.  How people interpret 

these relations makes knowledge possible through discourse.  A statement is the most 

foundational unit of discourse to be analyzed.  “A statement always has borders peopled 

by other statements” (Foucault, 1972, p. 97).  Foucault also cautions us to consider what 

is not said as it may concern something that has not been eliminated but has been 

purposefully avoided. 

 It is important to acknowledge that in different times and different places, 

different interpretations arise.  Merriam (2009) reinforces this by arguing that reality is 
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formed through the interaction with others and through the historical or cultural norms 

that are in place at the time.  “. . . there is no single, observable reality.  Rather, there are 

multiple realities, or interpretations, of a single event” (Merriam, 2009, p. 8).  Kvale and 

Brinkmann (2009) assert that knowledge is validated by the environment in which it is 

constructed and the context of its development.  

 According to Foucault (1972), archaeology examines and describes the conditions 

that determine what is considered knowledge.  It looks at what was said at a particular 

point in time without judgment.  Scheurich (1994) who was influenced by Foucault, 

suggests that the culture and environment of the time influences the development of 

policy.  Scheurich calls an examination of these relations and conditions policy 

archaeology.  When examining a policy, he advocates an examination of four areas to 

develop the policy archaeology of an issue.  The first is the emergence of the problem.  

That is how the issue or problem became such a concern for an organization that some 

action is warranted.  The second arena concerns the context in which the issue arises.  

This context is reflective of the norms, values, and beliefs of the community involved.  

The options to consider as acceptable solutions form the third arena.  These might be 

developed by internal or external members of the organization and includes anyone who 

might have an interest in the issue and any possible solutions.  The final arena suggested 

by Scheurich is an analysis of the final policy.  This will help determine if the policy is in 

agreement with stakeholders in the community.  Scheurich maintains that policy 

archaeology is a recursive process based upon the interaction of an organization with its 

environment.   
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 Building on the theory of policy archaeology by Scheurich, Kingdon (2003) 

suggests that when examining the archaeology of policy, one consider three streams that 

converge to promote the establishment of that policy.  These are the problem stream, the 

policy-setting stream, and the political stream.  While these streams develop and operate 

independently, it is the relationship between them, especially when they become coupled, 

that determines when a window becomes available for a new policy.   

 When policy is developed, one has to look to the implementers of that policy.  If a 

policy is to become effective, one must consider the role of leadership.  In considering a 

change in policy, Fullan (2001, 2008, & 2011) highlights the importance of leadership to 

set the expectations for the organization and understand the context of change within the 

culture of the community environment in which it takes place.  Leadership directs an 

organization’s ability to adapt and grow within its changing environment.  Established 

policies must be rooted in the values and beliefs of the organization and its surrounding 

community if they are to succeed (Fullan, 2008, 2011).   

 As “public leaders” (Fowler, 2009, p. 12), educational leaders today must respond 

to the voices for change in education, which include business, media, national political 

leaders, and others while being held accountable by local constituents.  Because the topic 

of change is highly personal and relies on social interaction, it is important to consider 

how culture and politics influence the participants’ experiences with and interpretations 

of the issue or problem.  These influencers in the policy making process can be both 

internal and external to the organization according to Mintzberg (1983).  Their power to 

influence the policy making process will vary depending upon their relationship with 

other stakeholders within the organization.   
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 With this theoretical framework in mind, this research relied on the knowledge of 

school district leadership and administrators and their interactions with the educational 

and community environments.  The perspectives of the senior leadership and select 

school administrators within this school district provide an in-depth understanding of the 

influences on the policy making process at the time this district established a policy to 

purchase online textbooks for secondary social studies. 

Data Collection 

 Data for this case study research was gathered primarily from open ended, semi-

structured interviews.  Interviewing is a systematic activity in which one obtains a special 

kind of information about a specific topic by having a one to one conversation with 

someone about that topic.  It is the most common form of data collection for a qualitative 

study and is useful to do when the researcher is not able to directly observe the behaviors 

related to the study.  The purpose of conducting interviews is to obtain a person’s 

perspective on the phenomenon being studied (Merriam, 2009).  Kvale and Brinkmann 

(2009) describe an interview as a professional conversation “. . . where knowledge is 

constructed in the inter-action between the interviewer and the interviewee” (p. 2).  Yin 

(2009) speaks to the strengths and weaknesses of using interviews in research.  Its 

strengths include being targeted directly to the topic of the research and insightful by 

providing perceived explanations.  However, interviews can also be biased due to the 

quality of the questions, inaccurate due to poor recall of those involved, and reflexivity 

by giving the responses thought to be desired.   

 Kvale and Brinkmann (2009) suggest there are several aspects of interviewing 

that a qualitative researcher should consider when proposing to use interviews in their 
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research.  The topic of the interview should be part of the world of the interviewee that 

will allow the researcher to gain an in-depth understanding of a particular aspect of that 

world.  By asking about a specific situation, the interviewer focuses on obtaining a 

comprehensive description of the event or actions that took place.  The interviewer must 

be open to new and unexpected knowledge and if there is ambiguity in the responses, the 

interviewer can clarify with follow up questions.  Knowledge is produced through the 

interview itself.  Different interviewers may produce different results due to this 

interpersonal situation and the background knowledge of the topic by the interviewer.   

 It is important for the interviewer to conduct the interview in a positive manner.  

Kvale and Brinkmann (2009) caution the qualitative researcher about the power 

asymmetry of an interview.  The interviewer initiates and defines the situation by 

determining the topic and posing the questions.  It is a one way dialogue in which role of 

the interviewer is to ask questions and the role of the interviewee is to respond.  The 

interviewer can manipulate the interview by the questions that are asked and followed up.  

The interviewer, then, has the sole responsibility for interpreting and reporting the 

information shared in the interview.  It is imperative for the qualitative researcher to 

acknowledge this power relation in their work.   

 Rubin and Rubin (2012) focus their work on responsive interviewing.  “The 

essence of responsive interviewing is picking people to talk to who are knowledgeable, 

listening to what they have to say, and asking them new questions based upon the 

answers they provide” (p. 5).  This type of interviewing emphasizes flexibility and 

expects the interviewer to change questions in response to what is learned.  Different 

questions can be asked of each participant interviewed.   
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 A semi-structured interview provides guidance to the researcher but also allows 

flexibility for follow up inquiry to the emerging information from the person being 

interviewed (Merriam, 2009).  In the semi-structured interview, the researcher prepares a 

limited number of questions about the topic being studied and then plans for follow up 

questions to obtain an in-depth description of the event being researched (Rubin and 

Rubin, 2012).   

Participants 

The semi-structured interviews for this research were conducted with five 

members of the ABC School District senior leadership and five school administrators 

during the time being studied.  Kvale and Brinkmann (2009) recommend the number of 

interviews “. . . to be around 15 +/- 10” (p. 113).  The exact number is dependent upon 

the resources available and information that can be gained.  They reference Lincoln and 

Guba (1985) when recommending continuing the interviews until the point of saturation 

and no new knowledge is gained.  Rubin and Rubin (2012) recommend interviewing 

enough people who have different perspectives of the event to allow the researcher to 

obtain a complete picture of what took place.  This purposeful sampling included 

members of the district leadership who played a role in the policy making process to 

adopt online textbooks as well as school administrators who were impacted by that 

decision.  Interviews were solicited from individuals within offices which were involved 

in the decision making process.  Interviews were requested with the members of the 

Superintendent’s Office, Instructional Services Department, and Informational 

Technology Department.   
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 The selection of the participants interviewed was a purposeful sampling.  

“Purposeful sampling is based on the assumption that the investigator wants to discover, 

understand, and gain insight and therefore must select a sample from which the most can 

be learned” (Merriam, 2009). According to Creswell (2007), the individuals selected 

should “. . . purposefully inform an understanding of the research problem and central 

phenomenon in the study” (p. 125).   The participants were selected for their role in the 

decision making process so that a thick, rich description of the situation and time period 

being researched can be created (Merriam, 2009).  These members of the school district 

leadership team had access to key information regarding actions and decisions to adopt 

online textbooks in the school system.  They offered a unique perspective on the process 

that took place and the role of their departments in that process.  Because the decision to 

adopt online textbooks changed the way textbooks had been purchased previously, it also 

was critical to this research to garner the perspective of school administrators who were 

impacted by this decision.  This perspective provided information from a different 

viewpoint concerning the decision to adopt online textbooks.  It is important to collect a 

broad perspective of the influences on the leadership during the policy development 

process under study to view the topic in a more holistic manner. 

 These key leaders and stakeholders were contacted initially via email to solicit 

their participation in this research.  The interviews lased up to an hour and took place in 

person at a mutually agreed upon site.  It is important for the researcher to conduct the 

research in a natural setting due to concern for context.  It was imperative to maintain 

openness with the interviewees and a site of their choosing made them more at ease 

responding to questions and hopefully, resulting in more open responses (Wiersma & 
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Jurs, 2005).  “Participants usually enjoy sharing their experiences with an interested and 

sympathetic listener” (Merriam, 2009, p. 107).  At the interview, the interviewees signed 

a consent form to allow the interview to be recorded and their words to be used in the 

final published report.  They were advised they could withdraw from the research at any 

time.  An outside transcriber transcribed the interviews in their entirety from the 

audiotapes for data analysis. 

Interview Process 

The researcher began the research process by obtaining approval for the research 

from the Internal Review Board (IRB) office at George Washington University and the 

research office in the school district where the research was conducted.  After approval 

had been obtained and prior to any interviews with the selected members within the 

school district, the interview questions were field tested with two members of the school 

district, one school administrator and one central office mid-manager,  not directly 

involved with the policy making process but knowledgeable about what took place at the 

time.  Modifications to the interview questions were made as necessary.   

The interviewer-respondent interaction is complex and it was important for the 

researcher to assume a non-judgmental, neutral stance towards what is being said.  Kvale 

and Brinkmann (2009) promote conducting interviews with a reflective approach to the 

knowledge being sought.  Therefore, the researcher maintained a field journal throughout 

the research process.  Before each interview, the researcher reflected on the interview 

process established and anticipation of what may be learned during the upcoming 

interview.   Field notes include personal responses and interpretations of what took place 

with previous interviews, and contain valuable insights of the author (Saldana, 2013).  
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During the interviews, the researcher recorded observation notes to capture any details 

that may be overlooked in the transcriptions.  Any additional clarification or follow up 

questions that might be needed were sent to the interviewee via email.  Immediately 

following each interview, the researcher wrote reflective memos that “. . . might contain 

insights suggested by the interview, descriptive notes on the behavior, verbal or 

nonverbal, of the informant, parenthetical thoughts of the researcher, and so on” 

(Merriam, 2009, p. 110).  Miles and Huberman (1994) emphasize the importance of 

continuous reflection and analysis that takes place throughout the entire research process 

when conducting qualitative research.  Reflective interpretations are needed to achieve a 

fuller more comprehensive understanding of the topic being studied.  “All researchers 

have a great privilege and obligation: the privilege to pay attention to what they consider 

worthy of attention and the obligation to make conclusions drawn from those choices 

meaningful to colleagues and clients” (Stake, 1995, p. 49). 

Data Analysis 

 The data analysis began during the interview process with the creation of field 

journal notes by the researcher.  Saldana (2013) recommends writing reflections before, 

during, and after conducting the research.  Creswell (2007) mentions the importance of 

doing this so the researcher is aware of any biases and assumptions that may influence 

the data collection process.  This was especially important in this research study, as the 

researcher has personal knowledge of the policy making process that took place.  As the 

interview process continued, the memos created prior to each interview helped to refine 

the study by building on knowledge and perspectives shared by previous interviewees.   
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 During the interview process, the researcher made field notes to capture any 

observations that might not be included in the transcriptions of the interviews.  When 

conducting research, it is important to note the context of statements that have been 

shared.  Immediately following the interviews, the researcher developed reflective notes, 

which included an initial analysis of what occurred during the interview and possible 

questions for future interviews.   

 As the interviews are transcribed and the researcher began to review them, the 

researcher created preliminary analytical memos as an initial analysis of the data.  The 

purpose of an analytical memo is to document and reflect on how the process is going 

and if there are any emergent patterns or themes in the data thus far.  “The goal is not to 

summarize the data but to reflect and expound on it” (Saldana, 2013, p. 42). 

 Stake (1995) emphasizes the interpretative nature of the analysis in his 

discussions on qualitative research.  The researcher must be reflective and consider 

multiple viewpoints before any conclusions can be made. In order to pursue the goal of 

providing an in-depth, and rich, thick description of the policy making process that took 

place at this time, it was necessary to rely on the various participants’ views of the issues 

to gain a greater insight into the complexity of the topic.  The goal of the study is to “. . . 

seek understanding of the world in which they live and work” (Creswell, 2007, p 20). 

 Interpretivists strive to reconstruct the self-understanding of participants during 

the period being studied.  “They assume that the inquirer cannot claim that the ways 

actors make sense of their experience is irrelevant to the social scientific understanding 

. . .” (Schwandt, 2000, p 193).  The method of reflection during the research process 

provides a logical and systematic method for carrying out the analysis. The experiences 
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become increasingly clarified and the narrative expanded as they are considered and 

reconsidered in the reflective process by reviewing the various perspectives offered by 

the participants (Yin, 2009).  Each reflection offers a different perspective on the topic, 

the reflections become more exact, and rich as new perspectives are added to the research 

(Moustakas, 1994).   

Data analysis for qualitative research should be a recursive and dynamic.  As 

such, the data analysis began while collecting data.  According to Merriam (2009),         

“. . . the preferred way to analyze data in a qualitative study is to do it simultaneously 

with data collection” (p. 171).  “The process of analysis should not be seen as a distinct 

state of research; rather, it is a reflective activity that should inform data collection, 

writing, further data collection, and so forth.  Analysis is not, then, the last phase of the 

research process” (Coffey & Atkinson, 1996, p. 6).  Analysis is one part of the research 

process, which includes research design and data collection. While the initial data 

analysis occurred during the data collection through reflective and analytical memos, the 

analysis became more intense once the data collection was finalized.   

 Merriam (2009) discusses the importance of establishing a system for organizing 

and managing the data.  Coding is one way of organizing and obtaining data reduction 

(Creswell, 2007).  Coding is an interpretative act that is both natural and deliberate 

according to Saldana (2013).  A code is a word or short phrase that symbolically assigns 

a summative, essence-capturing attribute to a portion of text based data.  Coffey and 

Atkinson (1996) argue that coding is a mixture of data summation and breaking data into 

parts that lead to further analysis. “In qualitative data analysis, a code is a researcher 

generated construct that symbolizes and thus attributes interpreted meaning to each 
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individual datum for purposes of pattern detection, theory building, categorization, and 

other analytical processes” (Saldana, 2013, p. 4).  

 As the researcher conducted the research, field notes, reflective memos, interview 

transcriptions, and analytical memos were reviewed with pre-coding notes.  As the 

interviews were completed and transcribed, using the suggestions of Creswell (2007) and 

Saldana (2013), an initial review was conducted for significant statements that 

highlighted an understanding of the different influences and impacting factors during the 

decision making process to adopt online textbooks and the role that the interviewees had 

in the process.  As the field notes and reflective memos were developed, they were 

assigned codes to allow for easy retrieved as the analysis continued.  This emergent 

process included open coding which Merriam (2009) describes as making notes and 

comments about data that is potentially relevant. 

 First cycle coding is influenced by the research questions and theoretical 

perspective of the research.  During this review, every statement made is given equal 

value which Creswell (2007) labels horizonalization.  The exploratory coding method of 

holistic coding was used for the first cycle coding.  Using this coding allowed the 

researcher to grasp basic themes in the data by reviewing the data as a whole rather than 

line-by-line.  It is the preparatory groundwork for more detailed coding.  “Coding is a 

thus a method that enables you to organize and group similarly coded data into categories 

or families because they share some characteristic” (Saldana, 2013, p. 9).  

 The codifying process allows data to be segregated, grouped, regrouped, and 

linked in order to make meaning.  The analysis is the search for patterns and ideas that 

might explain those patterns. During the second cycle of coding, the data was collapsed 
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to reanalyze the data.  The primary goal of second cycle coding is to develop a sense of 

categorical and thematic organization from the large number of first cycle codes.  The 

numerous first cycle codes were reconfigured to develop smaller, more select themes and 

concepts.  Patterns began to emerge as a result.  Multiple levels of coding are possible for 

the same information.  Then the statement groups were categorized in to meaning units or 

themes as suggested by Creswell (2007).  Miles and Huberman (1984) describe this 

process of selecting, focusing, simplifying, and transforming data from the reflective 

notes into themes as data reduction.  Through data reduction during the data analysis, the 

data is sharpened and organized in a meaningful way.  As these themes are identified, a 

description of what the participants experienced was developed.   

 Using pattern coding during the second cycle of coding allowed the researcher to 

identify emergent themes, configurations, or explanations.  This form of explanatory 

coding was appropriate in the search for major themes or explanations and used to 

develop a statement that described a major theme, or pattern of action (Saldana, 2013).  

Following the descriptions of the experiences of various members of school district 

leadership and school administrators, a comprehensive composite description of the 

conditions and factors that influenced the leadership of this school district during the 

policy making process to adopt online textbooks was developed.  According to Miles and 

Huberman (1984), most conclusion drawing comes from reducing the bulk of the data 

and bringing some sort of pattern to it.  A computer program, Atlas.ti, was used to help 

mange the organization of the data and coding.   

Further analysis of this narrative was compared to the conceptual framework for 

policy archaeology as characterized by Scheurich (1994) and Kingdon (2003).  Mintzberg 
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(1983) states “. . . to understand the behavior of the organization, it is necessary to 

understand which influencers are present, what needs each seeks to fulfill the 

organization, and how each is able to exercise power to fulfill them” (p. 22).   

Trustworthiness 

 Being able to trust the results of the research is important.  “Ensuring validity and 

reliability in qualitative research involves conducting the investigation in an ethical 

manner” (Merriam, 2009, p. 209).  Maxwell (2005) contends that validity should be a 

goal of the research and should be considered in relation to the methods used in the 

research.  Creswell (2009) suggests that qualitative validity means there are checks for 

accuracy by utilizing certain procedures.  Careful attention to the way data is collected, 

analyzed, and interpreted as well as how the findings relate to the reality is central to 

establishing the validity of the research.  When considering the findings of qualitative 

research, it is essential to consider that reality is holistic, multidimensional, and ever 

changing (Merriam, 2009, p. 213).   

Internal 

 The use of triangulation provides evidence and detail to the depth and breadth of a 

case study.  This method of triangulation, the process of using multiple sources of data, 

helps to increase the validity and reliability of the research verifying the data among 

different perspectives (Creswell, 2009; Merriam 2009).  To produce an in-depth 

description of the conditions and factors that influenced the leadership in the decision 

making process, the perspectives of various members of the district leadership and school 

administrators impacted by the policy were included.  By interviewing senior members of 
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the school district leadership and school administrators, the evidence was corroborated to 

develop a rich, thick, composite description about what took place during this time.   

 It is with multiple perspectives or sources of evidence, themes in the analysis are 

justified.  This makes possible a detailed and complete description of the policymaking 

process faced by district leadership at the time.  It is important to consider the perspective 

of several members of senior leadership in order to gather evidence that corroborates 

what took place.  This helps to address the issue of possible self-censorship by the 

participants.  This description is supported by including numerous verbatim statements 

from the participants.  In this way, the reader experiences the participants’ original words 

to make their own interpretation of the data.  “Interpretative research is a chain of 

interpretations that must be documented for others to judge the trustworthiness of the 

meanings arrived at in the end” (Creswell, 2007, p. 206).   

 Yin (2009) suggests other methods to increase the validity of qualitative research 

such as pattern matching, explanation building, and time series analysis.  He argues that 

the best way to determine patterns is to contrast any differences as sharply as possibly.  

