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Abstract of Dissertation 
 
 

Getting to “Yes”: A Case Study of Teacher Buy-in to School Improvement Efforts 
 

 
 This dissertation seeks to explore whether and how organizational structures of 

school (educational infrastructure) influence teacher belief alignment and self-efficacy as 

they relate to school improvement strategies. Within the context of an autonomous 

network of schools, this study leverages differences in educational infrastructure and 

instructional improvement strategies between three schools to understand how systems 

and structures influence teacher buy-in to the strategy. Given that teacher participation in 

turnaround efforts is key to the theory of change in the network and empirical support 

indicates that specific elements of infrastructure may influence buy-in, the study focuses 

on how teachers perceptions of collaboration time, professional guidance for capacity 

building, and teacher leadership opportunities lead to the cultivation of buy-in. Findings 

indicate that elements of infrastructure positively influence teacher buy-in under certain 

conditions and that components of buy-in are 1) interdependent with each other and 2) 

heavily reliant on a coherent instructional vision and strategy.  
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Chapter 1: Introduction 
 
 
Overview 

There is widespread evidence that teachers are important to the educational change 

process and that their willingness to implement reforms in their classrooms has a 

significant impact on the success of policy implementation (Lee & Min, 2017; Turnbull, 

2002; Desimone, 2002; Weatherley & Lipsky, 1977). Further, there is some evidence that 

teacher buy-in produces greater enthusiasm for teaching and can “amplify the impacts of 

reform” (Donnell & Gettinger, 2015, p. 126) and that teachers with a higher level of buy-

in can positively impact student achievement over time (Lee & Min, 2017). Teacher buy-

in is “characterized by an alignment between teacher beliefs and the goals of a change or 

reform, as well as feelings of competence in implementation” (Bryk & Schneider, 2003, 

p. 127)  However, there is little understanding of how and why teachers buy-in to a 

reform program and the mediating factors between buy-in and the reform. This study 

seeks to help explain the complex relationship between teacher perceptions of a reform 

strategy, buy-in, and educational infrastructure (a notion that will be further explained). 

This dissertation is a case study of autonomous traditional public schools 

experiencing turnaround (rapid improvement of persistently low-performing schools) 

where principals have the operational and budgetary autonomy to design educational 

infrastructure and implement a multidimensional school reform program with minimal 

central office interference. This study will specifically focus on whether and how 

organizational structures of school influence teacher belief alignment and self-efficacy to 

the school improvement strategy. The research questions and analysis are grounded in 

literature on educational infrastructure developed out of the Comprehensive School 
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Reform movement of the 1990s, factors that influence program implementation, and 

teacher receptivity to reforms.  

Foundational Literature 

Educational infrastructure is a relatively recent notion that encompasses the 

theoretically salient structural elements of school improvement. The concept grew out of 

decades of research into how to improve schools, specifically the idea that improvement 

requires a multi-faceted approach. More recently, researchers use the term to signify an 

approach to school improvement which seeks to coherently coordinate school and district 

functions. Specifically, educational infrastructure refers to the “coordinated roles, 

structures, and resources that school systems design and use to support and coordinate 

instruction, maintain instructional equity, and enable instructional improvement” (Cohen, 

Spillane, & Peurach, 2018, p. 205).  

This conceptual framing is grounded in the research of pre-No Child Left Behind 

(NCLB) Comprehensive School Reform (CSR) programs as multidimensional, whole 

school reforms with a coordinated set of interventions specifically targeted to persistently 

low-performing schools. Although Comprehensive School reform providers are less 

prevalent today, this research offered insight into the structural and systemic elements 

needed for school improvement programs. These interventions were meant to improve 

the whole school by developing a coherent vision of improvement which addressed 

curriculum, instruction, and leadership. Researchers have begun to call these structural 

elements of school improvement “educational infrastructure” and have argued that 

infrastructure facilitates reform implementation and is therefore necessary for school 

improvement (Spillane, Hopkins, Sweet, 2018; Cohen & Moffitt, 2009; Cohen, Peurach, 
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Glazer, Gates, Goldin, 2014). A discussion of CSR in Chapter 2 is used to concretize the 

notion of infrastructure which is theoretically critical to this study. The focus of this 

dissertation is whether and how elements of infrastructure mediate the relationship 

between the instructional reform and teacher-buy-in.  

A parallel line of literature explores the importance of school-level actors, specifically 

teachers, in implementing school reform programs, and suggests that implementation is 

partially dependent on teachers’ willingness to adopt the reform (Turnbull, 2002). While 

the presence of resources and supports across multiple dimensions of school are critical 

for school improvement, they are not sufficient in and of themselves; teacher buy-in is an 

important mediator in teachers’ use of the supporting structures for school improvement. 

Research supporting the importance of teachers as implementing agents is further 

explored in Chapter 2; the focus of which is that key elements of multidimensional school 

reforms can influence teachers’ willingness to adopt a new strategy. For example, 

teachers’ use of infrastructure, including curriculum, collaborative time, and analysis of 

student work among others, significantly contributes to the level of implementation of a 

reform and drives outcomes in teaching and learning. This study will leverage this 

research highlighting key elements of infrastructure to further understand whether and 

how these elements may be mediating factors of teacher buy-in.   

The study will also address contextual factors that may influence teacher belief 

alignment and self-efficacy. Specifically, the design of the reform itself and its degree of 

ambitiousness relative to traditional practice may influence teacher perceptions and level 

of engagement. Additionally, research suggests that teachers’ motivation to implement a 

reform can be driven by whether they perceive the reform would benefit students; 
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teachers who do not believe the reform will have a positive outcome are less likely to 

buy-in (Leithwood, Steinback, Jantzi, 2002; Borman et al, 2007; Datnow & Castellano, 

2000; Lee & Min, 2017).  

Contribution of Dissertation to School Improvement Research  

The capacity of schools to develop and maintain teacher buy-in to school 

improvement efforts is important to the field of school improvement research. Reform 

efforts are frequently weakened by a lack of buy-in or capacity by the teachers who 

directly affect student achievement (Darling-Hammond & Ball, 1998). Whole school 

reform efforts must ultimately change the core of teaching and learning, the area most 

resistant to change, therefore reforms should cultivate the support and ownership of 

teachers as key stakeholders and the main implementers of the change (Desimone, 2002; 

Berman & McLaughlin, 1975; Cuban, 1993, Elmore, 2004; Rowan & Miller, 2007).  

 In this way, school reform can be seen as a collaborative process with teachers as 

key collaborators. As critical stakeholders in the school environment and gatekeepers to 

changes in teaching and learning, reforms need to engender teacher participation rather 

than alienate them. Educational infrastructure provides an opportunity for teachers to 

collaborate in the process of school reform by iteratively understanding, implementing, 

and adapting reforms to fit their school and classroom context.   

This study will help to explain the relationship between teacher perceptions of a 

reform strategy, buy-in, and educational infrastructure. Researchers have noted that 

educational infrastructure is critical for a coherent school improvement program, yet 

teachers must engage with and productively utilize a school’s materials, systems, and 

structures for positive changes in teaching and learning. This study aims to contribute to 
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the school improvement literature by furthering our understanding of how elements of 

educational infrastructure cultivate teacher buy-in to a reform in ways that may make 

implementation of the reform more likely. The ability of school leaders to harness the 

collective engagement and capacity of teachers to implement systems of school 

improvement has potentially important implications for principals and district leaders 

who support the work of turnaround.  

Statement of the Problem 

A key challenge facing low-performing schools is that American schools operate 

within a fragmented system whereby teacher preparation, curricula, assessments, and 

evaluation systems are often unaligned in ways that has traditionally created a culture of 

teacher discretion over classroom practice (Honig & Hatch, 2004). Conflicting demands, 

mixed messages, and changing priorities have led schools to ignore or selectively 

implement reforms (Smith & O’Day, 1990) and school-level agents are left to make sense 

of reforms in ways that are appropriate for their own contexts (Honig & Hatch, 2004). 

Further, norms of the teaching profession encourage isolation rather than collaborative 

practice, frustrating attempts to standardize teaching (Elmore & McLaughlin, 1982; 

McGhee Hasserick, Raudenbush, Rosen, 2017; Lortie, 1975). The “egg-crate” structure 

of schools (Tyack, 1974, p. 44) makes it difficult for principals to monitor teacher 

behavior and teachers often determine whether and how to implement district or school 

level policies and programs (Johnson et al, 2014). In addition, the loosely coupled nature 

of public schools frustrates reform efforts through weak professionalism among teachers, 

isolation of work, and elaborate bureaucracy (Elmore, 2000). The “technical core” of 

education, including what should be taught, when, and how it is evaluated is traditionally 
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left up to individual teachers, especially in high needs schools where capacity and 

organizational conditions are often weak (Elmore, 2000).  

School improvement research has sought to understand how schools develop capacity 

and design coherent organizational conditions for improvement (Bryk et al, 2010; 

Spillane, Hopkins, & Sweet, 2017), yet teacher practice continues to be difficult to 

change (Berman & McLaughlin, 1975; Cuban, 1993; Elmore, 2004). Attempts to develop 

and maintain aligned reforms have emphasized the importance of teacher buy-in for 

implementation fidelity (Desimone, 2002; Lee & Min, 2017). Low-levels of teacher buy-

in “poses a serious threat to the overall success of any school reform programs” (Lee & 

Min, 2017, p. 377). For example, a study of an instructional strategy to improve literacy 

in San Diego found that despite aligned curricula and professional learning opportunities, 

teacher resistance was a central obstacle to success (Ravitch, 2010).  

Connection between Educational Infrastructure and Teacher Buy-in 

The notion of educational infrastructure is grounded in the belief that schools require 

aligned organizing conditions for successful improvement. Using Peurach & Neumerski’s 

(2015) definition: 

educational infrastructure [is] the basic, foundational resources that support teachers 
and school leaders in focusing on the core educational activity in schools: advancing 
the knowledge and skills of students through high-quality classroom instruction 
aligned with policy-specified standards for student performance (Puerach & 
Neumerski, 2015, p. 380).  
 

These resources include “curricular materials, student assessments, and procedures and 

routines for analyzing practice and structuring the work of improvement (e.g. school 

improvement planning, coaching) (Spillane, Hopkins, Sweet, 2018, p. 537). These 

systemic and structural conditions that support multidimensional school reform likely 
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include mediating factors for the cultivation of teacher buy-in. Past Comprehensive 

School Reforms sought to drive coherence by offering an aligned package of curriculum, 

materials, use of time, resources, and staffing. The study of educational infrastructure- the 

systemic and structural conditions that support multidimensional reform- seeks to define 

and extend the notion that school improvement requires such organizing conditions. 

Literature has suggested that certain organizational structures and systems, such as 

aligned curricula, professional learning, collaborative time, and a common language for 

analyzing student work positively influences school improvement strategies and student 

achievement (Stein et al, 2016; Berends et al, 2001; Bryk et al, 2010; Spillane, Hopkins, 

& Sweet, 2018). Historical barriers to school improvement as well as efforts to improve 

schools through aligned organizational conditions are further explored in Chapter 2. This 

literature informs this study’s research questions that seek to understand how schools 

design organizational structures to advance a coherent instructional vision and which 

elements of infrastructure may cultivate teacher buy-in to that reform.  

The concepts of teacher buy-in and educational infrastructure are complex and 

multi-faceted; the concept map in Figure 1 attempts to define the concept and highlight 

the main factors that influence their development. As shown, and will be further explored 

in Chapter 2, teacher buy-in can be defined and measured through belief alignment 

between the teacher’s personal and professional beliefs around teaching and learning and 

the goals and assumptions of the reform and teachers’ self-efficacy. As such, this 

research explores the concept of teacher buy-in through teacher perceptions of belief 

alignment and self-efficacy and these terms may be used interchangeably.  
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Figure 1 

Concept Map of Teacher Buy-in 

 

This study seeks to further understand whether and how aspects of educational 

infrastructure, when implementing a multidimensional school reform program within 

schools, impacts teacher buy-in. Educational infrastructure is a broad concept that 

includes multiple aspects of school and system level infrastructure. Literature suggests 

that organizational conditions are needed to support changing teacher beliefs and 

practices around teaching and learning (Elmore, 2004). While Peurach & Neumerski 

(2015) have defined the foundational resources of infrastructure broadly to include 

culture, capacity, and structures (in concept map above), additional research points to 

structures as being a potentially influential leverage point for teacher buy-in.  