Creswell (2009) discusses the importance of including contradictory evidence to make 

the account more realistic and valid.  When using explanation building, the evidence is 

examined in relation to a theoretical proposition.  In this study, the data was analyzed in 

relation to the theories of policy archaeology set forth by Scheurich and Kingdon.   

 With reflective memos, the research employed the method Merriam (2009) 

identifies as reflexivity to increase the validity of the research.  These memos take the 

researcher’s biases and relationship to the investigation and individual participants into 

account.  As the analytical memos were created after the interviews, the information was 
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shared with the participants to “. . . judge the accuracy and credibility of the account” 

(Creswell, 2007, p. 208).  This member checking supports the arguments of Stake (1995) 

who maintains that participants “. . . play a major role directing as well as acting in case 

study” (p. 115).   

External 

 The question of external validity is really one of generalizability.  “External 

validity is concerned with the extent to which the findings of one study can be applied to 

other situations” (Merriam, 2009, p. 223).  While single cases may be studied, due to the 

unique environment in which the topic took place, there is not a case for strong 

generalizing.  However, others can learn much from this research.  By adding the 

information learned in a single case to others they are familiar with, the reader forms a 

new way to generalize.  Stake calls these naturalistic generalizations, which the reader 

arrives at through their personal experiences and how they relate to the conclusions of the 

study.  “Naturalistic generalization is important more because of its embeddedness in the 

experience of the reader, whether verbalized or not” (Stake, 1995, p. 86).   

 Creswell (2009) maintains that the value of qualitative research is that it is 

particular to the context of the research site.  Yin (2009) however, argues that qualitative 

research results can be generalized in broad theory even though the particulars might not 

be replicated exactly.  Lincoln and Guba (1985) argue that external validity is left to the 

readers of the study, as they are the ones who are seeking to apply the principals of the 

research elsewhere and are most familiar with where it might be applied.  However, it is 

the responsibility of the investigator to provide enough data for the reader to decide for 

themselves whether it is transferable.   
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Subjectivity Statement 

 The researcher was an employee of the school district involved in the research.  

She had taught social studies in this school district for more than fourteen years.  All of 

her contract teaching time was at the middle school level.  The researcher held a teaching 

license in secondary social studies with endorsements in curriculum and instruction as 

well as administration and supervision.  Serving as the coordinator for social studies in 

the school district, the researcher oversaw the textbook adoption process that took place 

and was responsible for the implementation of the online textbooks in schools once a 

decision was made by the district senior leadership to move in that direction.   

 The researcher developed an interest in research that supports technology 

integration as a doctoral student at a major university.  As she began researching the 

literature on technology and education for various class assignments, she became aware 

of what the literature identified as “the second digital gap” and how one researcher 

suggested that this might even increase the achievement gap among students (Warschauer 

and Matuchniak, 2010).  With a district focus on closing the achievement gap and interest 

in increasing the use of technology in classrooms, this research knowledge was shared 

with supervisors.  This information furthered discussions at higher levels in the district 

that led to the eventual decision to adopt online textbooks for social studies.  While 

overseeing the actual implementation of the online textbooks for use with classroom 

teachers once a decision was made for the purchase, decisions made at the senior 

leadership level of the district directed the steps in the development of the policy.   

 The goal of qualitative research is understanding, description, discovery, and 

meaning according to Merriam (2009).  By providing a rich, thick description of what 
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took place at the leadership level to make the decision to adopt online textbooks, the 

researcher hoped to gain knowledge about the policy making process within a school 

district.   

Research Ethics 

 In research, it is important to protect the rights of the participants and ensure that 

no harm will come to them because of their participation in the study.  Prior to beginning 

any research, approval for the research was obtained from the IRB office of The George 

Washington University and the school district where the research was conducted to 

ensure that all requirements for research are being followed.   

 Prior to responding to interview questions, the researcher discussed the purpose of 

the study and their rights as participants.  It should be noted that the researcher had 

already developed a relationship with the participants as a result of her position in the 

school district which helped to make the interviews possible.  Participants were advised 

that their participation was voluntary and they could withdraw from the study at any time.  

Each participant signed a consent form providing a written record of his or her rights as 

participants and allowing the researcher to record the interview and use the information 

gained in the final written research study.   The tape recordings were erased once the 

transcriptions were verified for accuracy. Any notes related to the research were 

destroyed once the researcher has graduated from the doctoral program.   

 The researcher developed a research study that represents a composite picture of 

what took place during the time period being researched rather than a focus on the 

situation of the individual’s being interviewed.  The researcher committed to representing 

the story as accurately as possible based upon the data obtained and therefore some of the 
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exact statements made by the participants are used to support that story.  Clarifying 

questions were asked of the participants as necessary.  Participants had the ability to 

review the final product if desired.   

Summary of Chapter 

 Qualitative research is used for research that strives to answer the question how 

and why something occurred.  Maxwell (2005) maintains the advantages of qualitative 

research are its inductive approach, its emphasis on a specific topic or issue, and its focus 

on words.  Creswell (2007) proposes that the goal of qualitative research is to seek and 

document the understanding of that which takes place in the community in which the 

participants live.  The participants construct this understanding and meaning as 

experiences take place.  Crotty (1998) maintains that while the environment influences 

how things are seen and interpreted, each individual has a way of making sense of their 

personal experiences, and it should be considered valid.   

 Subscribing to the theoretical perspective of constructivism, this qualitative 

research study seeks to provide a rich, thick, and in-depth description of the conditions 

and factors that influenced the leadership of a large suburban school district in the policy 

making process when the district adopted online textbooks for social studies.  A 

purposeful sampling of senior district leadership members who had a role in the process 

as well as school administrators impacted by the policy decision were interviewed for this 

research study.  Qualitative research must include a variety of perspectives to be 

considered valid.  Besides the interviews, additional data was collected from the various 

reflections of the researcher as the process evolved.  Data from the open ended, semi-

structured interviews and reflective memos were coded to reveal emerging patterns and 
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themes. The environment in which it is collected influences qualitative data.  For this 

reason, it is important to analyze the data through a variety of perspectives.  Therefore, 

the patterns and themes that emerge from the holistic and pattern coding were analyzed 

and discussed in relation to the conceptual frameworks of policy archaeology as 

suggested by Scheurich (1994) and Kingdon (2003).  Mintzberg (1983) argues that 

others, within the organization as well as external to it, influence actions of those in 

leadership positions within an organization.  Analyzing the patterns and themes that 

emerge from the interviews helped to identify the factors that influenced the district 

leadership and provide a greater understanding of the policy making process that took 

place when this large suburban school district adopted online textbooks in social studies.  
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Chapter 4: Results 

Overview 

 As the world continues to become increasingly digital, school districts are faced 

with making decisions regarding the use of technology in classrooms.  The purpose of 

this qualitative study was to examine the conditions and factors that influenced a large 

suburban school district as it developed a policy for the adoption of online textbooks for 

social studies.  Through semi-structured interviews with members of the district 

leadership at the time this decision was made, an in-depth description of what took place 

will be developed.  The purposeful sampling consisted of five members of the district 

leadership who had an in-depth knowledge of what took place.  Five school principals 

also were interviewed to get their perspective on this policy decision to purchase online 

textbooks for secondary social studies.  Each participant in this research was interviewed 

at a site of their suggestion.  During the interview process, the researcher kept a field 

journal and began to analyze statements made by the participants after each interview to 

modify any questions that maybe asked with subsequent participants.  The interviews 

lasted from forty-five to sixty minutes and resulted in more than two hundred pages of 

transcription.  After an initial review of the transcription, any follow-up questions were 

sent via email to the participants for clarification.   

 The transcripts were read several times during the analysis phase.  Initially, they 

were read for significant statements regarding the topic being researched.  Those 

statements were then grouped by common themes and labeled.  As the results were 

determined, quotes from the participants that best illustrated the findings were included 

as evidence.   
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As Merriam (2009) comments, qualitative research strives to understand how 

people interact with others and their environment, interpret those experiences and then 

construct meaning about what happened.  This type of research assumes there are 

multiple interpretations of a single event in attempting to answer the how and why of the 

phenomenon being studied (Yin, 2009).  In qualitative research, the researcher is the 

primary instrument used.  Through the use of interviews with senior members of 

leadership, this researcher was able to question those members in the district who were 

leading the policy development process.  Because of the relationship with the researcher 

and that many of these senior leadership members were no longer employed by this 

district, their comments were remarkably candid.  Creswell (2007) points to the 

importance of words in a qualitative study as data.  It is through the use of the words of 

the participants that knowledge about the issue is conveyed.  Therefore, exact quotes by 

the participants are used to support the findings in this research.  These quotes are 

grouped in chart form if several of the participants spoke to a common theme.  Quotes 

from individual participants were used in narrative form if these words highlighted a 

significant or contradictory perspective.  By using direct quotations from the participants 

to support the findings, the researcher asks the reader to come to the same conclusions.  

Including contradictory comments allows a more holistic understanding of what took 

place.  The following sections will provide the reader with the context for the discussions 

that took place and provide findings based on four related research questions.   

Participants 

Ten participants took part in this research study.  They included five members of 

the district leadership as well as five secondary principals.  The district leaders (DL) were 
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chosen for this research study due to their positions within the district and their 

knowledge of the discussions which took place during the policy development process.  

Four of the district leaders were members of the district Leadership Team which met 

weekly to discuss matters facing the school district.  The Leadership Team guided the 

development of policies, procedures, and actions for the district.  The final district leader 

interviewed was a member of senior leadership for Instructional Services Department but 

not a member of the Leadership Team.  The Instructional Services Department provides 

input to the district leadership on a regular basis regarding matters that impact curriculum 

and instruction.   

The school administrators (SA) who participated in this research were principals 

of three middle schools and two high schools at the time the decision was made to adopt 

online textbooks for secondary social studies.  These schools represent the high and low 

rates of diversity within this school system.  Two of the three middle schools had high 

poverty rates with sixty-eight and fifty-eight percent of their students receiving free and 

reduced meals as the measure for economic poverty.  These same schools also had high 

limited English proficiency rates of thirty-four and thirty-two percent.  The other schools 

included in this study had a free and reduced lunch rate ranging from eleven to nineteen 

percent and a limited English proficiency rate of four to six percent.  The special 

education population at each of the schools ranged from eight percent to eighteen percent.  

The middle schools ranged in size from approximately nine hundred students to more 

than sixteen hundred.  The two high school administrators oversaw a student population 

of approximately twenty one and twenty two hundred.  See also Table 1: School 

Demographic Summaries.   
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Table 1: School Demographic Summaries 

School 

Administrator 

Student 

Population 

Free & 

Reduced 

Meals 

Limited English 

Proficiency 

Special 

Education 

SA1 1137 14% 4% 8% 

SA2 1620 68% 34% 16% 

SA3 885 58% 32% 18% 

SA4 2257 11% 6% 11% 

SA5 2110 19% 5% 13% 

District  28% 17% 14% 

 

Research Question 1: What issues created the need for this topic to be on the agenda of 

the district at this time as it embarked on a discussion about a proposed policy change?  

 The participants recognized several things occurring at the time the school district 

leadership began serious discussions around the adoption on online textbooks for 

secondary social studies.  The two most pressuring issues identified included (a) the 

textbook adoption cycle for social studies and (b) budget issues.  Another topic that was 

part of the discussions taking place at the time included (c) the state of technology in the 

district in hardware as well as understanding access and usage by teachers and students.   

Textbook Adoption Cycle  

The textbook adoption cycle occurs on a seven year cycle for each content in this 

district based upon the state adoption cycle and established contract length.  According to 

school district regulations, a committee of teachers, administrators, and community 

members had been established to review materials submitted by publishers and make 

recommendations to the School Board for adoption in the social studies content.  The 
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previous contracts were about to expire and some of the books were outdated with 

regards to content.  As the publishers shared their materials with the committee, it 

became evident that much of their resources were available from their online websites.  

The publishers indicated that the textbook and any related resources for both the teachers 

and students could be delivered online.  As the textbook adoption process continued and 

information was brought forward, district leadership gave serious consideration to 

adopting online textbooks for secondary social studies.  The proposal was to investigate 

further the possibility of online textbooks for the secondary level since the committee had 

recommended trade book sets for elementary grades and not one main basal resource for 

each student.   

Table 2: Textbook Adoption Cycle 

Participant Quote 

DL1 It was probably driven more, I mean the content area was picked more 

because of the cycle that we were on as opposed to any strategic 

planning.  

DL2 . . . the writing is on the wall, materials and resources are changing, and 

we shouldn’t talk about textbooks in the context of textbooks anymore.  

We should just start using the term materials and resources.  

. . . social studies was coming up for textbook adoption and we’d like to 

see what’s out there.  

DL3 Social studies went first because I think, the textbook adoption was in the 

sequence.  

DL5 When the social studies textbooks were coming up for adoption, I think 

this conversation was very robust at the time at the leadership team.  

DL5 There was a concern in several content areas that books were really out 

of date.  And that we were having a difficult time getting replacement 

books . . .   

SA2 I think it sort of emanated from where we were, it was coming up 

particularly for social studies, the cycle for repurchasing.   . . . do we 

continue to spend money on these bound textbooks and then have to 

replace them after so many years, or do you go with the online version? 
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Budget 

 All of the participants mentioned money and funding for resources in some way.  

The district leaders discussed the budget issues that were taking place due to the 

economic downturn at all levels and the school administrators discussed the issue of how 

the decision to purchase online textbooks for social studies would impact their school 

budgets.   

 At the district level, according to DL1 “. . . the discussion was in the context of 

budget building . . . and it was during the real tough budget cutbacks.”  Four of the five 

district leaders thought that online textbooks would allow the district to save money.  One 

district leader, DL4, however, disagreed, stating “The cost of buying a tool or a product is 

not just about your up-front costs, but it is also about support.”  This district leader felt 

the total cost of purchasing online textbooks was complex and included the additional 

purchase of computers and technology infrastructure upgrades, which were not 

mentioned by other district leaders.   

Table 3: District Leaders and Budget 

Participant Quote 

DL1 It had to do with the budget process, because we were in continual 

cut mode. . .  

DL2 It was about the time that the budget was going absolutely south.  We 

had been asked to reduce costs in every way we could.  

We found a real opportunity to purchase online materials at a far 

cheaper rate than buying a stand-alone, and recognized that if we 

bought online subscriptions and then bought some books to back it 

up with, we were saving millions of dollars in resources and 

materials.  

DL3 Cost was a huge factor.  We were trying to figure out how to afford 

to make the switch (to new books) with budget cuts.  The budget for 

textbooks and instructional materials had been cut.   
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DL4 I think there was an illusion that if you went to online textbooks, you 

would save money.  I felt that  . . . moving to online was not going to 

be cheaper.  I was I guess an outlier in that area.  

DL5 There was this looming budget crisis, and would an online book be 

cheaper?  We were looking at textbook adoption, and we were 

looking for ways to cut costs.  
 

School administrators expressed concerns about how the online textbooks would 

be purchased and the need for technology.  Prior to the purchase of online textbooks, 

instructional materials and resources were purchased at the school level using funds made 

available to each administrator through per pupil funding.  Additional funding for 

textbooks would be added to the total amount and recommendations would be shifted 

depending upon what was to be purchased each year.  Textbook purchases would be 

phased in over a three year period by individual school principals.  While four of the five 

administrators spoke about funding in general, two of the five school administrators 

expressed specific concerns about the purchase of online textbooks because they would 

now be purchased centrally and funds would be deducted from each school’s allocation 

of per pupil funds.  This policy decision meant they would have less per pupil funding 

and thus gave them less flexibility to use funds as they deemed appropriate.   

Table 4: School Administrators and Per Pupil Funding 

Participant Quote 

DL2 If they went out and they bought social studies textbooks for every kid 

in the building, there wasn’t enough money in the textbook account to 

do it.  

We had an equity of resource issue in the Division.  If we gave the 

textbook money to one high school and they went ahead and bought 

the textbooks, we would give the same amount to another high school 

and they might not.  But instead of buying the books, they would use 

the money for something else.  

DL3 The issue of cost was a significant issue because the money wasn’t 

there.  The money that was there was in the hands of the principals 

and not central.  
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DL4 We took back some of the per pupil allocation of funding in order to 

buy division-wide licenses for online textbooks.  

Previously, we had textbook money that was just allocated to schools 

based on how many students they had.  They could use that money to 

buy textbooks, but they could also use that money to trade in to buy 

teachers, or to trade to buy computers, or to trade for all kinds of 

purposes.   

SA2 The principals did not like the fact that they lost control of money 

from their budget. 

. . . there was a concern about did we have enough information to be 

accurate around what this was going to mean financially for school 

based money.  Because that ends up having impact on how we’re 

going to manage that money for many of us . . .  

SA3 I think that was the biggest concern I remember is schools feeling like 

they did not have enough computer resources.   

SA4 It is just going to be taken directly out of your appropriated money.  

The piece that a savvy principal is able to do is when you actually 

have the money and you’re buying textbooks, you can kind of float it 

in different ways to spread it out.  

SA5 I think in the last ten years, we’ve reduced instructional material 

funding.  I think there’s a concern about how are we going to fund this 

and keep up with technology.   

 

Technology 

 Just as in many districts across the nation, technology in education continues to be 

a focus in this school district.  As SA1 stated, “Technology has certainly taken off.  

We’re just trying to scramble to keep up and figure it out so we can use it.”  The school 

system continues to spend money to invest in technology both at the school as well as 

district levels.  This funding included technology upgrades at the district level and the 

purchase of computers at the school level.  While schools already had some computers 

for student use, four of the five school administrators purchased additional computers for 

their teachers to use in their classrooms when a decision was made to use online 

textbooks.   
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Four of the school administrators spoke about the increased use of digital 

resources by teachers in their instruction, while all of the district leaders commented on 

the increased availability of digital resources by publishers and organizations.  SA2 stated 

that “We had a lot going on from a technology perspective.  That [the online textbook] 

was a natural extension of some of the things we had already been doing.  . . . this is the 

next step in our journey around technology.”  Three of the district leaders spoke to the 

increased use of technology by the students in this district and the need to meet that 

growing demand.  Two of the district leaders expressed concern about an equity issue 

regarding the use of technology.  As DL3 stated when asked about the role of technology 

in the discussion, “That I think might have been an even bigger driver than the budget, 

because the fear was we would be widening the gap between haves and have nots in 

terms of access to critical instructional materials.”   

Table 5: Technology in the District 

Participant Quote 

DL1 Everyone in the world is using more technology, so why shouldn’t we?  

Social studies from my perspective was using a lot of online resources 

already.  

DL2 I think what we were seeing was an incredible usage of technology 

among our students and there was no way that we were going to be able 

to get away from it.  

DL3 I think the success of social studies and just the opportunities for 

enhancing the learning environment through the use of videos and the 

interactive nature of digital materials whereas the textbook is pretty 

static.  

DL4 We certainly had integrated a lot of other technology into our 

classrooms. We had a lot of mobile labs.   

I think our kids were very technology savvy.  So I think we were trying 

to cater to individual students and their interests.   

DL5 I think kids are accessing information in a digital way.  They are going 

on the computer to do it.  

SA1 

 

And I think kids love, love to use technology.  A lot of it is that kids are 

not afraid to touch, press, trial and error. 
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SA1 . . . I also gave each of those teachers a cart of Netbooks [small laptops].  

SA2 We pulled our money and I had money that I had saved that could be the 

used to buy five mobile carts to make this happen . . .  

SA3 I probably had 3 or 4 teacher leaders where we implemented dedicated 

laptops in the classroom for the teacher to be able to go paperless.  

These teachers were very dedicated to infusing the laptops in their 

classrooms and willing to go the extra mile if meant getting access for 

their kids who didn’t have them.  

SA5 As a high school principal, I was excited . . . because I felt like we had 

teachers who had technology knowledge.  I felt like we had a social 

studies department that was very open to additional resources and 

accessing technology resource.   

. . . we had purchased technology in the first wave of being able to buy 

technology resources.  We had individual technology carts where a lot of 

our materials were online.  

I had a lot of people that embraced technology and they learned from 

each other.  

 

Summary – Research Question 1 

 As this large suburban school district faced a budget crisis and the normal cycle of 

textbook adoption, discussions included the option of online textbooks.  Many of the 

district leaders thought that going to online textbooks would save the district money and 

continued the discussions.  At the same time, the social studies content area was going 

through the established seven year cycle to review to make recommendations for the 

purchase of new textbooks.  As the publishers shared their materials with committee 

members, it was recognized that much of their instructional materials and resources were 

available online.  The issue facing the district leaders was how to purchase new 

instructional materials for social studies when the school system was facing a budget 

shortfall.   

 At the same time, the school division was increasing the technology infrastructure 

across the district to meet an increasing demand for technology in schools.  There was 

also an investment by some individual schools to purchase additional computers for 
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classrooms as teachers began using more and more digital resources being made available 

by publishers and organizations for use in their instruction.  There were pockets of 

teachers who recognized the use of technology by their students and wanted to find ways 

to do the same in their classrooms.  It is through this confluence of factors, a looming 

budget crisis, the textbook adoption cycle, and increased availability and use of 

technology, that the school district embarked on serious discussions to develop a policy 

adopting the use of online textbooks.   

Research Question 2 – What values and beliefs influenced the school district’s leadership 

as decisions were made to introduce a change to digital resources?  

 This school district considers itself to be a leader in education.  As DL1 stated, 

“Because one of the things we do in our district is to be a bit of a leader, people look to us 

in a leadership capacity.  We have the kind of horses in our organizational structure to be 

able to be leaders.”  DL5 spoke of “. . . wanting to be on the cutting edge.”   This was 

further supported by comments from DL3, “I think one of the strong things about [ABC 

School District] is that we’re always looking out as to what is coming down the pike.” 

DL4’s comments also reflected this viewpoint, “. . . we wanted to be near the forefront of 

this.  You know, [ABC School District] has always been a lighthouse district.  Always 

trying to be at the forefront of innovation in both instructional practice as well as 

technology practice.”  

 Recognizing leadership plays a role in any policy development and subsequent 

actions, district leaders commented on their beliefs about their roles as leaders within the 

district.  See Table 6 for details.  
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Table 6: District Leadership Beliefs about Leadership 

Participant Quote 

DL1 As a district leader, I think my role is to develop policies and then 

provide direction for the school district.   

. . . reach consensus on the vision of where we are going, which is 

generally policy level, and then empowering people to achieve that and 

get out of their way.  

DL2 I think my leadership style is collaborative . . . and I think I am pretty 

good at building coalitions to get there.   

I think when in terms of policy development, leaders need to make that 

extra effort to get the naysayers, not necessarily on board, but at least 

to understand what it is you’re trying to accomplish and how you’re 

going to get there.  

I want to hear everybody’s voice.  I want to make sure that 

everybody’s voice is on the record and on the table.  

DL3 I cannot over emphasize the importance of communication in a district 

this size.  

I do think the informal is as important as the formal.   

I think a leader has to be a good listener.  You have to listen between 

the lines and I think you have to ask.  I think you have to play devil’s 

advocate.   

DL4 . . . doing things collaboratively, I think provided the confidence to the 

School Board that we should be doing this.  

DL5 I think one of my main roles is to be a good steward of public funds.  

Just to make sure that the policy decisions that we have are the most 

efficient, effective, and driven by real need, that they can be.  

I think we really need to give those kind of final policymakers as much 

information as we can, in a way that is meaningful to them.   

 

 Beliefs about the use of technology by both district leaders and school leaders 

influenced the decision making process to adopt online textbooks for secondary social 

studies. As DL 5 stated, “We had a leadership team that was really looking at trying to 

bring more digital technology into the school system in a much more systemic way.”  As 

DL2 verbalized,  
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“Here we are setting kids up . . . to be prepared for the 21st century . . . yet, we 

weren’t giving them the skills or at least the means to access information that they 

would need when they left our schools. That was a real disconnect for me.” 

DL1 commented, “I just looked at it as a natural evolution because everything in society 

was becoming more electronic, and online accessible, and it just seemed to be a natural 

course of events.”  

Two of the participants who had children in the school system mentioned this 

personal influence when discussing the need for the school district to increase the use of 

technology in classrooms.  DL2 stated, “ . . . one of the influences for me as a leader in 

the system was to try to determine what was the future of education going to look like for 

my own kids.”  DL5 commented that as a result of having children in the system with 

different experiences, “Basic computer literacy is now to me part of what needs to be in 

the curriculum.  It just needs to be integrated into everything the kids do.”   DL4 

supported this viewpoint with the comment, “As a matter of fact, [for] a lot of kids at 

home who don’t have access to digital resources at home, it’s even more important that 

they have access to digital resources at school.”  DL4 continued with “I think we have an 

absolute moral and ethical obligation to provide digital access to our kids in school.”  

DL3 expressed the viewpoint, “We are preparing kids for their future, not our past.”    

 All of the district leaders spoke to the benefits they perceived as a reason to move 

to online textbooks.  District leaders proposed that increasing the use of technology 

through online textbooks would provide a more engaging learning environment for 

students and would allow districts to keep the resources up to date.   
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Table 7: District Leadership - Benefits of Online Textbook 

Participant Quote 

DL1 I think we recognized that being able to have easier access to 

instructional materials and instructional curriculum would be a benefit.  

It was actually, everyone in the world is using more technology, so 

why shouldn’t we?  . . . And we came to the general consensus at 

leadership that ultimately everything is going to be online.  

DL2 That the resources that were available online were so much better in an 

interactive sort of web-based design as opposed to a flat book.  Kids 

could take deeper dives into information and be more engaged in the 

content of the text.   

DL3 I think the logic for adopting digital materials is pretty solid.  I mean, 

it’s better instructionally.  It’s, you know, gives you more flexibility.  

DL4 We would not have to wait six years to update our textbooks.  We’d be 

able to have more current information available.   

We were also hopeful that it would be more interactive for kids. . .   It 

would be more engaging for kids.  

DL5 Online brought up this idea that we could stay current so if there was 

an update we could get that update very quickly.  

 

As part of the discussion among leadership about technology, the question came 

up about the impact of this policy on the large number of students in poverty in this 

district.  This in turn brought up the topic of a digital divide within the district.  While 

recognized by the district leaders, the beliefs by the participants around this topic varied.   

Table 8:  Digital Divide 

Participant Quote 

DL1 It’s a device capacity is one divide issue.  And then to me the other 

divide issue was access to the internet.  

I define the digital divide as being a show stopper, or a limiter, or 

something that has to be overcome in a different method or 

mechanism, otherwise the person does not have access.  

DL2 I think there is a sort of digital divide 2.0 but I think the original divide 

in the context of this conversation was the kids that did not have a 

device but also did not have access to the internet.  

I think the divide now is trying to help kids understand that this is a 

learning tool, in addition to a gaming tool.  It’s a device that can be 

leveraged to support your learning.  
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DL3 . . . the fear was we would be widening the gap between the haves and 

the have nots, in terms of access to critical instructional materials.  

DL4 To me, the digital divide is primarily an issue outside of the classroom 

walls.  So, the idea of not going to online resources in schools because 

of kids who do not have access at home really does a disservice more 

to the kids in poverty than it does to the kids that have everything. I 

think if anything the online textbooks is an opportunity for leveling the 

digital divide.  

DL5 I just really think that the digital divide question is one that bears a lot 

more research and a lot more time and consideration in any policy 

decision going forward.  And I think that kids need to have access 24/7.  

If we’re going to test them and use these types of devices in schools, 

they have to have access to them.   

I think we really need to think about some of the other things we 

already know-if kids have books at home and they’re read to at early 

ages, they’re reading on grade level much sooner.  I think the same 

applies to the digital divide.  

SA2 If we really are committed to making sure particularly our children of 

poverty are in a position to get through high school and college as an 

option, isn’t it incumbent upon us because of the poverty to dive into 

this?   

SA3 I really do feel when we’re sending kids onto high school and high 

schools are expecting kids to be more and more online, that our kids 

need to be able to go on a computer and know how to do all of these 

tasks.   

 

The school administrators supported this vision by district leadership for 

increased use of technology in classrooms because they felt it provided more engaging 

instruction for students.  Each of the school administrators commented that they already 

had teachers in their buildings who were using technology in their classrooms.  Some 

were using it more than others but every school administrator interviewed commented on 

the need for technology to be intertwined with instruction to support student learning.  
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Table 9: School Administrator - Benefits of Using Technology in Instruction 

Participant Quote 

SA1 It’s an online resource. It’s much richer than a textbook would ever be.  

To me, technology is such an engagement piece for students.  And the 

most important things that teachers do is engage their kids. I believe that 

technology is a tool of engagement, particularly for this generation.   

SA2 We had a lot of stuff going on from a technology perspective so it didn’t 

take a lot . . . That was a natural extension of some of the things we had 

already been doing.  

SA3 I think the first influence I had was really through teachers that I had in 

the building who were passionate about technology, and really about 

approaching education in a different way.   

. . . they took it and made it something that I never could have imagined.  

I think a lot of what I believe now about technology in the classroom is 

as a result of working with teachers and really saw . . . what it was that 

technology can do.   

SA4 I understand that it is their lives.  It’s the world they they’ve grown up 

in.  So, fighting it is not helping us at all.  Letting them live in the world 

that they are growing up in, as opposed to the world I grew up in 30 

years ago.  It just makes logical sense.  

SA5 What influenced me was I felt that our kids really needed the 

technology skills for the 21st century.  And they wouldn’t have them if 

we didn’t promote this initiative to access as many digital resources as 

possible.  

If you were studying engagement in classrooms, students are engaged if 

they are able to use their devices and you’ve got multi-media use.  They 

are very engaged in the learning and they are active participants.  

If they [students] never had exposure to it [technology], or they never 

had online textbooks, it’s like they’re ten steps behind on day in a 

college course.   

 

 The actions of the school administrators impacted the implementation of this new 

policy in schools.  As DL4 stated, “I think part of our role is to work with principals to 

make sure that school based leadership is on board with various rollouts and initiative.”  

SA5 expressed the view that “No matter what the topic, as an administrator your role or 

responsibility is to work with your team to eliminate barriers and provide access to 

students for learning opportunities.  As administrators, we have a responsibility to have 
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clear expectations for our staff.”  Four of the five school administrators spoke of 

including the teacher leaders at their schools in the discussions around the adoption of 

online textbooks.  In turn, this individual school leadership style impacted the actions 

taken by each school to implement this policy.   

Table 10: School Administrator – Beliefs about Leadership 

Participant Quote 

SA1 I do think overall once the parents understood what we were trying to 

do with the netbooks, understood what we were trying to do with the 

online resource, they were very supportive.  And they saw a lot of 

reasons why you would want to do that.  I think we did a good job of 

selling it.   

SA2 What it boiled down to was I had to make it simple for teachers.  If we 

have the expectation for them to use this, then I need to help remove 

any barriers.   

I had people really in a problem solving mode.  

SA3 The other thing I think that was so important is just buying into the fact 

that teachers wanted to do this and administratively we had to figure 

out ways to make it accessible to every kid. . .   

I was willing to invest in the teachers because they believed so 

passionately in what they were doing.  

SA4 What we should be doing is anything that we possibly can to, not only 

create an environment that reflects what their day-to-day outside of 

school is, but also use the tools to help their learning.  

SA5 I felt like if I’m asking my teachers to use online resources then I’ve 

got to give them the tools to support that effort.   

When they saw that I was willing to commit to the technology 

resources, they said, we’ll embrace this and use it.   

It is my job as the instructional leader to reduce the barriers.  But I 

knew it was the right thing to do for kids and I knew it was the right 

thing to do for staff.   

 

Summary – Research Question 2 

 This large suburban school district viewed itself as being on the forefront of 

innovative educational best practices.  The district leadership saw where the world was 

going with regards to technology and felt they not only had to go that route but wanted to 
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make the school district a leader in that movement.  The beliefs about their role as a 

district leader varied among the participants with one district leader emphasizing 

empowerment and others emphasizing collaboration and communication.   

With an increasing use of technology outside of the school walls, such as Nooks 

and Kindles, and funds being spent to increase the technology capabilities within the 

district, the district leaders began to express the value of increased use of technology 

within the classroom.  These district leaders, who were looking for ways to increase the 

use of technology in their schools, believed that online textbooks might be one way to do 

that as the digital books were more interactive and engaging for students.  One 

consideration that emerged during the discussions for a policy to adopt online textbooks 

in social studies was the issue of the digital divide.  The district officials believed the use 

of online textbooks would help to close the digital divide and prepare students of poverty 

for their future.  

 The school administrator participants echoed this belief about the benefits of 

increased use of technology in classrooms.  These administrators believed that students 

were more engaged in their learning when using technology.  The two school 

administrators of schools with high poverty levels also felt it was imperative for those 

students to have access to technology at school.  As the leaders at their schools, the 

participants saw their role as an administrator was to get input from the teacher leaders 

within their buildings and take action to remove the identified barriers for a successful 

implementation.   
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Research Question 3 – What factors and influences were considered by the district to 

successfully adopt and implement this policy change?  

 As with any organization, there are various groups of stakeholders impacted by a 

policy decision.  Those stakeholders might be internal or external to the organization and 

will try to influence the process both before and after the decision to adopt a policy.  The 

internal influencers in this school district at the time a decision was made to adopt online 

textbooks for secondary social studies included members of the school division 

leadership team, individual school administrators, teachers, students, and other school 

district personnel.  External influencers included trade organizations, content providers, 

parents, the state department of education, and what was happening in the world at large.   

Internal Influencers - Leadership Team 

  The Leadership Team of this school district includes senior level officials within 

the organization such as the superintendent, the deputy superintendent, and assistant 

superintendents for various departments and groups of schools.  As DL3 stated, “The 

Leadership Team is the filter.   . . . any major change from any of the departments would 

come up through the leadership team meetings.”  Both district leaders and school 

administrators spoke to the discussions that took place among and with the Leadership 

Team.  DL4 expressed the importance of these discussions with the statement,  

“. . . this was a big enough change in practice that we had to have the senior 

leadership involved and approving it  . . . this was a big enough change that we 

really had to get what had to be done and a decision had to be at the higher level.”  
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Table 11: Internal Influencers - Leadership Team  

Participant Quote 

DL1 At the leadership team level, my sense was that we were pretty 

unanimous, this is the way we are going.  And we had a lot of things to 

work through . . .  

 

DL2 . . . looked to my colleagues on the leadership team to support this and 

what this might look like. . .  

DL3 We spent a lot of time looking at the issues.  The leadership team 

discussion focused more on the financial concerns and the political 

concerns as well as the technology concerns.  And we talked about 

access, but more about the benefits and pitfalls.  

DL4 Our most successful implementations have been when the entire LT 

has been on board.   

DL5 I feel like we got policy approval kind of from the highest levels, but I 

am not sure they understood what they decided on, or what they agreed 

to.   

SA1 I had discussions with members of leadership that I thought I had the 

pulse of where we were headed as a County.   

SA2 I think there were lots of discussions by leadership about the level of 

ease around what I would call the operational or logistical kinds of 

things.  But I also think the other side of the discussion was at what 

point in time are we going to . . . stop hiding behind being a large 

division and when are we going to step off the ledge.   

[A member of senior leadership] and I often sort of discussed it 

because  . . . it was one of those things that if [my school] could get it 

done, then others could probably get it done, because of our large poor 

population.  

SA4 I got to LT and LT members are batting this whole thing around and as 

one might expect, all of their answers  . . . are just differently informed.  

 

Internal Influencers - Other District Stakeholders 

 Other district stakeholders who influenced the Leadership Team as they discussed 

and made a decision to adopt online textbooks for secondary social studies included 

various departments within the district, principals, and teachers.   

District offices directly influencing the discussions included those offices 

overseeing finance, instruction, and technology.  DL3 shared “We were trying to figure 

out how to afford to make the switch with budget cuts.  The budget for textbooks and 
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instructional materials has been cut.  So the Chief Financial Officer figured out a way to 

develop a sinking fund to replenish and make the transition to digital materials.”  DL2 

commented that “We have the best teachers of the best teachers in our instruction office, 

who not only are outstanding in their craft, but also are thoughtful enough to think about 

what is education going to look like in the future.”  DL4 shared that the initiatives have 

been more successful when a collaborative effort and a “strong voice for joint advocacy” 

has been demonstrated to leadership between the offices overseeing instruction and 

technology.   

While the district leaders expressed need for input from principals, they also 

commented on the difficulty of obtaining full agreement on this topic.  This is evidenced 

in remarks by DL1, “. . . principals are the key leaders in the different worksites, and if 

they are not on board, then we’re going to have problems.”  DL4 commented “And it 

took a lot of collaborative discussions with principals.”  SA2 and SA4 commented that 

during the discussions, there was some skepticism and confusion among the school 

principals, particularly with regards to how the online books would be paid for.  SA2 

stated,  

“And not necessarily did we have enough information to respond, but was the 

information we were being given accurate?  What would happen is we would 

raise issues and then the answer would be, let us go back to the vendor and see 

how that would play out.”   

DL2 expressed support from principals, stating “We had a number of principals saying 

this is the way to go.”  However, DL3 offered another perspective regarding principal 

support when he commented, “It’s a challenge when you have 200 principals as to how 
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you know what they’re thinking and how do you get them to agree.” and “I think [district 

leader] thought he had their buy-in on his representative sample, but I’m not sure he 

really did of all of them.”  DL3 verbalized that principals would say different things in 

different settings adding “There are a lot of people who will just go along to get along; 

they may not agree with you but they are not going to tell you.”   

These school administrator stakeholders were, in turn, influenced by others.  SA1 

expressed the thought “. . . the teacher voice was listened to. . . I do think our teachers 

were asked.  And in fact probably their voice is more important than mine.”  As another 

example, SA3 commented that “I had a few teachers that were really interested in going 

paperless and really putting their entire class in an online environment.”  Other school 

administrators expressed similar comments.   

Table 12: Teacher Influence on School Administrators 

Participant Quote 

SA1 I would say that six of the eight [teachers in that department] really had 

no issue because they were tech savvy.  

I think having that particular department and with teachers finding so 

many great ways to use technology made it easy.  

SA2 We had a lot of stuff going on from a technology perspective so it didn’t 

take a lot from my teachers to engage in the online textbook.  That was a 

natural extension of some of the things we had already been doing.  

SA3 That I think a lot about what I believe now about technology in the 

classroom is a result of working with teachers that were so passionate 

about using technology in their classroom . . . 

SA4  . . . the opening of school is supposed to be kind of a big rah-rah time.  

It’s hard to motivate the troops when they just found out when they 

walked in they were getting electronic textbooks that they hadn’t even 

looked at.  

In social studies not so many issues, because social studies teachers are 

used to having lots of different stuff.  

SA5 I felt like we had a social studies department that was very open to 

additional resources and accessing technology resources.  
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 Another influence on school administrators was the student perspective regarding 

the use of online resources.  Both SA3 and SA5 spoke of students being excited about 

using technology and engaged in their learning.  SA1 shared that the “best selling point 

was the fact that the engagement was so high in those classes, that kids were going home 

and talking about how great it was.”  SA4 commented on the fact “I understand it is their 

lives.  It’s the work that they’ve grown up in, fighting it is not helping us at all.”  SA5 

added that students who had returned during their first year of college talking about their 

experience commented on fellow students who had not been exposed to the use of 

technology at their school.  SA5 asked them 

“ . . . to explain they [your teachers] prepared you not only on critically thinking, 

reading, writing, math, but they also prepared you with technology skills you 

needed to be successful in college.  And so for our kids, it’s that ah-ha moment 

that not everybody had the same resources we had.”  