Specifically, three areas of educational infrastructure that may significantly influence 

buy-in include: organizational structures for teacher collaboration, opportunities for 

professional guidance, and teacher leadership roles.  



 9 
 

Theoretically Salient Aspects of Infrastructure that may Mediate Teacher Buy-in 

The following will summarize key research pointing to teacher collaboration, 

professional guidance, and teacher leadership as potentially important mediating factors; 

a more in-depth review of this literature can be found in Chapter 2. These aspects of 

infrastructure appear to be important based on extant theory and empirical evidence of 

their connection to levels of teacher engagement and implementation of new initiatives. If 

teacher buy-in contributes to the level of classroom implementation of a program, than 

the “black box” of how to cultivate buy-in is important to understand for those 

researching and implementing improvement efforts.  

Organizational structures that promote collaboration, such as scheduled time for 

teachers to meet and participation in Professional Learning Communities (PLCs) have 

been shown to facilitate reform implementation (Spillane, Hopkins, Sweet, 2018; 

Spillane, Shirrell, Adhikari, 2018). Other research indicates that collaboration can 

promote a shared understanding of the reform (Coburn, 2004) and lead to safe 

opportunities to practice new techniques (Elmore & McLaughlin, 1982), both of which 

impact buy-in and implementation.  

Research also supports the notion that professional guidance, including 

professional development and coaching influence how teachers understand, engage, and 

buy-in to new initiatives (Spillane, Hopkins, & Sweet, 2018; Spillane, Shirrell, & 

Adhikari, 2018). Further, on-going support for teachers has been found to impact the 

level of teacher buy-in and implementation of a school reform program (Spillane, 2009; 

Turnbull, 2002). This suggests that the development and use of professional learning can 
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impact whether teachers’ professional beliefs around teaching and learning are aligned 

with the reform and whether they believe they have the capacity to implement it.  

Implementation research has consistently found that teacher inclusion in decision-

making can influence implementation, broadly, and teacher buy-in, specifically (Datnow 

& Castellano, 2000; Yoon, 2016; Johnson et al, 2014; Desimone, 2002; Datnow, 2005; 

Vernez & Goldhaber, 2006). Similarly, teachers’ perceptions of ownership over the 

reform can lead to greater internal motivation to change practice (Pukey & Smith, 1983; 

Fullan, 2016). A recent study has shown that formal leadership positions, which attempt 

to embed teacher ownership within the organizational structure of the school, can 

facilitate reform implementation (Spillane, Hopkins, Sweet, 2018). Therefore, teacher 

leadership opportunities may be a key point of leverage for teacher buy-in.  

Teacher perceptions of the appropriateness of the reform, including its potential 

impact on students and its ambitiousness in comparison to past practice may be key 

contextual factors that determine how teachers engage in school organizational 

conditions. A study of a reading policy in California, Coburn (2001) found there were 

multiple reasons why teachers rejected the reform, including a belief that it was 

inappropriate for their students, unaligned with their current teaching style, or they 

simply did not understand how they were meant to change their practice. Teachers’ 

perceptions had direct implications for the policy’s implementation:  

when teachers did not see the connections between activities and their classrooms, 
conversations in teacher groups tended to shift toward ‘out-facing’ 
ends…characterized by superficial dialogue, signaling appropriate language, and 
symbolic implementation (Coburn, 2001, p. 158).  
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Other research found that teachers were more likely to engage with a reform when they 

perceived there would be positive outcomes for their students (Borman et al, 2007; 

Leithwood, Steinback, Jantzi, 2002). As a result, this dissertation will study not only the 

organizational conditions that may facilitate buy-in, but also teachers’ perceptions of 

whether the reform is appropriate for their students and will lead to positive outcomes on 

state assessments, given the accountability environment as a potential mediating factor 

for teacher buy-in. 

Study Context 

The sample schools are located within a mid-size urban community in New 

England. The district as a whole has consistently been identified as in need of 

intervention or underperforming through the state’s accountability system, and many of 

the district’s schools are among the lowest performing in the state. In 2015, several of the 

district’s middle schools were facing a threat of state takeover. Rather than takeover, the 

district and state developed an innovative partnership where operational and managerial 

control of a cluster of middle schools were delegated to a separate entity- the Inspire 

Partnership1- governed by an appointed Board of Directors which included civic and 

community leaders. The Inspire Partnership is not a charter operator and none of the 

schools within the network are managed by charters; each school is an autonomous 

traditional public school which is supported and evaluated by the Inspire Partnership 

(“Inspire” or “Partnership”) team. Additionally, schools maintain existing neighborhood-

based school assignments and teachers remain unionized members (albeit under a 

separate bargaining agreement than the rest of the district). 

 
1 Pseudonym  
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Inspire schools are directly supported in their turnaround efforts by a lean team 

and continue to receive some services from the district central office. The theory of 

change is that with autonomy at the school-level, principals and teachers can design a 

school that specifically meets the needs of their students. In essence, it provides charter-

like autonomy to in-district schools. School leaders have the freedom to utilize over 80% 

of their per-pupil budget to design a school with staffing, curriculum, scheduling, and 

programmatic freedom from larger district initiatives. Schools are supported by the 

executive directors of the Partnership, as well as a small team focused on operations and 

academics, and may choose to work with external technical assistance partners. The 

Partnership’s overarching focus for improvement is grade-level core instruction, data-

driven intervention, and structures that support equitable learning experiences, therefore 

support is focused in these areas.  

Under these conditions, the Partnership is meant to create an environment that 

supports schools in the development of educational infrastructure needed for aligned, 

coherent programs with mechanisms for building capacity within turnaround schools. In 

theory, each school receives a targeted and appropriate level of support and is held to 

common expectations for accountability. In addition, a central tenet of the Partnership is 

that teacher empowerment and collaboration is essential to the process of school 

improvement. All schools are required to have a Teacher Leadership Team which meet 

weekly to discuss school-level decisions and teacher working conditions. While other 

structures, such as intervention periods, are strongly recommended, there are no other 

common requirements- school leaders are held accountable through student performance 

results.  
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The schools in this study have not partnered with an external organization to 

implement a specific instructional program, rather, it is up to the school leadership teams 

to develop a vision for improvement and strategies to advance that vision. In this case, 

the school’s “reform” is the specific instructional vision developed by the school leader 

for how teaching and learning in literacy should look in conjunction with expected 

instructional strategies. This vision can vary across schools, though there are common 

expectations especially for grade-level instruction in core classes.  

The central question for this study is how schools design organizational 

conditions to advance a common instructional vision and whether and how these systems 

and structures engender the buy-in of teachers to an instructional reform within a school. 

As such, the focus of the research is the school’s educational infrastructure and not the 

particular reform it has chosen to implement. For example, this study would focus on 

how a school leader utilizes instructional coaches to support teachers in implementing the 

strategy and teachers’ perceptions of that support, rather than whether the expected 

strategy is effective.  

The Inspire context is an innovative structure that allows for variation in school 

designs and organizing systems and structures. In theory, school leaders have the 

autonomy, support, and insulation from central office initiatives to develop coherent and 

aligned reform strategies and accompanying infrastructure within their schools. Due to 

the autonomous nature of the schools, this context allows for the study of multiple reform 

designs while controlling for state and district context, community, and demographics.  

Further, a core belief of the Partnership is the necessity for teacher participation in 

school reform. The importance of teacher participation as inherent in the Partnership 
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model may make the use of the key structures in this study particularly noteworthy. For 

example: 

● Teacher collaboration: Teachers are seen as key collaborative partners in 

the work of school turnaround and their voice as experts in teaching and 

learning is valued in designing and implementing instructional strategies 

to improve their schools.  

● Professional guidance: The Partnership believes in the professional 

knowledge and growth mindset of existing teachers and purposefully 

creates capacity-building structures rather than wholly replacing school 

staff. 

● Teacher leadership roles: Each school is required to have a Teacher 

Leadership Team to discuss school working conditions and provide input 

on key school initiatives. 

Each school in the case study is implementing its own instructional improvement 

design and accompanying infrastructure- the focus of this study is the differences in 

infrastructure and how various structures influence belief alignment and self-efficacy 

among teachers.    

Purpose and Potential Significance 

This dissertation aims to extend the literature on the implementation of 

multidimensional school reform programs by uncovering how educational infrastructure 

influences teacher buy-in- a lesser explored concept often noted as a critical element of 

implementation. Determining the elements of infrastructure that influence buy-in may 

have significant implications for implementation and the consequent effectiveness of a 
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reform. As an autonomous subsect of the district, these schools offer variation in school 

reform strategies and infrastructure that allows a comparison of how differing systems 

and structures may influence teacher buy-in as measured through belief alignment and 

self-efficacy (further defined below). As turnaround schools seek to design and 

implement multidimensional school reforms, they must also marshal the buy-in of 

teachers to engage with and implement the program. This study will contribute to theory 

regarding whether and how various systems and structures in schools cultivate teacher 

buy-in to a school improvement strategy.  

This case study demonstrates the importance of building systems and structures that 

facilitate teacher collaboration, learning, and voice as critical factors in fostering belief 

alignment and self-efficacy among teachers. Teachers are a critical linchpin in the puzzle 

of school improvement as they must implement reform strategies and utilize supportive 

structures in order to change teaching and learning in the classroom. School improvement 

research provides extensive literature on the potential factors of schooling necessary to 

change teaching and learning, implement programs, and improve student achievement 

(Cohen et al, 2014; Desimone, 2002; Berends, 2001; Spillane, Hopkins & Sweet, 2018). 

At the same time, reforms are often weakened by a lack of buy-in or support by teachers 

who are able to most directly affect student outcomes (Darling-Hammond & Ball, 1998). 

A decentralized educational system has served to insulate teachers and provide 

significant latitude to fully or partially implement reform efforts (Darling-Hammond & 

Ball, 1998). Teacher buy-in is often on the periphery of implementation studies or part of 

a larger finding that teacher attitudes and engagement in reform efforts matter (Cohen & 

Mehta, 2017; Lee & Min, 2017; Desimone, 2002; Berends et al, 2001; Elmore & 
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McLaughlin, 1982; Yoon, 2016). Gaining the buy-in of teachers is necessary to support 

teachers’ knowledge, skills, and beliefs related to the reform which impacts 

implementation and ultimately student outcomes.  

This case study will provide further insight into which elements of school 

infrastructure- collaborative time, professional guidance, teacher leadership avenues, etc.- 

cultivate the buy-in of teachers to a particular instructional strategy (included as sub-

questions as these aspects of infrastructure are of particular interest). This analysis is 

important for any school seeking to implement a multidimensional school reform 

program, particularly in turnaround settings where there is heightened urgency to 

improve outcomes. A multidimensional school reform program seeks to implement the 

systems and structures needed to change and align teaching and learning to a single 

instructional approach. This research may provide important insight into how leaders 

develop infrastructure and which elements can be leveraged to enhance buy-in.   

Research Questions 

1. What educational infrastructure was developed to implement the instructional 

strategy of each school? 

2. What elements of educational infrastructure influence belief alignment and self-

efficacy among teachers? 

a) What role do collaborative structures play in cultivating belief alignment 

and self-efficacy? 

b) What role does professional guidance2 play in cultivating belief alignment 

and self-efficacy?  

 
2 Refers to any means of guidance, support, or learning for teachers. This could take the form of mentoring, 
materials, coaching, professional development, walkthroughs, etc.  
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c) What role does opportunities for teacher leadership play in cultivating 

belief alignment and self-efficacy? 