At the district leadership level, both DL4 and DL5 commented on the moral imperative to 

prepare students with twenty-first century skills by using online resources.   

External Influences 

 When asked about the influences that may have impacted their view of online 

textbooks, district leaders pointed to a number of outside groups.  As DL2 stated, “I was 

listening to voices in the land about what was happening.”  These include trade 

organizations, educational content providers, the state department of education, the world 

at large, friends, and parents.  DL2 and DL4 mentioned specific educational 

organizations that they work with during the course of their roles as educational leaders 

for the school district, “. . .  talking about digital resources in a very different way than 
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they had in the past.”  They also pointed to the importance of collaboration among 

various school districts to discuss topics in education, such as online resources and 

technology.   

 District leaders spoke of the changes in the world with regards to the use of 

technology as an influence in their consideration of online textbooks.  DL1 stated,  

“We all felt that the world was moving in this direction . . .  I think there was 

general agreement that ultimately textbooks and materials from them would be 

available online because that’s just, everything is going that way.  What’s wrong 

with having textbooks online as well?”  

This district leader continued with “And so, we need to figure out how our instructional 

environment kind of keeps pace with the world that everybody is living in.”  Other 

district leaders supported this sentiment with their comments. In his remarks, DL2 

wondered, “Why in the world are we saying to every adult in the community, you’re 

going to get all of your information through an electronic means. Yet all kids are going to 

stay in this antiquated system that will not prepare them for what’s coming.”   DL5 

commented that “. . . in the marketplace this whole notion of e-readers and the real 

proliferation of personal computing devices really started to take hold even more and you 

saw them in the hands of kids and adults alike.”  DL2 described how 

“ . . . there was some writing on the wall from cultural influences of what was 

happening outside of the school system to decisions by textbook publishers 

around how they were providing materials and resources to people that sort of 

began to influence the conversation, I think, dramatically.”   
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This district leader commented that the school district had to think about “How do we 

begin to leverage the fact that many of the kids we have coming into our buildings have 

technology. . . [or] I think at some point we’re going to be overcome by events.”  DL4 

explained,  

“I do think that everything has been moving online.  Even with kids and sports, 

you really couldn’t participate in an athletic team if you weren’t online and 

having access to email.  I think also the social media was booming . . . so a lot of 

things moving online in general, in the whole society.  This just seemed like one 

more area that it was time to make the move from hard copy to online resources.”   

All of the district leaders commented on educational content providers moving 

their resources to a digital platform as an influence when they considered the future of 

education.  Specifically, DL4 mentioned working with these educational content 

providers to encourage them to work towards “. . . standards for inner operability with 

different products and tools.”  DL2 explained  

“I think the other thing we were hearing from textbook publishers was that they 

were moving to a much stronger online presence than print.  Some of them even 

said there were not going to even call them textbooks any more.  They are going 

to call them resources and you’re going to be able to access them through a 

variety of different ways.”  

 DL5 commented that “The publishers started whole lines of business around e-books.  

As we’re moving into textbook adoption I think we saw more and more money being 

spent on electronic medium.”   
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As these technological transformations were taking place in the world at large, the 

state legislature adopted a policy that all students had to have an online experience prior 

to graduation.  One District Leader described “being in a lot of meetings trying to see 

how this organization would even get close to meeting those LEA requirements.”  DL5 

continued “We had to figure out how to make sure online learning is meaningful for kids.  

And we knew we couldn’t offer an online course for every kid.”  This requirement from 

the state became another driver in the discussions by district leaders around the adoption 

of online textbooks.    

Another important stakeholder group that influenced the participants was parents.  

DL1 and DL3 commented that communication with parents around online textbooks was 

not strategically planned and could have been better.  While some parents were asking for 

it according to DL2, there was some pushback from parents once the implementation 

process began.  DL2 commented that discussions from parents about the increasing 

weight of the print books and student backpacks could be alleviated with online 

textbooks.  DL2, SA1, and SA3 commented on “the challenge of helping the community 

and parents understand that education 2.0 looks a lot different than what you had 

experienced as a kids.”  As SA1 explained, “. . . this really isn’t a textbook, it’s a resource 

and here is why it’s different from the old traditional stand-alone paper textbook.”   SA3 

stated “I had to engage with a number of parents in a conversation that the textbook is a 

resource and not doing the teaching in the way that it did when we were in school.”  DL4 

and DL5 expressed concern about the teachers’ influence with parents.  As DL5 stated, “I 

think the pushback from teachers or the conversations they were having with parents was 
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not necessarily supportive.”  Each of the school administrators interviewed commented 

on questions from parents that arose and how they dealt with these concerns.   

Table 13: School Administrators and Parents 

Participant Quote 

SA1 I do think overall once the parents understood what we were trying to 

do with the technology, understood what we were trying to do with 

the online resource, and that fact it really wasn’t paperless, they were 

supportive.  And they saw a lot of reasons why you would want to do 

that.  

I would talk [to parents] when we would have a curriculum night, I 

always brought this up and talked about it.  

SA2 . . . I think sometimes people create in others the feeling that they 

have. So the parents who were so anxious about it, if you responded 

not anxiously, and kind of went –oh okay.  Oh, we’ve got that 

covered.  Don’t worry about that, we’ll give them a textbook if they 

need it.   

I got minute concerns that weren’t really systemic concerns.  They 

were thinking about their kid-- 

SA3 I think our parents were really excited. But I think it took a little bit of 

an adjustment for parents to understand that kids weren’t going to be 

coming home with worksheet after worksheets.  You know, a lot of it 

is about changing the mindset of parents about what to expect.  

I think there was just this feeling that the parents needed the textbook 

more than anything.  

SA4 So, they started asking very pointed questions as one would expect 

from a frustrated parent in particular . . .  

As a scientist, she was continuously asking questions.  So, when 

nobody was giving her answers that she could follow, the scientist in 

her just kept asking questions. And she wasn’t going away until she 

got answers.  

SA5 We had it at Back to School Night. We ran evening sessions for 

parents. It was brought up whenever we could.  

Once the parents got online and had that personal experience, and 

really saw what it looked like, it was really a help to them.  They 

could get their questions answered.  

There were parents who insisted they also had a hard copy of the 

book, which we ended up giving them.  
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Influences on Policy Development - Politics 

 According to DL5,   

“Policy evolves in a couple of ways.  One is just from a mandate with state or 

federal change that causes the LEA to have to make a policy decision.  I think we 

also have policy decisions that are made by special interest groups, or introduced 

by special interests that either do or do not take hold.”   

DL5 continued to say that other division leaders need to filter and influence policy 

makers by providing them with as much information and research as possible to make an 

informed decision.  With so many different stakeholders and opinions offered by the 

various stakeholders, politics naturally played a role in the decision to adopt online 

textbooks for secondary social studies within this school district.  DL1 stated that “. . . 

part of developing policy is to try and make sure you get all of the players on board with 

the direction.  And each one has a different set of needs.”  DL2 explained,  

“I think in terms of policy development, leaders need to make that extra effort to 

get the naysayers, not necessarily on board, but to at least understand what it is 

you’re trying to accomplish.  And then seek support from them but see if you can 

be responsive to them at the same time.”  

DL1 commented that “Politics is self-interest.  So that always plays in it, an issue.”   

 This topic of “getting all of the players on board” was brought up by several of 

the participants.  The support of the School Board was mentioned by three of the five 

district leaders.  DL3 commented, “I think the whole access to technology issue was very 

political with some members of the School Board saying you’re moving in this direction 

and you’re leaving large numbers of children behind.”  In particular, DL3 mentioned one 
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School Board member who was highly respected and thoughtful who was adamantly 

opposed to online materials.  This School Board member did not believe that students or 

teachers were ready to adopt them.  DL4 stated that the role of district leaders was to get 

the School Board on board “. . . and from demonstrations explaining rollout plans, doing 

those things collaboratively, I think provided the confidence to the School Board that we 

should be spending money on this.”  DL2 explained that “We really needed the School 

Board to be on board with it and they were slow to rally to it.  There were some things we 

could have done together in the spirit of board development.”   

 SA1 commented that all stakeholders should be involved from the beginning of 

the process: 

“Because they will have an opinion, and so you’re going to get poked holes if you 

don’t have them involved. I think having all stakeholders involved, it can be 

difficult to balance all of those different perspectives because they are really 

different.  But it is better to do it in the beginning than to wait.”   

SA2 expressed that people need to know why a policy is being developed to support it.  

As DL1 explained,  

“Whereas if you elevate it to a higher level and talk about an overarching and 

greater purpose, a greater calling, a vision for the future, and in that process you 

gets lots of engagement and buy-in.  Then you have a critical mass of people who 

are there with it tying to implement it.”  

SA5 commented that “You have to address several variables to have it be really 

successful, which keeps us humble.  You know, because we have to consider all those 

different aspects to make sure we can come together . . .”   
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Summary-Research Question 3 

 The actions and comments of various groups influenced the leadership of the 

school district in different ways as the Leadership Team for the district held discussions 

regarding a policy to adopt and then implement online textbooks in social studies.  These 

stakeholders were both within the school system and external to it.  Some influences were 

very explicit when these stakeholders, such as school principals, teachers, and parents, 

participated in discussions with different members of the senior leadership.  Others, 

which may have been external to the organization, were more personal to individual 

members of senior leadership such as business associates, family members, and personal 

experiences with technology.   

 Due to the size of the school district and the degree to which these various 

stakeholders influenced the discussions, some leaders spoke of the difficulty to have 

everyone agree with this policy.  Three district leaders spoke to the importance of having 

the support of the School Board when making a decision like this.  School administrators 

played a role in helping parents understand the role of technology in the classroom once 

the implementation began.  These administrators also spoke of the need to be sure to 

include the various stakeholders and consideration of their perspectives throughout the 

process.   

Research Question 4 – What were the alternatives and challenges to the development and 

implementation of this new policy?  

 Due to the timing involved, this school district was in the process of adopting 

textbooks for social studies.  The decision facing the district leaders was whether to 

complete the process by actually purchasing books that had been reviewed and 
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recommended by a committee of teachers, administrators, and community members 

established for that purpose and approved by the local School Board.  As the senior 

leaders within the school district began a discussion for next steps, they were faced with 

two options; not change the process, which meant that individual schools would purchase 

the approved textbooks over the next three year period using per pupil funding that each 

school receives or to move to the central purchase of online textbooks.  Each option was 

accompanied by its own challenges.   

 When discussing the option of keeping the same process in place for textbook 

adoption, the district leaders who participated in this research mentioned previous 

discussions held around the desire to increase the use of technology in instruction.  Two 

additional causes that supported changing the process were budget cuts, which included 

the budget line item for textbooks and inequity of resources among schools due to the 

current process in place.   The current process involved school based purchasing made by 

individual schools.  Funds for new textbook purchases came from each school’s 

allotment of per pupil funding.  Per pupil funding is based on a formula by the budget 

office that designates a certain amount of funding for instructional materials for students 

at each level.  Curriculum teams provide guidance to schools with suggestions for 

appropriate instructional materials for each content.  However, this guidance is not 

binding and school administrators have a great deal of flexibility as to how these funds 

are used as referenced by DL4 and DL5.  This flexibility sometimes resulted in a variety 

and inequity of instructional materials in schools across the district as mentioned by DL2.  

Therefore, changing the process would be complex because so many stakeholders were 

involved and would be accompanied by challenges which had to be addressed.   
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Challenges Faced 

 In a school system of this size, it is difficult to reach total agreement among all of 

the stakeholders impacted by a policy.  These challenges identified by the participants 

included the timing of the decision, budget processes, access to technology, school and 

teacher readiness, and communication to various stakeholders.   

 The timing of the policy development and decision presented several challenges 

to the school district.  Discussions among district leadership on this topic began during 

the spring semester of the school year after titles of the recommended books had been 

approved by the School Board in December.  The final decision to purchase online 

textbooks came in July.   SA2 brought up concerns about this timing with  

“The timing was all coming sort of together where you were trying to get this 

done . . . but we had staffing coming up.  So, there were lots of operational 

implications at the school level that we weren’t sure there was clarity from the 

Central Office folks.” 

SA4 also commented on the timing of the decision stating “We didn’t get the textbooks 

until the teachers came back.  You would think if you were going to do this, you’d unroll 

it in May while the teachers were still here.  The timing then was a real issue, was 

abysmal.”   

The textbook allocation as a separate line item within the yearly budget had been 

cut due to fiscal issues.  Therefore, an alternative funding source had to be found.  As 

DL1 stated, “. . .  people in the division decided to begin to look at ways we could 

leverage the resources in the schools.”  SA2 and SA4 commented on how this decision 

would impact the schools.  SA2 explained, “The concern of the principals was how much 
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money you would be capturing out of our textbook allocation money.  Because so many 

of us would play with that money to support a particular set such as instructional 

coaches.”  SA2 also commented that principals then began to question the new policy. 

“. . . once you do it for social studies, where does this go, what’s the next one?  

Before you know it, we’re not going to have any textbook allocation money in our 

budget, which again provided that flexibility to adjust to our school needs.” 

With regards to finding alternative funds for textbooks, DL2 explained “I went to 

the CFO and said, I need to know if funding is available. And got, well, we are not sure 

yet because we have to do the end of year fiscal reconciliation.”  This resulted in a final 

decision being made in July for implementation at the beginning of the coming school 

year in September.  As DL4 commented, “. . . we didn’t get the funding until very late.  

And so we ended up sort of pushing something before we were fully ready.”  According 

to DL3, “It became a forced choice.  It was all or none when in reality I think a slower 

rollout or a more thoughtful roll out with more preparation might have gone better, 

particularly with the teachers.”  As several participants stated, the timing of the decision 

and implementation had an impact on funding at the school level and played a role in its 

success.   

 Technology and access to the online books both at school as well as at home were 

identified as major challenges to a successful implementation.  DL4 explained that 

beyond the cost of the textbooks, the system also had to look at the support needed for the 

online textbooks as a result of the need for thousands of kids to be online simultaneously 

during the school day.  “Just because a product looks good . . . that’s very difficult to 
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support with our scale.  You have to invest more in your technical infrastructure and 

technical support.”  DL4 also commented on the challenge of the technology by stating, 

“When it came to the textbooks our vendors have not been very quick to get on 

board with integration requirements that are needed between the student 

information system and the various vendors.  They all think you’re going to just 

buy their product.  Well, that’s not the reality.  The result is that teachers suffer 

because they have to manage different products from different vendors.”  

Participants elaborated on the technology and the varied readiness of teachers which 

evolved to comments about the need for professional development.  DL2 commented, 

“What we found were there were some early adopters, there were some people that were 

not very excited about it at all, and there were some genuine resisters to the work.”  

Table 14: Technology Challenges and Teachers  

Participant Quote 

DL2 I think at the end of the day it went as well as it could possibly have 

gone.  I think teachers were engaged . . . they were excited about it.  

However, another big challenge for us was around professional 

development for teachers.  And I think about that more in the context of 

math than I do around social studies.  

DL3 The social studies adoption went pretty well.  I think the digital 

materials lent themselves  . . . they were less text based already than 

many places  

The teachers weren’t as prepared as perhaps they should have been so 

they [their principals] were getting grief from their faculty, so it was 

easy for them to just say, I don’t like it either.”   

DL4 I think kids were very much, very comfortable with the technology.  

Teachers were getting there, but not really as comfortable as we would 

have perhaps liked them to be.  

I think one of the biggest challenges was getting teacher buy-in.   

DL5 I think that teachers were challenged because we were changing their 

practice.  They were so used to using the textbook as a crutch in a way. 

I think the challenge at the teacher level was much greater than we 

probably realized even at the time . . .  
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SA1 Training is critical for online.  And even though what may seem 

intuitive to kids, I’m not sure is for adults.  So for many of us, it’s not an 

easy transition to this digital type of learning environment.  

SA2 I didn’t have people going, this won’t work, in our school.  I had people 

really in problem solving mode.  

SA3 I think some of the resistance that we get from staff is really around 

their own comfort level.  And it was something that I missed initially.  

It’s not that they don’t want to do what you’re asking them to do, it’s 

that they don’t really have the skills.   

SA4 What we found out very quickly is that some of the textbooks were of 

great design, easy to use, really thoughtful in their presentation . . . and 

others were abysmal in their construction, to the point of being 

borderline unusable. 

So, if I am a teacher and I have 16 different devices and I’m spending 

all of my time getting around the class making sure every kid is on the 

right platform, then time is not my friend.  

SA5 I think our tech team really worked to learn what they needed to do 

about the online textbooks and to learn more about them and how their 

use is implemented in class.   

 

 As the discussions for the adoption of online textbooks continued, access at home 

for students became a prominent challenge.  DL3 explained, “I think the whole access to 

technology issue was very political with some members of the School Board saying 

you’re moving in this direction and you’re leaving large numbers behind because they’re 

not going to be able to access, the basic learning materials, their textbooks.”  As DL5 

stated,  

“We had kind of figured out that about 86% of the households have broadband 

internet and we felt really good about it.  Kids for the most part have what they 

need at home and we went out and talked a lot about it to the different groups.  

But then when you really started to peel back the onion and realized that actually 

means a lot of kids and households don’t.” 
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DL2 supported that sentiment with the remarks, “We still have some kids who don’t have 

access, so how do you deal with the equity at home when you ask kids to read a passage 

in a book or whatever and they can’t access the resource at their house?  That was a big 

challenge for me.” DL5 stated “To me, it’s a daunting problem to solve and I think it puts 

at-risk kids more at-risk.”   DL4 mentioned “pushback at the legislative level associated 

with this” as a result of concerns by community members who approached state 

legislators.   

 Another aspect to the issue of access outside of school was brought up by many of 

the participants.  This perspective was related to those students who did have a computer 

and access to the internet at home.  The issues raised in relation to this perspective were 

two-fold.  One was the household which had internet access but only one computer and 

several students.  The number of households in this situation would be difficult to 

determine according to DL5.  The other was students who would not be able to access the 

online textbook until they had returned home after participating in extracurricular 

activities.  According to SA4, many of these students were high achieving students who 

tried to do their homework whenever and wherever they could.  At this school, it 

included a large portion of students, almost 75%.  As the use of online textbooks 

increased, these issues became more prominent in the discussions around the 

implementation of this policy.   

 According to DL2, “I think the greatest challenge is communication.  Quite 

honestly in a system of this size, to try to consistently communicate around a message 

and garner ownership and buy-in of that message is something that was extraordinarily 

difficult.”  This communication included the various stakeholders, such as leadership, 
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teachers, and parents.  DL5 stated, “We got a lot of really bad pushback from our own 

leadership team and policymakers . . .  We didn’t realize this was happening and it was 

really sort of a communication issue, I think.”  While the district leaders recognized that 

increasing technology and online resources were the way education was heading, DL4 

commented that “I think we could have definitely improved that changes, that 

communication, and change management with senior leadership with the school 

leadership and principals.”   

Table 15: Communication Challenges 

 Participant Quote 

DL1 So then part of the communication with parents where we didn’t 

strategically plan was a piece of it.   

We didn’t have to answer it during our leadership team meetings, but 

we at least had to make sure that were being answered.     

DL2 And so for me, the conversation probably needed to be a bit more 

responsive maybe to what the issues in the community were that we 

were trying to solve. 

DL3 I think you have to read between the lines and I think you have to ask.  

Sometimes they [principals] would tell me things at their meetings that 

they wouldn’t tell anybody else . . . 

DL4 I think as a result, we also didn’t get our community involved enough 

up front.  Similarly, I think we just rolled out to all schools at once and 

we didn’t take the time to get our families engaged.  

DL5 Everyone just kind of nodded their head and said okay.  It was kind of 

this acquiescence in a way.  But then when it came down to complaints 

from the community, I don’t know that we had the full backing of the 

leadership at the time. 

SA1 I think the sales job to the community is it’s time for a transition and 

this is going to give your kid a lot more access and a lot more 

opportunity for resources.   