Theoretical Framework 

This case study is guided by empirical research on the implementation of school 

improvement efforts in low-performing schools. It is further grounded in the concept of 

educational infrastructure which serves to contextualize key dimensions of the school’s 

environment.  

Past theoretical work shows that buy-in or commitment to a reform is not only a 

matter of individual practice or disposition but is mediated by the workplace environment 

(Donnell & Gettinger, 2015; Datnow & Castellano, 2000). Some research points to 

culture, specifically the beliefs, practices, and assumptions of teachers regarding teaching 

and learning (Hargreaves, 1997), other empirical research points to the key elements of 

school-level infrastructure, including: formal teacher collaboration (Spillane, Hopkins, 

Sweet, 2018; Fullan, 2016), opportunities for professional development (Shirrell, 

Hopkins, Spillane, 2018), social trust (Bryk & Schneider, 2002), and the role of teacher 

leaders (Hopkins et al, 2013; Datnow & Castellano, 2000). An in-depth discussion of the 

key elements of infrastructure that contribute to school improvement efforts as well as 

school-level factors of implementation provide a basis for the study’s focus and methods 

and are further reviewed in Chapter 2.  

This framework allows for a focus on which organizational conditions may 

mediate teachers’ responses to the school improvement strategy.  

Summary of the Methodology 
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 The methodology is designed to reveal perceptions of teacher buy-in, as measured 

through belief alignment and self-efficacy, to a reform effort, and uncover which factors 

of schools’ organizational conditions shape those perceptions.  

 A case study design is most appropriate for this research as it asks “how” and 

“why” questions and will explore a bounded phenomenon (Yin, 2014). The research 

design is based on a social constructivist perspective in that teachers construct meaning 

through social interactions. Through this lens, methods were designed to explore how 

school leaders designed systems and structures to realize their instructional vision, how 

teachers come to understand a reform strategy, how various collaborative and 

interpersonal interactions shape their beliefs, attitudes, and reactions to the strategy, and 

which factors mediate the relationship between the school environment and their belief 

alignment and self-efficacy.   

 The schools chosen as purposeful cases for this study are situated within an 

autonomous structure which may enhance schools’ awareness of and ability to create the 

necessary conditions for reform implementation. This study will leverage this 

environment to explore how systems and structures for reform implementation are 

utilized in ways that may interact with belief alignment and self-efficacy to each school’s 

instructional reform strategy.  

 The study will compare the relationship between infrastructure and teacher belief 

alignment and self-efficacy in three middle schools experiencing turnaround (the three 

schools chosen for the case study represent schools with well-developed, developing, and 

basic levels of infrastructure in place). As each school is in a different stage of 

developing and utilizing educational infrastructure, the research design can be used to 
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compare whether there are differences in how the presence or use of various structures 

(curricula, collaboration, professional learning, etc.) influence teacher buy-in. Interviews 

will be the main method of data collection. Interviews with school leaders will augment 

an understanding of the goals of the reform and how principals designed opportunities for 

teachers to understand how to change their practice. Interviews with teachers at each 

school will allow for an in-depth perspective into how teachers engaged with the reform, 

how it aligned with their beliefs about teaching and learning, and perceptions of their 

capacity to implement changes in their classroom. The analysis indicated that I could 

categorize the sample schools as having high, medium, and low levels of buy-in 

compared to each other. Specifics of the research design are described in Chapter 3.  

 The analysis will describe how leaders crafted organizational structures to 

advance a collective method of instruction and examine whether and how teachers 

utilized those systems and structures in ways that shaped their belief alignment and self-

efficacy. A comparative design was leveraged to analyze patterns within and between 

schools in how teachers respond differently to various organizational structures.   

Limitations and Delimitations 

The study is limited by capacity and sample size. Data was only collected once during 

the school year. It is possible that more robust conclusions may be drawn from a study 

with multiple data collection points throughout the school year. In addition, while the 

number of participants allowed a lens into key teachers perceptions, more conclusive and 

robust findings may have been possible with a greater sample. The study would also be 

strengthened by methods that link teacher buy-in with the level of implementation of the 

reform and student achievement. Both were beyond the scope and capacity of this 
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dissertation yet would be a useful extension of the research. Additionally, the original 

methods design included a survey of teacher buy-in to provide additional opportunities to 

triangulate data and make inferences to the general level of buy-in among teachers in 

each building. Constraints of data collection prevented the robust use of the survey and 

its inclusion in the analysis. In addition, the COVID-19 pandemic and timing of data 

collection prevented observations of teacher practice or collaborative time. Therefore, 

readers should take some caution in interpreting the results based on limited opportunities 

to triangulate data.  

Further, the outbreak of the COVID-19 pandemic in early 2020 closed schools from 

March through the end of the school year. This disruption significantly altered teaching 

scope and sequence and the routine and cadence of professional learning and 

collaborative time. Further, the cancellation of federal accountability requirements and 

the state assessment changed the environment for both teachers and students. While this 

unique context was rarely brought up by participants in interviews, the disruption to the 

school year invariably changed the typical climate and culture of the school. 

While efforts were taken to choose sample schools with similar size, student 

demographics, and results on the state standardized assessment, there is some variation 

between each school. It is worth noting that the school with well-developed infrastructure 

also has lesser percentages of English Learners and students with disabilities. There is a 

possibility that the results of the study can be partially explained by these demographic 

differences.  

Lastly, the design of this study limited causal links between infrastructure and buy-in. 

The analysis of this research can serve to further a theoretical understanding of the 
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relationship between these elements but cannot conclude that any specific element of 

educational infrastructure does or does not create teacher buy-in. Using both theory and 

empirical evidence has a basis for in Chapter 5, I venture to suggest key implications of 

this study to the larger research field.  

Definition of Key Terms 

Buy-in 

Lee & Min (2017) report that researchers generally use “buy-in” to refer to 

psychological agreement with a reform, and that it is therefore closely related to other 

concepts that shape teacher commitment, including self-efficacy. Bryk & Schneider 

(2003) also tie buy-in to self-efficacy and belief alignment by arguing that buy-in results 

in greater motivation and makes the success of the reform more likely (Bryk & 

Schneider, 2002). A study of kindergarten teacher buy-in for standards-based reforms 

offers another definition for buy-in; “buy-in is characterized by an alignment between 

teacher beliefs and the goals of a change or reform, as well as feelings of competence in 

implementation” (Briggs, Russell, & Wanless, 2018, p. 126). 

For the purpose of this study, “buy-in” is defined and measured through teachers’ 

belief alignment and self-efficacy toward reform implementation.  

Belief Alignment 

 The notion of belief alignment comes from empirical support for the notion that 

teachers’ professional identity is a key driver in how they make sense of and choose 

whether to engage with reforms (Lasky, 2005; Briggs, Russell, & Wanless, 2018) and the 

theoretical foundation that the “norms, values, and expectations that teachers hold about 

student learning and their own practice guide teachers’ focus on new practices” (Elmore, 
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2000, p. 112). There is also evidence that “teachers’ beliefs about instruction- both 

teaching and student learning- are an important consideration because they influence 

teachers’ instructional practices as well as their responses to reform initiatives” (Spillane, 

Hopkins, & Sweet, 2017). Donnell & Gettinger (2015) posit that a “congruence between 

the innovation and teachers’ pedagogical beliefs” (Donnell & Gettinger, 2015, p. 49) is a 

critical variable for reform acceptability.  

 For the purpose of this study, “belief alignment” is defined as the alignment 

between the goals of the improvement strategy and the teachers’ personal and 

professional beliefs about teaching and learning.  

Self-Efficacy 

 Self-efficacy is defined as “the belief that one can bring about desirable changes 

and obtain valued outcomes through effort” (Lee & Min, 2017, p.376). In other words, 

self-efficacy is defined by whether teachers’ feel confident in their ability to learn and 

implement expected instructional changes effectively.  

School turnaround 

School turnaround is defined as “rapidly improving schools and increasing 

student achievement outcomes in a short period of time” (Meyers & Darwin, 2017, p. 1).  

Comprehensive School Reform Program 

 A comprehensive school reform program aims  

to improve a school- the primary unit of change- by applying effective practices 
in every area, including curriculum and instruction, assessments, parent and 
community involvement, professional development, and school and classroom 
management. Key to the success of this effort is the support of school design 
teams, also known as CSR model providers, whose purpose is to help existing K-
12 schools transform themselves into high-performing organizations through 
‘whole-school designs’ (Berends, 2014, p. 158).  
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Educational Infrastructure 

Educational infrastructure [is] the basic, foundational resources that support 
teachers and school leaders in focusing on the core educational activity in schools: 
advancing the knowledge and skills of students through high-quality classroom 
instruction aligned with policy-specified standards for student performance 
(Peurach & Neumerski, 2015, p. 380).  
 

These resources refer to the “coordinated roles, structures, and resources that school 

systems design and use to support and coordinate instruction, maintain instructional 

equity, and enable instructional improvement” (Cohen, Spillane, & Peurach, 2018, p. 

205) and consists of “common curricula or curriculum frameworks, common 

examinations that are tied to the curricula, common educational practices that are 

grounded in the curriculum, [and] teacher education that focuses on helping teachers 

learn how to teach the curricula that students will study” (Cohen, Peurach, Glazer, Gates, 

Goldin, 2014, p. 5). 
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Chapter 2: Literature Review 
 
 

This chapter will explore the concept of educational infrastructure and how it is 

foundational for successful and sustained large-scale school improvement. The first part 

of this literature review is meant to ground school improvement and the concept of 

educational infrastructure in the history of American education and indicate how a lack of 

infrastructure has frustrated past improvement efforts, especially those that focus on only 

one element of schooling.  Section two situates the concept of educational infrastructure 

in its intellectual roots and reviews the elements researchers have argued are necessary 

for school improvement. This will contrast with section three which showcases that most 

school reform efforts have been piecemeal in nature and do not attempt to improve and 

align several elements of school at once, yet Comprehensive School Reform Designs, 

reviewed in-depth in section four, have come closest to creating the infrastructure needed 

to improve schools.  

The second part of this literature review will explore how teachers are critical 

actors for implementation and provide evidence that teacher buy-in is a significant factor 

in whether and how a program is implemented. This review will then explicate how the 

concept of teacher buy-in has been defined, used, and measured by other researchers 

before concluding that buy-in is a missing, but critical, aspect of educational 

infrastructure to improve schools. It follows that if buy-in is a critical element of 

infrastructure, more needs to be known about how it is cultivated within schools.  

The United States educational system has been under pressure to improve for the 

last seven decades. Initially, the focus of improvement was ensuring equal inputs for 

students, regardless of socioeconomic status, race, or ethnicity, with the impetus being 
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legal battles demanding that the Brown v. Board of Education ruling be upheld in the 

states. The federal government also focused funding on the improvement of educational 

experiences for low-income and minority children through the Elementary and Secondary 

Education Act (ESEA) and funding for low-income students through Title I. Research on 

student outcomes throughout this period exposed that additional resources into low-

performing schools were inadequate to improve achievement. Since the late 1980s, 

attention on school improvement has shifted from equal inputs to how resources are used 

within schools to produce equal outcomes for all children. For the last three decades, 

reformers have focused on raising student achievement for all students, with an emphasis 

on closing the achievement gap between white and non-white and wealthy and low-

income students (Cohen & Moffitt, 2009).  

Despite several reiterations of ESEA, millions of dollars in additional funds to 

schools, and decades of interventions, the goal of improving student achievement, 

particularly at scale, remains elusive. Some scholars argue that the fundamental barrier to 

improving schools is the government’s lack of instruments through which to influence 

teaching and learning (Cohen & Moffitt, 2009). The school system lacks the “educational 

infrastructure” needed to align, influence, or improve instruction in classrooms. In brief, 

educational infrastructure consists of: 

Common curricula or curriculum frameworks, common examinations that are tied 
to the curricula, common educational practices that are grounded in the 
curriculum, [and] teacher education that focuses on helping teachers learn how to 
teach the curricula that students will study” (Cohen, Peurach, Glazer, Gates, 
Goldin, 2014, p. 5).  