SA2 I think there was a level of confusion, and I will say some mistrust of 

some of the processes coming out.  

SA3 I’ve had to engage a number of parents in a conversation that the 

textbook is a resource and how education is different today.  

SA4 More importantly to lay out just in general what this is going to look 

like.  I think what the parents were blindsided with was more 

importantly an understanding of what this is going to look like for your 

child day-to-day.   
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SA5 Parents felt a lot better once they had attended these sessions . . . to see 

what we’re doing and how we’re doing it.  

Technology was a really important focus in our school.   

 

Change 

 While this policy was a decision to adopt online textbooks for secondary social 

studies, the topic of change was mentioned specifically by all of the district leaders and 

three of the five school administrators.  As DL2 commented, “Its interesting sort of how 

one things pins into another, and into another, and into another.”  SA5 commented that 

“It was about change but it was also about online textbooks and overall online resources.”  

In reference to the response to the many changes that came as a result of this policy, DL4 

explained, “I’m sure you can always have tweaks with different things, but I think it was 

more of just a change management process that we did not handle the best.”   The 

changes resulting from this policy included changes to the budget process, purchasing of 

textbooks, instructional resources, and instruction.   

Table 16: Challenge of Change 

Participant Quote 

DL1 If you elevate it to a higher level and talk about an overarching and 

greater purpose . . . and in that process you get lots of engagement and 

buy-in. Then you have a critical mass of people who are trying to 

implement it.  And the dragging bureaucrats either gets sucked along, 

change their attitude, quietly fight it but ultimately had to give into it.  

DL2 Because at the end of the day, it doesn’t really matter what the material 

or resource is.  It’s whatever kids need to be able to be supported in the 

learning process.  

It was all new to us.  But also I think part of it was the politics of it, and 

the cultural aspects of, well you have to have a textbook, because if 

you don’t, then it’s not a real class.    

DL3 

 

 

 

. . . the principals didn’t like the fact they lost control of money from 

their budget.  The teachers weren’t as prepared as perhaps they should 

have been . . .  
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DL3 Usually with any significant change in practice, we would have some 

method of putting it out there for feedback with principals.  And 

counting on principals to communicate with the teachers before it was 

implemented.  But sometimes, you don’t know what you don’t know.  

DL4 

 

I think we were hopeful that even some of these things would be able 

to help individualize some of our instruction.  

Individual purchases and changing that individual purchasing policy 

and practice to centralized purchasing was a big change.  

It’s a big paradigm shift from buying a physical book to being 

something that you subscribe to . . .  

It took a lot of convincing of principals . . . you could get it cheaper if 

you buy it in bulk, but giving up that autonomy was a pretty big 

change.  

DL5 This is probably around the time I started hearing about individualized 

learning for kids.   

I think being able to recognize the rapid pace of the kids’ acceptance of 

just online anything.  

SA1 Change is one of those things that scares a lot of people and they have 

a very visceral feeling towards change.   

I really believe we needed to do a better job of letting parents know 

that we’re there.  We’re ready to go and that let the old smelly textbook 

go and it will save your kid’s back.   

SA3 I think one of the biggest challenges was getting parents to understand 

that the textbook isn’t used the way it was used 20 years ago when we 

went to school. I think that it is kind of a security blanket just, this is 

how I learned, this is what was done for me in school, this is what we 

need to have.   

I think all of our parents saw engagement really increase for our 

students using technology.  

 

While changes related to the adoption of online textbooks were occurring, it was noted by 

two of the participants that teachers were also facing other changes, not related to online 

textbooks, impacting their work as well.  Those changes were new teacher evaluations, 

new standards, and at the elementary level, new report cards.  As DL3 stated, “That’s a 

lot of change at things that strike home with teachers.”  
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Problem Solving  

 When faced with the many challenges brought by the adoption of this policy, 

many of the district leaders and school administrators spoke of the actions that were taken 

to address those concerns.  As DL3 stated, “. . . there is no problem we can’t solve so we 

solved it.”  The main issue at the district level was providing access to technology both at 

school and at home for students.  To help address this issue in schools, DL1 explained  

“Rather than us trying to fund a one-to-one, which is cost prohibitive, which is 

why we then said bring your own device. Let kids bring anything they have and 

then it was up to us to try and make sure that our system was compatible . . .” 

DL4 and DL5 discussed the actions the district took to assist students who did not have 

access at home.  These actions included forming a committee to address these issues.  

Recommendations of the committee included updating maps of community hotspots 

within a five mile radius of every school building, collaborating with public libraries and 

community centers to allow for computer access for extended hours for the district’s 

students, and the development of a computer checkout system for individual schools.  

This committee also sought out community grants and information from cable companies 

that might support the school district’s efforts to provide access for all students.  A 

specific example described by DL5 was  

“We started working with a county group that had a neighborhood opportunities 

type feel to it where they made sure that all the kids in a particular low income 

housing unit had computers to use and connectivity.  And they partnered with one 

of the cable companies to come in and make sure that all the apartment buildings 

were wired and everything.”  
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DL5 explained some of the lessons learned from that experience such as not all parents 

wanting the cable in their apartments.  District leaders working on this issue encouraged 

individual school administrators to know their population well enough to know which 

kids did not have access at home.  According to DL5, “Mechanisms were put in place to 

make sure that if a principal, counselor, or whomever at a school knew a kid didn’t have 

access, there are ways to get access to that child and make sure they have a computer 

that’s reasonable.” As DL4 explained, “Being able to make sure that there was access to 

the online textbooks in at least a non-online version on a laptop for checkout was 

important to us.” 

 Individual school administrators dealt with the challenges presented by the 

implementation of online textbooks in different ways. Reflecting similar comments from 

the other school administrators, SA5 explained, “No matter what the topic is, as an 

administrator, that’s your role or responsibility is to work with your team to eliminate 

barriers and provide access to students for those learning opportunities.”  While trying to 

make technology available to all students, school administrators also gave out print books 

when necessary.  Table 17 gives examples of actions that school administrators did to 

problem solve.  

Table 17:  School Administrators and Problem Solving 

Participant Quote 

SA1 Every classroom had netbooks so they had access.  That was one 

support to make sure that the resource was right there in the classroom.     

The other thing we did is if a student didn’t have something at home . . . 

we let them borrow a resource from us.  

When you talk about staff, it’s in the training . . .  And having experts in 

the field for them to observe.  

SA2 

 

If we can identify the pitfalls that are going to create problems for us, 

we now have time to figure out solutions.  It boiled down to what do we 
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SA2 need to do to make this simple for teachers.  If we have the expectation 

for them to use it, then we need to remove the barriers.   

I was able to take some of our older computers and we created a 

checkout system for our kids to be able to take home laptops.  

At home they can’t access it but they are accessing it at school.  

SA3 There was some troubleshooting we had to do around students who 

might not have access to Wi-Fi at home or didn’t have a computer at 

home.  So, we did provide a lot of school time where kids could access 

everything they needed.  

We made sure on late bus days that all of the teachers had their laptops 

available for students to come in and use them as well as our computer 

lab.  

A strategy I used to help our teachers who were uncomfortable . . ., was 

to have other teachers come in and do a sample lesson.   

I’ve had to engage a number of parents in a conversation that the 

textbook is just a resource.   

I think it is important for administrator to realize that we have to help 

our teachers really get the training they need to maximize all of the 

technology we have available to us.  

SA5 I did set aside money in my technology budget to support their initiative 

because I felt like if I’m asking teachers to use online resources, then 

I’ve got to give them the tools to support that effort and one of the tools 

they said to me was additional computers.  

I redid all of the computers in the library and paid the librarians 

additional money to come in very early in the morning, stay later . . . 

We looked at taking the old computers and checking them out.   

I worked with the local library . . .  

We also did things like evening sessions for parents so they could see 

for themselves.  

We did things as a school, like I put in a utility pole at the football 

stadium and call it the technology pole. Funds were used to support 

technology.    

I had the technology team give a presentation to our PTSO about 

technology needed.   

Every department meeting we had a little lesson on how to use online 

technology.  Our tech team did a lot of training both in labs as well as 

meetings.  

 

Summary-Research Question 4 

 As a result of the textbook adoption cycle for social studies, this school district 

faced a decision whether to actually purchase the recommended books.  At the same time, 

this district was also facing budget cuts, including the line item for textbooks.  In this 
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context, the school district was faced with two options.  One was to do nothing and 

encourage individual school administrators to use their per pupil funds to purchase the 

new textbooks over a period of time.  The other was to change the process and purchase 

textbooks centrally using money that would be withdrawn from each schools’ per pupil 

funds.  The decision was made to purchase the books centrally and online in hopes of 

saving the district money.   

 This decision, however, brought several challenges with it.  Participants in this 

research study mentioned the timing of the decision, changes to the budget process, 

access to technology by students and teachers, teacher readiness, and communication as 

challenges that had to be addressed.  Due to the funding for the purchase of the online 

textbooks, a final decision was not made until July.  This impacted the rollout both for 

schools and teachers.  Funding for the purchase would come from individual school’s 

allotment of per pupil money.  This source of school funds allowed school administrators 

flexibility in spending and both the timing of the decision and the amount being taken 

became a concern of school administrators.   

 Access to technology both at school and at home became a prominent challenge 

as the rollout of the online textbooks began.  Many community members as well as 

school administrators questioned the purchase of online textbooks due to the large 

number of students in poverty who would not have access to the resource.  One district 

leader even mentioned the state legislature becoming concerned about this issue.   

 To address the issue of access, both district leaders and school administrators took 

action.  District leaders collaborated with various offices and community groups to 

identify areas with free Wi-Fi in the community, extend hours at community centers, and 
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develop procedures for school checkout of computers by individual students and bring 

your own device to school.  At their schools, individual school administrators took a 

variety of actions to meet the needs of their student population.  Four of the five school 

administrators interviewed mentioned allowing students to check out computers from 

their schools.  Three of the five school administrators mentioned extended hours in some 

form which allowed for student access of computers at their school to complete 

assignments.  Three of the five school administrators held sessions for parents to discuss 

the use of online textbooks and conduct demonstrations.  All of the school administrators 

mentioned teachers who were early adopters of the online textbooks and served as 

mentors to other teaches in their buildings.   

 Communication was also mentioned as a major challenge to the adoption and 

implementation of this policy.  The communication challenges that were raised included 

between leadership and school administrators, between the school district and parents, 

between leadership and the School Board, and even among members of leadership.   

Emerging Themes 

 During the course of the research interviews, while all participants agreed to the 

need to move to online resources, many participants spoke of lessons learned or what 

they would do next time for a smoother implementation.  These emerging themes fall into 

three categories: (a) long term planning, (b) communication with various stakeholders, 

and (c) professional development for teachers.   

Long Term Planning 

 The decision to adopt online textbooks for social studies was made as part of the 

schedule seven year cycle for textbook adoption.  While the textbook adoption process 
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included books for all grades kindergarten through grade twelve, online textbooks were 

adoption for only the required courses in social studies in grades seven through twelve.  

All of the district leaders referenced a need for better long term planning.  The comments 

expressed that a long term plan would allow for greater communication which might 

result in greater buy-in from stakeholders.  DL1 commented that while “There was no 

question that we need to move in this direction”, the school district did not have plan for 

implementation.  For budgeting reasons, DL1 commented that “. . . what would have 

been better would be to lay out a multi-year plan for this.”  Two of the district leaders 

commented that long term planning would have allowed the school district more time to 

get additional buy-in from stakeholders who were concerned about the funding process 

and access for students in poverty.  DL1 spoke how a long term plan would allow the 

district time for “refining the vision a little better and more strongly” before 

implementation.   

One year after the implementation of online textbooks in social studies, this 

school district adopted online textbooks for mathematics in grades kindergarten through 

high school.  Several comments made during the interviews referenced the mathematics 

online adoption.  DL2 commented that he would have waited another year “. . . to sort of 

celebrate and build on the success of what we saw in social studies and be able to 

leverage those powerful and positive pieces in our planning for mathematics.”  DL4 

expressed that taking more time for planning would have allowed the school district to 

better leverage the technology that was available with the vendors to make the logistics of 

implementation easier for teachers.  Comments were also made by two of the district 

leaders that a rollout in phases would have given the district time to problem solve any 
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issues with the online textbooks before they became too large.  As DL4 stated, “We have 

found that we are more successful when we do things in a sort of structured systematic 

rollout.”  DL5 articulated that a phased-in implementation would have given the school 

district more time to address the issue of access for those students who did not have 

access at home, which was raised by teachers, schools, and community members, and 

turned out to be more of a challenge than anticipated due to the size of this school district.   

Another area that would be addressed with long term planning is the changing 

technology.  DL4 discussed how the additional time would allow for collaborating with 

the various vendors to more fully integrate the technology related to online textbooks 

with technology systems for the whole school district.  As DL4 stated, “We can also 

leverage those relationships [with vendors] in terms of trying to have them work better 

and more closely with other educational content providers.”  Three of the participants 

mentioned how technology has changed since the original decision to implement online 

textbooks and how those changes would have supported the implementation in positive 

ways.  One example given was the availability of mobile hotspots that can be purchased 

by schools for students who may not have access to the internet at home.   

Communication with Stakeholders 

 All of the participants expressed the need for increased communication among the 

various stakeholders during the discussions that led up to the policy as well as during the 

implementation of online textbooks.  DL1 readily admitted the need for “. . . better 

conversation at the leadership team level around the system pieces that needed to work in 

concert with one another.”  SA1 commented on the need to include all of the various 

stakeholders from the beginning because each group will have an opinion about the 
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policy and it will be important to balance the different perspectives in adopting and 

implementing a policy.   

 District leaders spoke of the need for additional communication to understand the 

issues that might arise from this policy so they could be addressed.  As DL3 stated, 

“Listening to a more representative group of principals and teachers to hear what are 

some of the issues that we’re going to encounter.”  This increased communication would 

allow the school district leadership to garner additional support for the policy and speak 

with “one voice”, according to DL5.   DL4 discussed the need to better support principals 

becoming more comfortable with technology so they are able to get their teachers on 

board with this policy.    

 All of the school administrators spoke of the need for increased communication 

with parents to help them understand what the online resources were, how they worked, 

and how education has changed.  As SA1 stated, “There has to be a really good education 

of the community of what this resource really is.”  This was supported in comments by 

SA5, “If you give people enough information and you give them a chance to think about 

it, process it, and discuss it, and have some input, it can be very, very effective.”  

Table 18:  School Administrator Communication with Parents 

Participant Quote 

SA1 To parents even, that this really isn’t a textbook.  It’s a resource and 

here is why it’s different from the old traditional stand-alone paper 

textbook.  

I think as soon as you say the word textbook, it puts people in a certain 

frame of mind and I don’t think it’s anything like a textbook.  

SA2 My message to parents was that we just need to start moving in this new 

direction because that’s where the world is going.  Once they were 

assured that at no point would their kid be wanting, they were pretty 

calm.   
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SA3 . . . the other challenge is thinking that the textbook is doing the 

teaching the way that it did when we were in school.   

You know, a lot if it is about changing the mindset of parents about 

what to expect.  

SA4 And then the parent piece, it would be worthwhile to get some 

showcases out over the course . . . that you’re going to prepare for this 

to give them an opportunity to learn more about it. 

I do believe it was out there in certain parts of the general population 

that it was coming, but I don’t know if was generally known and 

understood. Because really as parents, I’m not really involved in change 

until I see the pain with my child, then I’m very involved.  

SA5 There were parents who said we don’t know that we like this online 

textbook.  I wanted them to feel like they had all the resources they 

needed.  Technology was a really important focus in our school, so our 

PTSO was very supportive.     

 

Professional Development for Teachers 

 Four of the five district leaders and four of the five school administrators 

mentioned the need for professional development regarding the use of the online 

textbooks for social studies.  Three of the district leaders compared the implementation of 

online textbooks in social studies to that in mathematics and commented that teachers in 

different contents were at different readiness levels.  DL2 stated:  

“I think at the end of the day, it went as well as it possibly could have gone . . 

.which then created a problem for mathematics because we thought it was going 

to go as well.  And so we probably didn’t do the same level of vetting, and the 

same level of engagement or connection with the math textbooks as we had done 

previously with social studies.”   

DL3 further elaborated when stating,  

“I think one of the big drivers was how successful it has been when we made the 

transition in social studies.  Looking back at it now, the blind spot was probably, 
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mathematics isn’t social studies.  They are taught very differently.  The teachers 

have a different mindset  . . .” 

DL3 stated, “I think in hindsight, that we didn’t do an adequate job of preparing the 

teachers for the transition.”  The need for additional training and support for the online 

textbooks was discussed by all of the school administrators.   

Table 19: School Administrators - Need for Professional Development  

Participant Quote 

SA1 Training is critical for online.  And even though what may seem intuitive 

to kids I’m not sure is intuitive to adults.  We’re not digital learners. And 

so for many of us it’s not an easy transition. Therefore, you need a lot of 

support and training to really understand how to use the technology.  

SA2 I think from a technology perspective we were in pretty good shape.  We 

had been doing all kinds of projects with our teachers where they had PD 

using technology and online resources.  

SA3 I think it’s important for administrators to realize that we do have to help 

our teachers really get the training they need to maximize all the 

technology we have available to us.  

So, we do have a lot to do in terms of increasing the professional 

development for our teachers.  

SA4 We can talk about PD until we’re blue in the face.  I mean, we did not 

professionally develop the teachers at all with online textbooks.  

SA5 If I’m are going to use these resources, then I have to have the latest 

training and skill set.  I’ve got to keep up with what’s needed technology 

wise to do that.   

 

Summary – Emerging Themes 

 Because the decision and implementation of this policy to adopt online textbooks 

occurred several years ago and the implementation of online textbooks for mathematics 

had also taken place, comments were made looking back on what occurred. As a result, 

the participants were able to reflect and comment on what they would have done 

differently or would like to have seen included in the process.  These comments were 
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categorized into themes labeled long term planning, increased communication, and 

professional development.   

 All of the district leaders spoke of the need for long term planning with regards to 

the implementation of a policy of this magnitude.  Upon reflection, these district leaders 

commented that a longer planning time for implementation would have allowed them to 

more clearly define the vision for the stakeholders involved and have additional 

discussions to increase stakeholder buy-in for online textbooks.  Three of the district 

leaders questioned if there was true buy-in even among some members of the district 

leadership.  The thought was that through a more clearly defined vision, district leaders 

would speak with one voice.   

 The long term planning would also increase the communication about this policy 

among the many stakeholders impacted by it.  This communication includes various 

district offices, school administrators, teachers, parents, community members, and even 

students.  With this increased communication, issues and concerns could be addressed 

which in turn would create greater buy-in for implementation.   

 At the school level, all of the school administrators participating in this research 

indicated a need for more professional development for teachers.  These school 

administrators recognized that teachers were on a continuum with regards to their 

comfort level with technology.  To truly take advantage of the different resources 

associated with the online textbooks, teachers needed additional training and support.   

Summary of Chapter 

 This large suburban school district decided several years ago to adopt a policy for 

online textbooks.  The initial discussions for the policy concerned secondary social 
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studies.  This was later followed by online textbooks for mathematics.  This study 

attempted to explore the factors and conditions that influenced the adoption of this policy 

by interviewing various members of senior leadership within this district as well as 

secondary school principals who were impacted by this decision.  All of the participants 

agreed that the decision to adopt online textbooks as one way to increase the use of 

technology was an appropriate one as technology use was increasing both among the 

students as well as in the world in general.   

 Serious discussions around the possibility of adopting online textbooks began as a 

result of a confluence of factors: timing, budget and increased technology in schools.  

This school district had just completed the first phase of the process to purchase new 

textbooks for social studies.  This included a review of resources submitted by publishers 

by a committee of stakeholders.  At the time of the review, the publishers shared the 

digital resources that accompanied the textbooks with the committee.  The 

recommendations from this review were made available to the public for comment and 

then approved by the School Board.  It was during the time of contract negotiations to 

purchase the approved books that the topic of online textbooks came up.   