 

A more comprehensive definition and review of educational infrastructure will follow in 

section four of this chapter. For now, it is important to note that a growing body of 
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research argues that successful school reform requires the integration of a comprehensive 

suite of levers that addresses curriculum, assessment, local problem-solving and 

knowledge creation, among others- the creation of infrastructure- in order to drive change 

within schools. Recent literature, which this dissertation will seek to build on, has sought 

to explore the critical factors of educational infrastructure, how specific policies and 

reform efforts create or utilize infrastructure, and how these factors explain patterns of 

success and failure of reform efforts.  

This review of literature will show that the current dilemmas in education are 

rooted in the system itself, and that the concept of infrastructure clashes with and seeks to 

remedy the incoherence of US education. Further, this review will illustrate that research 

into implementation and educational change exposes teacher buy-in as a critical, yet 

overlooked, factor in the success of school reform. This dissertation seeks to contribute to 

the concept of infrastructure by arguing that teacher buy-in is a critical dimension of 

infrastructure, and suggest how buy-in may facilitate the meaningful use of school and 

system level aspects of infrastructure to change teaching and learning.  

Historical Context 

To understand the importance of buy-in relative to school reform, it is necessary 

to situate America’s educational dilemmas within a historical and political context. The 

American school system grew out of local needs and schools continue to be tightly 

connected to their local context through students’ socioeconomic status, the civic 

engagement of the community, property taxes, and local pride in schools (Kaestle, 1983; 

Labaree, 2010). Despite growing state involvement in schools, school-level actors 

continue to hold a great deal of power over classroom instruction due to fragmented 
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governance and weak organizational structures. States are challenged with finding ways 

to improve failing schools while working within the legacy of the development of U.S. 

public schooling, including the local development of schools, the rise of mass education, 

and a lack of coupling mechanisms between governance layers (Cohen & Moffitt, 2009).  

The lack of educational infrastructure, including the professionalization of 

teaching, can be seen through the development of local schools and early resistance to 

centralized education. In stark contrast to centralized systems in Europe and Asia, where 

schools were created through government direction, American schools, for the most part, 

originated in local communities, operated independently and were paid for with local 

taxes. The community was responsible for hiring and compensating the teacher and had a 

role in determining in what children learned. Teachers were generally young and female 

and had little more education than their students. These characteristics of schooling, in 

addition to teaching being perceived as a feminine profession with little preparation 

required, hindered the potential for a coherent, network of “professional” teachers 

(Kaestle, 1983). These characteristics of teaching also hindered the ability of teachers to 

develop a common language around shared materials and practices and contributed to the 

persistence of privacy and isolation in the teaching profession (Cohen, Spillane, Peurach, 

2018; Glazer, 2008; Lortie, 1975). The failure of teaching to professionalize has meant 

that system-wide reform movements would have to build the infrastructure and capacity 

needed for teachers to be successful, as it did not exist already (Cohen & Mehta, 2017).  

Academic excellence was not the central purpose for early American schools, 

therefore, there was little need for state governments to develop instruments to ensure 

common learning or influence the quality of teaching in schools (Kaestle, 1983, Henig, 
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2013).  The colonial school system prioritized civic virtue and the development of a 

national identity; schooling beyond the basic need to read and write was believed to be 

unnecessary for most students. For low-income and children of immigrants, school was 

used to teach “proper” behavior and assimilate new arrivals to white American values 

(Kaestle, 1983). The goal of school was to create “good citizens”, rather than as a path of 

upward mobility; therefore, systems to foster high-quality instruction and accountability 

for success were not developed.  

Even as schooling evolved throughout the twentieth century, it remained largely 

decentralized and focused more on accessibility than quality, making the development of 

tools to influence quality teaching unnecessary (Labaree, 2010). Typical educational 

routines, including egg-crate classroom structures, grade levels organized by age, and 

classes divided into subjects, were a way to control the growing numbers of students 

attending school (Tyack, 1974). Changing economic needs necessitated that children stay 

in school longer, rather than enter the workforce, so the United States became one of the 

first to adopt universal high school education (Powell, Cohen, & Farrar, 1985). Here too, 

rigorous academic skills were not considered necessary or appropriate for most students. 

Since many students did not want to go to school, high school developed a social culture 

of practical courses, extracurricular activities, and athletics that maintained students’ 

interest.  Adequate teaching was characterized by practical subjects, interesting lessons, 

and relaxed requirements (Powell, Cohen & Farrar, 1985). Top-down operations for the 

management of students in schools was more pressing than the development of systems 

for teaching and learning.  An important legacy of schooling having developed around 
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accessibility is a weak administrative structure and few mechanisms to influence high-

quality instruction (Labaree, 2010).  

Since schools were developed and managed at the local level, there was little 

coherence or linking mechanisms between schools within states, and none across states, 

since education was established as a state, and not a federal, power. State governments 

had limited capacity to manage schools or influence the core of teaching (Cohen & 

Moffitt, 2009). Despite attempts to improve the quality of schooling, there were few tools 

and mechanisms through which to reach classrooms. For example, states do not control 

the curricular choices of schools or districts, expectations for instructional techniques, nor 

the preparation programs that many teachers attend. District or state central offices have 

historically had little capacity for or knowledge of instruction, leaving teachers with little 

guidance over their daily practice (Cohen & Ball, 2007).  

The local development and management of schools precluded any centralized 

capacity to influence instruction. Neither federal nor state governments developed the 

instruments necessary to influence instruction, including curriculum, assessments, 

materials, the professional capacity to improve instruction, or linkages between teacher 

preparation programs and what teachers would teach in classrooms (Cohen & Moffitt, 

2009). This lack of oversight meant that, for example, even reforms aimed at improving 

standards or curricular materials in order to raise instructional quality were hampered in 

their ability to influence one of the main impediments to reform- teachers lack of content 

knowledge in the subjects they teach (Powell, Cohen, & Farrar, 1985). State 

governments, although constitutionally responsible for education, left the management of 
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schooling to local entities, who often outsourced key aspects of schooling to private 

firms, such as the development of textbooks and curriculum (Cohen & Moffitt, 2009).  

Although all aspects of infrastructure now exist: testing, curricula, instructional 

guidance, teacher preparation, etc., they are each coordinated by discrete agencies, both 

governmental and non-governmental, and are not coordinated as interrelated parts of a 

system (Cohen, Spillane, & Peurach, 2018). This fragmentation frustrates whole-school 

reform efforts that seek to bring many facets of teaching and learning into coordination.  

Educational Infrastructure 

 Some scholars have recently begun to use the term infrastructure to signal the key 

organizational dimensions of schooling required to support consistent and effective 

practice. This section will explore the dimensions of educational infrastructure, how its 

absence is an obstacle to the improvement of low-performing schools, and how any 

reform efforts can utilize infrastructure to influence classroom practice.  

 The concept of educational infrastructure grew out of decades of research on how 

to improve schools, particularly the notion that improvement requires a multi-faceted 

approach to whole-school reform, began with early research into the factors that made 

schools successful.  In the 1970s and 1980s, a new wave of research- the effective 

schools movement- sought to identify the characteristics of effective schools. These 

researchers studied the characteristics of schools and teaching practices that were 

associated with high test scores and schools that realized unexpectedly high test scores 

given the socioeconomic status of their student body (Cuban, 1993). Weber (1971) was 

an early researcher in this movement who argued that leadership, atmosphere, and 

expectations were important factors of effective schools that were all within a school’s 
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control. Edmonds (1979) built on this research and argued that effective schools 

consisted of: strong administration, a climate of high expectations, an orderly 

atmosphere, instructional focus on basic skills, effective resource use, and the effective 

monitoring of student progress. In a meta-analysis of effective schools research, Pukey & 

Smith (1983) found that school-site management, instructional leadership, staff stability, 

parental involvement, district support, maximum learning time, teacher collaboration, and 

clear goals and expectations all contributed to effective schools. Additionally, they 

argued that school culture, which they defined as the need to change attitudes, norms, and 

behavior of school-based educators, is a critical driver of school improvement (Pukey & 

Smith, 1983).  

 Indeed, researchers and educators have known for decades that there are multiple 

facets of schools that must operate well and in conjunction with one another for schools 

to be effective learning environments. A variety of attempts were made to improve 

elements of schools known to be critical drivers of improvement. Much of the 1980s 

focused on piecemeal efforts that attempted to fix a singular element of effective schools 

(Desimone, 2002), for example, if an instructional focus on basic skills is an element of 

effective schools, reformers developed curriculum or professional development to 

address that area of schooling in isolation of the others.  

By the late 1980s and early 1990s, policymakers began to focus on system-level 

reforms with the goal of ensuring excellent education for all students, rather than merely 

access to education (Peurach, 2011). One of the longest lasting systems-level reforms of 

this era was standards-based reform. Here it was thought that centralized standards would 

drive coherence within schools and improve many of the factors that led to an effective 
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school (Berends, 2004). While schools’ external environment is an important element of 

what was later known as educational infrastructure, such as state and district policies, 

curriculum standards, teacher preparation policies, etc., standards-based reform was 

missing elements that specifically addressed teaching and learning (Berends, 2004).  

 In the 1990s, led by the nonprofit New American Schools, a new reform agenda 

sought to create “whole-school designs” that were meant to improve many aspects of 

schools (i.e. leadership, culture, curriculum, etc.) at the same time. This movement, 

known as Comprehensive School Reform (CSR), played a significant role in defining 

whole-school reform and allowed researchers to study how such a design would be 

implemented in practice. CSR will be explored in more depth in section four, but for now 

we can note that many elements of what CSR found to be critical for whole-school 

reform built on the effective schools literature and would support the development of the 

concept of educational infrastructure. In a large study of CSR designs, Berends (2004) 

found that school-level autonomy over budget, staffing, and curriculum, high standards 

and aligned assessments, significant professional development, and district support for 

community services in schools all contributed to whole-school improvement. Slavin 

(1989), founder of one of the largest CSR efforts, Success for All, identified the balance 

of internal commitment and external pressure, along with support, as a main driver of 

change.  

The current notion of educational infrastructure grew out of this history of school 

improvement, and a growing number of researchers use the term to signify a multi-

faceted approach that seeks to integrate numerous school and system-wide functions in 

service of a coherent school vision.  
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Educational infrastructure, at its core, are the foundational resources that support 

schools in their core activities of providing high-quality instruction to students (Puerach 

& Neumerski, 2015). This infrastructure includes the common policies and instruments 

that permeate all aspects of the educational system, including “curricular materials, 

student assessments, and procedures and routines for analyzing practice and structuring 

the work of improvement (e.g. school improvement planning, coaching) (Spillane, 

Hopkins, Sweet, 2018, p. 537).  Without this infrastructure, educational priorities, 

standards, materials, assessments are unaligned in ways that stymie coherent 

improvement.  

For example, without common curricula, frameworks, or examinations, it is more 

difficult for teachers to find common language and collaborate on practice (Cohen, 

Peurach, Glazer, Gates & Goldin, 2014; Glazer & Peurach, 2014). Materials and 

resources would need to be broad enough to encompass a wide range of topics and skills 

a teacher may teach and be appropriate for a variety of schools and districts, rather than 

targeted to uniform standards. Common examinations must be broad enough to 

incorporate the various curricula that students learn across schools and classrooms. 

Further, teacher education is forced to relay abstract pedagogy since there are often no 

common standards for what teachers should know or do in the classroom (Cohen et al, 

2014; Cohen & Moffitt, 2009). 