 At the same time as the contract negotiations, this school district was 

experiencing a budget shortfall and leaders in the district were looking for ways to save 

money.  Four of the five district leaders thought moving forward with online textbooks 

would save the district money.  One district leader did not share in this thinking because 

the thought was that any money saved on textbooks would have to be spent on support 

and technology.  These district leaders also commented on the need to leverage the 
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increased technology that recently had been placed in schools as a factor that caused them 

to seriously consider the purchase of online textbooks at this time.   

 The perception of this district is one of an educational leader in the field of K-12 

education.  Members of the district leadership were part of discussions concerning 

educational technology at the national level and wanted to include this district in those 

initiatives as a way to prepare students for the twenty-first century.  Both district leaders 

and school administrators expressed value for the use of technology within the classroom 

due to the increased use in the world.  Several participants expressed the belief that 

technology use in instruction increased student engagement in learning.  The school 

administrators believed it was their responsibility to support their teachers in the use of 

technology and two of the school administrators specifically mentioned their job as a 

school leader to remove any barriers to the implementation.  Three of the five district 

leaders and two of the school administrators commented on the possibility of increased 

technology closing the achievement gap.  These participants believed that it was 

imperative to increase the use of technology among students of poverty so they become 

experienced with technology and therefore are better prepared for college and the work 

beyond high school.  These school officials saw the online textbooks as a way to develop 

digital skills and bridge the digital divide.   

 The views of the district leaders and school administrators about online textbooks 

were influenced in different ways.  These influences included various stakeholders 

throughout the decision making process and its implementation.  The influences were 

both internal and external to the school district.  The internal influences gave more 

explicit input to discussions that were being held either formally or informally.  These 
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internal influencers included other members of leadership, school administrators, 

teachers, and parents.  The external influences had more of a personal impact on the 

individual district leaders or school administrators.  Examples of external influences 

included business associates, family members, and personal experiences.   

 At the time of the discussions for this policy, the school district was left with a 

decision to keep the status quo or make the change to online textbooks.  With these two 

options, the school district faced many challenges in the policy making process as well as 

the implementation of the online books.  During the policy making process, the issue of 

how to fund the purchase was discussed.  Because the line item in the budget for 

textbooks had been cut from the budget, the district had to identify other funds for the 

online textbooks and that involved changing the funding process for instructional 

materials that schools received.  This change would impact school administrators who in 

the past, had a great deal of flexibility in how the funding for instructional materials was 

used.   

The most public challenge to the adoption of online textbooks was the issue of 

access to technology.  While there had been some initial concern about access for 

students who did not have access at home, district leaders commented on the abundance 

of technology in schools and thought it could be addressed easily.  However, the issue of 

access surfaced in two different ways.  The one that fostered the most comments from 

stakeholders was concern about students who did not have access to technology at home.  

Due to the size of this district, while that percentage of students in poverty as measured 

by Free and Reduced Meals, was not very high, the actual number of students was 

substantial.  The school district then formed a committee to examine this challenge more 
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closely and make recommendations for actions that schools could take to ensure that all 

students have access to the online textbooks.  The other concern regarding access came to 

light from parents and students who were involved in extracurricular activities where they 

did not have access to the internet when trying to do homework which required the online 

textbook.   

The timing of the decision to purchase the online books also presented a 

challenge.  The actual decision and approval for funding was made in July and 

implementation was to begin in September.  This in turn impacted the communication 

that took place with stakeholders and the professional development available for teachers.  

Citing varying levels of teacher readiness with technology and the change online 

textbooks would bring to instruction, district leaders and school administrators 

commented on the desire for additional professional development and training for 

teachers.  School administrators identified the need for additional communication with 

parents to better help them understand the vision and reasoning for this policy decision.  

When discussing “lessons learned” or “what would you do differently”, the district 

leaders spoke of desire for more long term planning.  This would have allowed more time 

for input from the various stakeholders impacted by this policy to facilitate its 

implementation and allowed for additional communication with those stakeholders.   
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Chapter 5: Interpretations, Conclusions and Recommendations 

Overview 

Dewey (1919) discusses the need for schools to prepare students for the world.  In 

the rapidly changing world of today, technology plays a key role (Friedman, 2005, Kay, 

2010).  In preparing students for the world beyond high school, educators must include 

the use of technology to help all students learn the skills called for by the workplace 

community and to participate more fully in the larger global community (VDOE, 2015).   

Faced with these calls for the increased use of technology in schools as well as 

developing twenty-first century skills in students, school district leaders must develop 

policies to address these issues.  While early policies to address the issue of technology 

integration in instruction were mainly recommendations, the suggestions now are 

becoming requirements.  The new requirements by national and state government 

agencies are forcing school districts to examine policies currently in place and adopt new 

policies to address the issue.  During the previous decades, large amounts of funds were 

spent by school districts to acquire technology hardware and increase the capacity of their 

technology infrastructure.  However, the implementation and use of technology by 

students continues to be inconsistent, dependent upon the teacher in the classroom 

(Cuban 2001).   

In an effort to increase the use of technology by students, the federal government 

and some states are calling for increased online learning experiences for their students.  

Using the frameworks of policy archaeology by Kingdon (2003) and Scheurich (1994), 

the research for this dissertation attempts to examine the factors that influenced the 

development of one such policy, to adopt online textbooks, by one large suburban school 
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district.  This study suggests that policy development is complex and many 

considerations must be factored into its development and implementation.  In this study, 

the policy for the adoption and implementation of online textbooks for secondary social 

studies was accompanied by several other policy changes that had to occur to enable the 

initial policy for online textbooks in social studies to be implemented.   

Thus, the research question posed by this research, “What conditions and factors 

influenced the leadership of a large suburban school district as it developed a policy for 

the adoption of online social studies textbooks at the secondary level?”  To answer this 

question, five senior members of district leadership involved in the policy development 

discussions and five school administrators impacted by this policy were interviewed.  

Their responses were analyzed and the following results were identified; (a) the timing 

and confluence of issues forced leadership to examine policies currently in place 

regarding curriculum resources; (b) values and beliefs impact leadership when 

developing and implementing policy; (c) internal and external stakeholders influence the 

development and implementation of policy in different ways; and (d) with a new policy, 

challenges must be considered and addressed both during the development and 

implementation stages.  These results speak to the complexity of policy development and 

implementation.  Each of these findings will be discussed in more detail and in light of 

the literature in the field in the following sections.  Recommendations for practical 

application of policy and further research are also included.  

Key Findings and Discussion 

Four key findings are presented and discussed in the following sections. 

Finding 1: The timing of issues impacts policy development and implementation. 
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 Discussions that prompted this school district to adopt a policy for online social 

studies textbooks began due to several events that were taking place simultaneously. 

These events included the scheduled textbook adoption cycle which occurs every seven 

years, a budget shortfall, and an increase in technology use.   

 The school system had begun the scheduled process for textbook adoption for 

social studies.  The schedule is established at the state level and occurs every seven years.  

A committee of teachers, administrators, and community members review books 

submitted by publishers and make a recommendation to the district School Board who 

approves the titles after a period of public comment.  These printed resources included 

digital materials as well, which were viewed favorably by the committee.  In the past, 

individual schools received funding for instructional resources and had three years to 

purchase the number of the approved titles needed for their students.  This time during 

the contract negotiations for the approved titles, the district leadership began to consider 

the purchase of online textbooks with a limited number of print books for each school 

due to budget constraints.    

 At the same time as these contract negotiations for the textbooks were taking 

place, this school district was formulating its annual budget for approval and funding by 

the next level of local government.  A large majority of the district’s annual budget came 

from this source.  There was a projected deficit in the proposed budget due to limited 

funding allocated by this government agency.  District leaders began looking for ways to 

save money in any way they could.  As a result, the line item in the proposed budget for 

new textbooks had been cut and district leaders were faced with the issue of how to pay 
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for textbooks that had been adopted.  The majority of the district leaders interviewed felt 

that additional monies could be saved by purchasing online textbooks.  

 As district leaders participated in discussions about these issues, there were 

increased calls for educational reform to meet the increasingly interconnected global 

world.  Partnership for the 21st Century (P21) and others (Kay, 2010; November, 2010; 

Trilling and Fadel, 2009; and Wagner, 2008) spoke to the need for the development of a 

different skill set in our students to meet the needs of a knowledge economy.  These skills 

included critical and creative thinking, collaboration, and communication.  Many of these 

researchers argued that technology should be leveraged by our schools to develop these 

skills due to its predominance in the world of work.   

DL2 spoke of a desire to establish a “digital learning environment” for students in 

this school division.  This reflected calls by the U.S. Department of Education and the 

Department of Education for the state in which this school division is located.  Both of 

these government agencies advocated for increased technology use in schools.  The 

National Plan for Technology (2010) called for “connected learning” to change teaching 

and learning in schools.  The state Department of Education (2010) called for the 

integration of technology “throughout all facets of the educational system” and proposed 

several initiatives to support this, including a new requirement by the state Board of 

Education requiring an online experience for all students.  This caused district leaders to 

examine options regarding how to meet this requirement.   

The district leaders spoke of this district being considered a national leader in 

education due to its size and success.  As a result, these district leaders regularly 

collaborate with national education leaders.  It is this confluence of issues, the textbook 
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adoption cycle, a budgetary urgency to save money, and calls for increased use of 

technology in schools by national and state agencies as well as education reformers and 

the business community, which caused the leadership of this district to begin a review of 

policies and practices in place and consider changes in instructional resources.   

Finding 2: Values and beliefs impact members of leadership when developing and 

implementing policy.  

 The values and beliefs of the members of leadership influenced the policy 

discussions and the final decision to adopt online textbooks for secondary social studies 

in this district.  All of the participants believed in the need for using technology in the 

classroom due to its increased use in the world.  Several of the district leaders expressed 

their belief that online textbooks were a natural progression as a result of the increased 

availability of e-books on personal devices.  Walden University (2010) maintains that 

educators who use technology frequently in their personal lives place a greater value on it 

for students.   

 While the district leaders believed that online textbooks would be one way to 

increase technology skills in response to the calls by national and state education 

agencies as well as the business community, school administrators believed that using 

technology increased student engagement for learning.  As SA1 stated, “. . . technology is 

such an engagement piece for students.  And the most important things that teachers do is 

engage their kids.  I believe that technology is a tool of engagement . . .”  This is 

supported by the research of Zhang and Deng (2004) who concluded that embedded 

technology use in instruction tends to be more constructivist and interactive.   
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Both district leaders and school administrators commented on the value of the 

development of digital skills as part of being College and Career Ready.  The use of 

online textbooks also would allow the district to leverage the additional technology that 

had been purchased for schools and was greatly underutilized.  DL2 discussed the 

inequities of instructional resources and technology use among the various schools in the 

district under the current practices and how online textbooks for all students would 

provide more consistency across the district.   

While the district leaders felt that the use of online textbooks would help with the 

development of digital literacy skills which aligns with the calls for twenty-first century 

skills, some of the district officials also spoke of increased technology use as a way to 

help close the achievement gap.  Two of the school administrators who were at high 

poverty schools specifically commented that it was critical for all students at their schools 

to have access to technology, especially those who did not have access at home.  As SA2 

stated, “If we really are committed to making sure our children of poverty are in a 

position to get through high school and college as an option, isn’t it incumbent upon us to 

dive into this?”  These school administrators felt so strongly about this issue that they 

took additional steps to ensure all of their students had access to the online textbooks 

either during the day, after school, or by a computer checkout system.   

Finding 3: Internal and external influencers impact the policy development and 

implementation in different ways.  

 Mintzberg (1979) discusses structures within organizations, in particular the 

formation of internal and external coalitions, who use their influence to promote common 

interests.  The internal coalitions consist of those charged with making decisions and 
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taking action within the organization.  In this research study, the internal influencers 

included various members of leadership, school administrators, and other mid-managerial 

staff who would be charged with implementing the policy of online textbooks for 

secondary social studies.  The external coalitions include non-employees who are 

affected by the behaviors of the organization.  The external influencers included 

community groups and businesses, government agencies, parents, and personal 

acquaintances.   

 The internal influencers were able to give explicit input into the discussions that 

were held both formally and informally.  At the Leadership Team meetings, senior 

members of the district leadership participated in the discussions held about the adoption 

of online textbooks.  DL3 and DL4 spoke to the importance of those discussions due to 

the magnitude of this proposed policy.  DL1 and DL2 commented that they felt members 

of the Leadership Team were on board with this decision.  However, DL3 commented 

that some people may not be up front about disagreeing with the way a discussion is 

going and spoke of the difficulty to communicate adequately with so many administrators 

in this large district.  SA2 and SA4 commented on the confusion and skepticism among 

the school principals during the discussions that led to the final policy decision.   

 Other internal influencers for this policy were members of various departments 

impacted by it such as budget, instruction, and technology.  The Budget Office 

determined the procedures to pay for the online textbooks.  The instructional and 

technology offices collaborated to offer guidance on how this policy could be 

implemented in individual buildings and acted as the liaisons with the vendors to develop 

the necessary processes for implementation.  School administrators in turn were 
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influenced by their teachers and students.  Most of the school principals interviewed 

commented that there were teachers in their buildings that were passionate about the use 

of technology for instruction.  All of the administrators in this study commented on the 

strong student interest to engage in the use of technology in classrooms.    

External influencers, which had more of a personal impact on a district leader, 

included members of their families, as well as outside organizations.  This district viewed 

itself as a leader in education and followed educational trends closely, many of which 

were calling for increased technology use.  All of the district leaders verbalized the desire 

to increase the use of technology in classrooms to reflect what was taking place in the 

world.  This district also was influenced by reports of government agencies, including its 

own state Department of Education which established a policy requiring an online 

experience for all students.  The district leaders commented that a policy for online 

textbooks would be one way to meet that requirement.   

 Another important external group to consider when making educational policy is 

parents.  DL2 commented that there were complaints about the weight of backpacks due 

to the numerous textbooks and he felt this policy could be used to address that issue.  

However, DL1 and DL3 expressed that communication with parents could have been 

better and was not strategically planned.  As a result, individual school administrators 

played a large role in communicating the vision and purpose of moving to online 

textbooks to their community parents.  SA1 and SA3 expressed the challenge of helping 

parents understand how classroom instruction has changed and the new role of the 

textbook as only one resource used in the classroom.   
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 DL5 commented on the need to provide division leaders with as much 

information and research as possible so they can make and speak to a decision supported 

by data and research.  Thus school officials, which Fowler (2009) calls “public leaders”, 

must learn how to navigate these various influences to move their school districts 

forward.  Pfeffer (1981) maintains that conflict and tension will arise among the various 

interests and influences and should be considered a normal part of the organization as it 

moves forward.   

 Morgan (2006) suggests that politics centers on the relationships between the 

various interests both within and outside the organization, allowing the organization to 

change through compromise and negotiation among the different interests.  As DL1 

commented that “politics is self-interest” and while part of developing policy is to try and 

make sure everyone is on board, it can be difficult due to varying needs of the numerous 

stakeholders in a system this large.   

Finding 4: Action was taken since the leadership did not believe the status quo was 

acceptable.  With change, conflicts arose and challenges emerged.  

 The status quo for textbook purchases after the review process was not acceptable 

to leadership due to financial reasons.  The line item for the purchase of textbooks had 

been cut from the budget.  Therefore, the district leadership was faced with the challenge 

of how to pay for new textbooks in social studies as well as how to ensure that all 

students would have access to these new materials.  In a large school system, it would be 

difficult to come to agreement among all of the stakeholders.   

In this case, the district leaders were attempting to deal with the challenge of calls 

for changes in education by outside influences, such as the increased use of technology 
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by departments of education, educational reformers, and the business community while 

dealing with the reality of a budget deficit and challenges that any change in policy might 

bring.  The challenges and conflicts that were identified included the timing of the 

decision, changes to the budgeting process, access to technology, teacher readiness, and 

communication among the various stakeholders.   

 While the timing of the textbook adoption cycle prompted the decision to move 

forward with online textbooks, the timing of when the actual decision was made and 

implemented presented its own problems.  Discussions for the purchase began in the 

spring for the following school year and school administrators did not feel they had 

adequate information about the process and cost to support the purchase of online 

textbooks.  SA2 and SA4 commented on the timing of going to staffing meetings that 

spring for the following school year and not knowing how much money would be 

deducted from their school resource funds for the central purchase of online textbooks.  

This presented a challenge particular to school administrators because with the flexibility 

of school based management, many school administrators used their instructional 

resource funds for additional staffing.   

The final decision to move forward with the purchase of online textbooks was 

made in late July using one time end of year leftover funding with an implementation 

date of the coming September for schools and teachers.  This short turn around did not 

allow for adequate communication among all of the stakeholders, particularly teachers 

and parents during the summer months when schools are not in session.  DL4 wondered 

that perhaps the district ended up pushing out the online textbooks before schools and 

teachers were fully prepared.  DL3 verbalized the feeling of “a forced choice of all or 
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nothing” as a result of the timing and the budget process.  Fowler (2009) mentions that 

policy implementation takes time and typically lasts from fourteen to seventeen months.  

Yet in this case, the school district began serious discussions about moving to online 

textbooks in the spring with a decision and implementation to take place within six 

months of those discussions.  

While there had been a great deal of discussion among the district leadership 

about the proposal to move to online textbooks, there had not been much discussion with 

the actual implementers, the teachers, due to the timing of the decision.  Fowler (2009) 

and Fullan (2011) both expressed the importance of the stakeholders knowing and 

understanding the why behind a decision to change something in order to accept the 

change that is incurred.   

Access to the technology needed for the online textbooks proved to be another 

challenge to this policy decision by district leaders.  District leaders had spoken to school 

administrators who had large numbers of students in poverty in their buildings before 

coming to a decision about online textbooks.  These school principals discussed actions 

they could take at their sites to ensure that all students in their buildings would have 

access to the online textbooks even if they did not have a computer and internet at home.  

Therefore, the senior leaders in this diverse school district felt that if these schools could 

take care of their students in poverty, other schools could as well.  However, members of 

the School Board and the community questioned the responses of district leaders when 

challenged.  As DL3 commented, “. . . the whole access to technology issue was very 

political.”  DL4 stated that there was even pushback at the state legislative level as a 

result of concerns brought to them.  A committee was formed at the district level to 
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collect more accurate data related to the issue of access outside of school so that concerns 

brought forth could be addressed.  It soon became apparent that not all school 

administrators had committed to this shift to online textbooks and did not address 

changes that might be needed at their individual buildings to accommodate those students 

without access to technology at home.   

Another aspect of access that was brought up by SA4 concerned those students 

who had access at home but were involved in many extracurricular activities and might 

not get to that access until late at night.  This did not allow those students to complete 

assignments using the online textbook until they returned home after their activities 

instead of when they were able to find time at any point before or during their activities.  

SA4 commented on the large number of students at his school that were impacted by this 

and pointed out that his school was not unique in this situation.  

The issue of teacher readiness was another challenge that surfaced during this 

transition to online textbooks for secondary social studies.  As DL2 commented, there 

were early adopters and some genuine resisters to the online textbooks.  The school 

administrators commented on the importance of teacher training to move forward and 

professional development sessions were planned for all teachers at their back to school 

inservice.  However, this training would prove not to be sufficient for all teachers, in part 

because of the number of teachers involved and the varying levels of comfort with 

technology in general.  Blanchard and Hersey (1970) argue that situational leadership is 

about meeting the needs of the followers at any given time.  Members of the Instructional 

Services Department who were charged with supporting this initiative attempted to 

respond and address concerns brought to them quickly so those concerns did not escalate.  
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As a result, both district leaders and school administrators commented that the social 

studies implementation of online textbooks went smoother than the subsequent adoption 

in mathematics, which involved grades kindergarten through high school calculus and as 

a result a much larger adoption of online textbooks.  This larger adoption strained the 

personnel available to support this initiative.  

In response to the varied comfort levels of their teachers with technology, the 

actions by individual school leaders stood out.  Two of the school administrators 

specifically mentioned that they saw their role as a building leader to remove the barriers 

to implementation and make the implementation of online textbooks easy for their 

teachers.  These school administrators took a proactive stance and met with their teachers 

to discuss the new policy for online textbooks and what support teachers felt was needed 

to implement this policy.  As SA2 mentioned, “We were in problem solving mode in my 

building”.  As a result, the implementation of the online textbooks went smoothly in 

those buildings with minimal issues. 

All of the district leaders in this study mentioned the challenge of communication.  

DL1, DL2 and DL3 commented on the difficulty of communicating a consistent message 

to more than two hundred school administrators in this large district.  It appeared that in 

this large district there was no mechanism in place for the district leadership to meet with 

all school administrators on a regular basis to discuss issues of importance.  This 

hampered the communication about this policy with school administrators who would be 

the ones to establish a culture of expectation for the use of online textbooks in their 

buildings and who would be the first point of contact for parents with concerns about this 

policy.  Four of the school administrators spoke of the need to engage their parent 
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communities in discussions about the changing role of the textbook in instruction and to 

help them understand how the online textbooks worked and education has changed in the 

years since they were in school.   

In discussions with the district leaders and school administrators, it was 

discovered that a transition to online textbooks was not the only change facing schools 

and teachers at that time.  As a result of the decision to adopt online textbooks, changes 

came to the process for purchasing textbooks and the budget process for per pupil 

instructional resources, both of which resulted in less flexibility for individual school 

administrators.  For some teachers, the switch to online textbooks forced them to change 

their instruction a great deal along with other pressures they were facing in the classroom.  

For these teachers, there were several changes and conflicts arose as they tried to deal 

with them all.   

Discussion 

There are numerous calls for education reform to ensure that all students are 

college and career ready.  Kay (2010), November (2010), and others argue that students 

need to be proficient in twenty-first century skills such as collaboration, communication 

and critical and creative thinking to be successful in the world after high school.  Wagner 

(2008) maintains that even high achieving schools are not teaching these skills.  Garland 

and Tadeja (2013) advocate that the goals for education must include preparing students 

to become digital citizens.  The job market is changing and demands that students have 

digital skills according to Warschauer and Matuchniak (2010).   

While there had been a tremendous amount of money spent on technology in 

education through E-Rate funding according to Sivin-Kachala and Bailo (2000), SIIA 
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(2010) contends that education has been slow to leverage the use of technology to meet 

educational goals.  DL4 discussed that the district had supplied quite a bit of technology 

for classrooms and saw this new policy for online textbooks as a way to increase the use 

of that technology by students.  Early use of technology was mostly by teachers for work 

related use such as communication with parents, attendance, and PowerPoint 

presentations to students, reflecting a more teacher-centered instruction.  Numerous 

research studies (Arafeh et al., 2002; Lenhart et al., 2005; Prensky, 2010; Project 

Tomorrow 2010; and Ringstaff and Kelley, 2002) documented the use of technology by 

students to extend their learning beyond the classroom walls.  The district leaders 

interviewed for this research shared information about the state of technology in their 

schools and discussed a desire to increase its use in the classroom with students.   

Gulek and Demirtas (2005) contend that student achievement increases with 

student motivation and using technology can help to keep students interested.  

Wenglinsky (2005/2006) argued that using technology led to higher scores on the grade 

12 NAEP history assessments.  Other researchers such as Beltan, Das, and Fairlie (2007) 

and Lei (2010) proposed that students were more motivated to use technology outside of 

the classroom for educational purposes such as complete assignments which in turn led to 

student success in the classroom and increased graduation rates.  This research is 

supported by the comments of the school administrators interviewed.  As SA1 

commented “. . . technology is such an engagement piece for students.”  All of the school 

administrators interviewed commented on the benefits of using technology in instruction.  

However, Cuban (2001) and others point out that how the technology is used is what 

impacts student achievement.  The research of Ertmer and Ottenbreight-Littner (2012) 
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and Pallack and Walls (2009) point to the importance of the teacher’s beliefs about the 

classroom and their role in instruction as it relates to how technology might be used.   

Another factor that influenced the leadership was values and beliefs about 

education.  Both district leaders and school administrators felt that student engagement 

was critical to academic success.  The use of technology, in particular, online textbooks 

and the additional digital resources, was thought to be one way to increase student 

engagement.  The senior members of the district leadership believed the use of 

technology and online textbooks in schools as a natural extension of technology use in 

the personal lives of students.  Both Warschauer and Matuchniak (2010) and Project 

Tomorrow (2010a) suggest that schools can help bridge the gaps of a digital divide with 

effective use of technology in instruction.  The educational leaders interviewed also were 

influenced by their belief about the role of education in developing the twenty-first 

century skills needed for college and career readiness, which included digital literacy, in 

their students.  This was particularly important for students of poverty who might not 

have access to technology at home.   

The beliefs of the district leaders regarding the digital divide are supported by the 

research.  DL5 comments that “We really need to think about some of the other things we 

already know, such as if kids have books at home at an early age, they are more likely to 

be reading on grade level in school.  I think the same applies to the digital divide.”  

Garland and Tadeja (2013) argue that school districts have an ethical and legal 

responsibility to provide equitable access to technology for all of their students.  DL3 

expressed the concern about “. . .  widening the gap between haves and have nots in terms 

of access to critical instructional materials.”  SA2 and SA3, who had large numbers of 
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students in poverty, commented on the need to provide technology for their students to 

use at school because many did not have access at home.  As SA2 stated, “If we really are 

committed to making sure our students of poverty are in a position to get through high 

school and college, they need to learn those skills at school.”  In their research, Lenhart et 

al. (2005) found that it is teens in low economic status and disproportionally African 

Americans who are offline.  As early as 2002, the advantage of using technology in 

schools was recognized by students according to Arafeh et al. (2002).  Johnson, Adams, 

and Cummins (2012) point out that as technology becomes more critical to success in all 

aspects of life, those who have the skills will be in a better position than those who do 

not.   

While some district leaders saw this new policy to adopt online textbooks as a 

natural extension for instruction as teachers and students were using technology in their 

personal lives, and to leverage technology to move instruction towards more personalized 

learning for students, it presented substantial change for the many different levels of 

stakeholders involved due to its complex nature in such a large school system.  

According to Fowler (2009), policies are by definition controversial.  Therefore, leaders 

should consider issues related to change management when considering policies designed 

to move their organization forward due to the demands within its environment or what 

Fullan (2011) calls “motion leadership”.   

Fowler (2009) maintains that today’s educational leaders must be aware of the 

increasingly political environment surrounding education.  Mintzberg (1983) contends 

that a system of politics is needed to correct deficiencies within the system of influences 

that is present within an organization.  This allows the organization to be flexible in 
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adapting to changes within its environment.  Lewin (1943b) and Fullan (2001) point out 

the need to adapt to changes in the environment and that failing to act will lead to 

challenges to the organization.  Choi and Ruona (2011) make a case for organizations to 

develop the ability to change if they are to survive.  In education, those changes often 

reflect the process of making policy decisions that impact the allocation of resources, 

both human and financial, in the course of those decisions.  Bolman and Deal (2008) 

argue that to accomplish the successful reallocation of resources required for policy 

change involves politics.  According to Scheurich (1994) and Kingdon (2003), the need 

for a new policy is prompted by an issue in the environment that has risen to the level of 

public notice so it will be addressed.  In turn, because it has become a public issue, 

additional stakeholders both internal and external to the organization might weigh in on 

the discussions addressing it.   

Fowler (2009) comments on the interdependence of the various stakeholders 

within an organization that cannot be ignored when establishing policy.  As noted by 

Pfeffer (1981), large organizations have various subunits whose varied interests influence 

the actions of the organization and tensions will arise among those different interests.  

Many internal and external factors influenced the district leadership in this research 

during the discussions that took place regarding the policy development for online 

textbooks.  The external factors included personal experiences with business associates 

and colleagues in the education profession as well as their own children in some cases.  

Other external factors included recommendations by the federal and state government 

education agencies and research related to technology use both in education as well as the 

business world.  Internal factors consisted of trying to leverage the technology that had 
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been placed in schools, being forced to look for areas to save money, and discussions 

with other members of leadership and school administrators regarding the topic.   

Fowler (2009) discusses the importance of involving the “grassroots 

implementers” in the planning process.  Henig (2009) contends that with the expansion of 

electronic media, local information put out by the organization must compete with 

information for a broader audience.  Kafka (2009) cautions that these various stakeholder 

groups do not always have accurate information about what is happening in schools when 

making decisions.  Therefore, communication is key to a policy change impacting a large 

number of stakeholders.  Barrett, Thomas, and Hocevar (1995) maintain that discourse is 

the center of the change process and relationships allow for information and experiences 

to be shared. Some of the district leaders in this research, particularly school 

administrators, commented they did not feel they had adequate information during the 

discussions about this new policy.  According to Fullan (2011), the stakeholders must see 

the value and benefits of the desired actions to be taken before they will embrace the 

change.  Other district leaders verbalized the need for additional communication with 

parents and teachers.   

Latta (2009) explained the need to understand the culture of an organization in 

order to have effective change.  Fullan (2011) called this “impressive empathy” where 

leaders understand others and create an environment for them to learn and grow.  Fullan 

(2011) argues a collective commitment is needed for effective change.  He maintains that 

the group must develop ownership of the desired behaviors for the change to be 

sustained.  DL3 wondered if the senior district leaders truly had the support of other 

district leaders.  Burnes (2004) contends that Lewin, whose work dominates the early 
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research on change, believed groups to which an individual belongs, forms the basis of 

their perceptions and actions.  DL5 expressed concern about whether or not the senior 

leadership fully understood the scope and impact of the changes that would occur with 

the implementation of the policy to adopt online textbooks for secondary social studies.  

Bartunek and Moch (1987) contend that the way members interpret and 

understand the change taking place influences their response and what may be viewed as 

resistance might actually be adherence to a schema no longer applicable.  For some, the 

move to online textbooks forced them to change the way they had been doing things.  For 

those people, their schema would be upset and conflict occurred which needed to be 

addressed.  

In this research, some of the factors that influenced the leadership to adopt online 

textbooks turned into challenges as the policy was implemented.  This was due to the 

magnitude of change that the decision brought to the school system.  Those included 

changes for school administrators with regards to their instructional funding, changes in 

the way textbooks were being purchased within the district, and changes for teachers, 

students, and parents in the format of instructional resources used.  Fowler (2009) 

cautions against making too many policy changes close together that impact the same 

group of stakeholders or engage too many people at the same time.  The situational 

leadership theory of Blanchard and Hersey (1970) supports the importance of being 

flexible with changes and providing additional support and direction depending upon the 

given situation and readiness of the follower, which in this case included a large number 

of implementers due to the size of the school district.  It did not appear the school district 
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had a plan in place to address the varying levels of teacher readiness or build the capacity 

of those teachers who were not comfortable with using technology.   

Advocating that implementation should never be taken for granted, Fowler (2009) 

considers it a key stage in the policy process.  In this case, the decision to purchase online 

textbooks for secondary social studies had been preceded by a pilot in several schools.  

The results from that pilot, which took place in a range of schools, were favorable and in 

turn, influenced the leadership in the final decision.  The implementation began with all 

secondary social studies teachers attending professional development sessions at their 

back to school inservices.  During the implementation phase, the publishers and early 

adopters gave additional trainings.  As issues arose during implementation, members 

from district instruction and technology teams made adjustments as needed while 

problem solving and continued to support individual teachers and schools on an ongoing 

basis.  Referencing Huberman and Miles, Fowler (2009) points out that predictors of 

ultimate success include a rough start, pressure from leaders to continue with the new 

approach, and ongoing support for the policy.   

Following the successful implementation of online textbooks for secondary social 

studies, a decision was made by this district to adopt online textbooks for mathematics, 

kindergarten through high school.  As the participants in this study discussed the topic of 

online textbooks for secondary social studies, many commented that the implementation 

for mathematics did not go as well and additional print books had to be purchased to 

quell the discontent.  However, two of the district leaders did acknowledge that there 

were several other changes that occurred at the same time as online textbooks were being 

introduced in mathematics, which also impacted the actual implementers, the teachers.  
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These district leaders commented that all of these changes combined may have 

contributed to opposition for online textbooks in mathematics.  For these implementers, 

the majority of which were elementary teachers, the only change taking place they could 

oppose was the online textbooks as the other changes were non-negotiable.   

Fullan (2011) comments that often what looks like resistance is a lack of clarity 

and that change leaders must be resolute in helping an organization move forward if they 

are to be successful.  Effective leaders emphasize learning and problem solving while 

engaging in work that is meaningful.  This was demonstrated by the comments of two of 

the school administrators interviewed.  In this district, there had been a shift for social 

studies teachers to use a variety of resources in their instruction, many of which could be 

found electronically.  Therefore, many of the social studies teachers were flexible with 

instructional resources beyond the textbook and comfortable using technology.  Through 

this research, it was discovered that each content and teacher appear to place a different 

reliance on the textbook for instruction.  The results in how the different content areas 

reacted to the adoption of online textbooks was unexpected by the district leadership.   

It is more difficult to initiate a policy for some type of change in a large 

organization due to the number of stakeholders involved and the many layers between the 

policy decision makers and the people tasked with the actual implementation.  The senior 

leaders of the organization must have unified support for the policy if they are to deliver 

the message to the next levels within the organization.  The vision and expectations 

surrounding the adoption of a policy by the senior members of leadership must be 

communicated to all levels in the organization with clarity.  To do that, the organization 

would benefit from champions at each level who possess what Fullan (2011) calls 
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“impressive empathy”.  This would help the various leaders in the organization to 

understand people who oppose the policy and determine what supports are needed to help 

them move forward.   

 Leaders of change must be resolute and persistent in their focus to extend the 

circle of leaders throughout the organization who will act on behalf of the common 

purpose while pursuing a critical mass of the desired behaviors.  Vroom and Jago (2007) 

argue that leadership behavior and effectiveness vary in each situation due to the unique 

nature of each.  Zaccaro (2007) maintains that leadership effectiveness reflects that the 

ability to respond according to the different circumstances and events that take place.  

This research indicated that the stronger the support of the school administrators, the 

more likely the implementation of the policy among the actual implementers, the 

teachers, was successful.  This is supported by the research of Project Tomorrow (2009b 

and 2013a) which discusses that school administrators’ view of technology use reflects 

the student views more than the teachers.  Garland and Tadeja (2013), Arafeh (2002) and 

Dwyer (2000) all speak to how the individual school administrator sets the tone and 

expectations to develop a culture in which technology is used.  In an organization such as 

a school district, it is the school administrators who act as agents of the senior leadership 

in promoting the vision behind a policy.  It was those school administrators who 

displayed impressive empathy by being proactive in meeting with their teachers and 

parents to problem solve and address their concerns that were most successful 

implementing this policy.   
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As a result, this research study also suggests that a policy of this magnitude would 

benefit from long term planning and increased communication and support among all of 

the stakeholders within an organization who might be impacted by the policy.   

Conclusion 

Many factors influencing the leadership of an organization must be considered 

when developing and implementing new policies.  New policies come about because an 

issue or concern has been brought to the attention of the leadership of the organization 

and must be addressed in some manner.  While there are calls from different arenas for 

schools and teachers to increase the use of technology and adopt digital resources for use 

in the classroom, making such a decision is not simple, but rather a complex issue 

dependent upon the structure of the school district organization and the readiness of the 

various stakeholders involved.   

The adoption of one policy may prompt the need for the organization to address 

and change other policies and practices in place.  In the process of developing a new 

policy, the organization must consider all of the current practices in place that might 

impact the issue being addressed by the policy.  Oftentimes the issue is not an isolated 

one and there are several practices or procedures in use that may relate to this one topic.  

As a result, the implementation of a new policy becomes more complex and may require 

change to several policies or procedures.  In this research, the district leaders did not 

anticipate the scope of the changes required by their policy to adopt online textbooks, 

which in turn resulted in additional changes to policies and procedures and the challenges 

that arose.   



223 

The complexity of the organization and the impact of the policy implementation 

on various stakeholders must be considered when making a decision of magnitude.  Since 

implementation is considered part of the policy process, this complexity requires long 

term planning on the part of the organization.  The development and implementation of a 

new policy must include adequate time to communicate with and gather input from the 

various stakeholders impacted by the policy decision.  In this situation, the school 

administrators, were not consulted sufficiently to inform the policy decision.  There was 

no comprehensive communication plan for school administrators to reference when 

addressing questions brought forth by stakeholders such as teachers and parents.  It is 

these intermediary implementers who must understand the vision and purpose behind the 

new policy in order to convey the message of the district leadership to other stakeholders 

in the policy such as teachers and parents in a district this large.  If the school 

administrators are not supportive of the policy, it will not be implemented successfully at 

the school level as they are the people closest to the actual implementers of the policy, in 

this case, the teachers.   

Given that change naturally brings conflict, the school district leadership did not 

adequately prepare to address the challenges that arose.  A phased in implementation 

would have allowed the leadership and organization to address any issues that arose, 

make adjustments as necessary, and use the time to seek additional support for the new 

policy.  While focusing on the needs of teachers for the initial rollout of the online 

textbooks, the district did not have a comprehensive plan in place for ongoing support to 

address the varied teacher readiness levels with regards to the use of technology for 

instruction.  Noting that teacher turnover is a recurring event in schools today and 
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teachers come with different levels of comfort and familiarity with regards to the use of 

technology in instruction, ongoing support must be provided for long term policy 

implementation.  The teachers are the actual implementers of this policy and if their 

needs are not addressed, the implementation of the policy will not be successful. 

As with any decisions made by a government entity that is paid for with public 

funds and impacts stakeholders, politics is involved.  The larger the number of 

stakeholders involved, the more complex the discussions to adopt a policy become and 

the more communication is needed.  It is imperative to include all stakeholders impacted 

by the policy in the discussions taking place prior to its adoption.  As defined by one 

educational leader during this research, “politics is personal.”  It involves the values and 

beliefs that a person holds about an issue.  Depending upon how strong those values and 

beliefs are will determine how much the stakeholders impacted by a decision will make 

their voices known to those around them in the hope of influencing the policy.  The 

passionate stakeholders who voice their displeasure and concerns can overwhelm the 

vision and goal of the policy being implemented even if they are in the minority.  The 

leadership of the organization must be prepared to listen to and address the politics 

involved in some way.   

When discussing a proposed policy, it is essential to establish an open 

environment where opposing views are encouraged, discussed, and considered.  This 

openness among the leaders of an organization who are part of the decision making 

process is not something that can be overlooked or established overnight. The more the 

numerous stakeholders within the organization are included and engaged in the policy 

making process, the more they will understand the value and purpose behind the new 
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policy.  When making a decision that impacts different levels within the organization, it 

is essential that the leaders at the various levels understand the vision and the value of the 

new policy being established if it is to be successfully implemented.  These leaders must 

be able to articulate that message and the expectation for the implementation of the policy 

with those whom they supervise and interact.  The organization was successful in its 

implementation of the policy, because leaders at different levels within the organization 

were problem solvers and proactive in supporting those who are most directly impacted 

by the implementation of the policy.  To ensure the various leaders within an 

organization understand the vision and purpose of the policy requires the organization to 

develop a communication plan when considering and implementing a policy of large 

significance to the organization.   

The adoption of a policy usually comes about as a result of the need to address an 

issue.  Often this involves making a change in the way some actions or procedures 

currently take place within the organization.  As the various stakeholders impacted by the 

policy process it with regards to its implementation and effect that it may have, their 

schema is being challenged.  As these implementers grapple with how to actually 

implement the new policy, it might require actions that are in conflict with what they 

already do.   These new procedures may challenge their values and beliefs.  Therefore, it 

is important for the leadership within an organization to recognize that conflict is a 

natural part of any change that may be required by the adoption of a new policy.   