A central obstacle to school improvement is that the infrastructure in low-

performing schools is weakly developed and highly fragmented (Peurach & Neumerski, 

2015). The schools that need improvement the most are least likely to have the 

infrastructure needed for an improvement program or policy to succeed (Cohen & 
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Moffitt, 2009). This includes weaker-capacity teachers, unaligned curriculum and 

assessments, few structures for collaboration among teachers, a plethora of weakly 

coordinated programs, and a lack of trust between teachers, school leaders, and families 

(Peurach & Neumerski, 2015). When this infrastructure is weakly developed in schools, 

any school improvement program will require time spent on creating stronger 

infrastructure (i.e. fixing the capacities, structures, and trust) that will allow the school to 

improve outcomes (Peurach & Neumerski, 2015). It is a central paradox of school 

improvement that the lowest-performing schools need a developed infrastructure for 

reforms to be successful at scale, yet it is precisely the absence of this infrastructure that 

explains much of why the school is low-performing (Cohen & Moffitt, 2009).  

Educational infrastructure exists at both the school and district level to support 

instructional improvement in schools. The following section will discuss elements of 

infrastructure at the system (including district and state) and school level.   

System-level infrastructure 

The challenges of designing and building school-level infrastructure is further 

complicated by weakness in the system-level infrastructure. Systems-level infrastructure 

may consist of district support for teachers, high-quality professional development and 

training, aligned teacher preparation, and high-quality state standards, assessments, and 

school evaluation systems (Peurach & Neumerski, 2015). Often, one or more of these 

components are under-developed, which frustrates efforts to create and utilize school-

level infrastructure. The goal of the standards-based reform movement was to create an 

aligned systems-level infrastructure; however, the fragmentation and weakness of central 

government has meant an ongoing struggle to develop many aspects of systems 
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infrastructure, such as teacher preparation programs aligned to a specific curricula, 

instructional vision, or state assessment. Bryk (2010) also argues that external factors are 

necessary to drive school improvement; he argues that a focus on local capacity-building, 

rigorous accountability, and policies to stimulate innovation are all needed for school 

improvement. Meanwhile, research on change management finds that states and districts 

need to revamp policies, incentives, and standards for teachers, improve professional 

development and teacher preparation, create crossover structures or agencies to reduce 

fragmentation, invest in quality materials, and integrate pressure and support at the 

systems-level to support large-scale school improvement (Fullan, 2000).  

Use of System-level Infrastructure to Influence Classroom Practice. Recent 

research on the implementation of a math curriculum reform in elementary schools 

indicates that districts can build educational infrastructure to implement and support 

instructional reform in ways that influence classroom practice. In a study of two 

elementary schools, researchers found a district can develop infrastructure by providing 

high-quality professional development, instructional coaches, scheduled teacher 

collaboration time, and professional learning communities (PLCs) in ways that influence 

the ways teachers learn about a new curriculum and interact with their peers, thereby 

influencing teachers’ beliefs about mathematics instruction, an important indicator of 

their instructional practice (Spillane, Hopkins, & Sweet, 2018; Spillane, Shirrell, & 

Adhikari, 2018). This stands in marked contrast to the curriculum reforms of the 1950s 

and 1960s which asked teachers to dramatically change their practice, but offered little 

guidance on what that would mean in practice or how to use the new materials (Cohen & 

Moffitt, 2009). This study contributes to research that structured collaboration can 
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influence teachers’ interactions with each other and their instructional practices, and more 

importantly to this dissertation, provides evidence that the development of educational 

infrastructure influences teacher behavior in ways that can lead to improvement.  

School-level infrastructure 

The presence of infrastructure at the school level, in part, determines both the 

quality of classroom instruction and whether school improvement reforms are able to 

influence that instruction. As defined in the concept map in Chapter 1, school-level 

infrastructure consists of culture (i.e., high expectations, professional responsibility, and 

engaged families), capacity (of teachers and school leaders), and structures (i.e., 

instructional time, aligned curriculum and materials, and data systems) (Peurach & 

Neumerski, 2015). A recent body of literature has examined how infrastructure 

influences instructional reform and “findings suggest that infrastructure components such 

as grade-level assignment, formal leadership positions, and participation in organizational 

routines like Professional Learning Communities (PLCs) can facilitate reform 

implementation” (Spillane, Hopkins, Sweet, 2018). Therefore, these elements of 

infrastructure are shown to impact classroom instruction.  

These components of school infrastructure are aligned with other key insights and 

underlying ideas in the field of school improvement. Bryk’s (2006) research on Chicago 

elementary schools, and the subsequent Framework of Essential Supports for schools, 

reference similar essential foundations of school habits or structures that must exist for 

student achievement to improve, namely, leadership, parent and community ties, a 

student-centered learning environment, professional capacity, and ambitious instruction 

(Bryk, 2010). Further, Elmore (2004) argues that normative structures- norms of 
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teaching, communicating, and assessing good practice in schools, and structures that 

develop internal motivation to engage in rigorous teaching is necessary for schools to 

utilize any instructional reform well. Murphy & Meyers (2009) focus on organizational 

capacity, including motivation, trust, communication, and morale as an essential 

foundation - or school-level infrastructure- for turnaround. The underlying argument is 

consistent that cultural, cognitive, and structural dimensions of infrastructure mediate the 

relationship between reforms and classroom practice.   

Buy-in As a Critical Element of School-Level Infrastructure. Research on 

teacher buy-in indicates that it is a foundational resource for the advancement of high-

quality instruction and, I argue, should be viewed as a critical element of school-level 

infrastructure. The notion of teacher buy-in, to some extent, is present in many 

researchers’ list of elements needed for school improvement. Pukey & Smith (1983) 

point to the need to change school culture, which they define as changing the attitudes, 

norms, and behavior of teachers- “of particular importance is the fact that change (and 

presumably maintenance thereafter) will not take place without the support and 

commitment of teachers who must come to “own” new educational ideology and 

techniques” (Pukey & Smith, 1983, p. 442). Fullan (2016) highlights the notion that 

reformers must cultivate teacher ownership and intrinsic motivation to change their 

beliefs and habits for any instructional change to occur. Slavin (1989) also recognized the 

need for teacher commitment to any new reform and required a teacher vote of approval 

for his reform program, Success for All, to be implemented in schools. Finally, Elmore 

(2004) argues that there is no shortage in the supply of new reforms or ideas for school 

improvement, rather there is a significant shortage in the demand for them among 
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teachers. Therefore, structures necessary for developing collaborative learning, intrinsic 

motivation, and internal accountability among teachers are necessary for them to engage 

in new ideas and behaviors and increase the quality of implementation (Elmore, 2004). 

Here we see that the notion of motivation is closely linked to, or perhaps synonymous 

with, the concept of buy-in. Elmore (2004) and Fullan (2016) discuss the notion that 

structures must be developed to build internal motivation among teachers to potentially 

increase the fidelity of implementation. This, along with a plethora of research on school 

improvement indicating the importance of buy-in for implementation (discussed later in 

this chapter), highlight the need to view teacher buy-in as a critical dimension of 

infrastructure that should be studied on its own so that we can better understand what it 

looks like, how to measure it in schools, and how to cultivate it so that school 

improvement is more likely.  

This study utilizes the notion of school-level educational infrastructure to 

understand how school leaders develop organizational structures. In addition, teacher 

buy-in should be viewed as a critical element of infrastructure which supports the 

implementation of school improvement efforts. As such, salient elements of infrastructure 

will be studied to determine how they interact with and influence buy-in.   

Piecemeal Reforms 

One way to understand the importance of multi-faceted reforms that rest on and 

embody a strong set of ideas about infrastructure is by considering those reform efforts 

that have, by contrast, adopted a more piecemeal approach. In part due to the 

fragmentation of many important aspects of schooling, the majority of educational 

interventions have sought to influence one specific piece of the schooling system, rather 
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than the system as a whole. The following section details some examples of piecemeal 

reforms which are inherently limited in their ability to improve schools due to their 

scope. These examples are in contrast to comprehensive reforms that seek to improve 

many levers of the school system at once. These examples will highlight that 

infrastructure, its development and use to leverage change, is novel and important in the 

reform field and critical to the implementation of multidimensional reform efforts as 

opposed to those that seek to affect one aspect of schooling. 

Efforts to improve teaching and learning have a long history, but most reforms 

have been piecemeal in nature, focusing on one particular component of the system, such 

as curriculum (e.g., new math), assessment (e.g., portfolios), a new pedagogical 

technique (e.g., peer learning), a new structure (e.g., small schools), and so on. Few 

reforms ever designed a change process that deliberately attended to multiple dimensions 

of instruction, leadership, and school organization. When schools adopted these various 

reforms in conjunction, they often resulted in an incoherent, sometimes contradictory, 

mix of programs (Cohen, Spillane, Peurach, 2018). This section will review several 

examples of reforms as indicative of piecemeal efforts, noting that this is not an 

exhaustive list, in order to demonstrate an approach to school improvement that seeks to 

avoid some of the most debilitating characteristics of past approaches.  

Piecemeal reforms faced challenges in implementation and influence due to 

misalignment with other district priorities and systems. When a singular reform is layered 

onto a district, it may compete with other district priorities or face barriers to 

implementation when existing policies and systems create incoherence. Piecemeal reform 

efforts also lacked mechanisms through which to change teaching practices. Without an 
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interconnected and coherent strategy that affects all levels of the system, these reforms 

faced challenges in changing teaching and learning within classrooms. Those who sought 

to implement curricular reforms found that they had wrongly assumed that teachers 

would be quick to accept a superior product, and vastly underestimated the complex 

process of changing teachers’ practices, as well as the institutional barriers to aligning 

curriculum with teaching (Elmore, 1993, 2004).  

Curricular reforms offer a good example. Curricular reforms in the 1950s and 

1960s were meant to design content and strategies for learning subjects in ways that 

would better prepare students to enter into professional fields in that discipline and 

sought to fundamentally change teaching and learning in classrooms (Elmore, 2004). 

These curricular reforms included Physical Sciences Study Committee, Biological 

Sciences Curriculum Study, and Man: A Course of Study. Each of these projects was 

funded by the National Science Foundation and ultimately disseminated to millions of 

students, yet, it was generally found that implementation was weak, mixed with 

traditional practices, and in most high schools, the curriculum reforms had no impact on 

classroom practice (Elmore, 1993, 2004; Stake & Easley, 1978). Some of the barriers to 

implementation included district choices of curricula, long-standing agreements with 

textbook companies, unaligned professional development and assessments, teachers that 

were not prepared to teach the new model, and politics surrounding the content (Elmore, 

1993, 2004; Stake & Easley, 1978; Dow, 1991).  

Another example is the small schools movement, which sought to create better 

conditions for teaching and learning by limiting student enrollment. Reformers believed 

that large schools, particularly high schools, prevented individualized attention and that 
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higher quality and more targeted teaching would follow smaller enrollments, and 

consequently, higher achievement (Ravitch, 2010). Decades of poor performance by 

large comprehensive high schools led many to believe that smaller schools could offer 

higher-quality instruction (McQuillian, 2008). This movement spread amongst reform 

advocates, city politicians, the federal Department of Education which offered grants for 

small schools, and funding giants such as the Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation 

(Schneider, 2011). In addition to key hurdles to the reform, such as facilities for 

additional schools and the hardship of offering electives and extracurriculars on a small 

scale, was “the hasty speed at which districts moved, often outstripping the capacity of 

district personnel and leaving stakeholders unclear about the purpose of the 

transformation” (Schneider, 2011, p. 66). While the reform did change the structure of 

schools, it was done without a clear purpose or alignment with any other efforts to 

improve teaching and learning, specifically improving school leadership and teaching 

practices, a key characteristic of the successful small schools the reform had modeled 

itself after (Schneider, 2011).  