The role of the leadership at various levels within the organization plays a key 

part in the success of any new policy.  The more members of the organizational 

leadership that are advocates for the new policy, the more likely it will be successfully 
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implemented, especially as the policy requires resources to be shifted from existing uses.  

The leadership at different levels within the organization must be resolute in its vision 

and beliefs behind the new policy in order to articulate that information to others.  The 

implementation of the policy was inconsistent due to the lack of a comprehensive 

communication plan for the various stakeholders impacted by this policy.  As the policy 

continued to rollout among the various stakeholders within the organization, leadership 

within the organization addressed the conflicts and challenges that arose and kept the 

focus of the organization on the purpose and vision of the policy.  In making this policy 

change, leadership attempted to clarify the policy as much as possible and provided 

ongoing support to those stakeholders until it becomes operationalized.   

Conceptual Framework 

 Policy archaeology as a conceptual framework allows the researcher to examine 

the development of a policy in light of its social context.  Scheurich (1994) who first 

suggested the theory of policy archaeology to approach policy analysis suggests the 

review of four aspects of a policy to determine how the policy evolved.  He argues that 

there are social constructs that consciously interact to influence the development of the 

policy.  These social norms influence what is seen as a public problem to which the 

organization must take some action, the discussions around the alternative solutions 

considered, and the final policy itself.  Scheurich also maintains that the process is 

recursive and never really finished as there are always members of the community 

impacted by a policy examining whether or not it is working.  While discussing public 

policy formation, Kingdon (2003) suggests there are three streams that come together to 

influence the formation of a policy.  These streams are the problem stream, the policy 
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stream, and the political stream.  It is through the coupling of these three streams that 

policy is made.  

 The suggestions of Scheurich (1994) and Kingdon (2003) were used to guide the 

structure of the interview questions and the analysis coding during this research.  The 

district leadership participating in this research was faced with a public problem, a budget 

shortfall, while also facing the timing of the textbook adoption cycle.  The emergence of 

these issues caused the district leadership to begin public discussions about possible 

solutions.  As these discussions took place, the social context of increased use of 

technology in both personal and business arenas became apparent.   These societal norms, 

which included recommendations by state and federal education agencies to increase the 

use of technology in classrooms as a way to better prepare students for the twenty-first 

century workforce, influenced the beliefs and actions of the district leadership.  With 

some, it presented itself as a moral purpose to adopt online textbooks as one way to 

increase equality of opportunity by creating a digital learning environment for those who 

may not have access to technology at home.   

 During the policy process which also includes implementation, many internal and 

external forces influenced the solutions offered during the discussions and the actual 

implementation.  These influencers attempted to socially legitimize what would be 

acceptable.  Kingdon (2003) argued that as the issue becomes more public, the political 

stream becomes more evident as societal forces weigh in on the policy.  During the 

implementation phase of this policy, the concerns of the various stakeholders in this 

school district took a prominent role in attempting to influence the policy that had to be 

addressed.  These concerns were addressed by members of district leadership, mid-
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management as well as school administrators.  Figure 2: Conceptual Framework Results 

Linkage illustrates the connection between the results of this research and the suggestions 

of Scheurich (1994) and Kingdon (2003) in investigating a policy. 

 

Figure 2: Conceptual Framework Results Linkage 

 

Limitations 

 As more educational organizations adopt and promote the use of digital resources 

in instruction in response to the increasing digitally connected world, the leaders of these 

school districts may look to other districts for lesson learned.  However, as Foucault 

(1972) contends, ideas and knowledge exist according to the set of relationships in which 

they are allowed to develop.  The context of that environment is unique to the time and 

place in which the discussions take place.  Therefore, the results of this study are unique 

to the school district researched and caution should be used when applying it to other 

districts.   
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The policy making process for the purchase of textbooks is distinct to each school 

district.  The values and beliefs which influence the policy process will differ based upon 

the local community involved and the resources available.   The politics which might 

influence the policy decision is dependent upon the activism of the local community, both 

from a parent and business perspective.  Each school district is unique in its current state 

of technology, the resources devoted to technology, and the readiness of its stakeholders 

with regards to technology.    

Often the size of the school district will influence the how policy is made.  In this 

case, the research pertained to a large school district with many levels of leadership.  The 

development of a policy to adopt online resources would differ in smaller districts with a 

more direct line of authority from the district leaders.  Another limitation stems from the 

distinct leadership personalities and styles that can be attributed to school district leaders.  

How these different leadership personalities and styles are accepted by the larger 

community and stakeholders impacted by the policy will determine its success.  While 

lessons can be learned from this research and there is a framework that can be transferred 

to other districts, such as communication, long term planning, and support, the findings 

of this study are limited in application due to the distinct characteristics of each school 

community.   

Recommendations 

Practice 

 With increasing calls for to prepare students to be College and Career Ready, 

which includes being digital literate, schools are faced with the question of how to 

increase the use of technology in classrooms.  Publishers and organizations are making 
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more and more resources available to students online.  These resources range from free 

tutorials such as Khan Academy to free online courses offered at the university level such 

as MOOCs to published resources offering a variety of materials aligned to a required 

state curriculum.  The dilemma facing school districts is how to take advantage of these 

digital resources in a manner to ensure equity and access for all students.   

 Students recognize that it is the district leadership and school administration that 

set the expectation for technology use according to Li (2007).  Results from the various 

Project Tomorrow (2009, 2010, & 2011) surveys of students indicate that students want 

to use technology while they are in their classes.  These free agent learners are using 

technology to organize themselves and extend their learning beyond the brick and mortar 

of the school building.  Because being able to use technology in a meaningful way is such 

an expectation in the world of work, those students who do not have access at home are at 

a disadvantage if they do not become acquainted with the technology at school.  Recent 

research indicates that while students in poverty do often use technology, either via a 

mobile device or at the public library, they often are not using it for academic reasons.  

Therefore education has a moral imperative to increase the use of technology for learning 

in the classroom so that all students are prepared with the digital skills to succeed in life.   

 To increase the use of technology within the classroom, school leaders need to 

establish it as a priority for their district and support that priority with the needed 

resources.  These resources include the technology infrastructure within school buildings, 

on-going technical support, and professional development for both teachers and school 

administrators.  Teachers often do not feel prepared to use digital resources and 

technology effectively (Hutchinson & Reinking, 2011).  While teachers often see the 
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importance of technology in their personal lives, their integration of technology into 

instruction lags behind those beliefs.  Increased technology integration, which includes 

digital resources such as online textbooks, can be accomplished with long term planning 

which should be communicated to all of the stakeholders impacted.  Parents need to 

understand the changing role of textbooks and instruction in the classrooms.  Teachers 

need to understand technology can be used in a meaningful and purposeful manner to 

increase student achievement.   

 The readiness level of teachers, administrators, and parents to accept and integrate 

the use of technology in schools can vary a great deal.  Not everyone is in the same place 

when it comes to technology acceptance and use.  Fullan (2011) discusses the need for 

effective leaders to be resolute in building a commitment to stay the course when making 

a change in their organizations.  If schools are to develop digitally literate students, the 

district leaders must be firm in their vision for its use and encourage collaboration to 

build the capacity of its teachers.  District leaders would benefit from immersing 

themselves in change management to plan for a change of this significance.  Change can 

be difficult for some so it is imperative that the district leaders make their expectations 

for the use of technology explicit and support that expectation with appropriate resources, 

both monetary and human, for the long term until the integration of technology has 

become the norm.   

Policy 

 As Fowler (2009) discusses, public policy is a value-laden process through which 

a public problem is handled.  However, since not everyone holds the same values and the 

process usually involves groups disagreeing on how to approach the issue, policy will 
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also be controversial.  Because educational leaders are public leaders who are held 

accountable for using the taxpayer funds, it is important for them to also be political 

leaders when developing policy.    

 As more educational resources are digitized, school leaders must consider the 

values and beliefs of their communities in advocating for increased technology use.  

Additionally state and federal agencies call for increased use of technology in schools.  In 

developing policies to meet this changing environment, district leaders must examine the 

issue in a holistic manner and consider all of the policies and procedures that may be 

impacted by any change that might be made.  District leaders need to examine all policies 

related to the use of technology as one policy decision can have a ripple effect on other 

policies already in place.  As these policies are developed, the vision and expectations 

must be made clear to all stakeholders involved.   

School districts would benefit from ongoing monitoring of computer use as well 

as the status of students who may not have access at home.  Results from this regular 

monitoring would support efforts to increase technology use and also ensure that all 

students had equal access to the technology and the development of digital skills 

necessary to be college and career ready.   

As with any new policy and especially one of magnitude, adequate time must be 

given to communicate with and gather input from the various stakeholders impacted the 

proposed policy.  If the policy is to be successfully implemented, these stakeholders must 

understand the vision and purpose behind the new policy.   
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Future Research 

 This research has brought to the surface the difficulty of implementing 

meaningful technology integration into an instructional program.  While the research 

indicates that students do want to use more technology in schools, teachers are not always 

comfortable or know how to do that.  A meta-analysis of online learning studies prepared 

for the U.S. Department of Education in 2010 revealed there is a small number of studies 

contrasting online and face to face learning for K-12 students.  Of the few studies that 

examined the effectiveness of online learning that were found, the vast majority were 

with older learners.  Thus additional research is recommended which is specific to K-12 

education.  This would help to inform those in education who challenge the use of 

technology.  It might also prove to be useful to research the use of online resources with 

different content areas.  This would help district leaders in their planning and support for 

a transition to digital resources as some contents may naturally access digital resources 

more readily than others.   

  Education would benefit from longitudinal research on the impact of digital 

learning and student achievement.  The changing dynamics of technology is a challenge 

as well as a determinant for future research be done in this area.  Models for successful 

use of digital resources are needed if additional school districts are to implement digital 

resources effectively.  If teachers are successful as measured by the required test scores, 

they may not see a need to change their instruction to engage all of their students more 

meaningfully by using the technology.  Advocates for technology argue that technology 

can be leveraged to personalize learning for students.  Schugar, Smith, and Schugar 

(2013) point out that it is the strategic use of the technology that benefits students, not 
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just the availability of it.  However, research (Ertmer and Ottenbreit-Leftwich, 2010) 

indicates that there needs to be shift in teachers’ mindset about effective teaching to 

include technology if that is to happen.  Examples and models from future research 

would be an important strategy to facilitate that change.   

While the bounded scope of this research did not include the perspective of 

teachers directly and some insight may have been lost as a result, including the 

perspective of teachers could be an area of further research.  As the direct implementers 

of the policy, the culture formed by teachers is often in conflict with the vision of district 

leadership.  Therefore, it would be important to obtain the perspective of the teachers to 

help guide the long range planning needed by a policy change.  

 Another area for future research might include comparison studies of technology 

integration and standardized test scores.  This could be done as qualitative or mixed 

method research comparing test scores with survey results and possible observations of 

technology use by teachers.  As more and more tests move to an online environment, 

educators would benefit from research that compares students with varying levels of 

previous experience with technology in their classrooms to determine if students’ test 

scores might benefit from increased use of technology throughout the school year.   

Summary of Chapter 

 Change is inevitable as society adjusts to changes in the environment.  In today’s 

world, technology is making news from around the world available instantaneously as 

evidenced by recent global events.  Technology can also be used as to democratize a 

culture by making information available to everyone within that culture.  With these 

changes in the world today, there are increasing calls for a shift in education.  This shift 
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calls for the development of twenty-first century skills such as communication, 

collaboration, and critical and creative thinking.  To develop these skills and become 

college and career ready for the world beyond high school, students must develop digital 

literacy skills as well.   

 The research around technology use in K-12 education is scarce and mixed due to 

the constant changes in technology.  However, as more and more school districts 

purchase technology hardware and upgrade their technology infrastructure, the public is 

asking how the technology is being used.  While many acknowledge the importance of 

technology integration, much of its use is not based on empirical evidence (Bebell & 

O’Dwyer, 2010).  Warschauer and Matuchniak (2010) discuss a second digital divide in 

education that might actually be increasing the achievement gap.  This divide relates to 

how technology is used by students, for learning or for entertainment.  Several 

researchers point out that even if the technology is available, its use is sporadic and 

dependent upon the actions of the particular teacher (Arafeh et al., 2002; Bebell & 

O’Dwyer, 2010; Becker, 2000; Cuban, 2001; Dunleavy et al., 2007; Warschauer & 

Matuchniak, 2010).    

 In an effort to increase student success in schools and prepare students for an 

increasingly connected work place, there are calls by government agencies to leverage 

the power of technology to personalize learning for students (U.S.DOE, 2010; VDOE, 

2010).  As calls for additional technology integration in schools become more prominent, 

publishers and other educational organizations continue to digitize their resources.  Faced 

with the increasing role of technology in student lives and educational resources 

becoming digitized, school officials must develop policies to address this.   
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 Recognizing the role of leadership in successful technology integration (Bebell & 

O’Dwyer, 2010; Dunleavy et al., 2007), the purpose of this research was to examine how 

one school district attempted to make the transition to digital resources in social studies 

for secondary students.  This qualitative study employed a purposeful sampling of five 

senior district leaders and five school administrators to develop a narrative about what 

took place during the policy process.  The data collected from the semi-structured 

interviews attempted to answer the research question:  What conditions and factors 

influenced the leadership of a large suburban school district as it developed a policy for 

the adoption of online social studies textbooks at the secondary level?   

 The study posed the following four questions which guided the interviews and 

coding during the analysis: (a) What issues created the need for this topic to be on the 

agenda of the district at it embarked on a discussion about a proposed policy change?  (b) 

What values and benefits influenced the school district’s leadership as decisions were 

made to introduce a change to digital resources? (c) What factors and influences were 

considered by the district to successfully adopt and implement this policy change? and 

(d) What were the alternatives and challenges to the development and implementation of 

this new policy?    

Using the conceptual framework of policy archaeology as described by Scheurich 

(1994) and Kingdon (2003), the analysis revealed that following main results: (a) the 

timing of several issues such as the textbook adoption cycle, a budget shortfall, and calls 

for an online experience by the state impacted the policy discussions; (b) values and 

beliefs about the use of technology influenced both the district leadership when 

developing the policy as well as the school administrators when implementing the policy; 
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(c) internal and external members to the organization influenced the policy development 

and implementation in different ways; and (d) members of the district leadership believed 

that the current procedures in place for textbooks was not acceptable and therefore when 

a policy for a change to online textbooks was implemented, conflicts and challenges 

surfaced.  These results indicated that policy development in a large organization is a 

complex task which is influenced by many different factors.   

Overall, this study suggests that the policy to adopt online textbooks for social 

studies was a decision that was needed given the timing of certain circumstances and the 

increased use of technology in the world today, especially by students.  While each 

school district is unique in its goals and community beliefs, this research provides a 

framework for districts to consider as they transition to digital resources in the classroom.  

However, the results also point out the difficulties of making a change of such magnitude, 

particularly in a large organization, without adequate long term planning and 

communication among all stakeholders impacted by this policy decision.   
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Appendix A: Interview Protocol 

 

Interview Protocol for District Leaders 

1. Describe your recollections from the time when the district began discussing the 

issue of online textbooks.   

2. Why do you feel this was a good time to have discussions around the adoption of 

online textbooks within the school district?  

3.  Is there anything in particular that influenced your beliefs or actions about online 

textbooks?  

4. Were there any groups or individuals both within the school district as well as 

outside who influenced your beliefs or actions about online textbooks?  

5. What options were discussed at this time?  What were your thoughts about these 

options?  

6. What does the term “digital divide” mean to you?   

7. Do you think there is a digital divide in this district? Why or why not?  

8. What were some of the challenges to the discussion process to adopt online 

textbooks?   

9. Can you comment on the policy process that took place at that time regarding 

online textbooks?   
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Appendix B: Interview Protocol 

 

Interview Protocol for Principals 

1. Describe your recollections from the time when the district discussed the issue of 

online textbooks.   

2. Do you feel this was a good time to discuss online textbooks? Why or why not?  

3. Is there anything that has influenced your beliefs or actions about online 

textbooks?  

4. What does the term “digital divide” mean to you?   

5. Do you think there is one in this district? In your school?  Why or why not?  

6. Were there any groups of people or individuals who have influenced your beliefs 

or actions about online textbooks?  

7. How do you feel your school was impacted by this new policy?  

8. What steps did you take at your school to implement this policy?  

9. Do you feel that you were given adequate support and resources to implement this 

policy?  Please elaborate.  

10. Do you feel the implementation of this policy was successful at your school?  

Why or why not?  
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Appendix C: Informed Consent 

Informed Consent Form 

An examination of factors influencing leadership in policy development: A qualitative 

study about online textbooks 

IRB# 071450 

 

Principal Investigator: Dr. A. Tekleselassie, Ph.D., 202-994-0132 

Principal Contact: Alice Reilly, 703-409-1394 

 

You are invited to participate in a research study under the direction of Dr. Abebayehu 

Tekleselassie along with Alice Reilly, a doctoral student in the Educational Leadership 

and Policy Department of The George Washington University.  Taking part in this 

research is entirely voluntarily. 

Purpose 

The purpose of this research is to examine the factors that influence leadership in policy 

development.  In particular, the time period being studied is when a policy decision was 

made by a school district to adopt online textbooks.  You are being asked to participate in 

this study because you served as a member of the school district leadership at the time 

this policy was being discussed.  Please read this form and ask any questions that will 

help you decide if you want to participate in the research study.  Taking part is voluntary 

and you may end your participation at any time.   

 

This qualitative study is guided by the following research questions:  

1. What issues created the need for this topic to be on the agenda of the district?  

2. What values and beliefs influenced the school district’s leadership?  

3. What factors and influences were considered by the district to adopt and 

implement this policy?  

4. What were the alternatives and challenges to the development and implementation 

of this new policy?  
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Procedure  

If you choose to participate in this study, you will be asked to take part in one face-to-

face interview with Ms. Alice Reilly, the primary research contact.  This interview will 

be scheduled at a date, time, and location that are convenient to you.  The total time for 

this interview will be between 60 and 90 minutes.  You may refuse to answer any of the 

questions and you may stop your participation at any time.  The interview will be 

recorded and file names for this study will be by date and position only.   

Risks & Confidentiality 

This study has the following risks:  

You may feel some emotional stress or discomfort answering the interview questions.  

You are free to skip any questions or stop the interview at any point.   

There is a chance that someone could find out that you participated in this study and 

identify you as such.  The following steps are being taken to reduce this risk:  

1. The records of this study will be kept private and will be stored on a single digital 

device used only for this research.  

2. No names will be used in the final report or in any future publication of this 

research.  Any data referencing participants will be identified only by position 

title. Any codes used to identify participants will be kept in a locked location 

separate from the actual files.   

3. The transcription service will be asked to destroy records after they have been 

confirmed for accuracy.  

4. The computer used for this research study is password protected.   

Benefits 

You will not benefit directly from this research study, but leadership in other school 

districts will benefit from the information garnered through this study as the use of online 

textbooks increases in schools around the country.  Other educational organizations may 

also benefit from the results of this research as the transition to digital resources 

continues.   
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Questions 

You are invited to contact the research team if you have any questions, concerns, 

complaints, or think you have been harmed in any way through this research study.  The 

Office of Human Research of George Washington University, at (202) 994-2715, can 

answer any questions regarding your rights as a participant in this research.  Further 

information regarding this study may be obtained by contacting Dr. Abebayehu 

Tekleselassie, Principal Investigator, at (202) 994-0132.   

Documentation of consent 

If you agree to take part in this study, please sign below:  

Participant Name ________________________________________________________ 

 

Participant Signature __________________________________ Date _______________ 

Please let the research team know if you would like a copy of this consent form and one 

will be sent to you as soon as possible.   

 

 