Research into the small schools movement shows that these schools were more 

successful in creating personalized learning environments and a more positive school 

culture, but that there were few changes in instruction (Kahne, Sporte, de la Torre, 

Easton, 2008). A study measuring the rigor of assessments between classrooms in small 

schools and area classrooms in larger schools found no difference in the percent of 

rigorous assignments, and that in both cases the majority of assignments were rated as 

little to no rigor in math and only slightly better in ELA (Shear, Mitchell, House, Gorges, 

Joshi, Smerdon, Shkolnik, 2008). The Small Schools of Choice (SSC) program in New 
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York City provides an important counter example. This small schools movement has 

been shown to improve graduation rates and narrow the achievement gap. Importantly, 

MDRC research surfaces important infrastructure utilized to support the success of this 

movement, namely, support and structures to train teachers to tailor curricula for smaller 

and personalized classes and requirements for schools to plan for how they would support 

students who were behind grade level (Price & Corrin, 2020). However, in most cases 

throughout the country, the movement never had a particular strategy to improve teaching 

and learning, rather, it assumed that improved practice would follow from changing one 

aspect of schooling, namely, smaller enrollment, and did not have a comprehensive 

school improvement strategy that would affect all aspects of teaching and learning.  

 Another example of a curricular reform targets a specific group of students but 

faces similar challenges in supporting teacher-use of the instructional strategy. Advanced 

Placement or International Baccalaureate sought to offer more rigorous instruction for a 

select group of students, and Montessori programs offered a different pedagogical 

approach for families who opted into such programs (Cohen, Spillane, Peurach, 2018). 

These reforms were driven by non-governmental organizations and could only affect a 

subset of the educational system, not systematically change or improve schools as a 

whole. Barriers to school reform still existed, for example, as these reforms did not help 

teachers or school leaders understand how to use the curriculum well (Cohen, Peurach, 

Glazer, Gates, and Goldin, 2014). Further, these reforms were developed and managed by 

the private sector, so there were few mechanisms for scale or accountability as it only 

impacted a small subsect of the public school population (Cohen, Spillane, Peurach, 

2018).  
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In sum, a plethora of piecemeal reforms in the areas of curriculum, assessment, 

and school structure have cycled through the education policy landscape. Some of these 

reforms were widespread, yet each limited their scope to target one area of educational 

infrastructure at a time (Cohen, Peurach, Glazer, Gates, and Goldin, 2014). Few sought to 

change multiple dimensions of school improvement at once. The notion of infrastructure, 

which sees the coherent coordination of multiple aspects of schooling as fundamental to 

school improvement, stands in contrast to and reveals the limitations of these piecemeal 

efforts. Piecemeal reforms were often thoughtful, well-researched, and broad in their 

impact, but failed to make large-scale improvements to student learning because they 

underestimated the degree to which each aspect of schooling is interconnected. A reform 

in one aspect may result in some success, but inevitably is limited by a lack of 

consistency and improvements in other aspects of schooling.  

In contrast, infrastructure highlights this interdependency and holds that school-

wide improvements must be the result of a coherent strategy to improve all, or most, 

aspects of schooling at once in ways that will reach classroom practice.  

Comprehensive School Reform 

The Comprehensive School Reform (CSR) movement arose out of a need for 

systemic solutions to school improvement. CSRD models were externally developed 

interventions meant to change the operations and practices of the school as a whole, 

based on the idea that a school should have a unifying and coherent vision of education 

which addresses instruction, leadership, governance, and parental involvement (Vernez et 

al, 2006; Kurki et al, 2006). The rise and prevalence of CSR has its roots in standards-

based reform and a policy environment in the 1990s that placed an emphasis on results 
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and accountability. This section will briefly explain the policy environment, including 

standards-based reform, that led to the rise of CSR and then detail how these reforms 

attempted to create an infrastructure that would support whole-school improvement. 

A Nation at Risk placed school improvement center-stage in American politics. 

The report placed the blame for low test-scores on curriculum and made 

recommendations to strengthen curriculum and graduation requirements. This report 

paved the way for the standards-based reform movement, which emphasized coherent 

curriculum and rigorous standards as the way to improve America’s schools (Ravitch, 

2010).  

The theory of standards-based reform and the goal of improving academic 

achievement created an environment that influenced, supported, and funded systemic 

education reforms (Goertz, Floden, O’Day, 1995). Although standards-based reform can 

be defined differently depending on its context, in general, it encompasses three 

components: “(1) the promotion of ambitious student outcomes for all students; (2) 

alignment of policy approaches and the actions of various policy institutions to promote 

such outcomes; and (3) restructuring the governance system to support improved 

achievement” (Goertz, Floden, O’Day, 1995). As policymakers began to focus on student 

outputs, many argued that ambitious outcomes of excellent education for all students 

would only be realized through systemic solutions (Peurach, 2014). This drove efforts to 

fund reform efforts that would lead to better student outcomes.   

For example, in 1994, the Goals 2000: Educate America Act provided grants to 

support school-wide improvement efforts and the reauthorization of ESEA increased the 

number of schools that could use Title I funds for school-wide support (Cohen, Peurach, 
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Glazer, Gates, Goldin, 2014). The federal government and national foundations funded 

state and organizational efforts to improve schools in ways that intersected across 

multiple dimensions, including school structure, standards, curriculum, materials, and 

teacher development. In this way, CSRD was born out of a specific set of environmental 

conditions that supported its ability to scale up quickly; namely, institutional conditions 

that legitimized the underlying theory, available funding, a market for effective solutions, 

and the emergence of developers of comprehensive school improvement organizations 

(Peurach & Glazer, 2012).  

Comprehensive School Reform Designs attempted to coordinate a whole-school 

intervention that would address many of the problems undermining school performance. 

National organizations such as Success for All, America’s Choice, and the Accelerated 

Schools Project sought to drive school improvement through developing coherence 

within schools. These organizations had differing approaches, but all worked directly 

with schools to design and implement coherent plans of instruction with unifying 

professional development, support, and resources (Glazer, 2009; Cohen, Peurach, Glazer, 

Gates, Goldin, 2014). Coherent plans for instruction would include extensive 

coordination between school-wide goals and strategies across grades and subject areas, 

applicable state and district policies, and support of the district and external partners for 

these goals and strategies (Cohen et al, 2014).  

This ability to “craft coherence” (Honig & Hatch, 2004) is not evenly distributed 

amongst schools, and low-performing schools often have both low capacity to create and 

implement a coherent instructional vision, but also manage a large number of district 

policies, demands, and external partners vying for various improvement strategies. CSRD 
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sought to remedy this specifically through whole-sale implementation of a coherent 

whole-school reform, however, “no school systems had ever attempted such large scale, 

comprehensive, and deep-reaching improvement, and no non-governmental agencies had 

ever tried to build systems of common schools in the interstices of the established 

systems” (Cohen et al, 2014, p. 18).  

Success for All, one such CSR program, provides a good example of robust 

school-level infrastructure. Comprehensive School Reformers, unlike many charter 

schools, targeted existing low-performing schools, and sought to implement coordinated 

instructional programs and supports to build school-level infrastructure. Success for All 

(SFA) was primarily a K-6 reading program with extensive guidance and support for 

implementation that attempted to coordinate all curriculum and organizational resources 

needed to ensure that all students could read on grade level each year. SFA targeted 

schools with little to no coherence or infrastructure; there were weak curricula and 

assessments, few opportunities for teacher collaboration, and weak instructional 

leadership (Cohen et al, 2014). The founders of SFA, Robert Slavin and Nancy Madden, 

believed their program needed to provide capacity-building support and guidance for 

each of these elements, but it also needed to overcome some of the weaknesses in the 

systems infrastructure. At the systems level, there were weak standards and assessments, 

professional development, and commercial resources, and the typical piecemeal reform 

efforts only further fragmented schools (Cohen et al, 2014; Peurach, 2014).  

Particularly noteworthy for this analysis is the breadth of organizational functions, 

roles, routines, and practices that SFA coordinated within schools. The foundational 

element of SFA was the instructional vision to implement a coordinated reading program. 
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SFA provided an extensive curriculum with lesson plans, schedules, pacing guides, and 

specific tasks for students. The detailed lesson plans for each grade included instruction 

for phonics, fluency, and comprehension, as well as detailed scripts for teachers, and was 

tailored for specific populations such as English Learners (Cohen et al, 2014; Peurach, 

2014). 

 To support the instructional vision, SFA designed and implemented 

organizational infrastructure in schools, including support in organizing school schedules 

to prioritize reading, assessing and grouping students according to reading level, and 

incorporating tutoring for struggling readers. SFA provided aligned professional 

development for teachers throughout the year and implemented routines for teacher 

collaboration to work through problems of practice (Cohen et al, 2014; Peurach, 2014). 

Lastly, SFA provided guidance for leadership roles within the schools to oversee and 

support the implementation of the program (Peurach, 2014).  

While the prominence of CSR networks waned, they shed light on how a 

comprehensive array of resources that address multiple aspects of schools and instruction 

can leverage change. The lessons learned from Comprehensive School Reform Designs 

influenced the development of the concept of educational infrastructure, and its critical 

importance for school improvement efforts that align schools’ internal and external 

environments.  

School-level Actors Critical for Implementation 

While the presence of resources and supports across multiple dimensions of 

school are critical for school improvement, they are not sufficient in and of themselves. 

The implementation of these supports, and particularly their use among teachers, drives 
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ultimate outcomes in teaching and learning and is critical to the success of any school 

improvement initiative. As will be seen, a common thread in implementation research is 

the importance of school-level actors, specifically teachers, for implementation (Schmidt 

& Datnow, 2005).  

Researchers who study whole-school reforms, have uncovered a myriad of factors 

that influence implementation. A meta-analysis found that the level of implementation is 

an important factor in program outcomes (Durlak & DuPre, 2008). Since the level of 

implementation determines outcomes, it is important to understand the factors that 

influence the level of implementation of a reform.   

Implementation is the result of multiple factors that result in school-level actors 

being aware of the reform, understanding it, and changing their practice (Spillane, 

Resiser, & Reimer, 2002).  This section reviews research on the main factors that 

influence implementation across schools and classrooms to gain a broader understanding 

of how educational infrastructure affects changes in teaching and learning.  

Importantly for this dissertation, many implementation factors are directly 

controlled or under the influence of teachers, highlighting their importance in reform 

implementation. The following section identifies several important elements of 

infrastructure that affect how school-level actors engage with and implement reforms. 

Teacher buy-in, as the focus of this dissertation, will be reviewed in greater detail. This 

literature forms the framework for which elements of infrastructure are prioritized in this 

study.  

Collaboration 
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 Teachers who have time to collaborate and communicate with colleagues are able 

to make sense of a reform collectively and better understand how to implement new 

strategies in their classroom (Coburn, 2004). Coburn’s (2004) study indicated that when a 

school scheduled time for collaboration, teachers had the time and space to engage with 

the reform- making implementation more likely. Studies of Comprehensive School 

Reform programs also found that higher levels of support and collaborative sense-making 

of the policy resulted in higher levels of implementation (Desimone, 2002, Berends et al, 

2002; Peurach, 2014). Importantly, this indicates that when teachers do not have time or 

space for collegial relationships and communication around reform, they are less likely to 

engage and understand the reform- placing teachers at the center of whether reforms are 

implemented in schools.  

Professional Development/On-going Support 

In order to implement instructional reform programs, teachers need support and 

on-going training from a design team or instructional leader. Longitudinal case studies of 

CSR schools found that the level and quality of support was directly correlated with the 

level of implementation of instructional activities (Berends et al, 2002; Datnow, 2005; 

Vernez & Goldhaber, 2006; Desimone, 2002). A longitudinal, qualitative study of a 

school reform policy in Michigan also found that targeted support for teachers was 

critical to implementation; familiarity with the policy did not change teacher practice 

without specific supports in place (Spillane, 2009). Additionally, in the only quantitative 

study that attempts to predict the level of teacher buy-in, Turnbull (2002) found that 

support and training for teachers was a statistically significant predictor of buy-in in the 

first two years of implementation.  Implementation of reforms is critically dependent on 
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teachers’ engagement and use of new instructional practices, therefore implementation, in 

part, hinges on supporting teachers understanding of how to adapt their teaching.  

Cognition & Capacity 

 Cognition is defined as an individual’s perception and understanding of a policy; 

this perception mediates the individual’s actions in response to the policy. Spillane (2004) 

uses a case study approach of districts in Michigan to chronicle how a state policy 

changes as it moves from the state to the district level and then into classrooms; he finds 

that inconsistencies of implementation are due to how people interpret and misinterpret 

the policy. Spillane (2004) argues that many state and school-level actors misunderstand 

policies, rather than willfully ignore or implement them in unintended ways. Overall, the 

study found that district agents were most influential in communicating to teachers how 

the policy was to be incorporated in their classroom (Spillane, 2004).  

 Teachers also must have the knowledge and skills to interpret the policy and 

incorporate new practices into their classrooms. Teachers are often not experts in their 

subject matter, which may inhibit them from accurately implementing the policy, despite 

their best efforts; if teachers do not understand how to teach in a new way, their practice 

will not change (Cohen & Spillane, 1992).  

Leadership 

Strong principal leadership was found to lead to higher levels of buy-in amongst 

teachers and have a significant impact on implementation (Berends et al, 2002; Kurki et 

al, 2006). Principals create the conditions for school-level infrastructure and therefore 

have an important influence over the implementation of reforms. A study of CSR 

programs found that effective principals chose a program that was well-matched with the 
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schools’ needs, cultivated support amongst the staff, successfully allocated resources, and 

supported teacher professional development throughout the process (Desimone, 2002). 

Turnbull (2002) also found that when principals are engaged with and believe in the 

reform, teachers are more likely to buy-in as well.  

 Teacher Buy-in is Important for Implementation   

 Understanding whether and how teachers buy-in to a given reform requires 

attention to the extant and pre-existing policies and practices it aims to supplant. 

Individuals in schools have their own values, experiences, and interests; additionally, 

remnants of structures and teaching practices left over by previous reforms still exist in 

schools (Tyack & Cuban, 2009). Reformers often discover tension between the reform 

and the existing values and culture of the teachers, and instructional changes create 

overload for teachers by altering familiar routines and patterns (Tyack & Cuban, 2009).  

Teachers have first-hand insight into the lives of students, and as street-level bureaucrats 

(Lipsky, 1980), have influence and discretion in how to implement, or not, new policies. 

Therefore, when educators view reforms as inappropriate, “they are skilled in finding 

ways to temper or evade their effects” (Tyack & Cuban, 2009, p. 79). 

An example of a reform that hinged on teacher buy-in can be found in San Diego. 

Reformers in San Diego sought to develop a coherent instructional strategy in schools, 

particularly around literacy. However, the approach taken by the district cultivated 

teacher fear and hostility, rather than buy-in. The emphasis of the plan was a new literacy 

curriculum coupled with intense professional development for teachers, yet from the 

beginning teachers protested the pace of implementation. “The mandated professional 

development sessions were not opportunities for reflection and collegiality, but a time for 
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teachers to be told what to do and how to do it” (Ravitch, 2010, p. 59). During 

implementation, 90 percent of district principals were replaced, and teacher attrition was 

the highest it had ever been. Teachers, even those who liked the curriculum, felt 

disrespected by district leadership. AIR’s evaluation of the reform indicated that teacher 

resistance was one of the most significant obstacles to success (Ravitch, 2010).  

Success for All (SFA) also emphasized the need for teacher buy-in. Although it 

was not a fool-proof strategy, SFA mandated that teachers learn about, vote on, and 

commit to SFA strategies before partnering with a school. While there were strong 

mechanisms in place to train and support teachers in using the system, whether the 

program was a success or failure largely depended on the implementing agents and how 

well the program interacted with their professional beliefs and experiences and the school 

context (Peurach, 2014). 

Buy-in is a key factor in whether teachers change their classroom practice- a 

significant predictor of whether the reform will be successful. When teachers do not 

change their practice to align with an instructional reform, there is a lesser chance that the 

program will achieve its goals (Lee & Min, 2017).  “Studies of CSR support the notion 

that teacher buy-in is an essential component of the successful implementation of 

schoolwide reform” (Desimone, 2002, p. 447). A survey of 225 Success for All schools 

found that collective buy-in played a key role in determining the quality and success of 

program implementation (Cooper, Slavin, & Madden, 1998). When teachers that did not 

feel a sense of ownership over the reform, or perceived it to be a top-down mandate, there 

were significantly lower levels of classroom implementation of instructional activities 

(Desimone, 2002; Datnow, 2005; Vernez & Goldhaber, 2006; Smith et al, 1996).   
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A study of three CSR models (America’s Choice, Success for All, and 

Accelerated Schools) found a statistically significant relationship between teacher buy-in 

and positive student achievement after at least two years of program implementation (Lee 

& Min, 2017). Another quantitative study found that the level of program implementation 

in CSR schools cannot be predicted by school-level factors, rather it was completely 

predicted by specific agents (principals, teachers, and developers) (Kurki et al, 2006). 

This highlights the importance of individuals, and their attitudes and perceptions of the 

reform, for implementation.  

In sum, the historical context of the U.S. education system has left education with 

a fragmented governance structure and weak administrative control. Whether intended or 

not, teachers often have significant autonomy within their classrooms over their 

instructional choices. Therefore, reforms that seek to change teaching and learning, and 

not simply influence the periphery of the system, must engage with teachers and develop 

their buy-in to the reform. Research suggests unless teachers are committed to the reform 

effort, implementation will be poor or nonexistent (Elmore & McLaughlin, 1982).  

This section highlighted the critical role that school-level actors play in 

implementation. Due to historical fragmentation and notions of privacy in the teaching 

profession, teachers often have outsized influence over the what and how of teaching in 

their classrooms. Therefore, research suggests that the construct underlying notions of 

teacher engagement, motivation, or buy-in, is an important element of reform 

implementation, and a concept of which has not been defined or explored in depth. 

Instructional reforms must engage with teachers in ways that cultivate belief alignment 
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and self-efficacy. The following sections will introduce the theoretical foundation for this 

study and explore how buy-in has been used, defined, and measured in literature.   

Theoretical Framework 

The following section reviews theoretical frameworks that have been used in 

some of the most salient literature on the teacher’s role in school reform broadly, and 

teacher buy-in more specifically. The objective is to review ways other researchers have 

attempted to contextualize the phenomenon of teacher buy-in and distill and synthesize 

key conceptual ideas that I use to frame this study. This literature forms the foundation of 

the study’s theoretical lens that teacher responses to reform are influenced through their 

environment, including school culture and teachers’ personal and professional beliefs.   

Theoretical Frameworks Used in Salient Literature  

In a broad sense, much of this literature utilizes a framework that highlights 

teachers as shaping and being shaped by the cultural context in which they work. Some 

literature relied on a sociocultural lens which “[examines] individual action in such a way 

that priority is given to the social contexts and cultural tools that shape the development 

of human beliefs, values, and ways of acting” (Lasky, 2005, p. 900). Within this context, 

teacher agency is shaped by their cultural context and is a consequence of past action. 

While individuals have an ability to make their own choices and influence their actions, 

this approach grounds an understanding of behavior within the individual’s environment. 

Using empirical research as a guide, researchers examined how two specific mediating 

factors, professional identity and reform context, affect teacher behavior (Lasky, 2005; 

Briggs, Russell, Wanless, 2018). Teacher responses was found to be a consequence of 

their present context and past experiences.  
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Similarly, a sensemaking framework posits that social structures and cultures are 

developed over time through interpersonal interactions. Using this lens, “action is based 

on how people notice or select information from the environment, make meaning of that 

information, and then act on those interpretations, developing culture, social structures, 

and routines over time” (Coburn, 2004). Researchers used this framework to understand 

the relationship between reform and teachers’ practice and argue that teachers understand 

and respond to policy changes in various ways depending on their existing cognitive 

frameworks and, consequently, create new practices and patterns of interaction (Coburn, 

2004; Coburn & Woulfin, 2012). In this way, teachers’ responses to reforms are shaped 

by their environment, as well as social interactions within the school.  

Building from the concept that teacher action is partly shaped by social 

interactions, recent literature has used a communities of practice framework to theorize 

how district educational infrastructure shapes teacher interactions and thereby influences 

instructional beliefs (Spillane, Hopkins, Sweet, 2018). This framework “focuses on how 

participation in routine work practices can under certain conditions enable people to 

transform their practice through participation with co-workers” (Spillane, Hopkins, 

Sweet, 2018, p. 539). The researchers draw on literature showing how various ways of 

organizing communities of practice can enable or constrain shifts in instructional beliefs.  

Some literature points to school culture as a whole- environment, practices, 

collaboration, etc.- as a key determinant of teacher actions and assumptions. Cultural 

compatibility theory, suggests that in order for change to be implemented, it must 

correspond with the culture of the school (Hargreaves, 1997). School culture, in turn, is 

shaped by the “beliefs, practices, and experiences of teachers within schools, which 
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include their views on the acceptability of recommended policies or change” (Donnell & 

Gettinger, 2015, p. 48). A school’s culture determines the underlying assumptions that 

guide teachers’ actions; if a reform is counter to those existing assumptions, there is low 

acceptability and resistance to implementation. A similar concept used in related research 

(Datnow & Castellano, 2000) is that the implementation of reforms is largely influenced 

by teacher beliefs and practices, as well as the norms and values of the school culture 

(Fullan, 1993; Hargreaves, 1994). This theory serves as a key lens in that that teacher 

beliefs, practices, and the culture of the school create conditions which affect teachers’ 

perceptions of and buy-in to new initiatives or programs.  

In sum, teacher responses to reform are influenced by their school environment as 

well as their beliefs about teaching and learning. This theoretical lens is used in this study 

to understand teacher perceptions of the reform in case study schools as well as how 

beliefs about teaching and learning influence their perceptions of the school’s 

instructional expectations.  

Theoretical Frame for this Study 

In the context of this current study, the notion of educational infrastructure- 

defined as the foundational resources that support schools in teaching knowledge and 

skills to students (Peurach & Neumerski, 2015)-  coupled with its empirical support 

serves as the framework to define and understand schools’ organizing structures as key 

dimensions of the school environment that may influence teacher buy-in.  

Past theoretical work shows that buy-in or commitment to reform is not only a 

matter of individual practice or disposition but is mediated by the workplace environment 

(Donnell & Gettinger, 2015; Datnow & Castellano, 2000). The key question then, is what 
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dimensions of the environment mediate buy-in? Some research points to culture, 

specifically the beliefs, practices, and assumptions of teachers regarding teaching and 

learning (Hargreaves, 1997), other research points to the key elements of infrastructure in 

the environment, including: formal teacher collaboration (Spillane, Hopkins, Sweet, 

2018; Fullan, 2016), opportunities for professional development (Shirrell, Hopkins, 

Spillane, 2018), social trust (Bryk & Schneider, 2002), and the role of teacher leaders 

(Hopkins et al, 2013; Datnow & Castellano, 2000).  

This study will use educational infrastructure as a notion that points to the 

elements of school that may influence teacher buy-in and cultural compatibility theory as 

a framework through which to understand how teacher responses are mediated by both 

their environment and professional experiences.  

Definition and Use of Teacher Buy-in in Research 

As has been shown, teachers play a significant role in the implementation of 

school reform.  Understanding how teachers experience and respond to school reforms 

are essential for a successful implementation process (Hargreaves, 2005). Consequently, I 

argue that teacher buy-in plays a critical role in the use of educational infrastructure in 

schools. 

Teacher buy-in has been identified by many researchers as important for 

implementation, but few have explicitly defined or analyzed it as a concept or explored 

the conditions needed for cultivation. The first part of this section will review the ways 

various researchers have defined and used buy-in and trace its conceptual roots. The 

second part of this section will indicate ways researchers have attempted to measure 

teacher buy-in.  
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Conceptual definition and use of buy-in 

 In the 1970s, researchers began to focus on educational change and, in particular, 

factors that influenced the implementation process. In an early study of buy-in, Fullan & 

Pomfret (1977) found that high morale among teachers, supportive leadership, 

opportunities to discuss problems, and positive incentives all influenced whether teachers 

decided to adopt a new reform. Building from that literature, Waugh & Punch (1987) 

reviewed research of system-wide variables that influence what they termed “teacher 

receptivity” of educational change. Their review of research indicated that six variables 

explain the level of teacher receptivity: (1) Basic Attitude to Education: many teachers 

view of education in traditional terms make them resistant to change that would alter 

what they see as the core of teaching and learning; (2) Alleviation of Fear: teachers 

generally fear changes to their schools’ teaching and this fear is heightened by a lack of 

understanding or clarity around the change, yet this fear can be mitigated through greater 

involvement in the decision-making process; (3) Practicality of the Change: teachers 

determine whether a change is practical by judging whether it is aligned with their typical 

teaching practice and whether it allows for classroom adaptation; (4) Perceived 

Expectations and Beliefs: receptivity is influenced by teachers’ expectations of what the 

reform is and what it will mean for their work; (5) School Support: teachers are more 

receptive to a reform when school leadership promotes and supports the change; and (6) 

Personal Cost: teachers weigh whether the cost of implementation in terms of time and 

energy in learning new practices are worth the expected return in improved student 

learning (Waugh & Punch, 1987).  
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 More recently, teacher receptivity was applied in a study designed to understand 

the various levels of implementation among Success for All schools. Datnow & 

Castellano (2000) argue that teacher receptivity toward reforms is explained by teachers’ 

involvement in choosing the reform and how well the reform aligned with their 

professional notions of teaching. Using this framework to study teacher receptivity 

toward SFA, they found teachers who embraced the program generally were 

ideologically aligned with its methods, perceived positive outcomes for students, and 

experienced strong support of the program by the principal (Datnow & Castellano, 2000).  

 Another line of research utilized the term “acceptability” from clinical psychology 

and applied it to classroom teachers in a study of the impact of various classroom 

interventions on teacher acceptability of a change. In research on student behavioral 

strategies, researchers found that acceptability among teachers was influenced by the 

amount of time it took to learn and implement the intervention and its perceived 

appropriateness for the problem or the severity of student behaviors (Martens, Witt, 

Elliott, Davareax, 1985; Witt & Elliott, 1985). They found that teacher acceptability was 

highly correlated to their implementation of the reform. Other researchers have also 

found a relationship between acceptability and implementation (Allinder & Oats, 1997; 

Chafouleas, Riley-Tillman, & Sassu, 2006; Easton & Erchul, 2011).  

 Researchers have used the term acceptability “to refer to the subjective 

perceptions of teachers who are called upon to implement new interventions” (Donnell & 

Gettinger, 2015, p. 48). Donnell & Gettinger (2015) used a teacher acceptability 

framework to understand teacher perceptions of RTI as a student intervention strategy in 

schools, with the implication that acceptability would strongly impact implementation. 
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The results are consistent with previous literature that pedagogical beliefs, self-efficacy, 

and professional development all influenced teachers’ attitudes, or acceptability, toward 

RTI (Donnell & Gettinger, 2015).  

 The term buy-in has been used extensively in the implementation literature, 

especially by researchers studying whole school reform or large scale reform movements; 

for example, “studies of CSR support the notion that teacher buy-in is an essential 

component of the successful implementation of schoolwide reform” (Desimone, 2002), 

yet this literature did not define the term. Others discussed related concepts in terms of 

their negative effect on teacher buy-in, such as “collective decision-making with broad 

teacher buy-in, a crucial ingredient for reform, occurs more readily in schools with strong 

relational trust” (Bryk & Schneider, 2002).  In many examples, researchers cite literature 

indicating the importance of teacher buy-in, yet it is rarely defined or explored as a 

concept.  

 McLaughlin’s (1990) review of RAND studies of federal education programs 

found that weak implementation was often due to a reliance on top-down implementation 

rather than mutual adaptation. She argues that these strategies were not attuned to local 

realities and did not provide the necessary on-going support that teachers would need for 

implementation. These strategies ignore the most important factors for policy 

implementation- local capacity and will. Developing the will, or motivation, of teachers 

to embrace and learn the new materials or instructional strategies necessary for the 

reform is essential for successful outcomes (McLaughlin, 1990).  

 A study of kindergarten teacher buy-in for standards-based reforms offered a rare 

definition for buy-in- “buy-in is characterized by an alignment between teacher beliefs 
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and the goals of a change or reform, as well as feelings of competence in 

implementation” (Briggs, Russell, & Wanless, 2018, p. 126). The authors utilize various 

research that alludes to the importance of buy-in for school reform in the creation of the 

definition, including literature measuring teachers’ levels of enthusiasm, receptivity, and 

decision-making around reforms (Briggs, Russell, & Wanless, 2018). Turnbull (2002) 

measured buy-in as: 

Teachers perceptions of five related issues: (1) whether teachers believes that they 
had a good model for their school; (2) whether the model helped them become 
better teachers; (3) whether they were personally motivated to make the model 
work; (4) if they believed that they were able to make the model work in their 
classroom; and (5) if they understand how the model was supposed to work to 
improve student learning (Turnbull, 2002, p. 243). 
  

 The importance of buy-in can be found in the work of other scholars who focused 

on reform and use a similar concept to infrastructure in that they focused on critical 

elements of school culture and structures necessary for improvement (e.g., Datnow and 

Bryk). Elmore (2004) focuses on the concept of teacher motivation as critical to the 

implementation, or lack of, of any school improvement program. In an earlier article, 

Elmore & McLaughlin (1982) discuss the importance of understanding and cultivating 

teacher motivation, as they argue that unless teachers are committed to a reform, they are 

most likely to ignore or ritualistically implement it, without making meaningful changes 

to practice. Elmore (2004) argues that any school reform hinges on teachers’ changing 

their instructional practices, but that many reforms rely on the intrinsic motivation of 

teachers to recognize and engage in a reform strategy that reformers felt was superior to 

traditional practice. As a result, reforms fail to spread to scale as they are generally 

implemented by those teachers who are motivated to critically evaluate their practice and 

look to another model to improve their teaching (Elmore, 2004).  
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 Elmore’s notion of teacher motivation is conceptually similar to the concept of 

buy-in. Elmore (2004) argues that reformers overall have not created the organizational 

conditions or normative structures needed to develop, intensify, and strengthen teacher 

motivation for reforms. Elmore argues that: 

The key flaw in earlier attempts at large-scale reform was to rely almost 
exclusively on the intrinsic commitment of talent and highly motivated teachers to 
carry the burden of reform… One promising approach, then, is to create strong 
professional and social normative structures for good teaching practice that are 
external to individual teachers and their immediate working environment, and to 
provide a basis for evaluating how many teachers are approximately good practice 
and at what level of competence (Elmore, 2004, p. 30). 
 
 

These structures would rely on social relationships and organizational conditions to 

support changes in beliefs and norms around teaching and learning.  

 Researchers have also found that teachers’ motivation to implement a reform was 

primarily driven by a perceived desirability of outcomes and whether they believed the 

intention of the reform was to benefit students (Leithwood, Steinback, Jantzi, 2002) as 

well as teachers’ attitudes and consequent motivation to change their behavior (Fullan, 

2016). A study of teachers’ motivation to implement new accountability policies also 

utilized this framework to explain teachers’ responses to reform (Leithwood, Steinback, 

Jantzi, 2002). Motivation was shown to be influenced by a belief in positive results of the 

reform, supportive leadership, and availability of resources. Similarly, Fullan (2016) 

argues that reform requires “reculturing” of teachers, where teachers question and change 

their beliefs and habits, yet this component of implementation of reform is generally 

overlooked. In order to implement a new program of policy, teachers use new materials, 

new teaching approaches, and alter their beliefs; in practice, teachers could implement all 

of these changes, or none (Fullan, 2016). For authentic reform to occur, organizational 
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systems, including developing teacher collaboration and building relational trust, are 

necessary to develop changes in attitudes and beliefs, and consequently the motivation to 

change their behavior (Fullan, 2016).  

 Elmore (2004) and Fullan (2016) argue that the multifaceted approach to school 

reform, or infrastructure, that is needed to improve schools hinge on the ability to change 

teacher behavior. Put another way, school reform could be catalyzed by the development 

of “buy-in”, or motivation, of teachers to engage in changes in attitudes, beliefs, 

pedagogical techniques, or materials required to fully implement a new program or 

policy.   

 In sum, buy-in, or the ability to gain the support of teachers for a reform effort, 

has been shown to be significant for successful change. Whole-school reform that 

improves student outcomes must ultimately change the core of teaching and learning, yet 

this area of schooling is the most resistant to change (Desimone, 2002; Berman & 

McLaughlin, 1975; Cuban, 1993; Elmore, 2004; Rowan & Miller, 2007). As a result, 

reforms that seek to improve teaching and learning are more likely to be successful if 

they are able to cultivate the support of teachers, as a key stakeholder and the main 

implementer of change, to engage with the reform. Reformers have often relied on the 

intrinsic motivation of select teachers- early adopters- to engage with new instructional 

expectations. Yet, it is clear that deliberate structures, such as collaboration or a common 

language for instructional strategies used in support and evaluation, can and should be 

utilized to cultivate buy-in, or intrinsic motivation among teachers. This notion is 

particularly important for this study as I seek to understand how school leaders develop 

and utilize structures to influence buy-in.  
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Factors that Influence Teacher Buy-in 

 There is some literature that explores the factors that influence teacher-buy-in. 

The following sections review this literature in an attempt to explain not only the concept 

and definition of buy-in itself, but also the factors that influence the development of buy-

in. 

Self-Efficacy 

 A considerable body of literature links teacher buy-in with self-efficacy. 

Teachers’ beliefs about their own capabilities is significantly related to their choices in 

classroom instructional practices and how likely they are to engage in a new initiative 

(Leithwood, Steinbach, Jantzi, 2002). Teachers’ feelings of their own competence can 

produce greater motivation to engage with new ideas and make implementation more 

likely, while feelings of incompetence can erode self-confidence, motivation and 

enthusiasm for teaching, and lead to greater feelings of frustration (Briggs, Russell, 

Wanless, 2018; Lasky, 2005; Lee & Min, 2017). Implementation factors that either 

increase or decrease teachers’ self-efficacy, research finds, influences teacher buy-in to 

the reforms as a whole. Yoon (2016) found that during implementation of an instructional 

reform, the abilities of staff developers to train and support teachers played a significant 

role in helping teachers increase their self-efficacy, feel capable of changing their 

practice, and understanding how to implement key aspects of the reform (Yoon, 2016). 

Alternatively, when a reform was implemented with few material resources, a fast 

implementation schedule, and negative discourse, teachers experienced increased 

pressure and frustration and felt as though they were less-effective teachers (Lasky, 

2005). A longitudinal study of teachers experiencing several school improvement reforms 
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in Ontario found that the level of support around implementation impacted teachers sense 

of self-efficacy and was related to their level of buy-in to the reform (Leithwood, 

Steinbach, Jantzi, 2002).  

Cognition: Understanding of the Reform itself, Perceived Outcomes & Goals of the 

Reform 

 Teachers’ level of buy-in to a reform is often based on its congruence with their 

own interests, self-efficacy, and beliefs around teaching and learning (Spillane, Reiser, & 

Reimer, 2002). Teacher actions when choosing whether, or how, to implement policies in 

their classrooms are mediated by their preexisting beliefs and experiences (Spillane, 

Reiser, & Reimer, 2002; Coburn, 2004; Spillane & Jennings, 1997). This cognitive 

framework for understanding implementation holds that implementing agents- teachers- 

must interpret and make sense of a new reform before they can act on it; their beliefs and 

experiences play a significant role in how they will make sense of the reform (Spillane, 

Reiser, & Reimer, 2002).   

 A study of teachers implementing a new reading program finds that a process of 

collective sensemaking, or patterns of interaction among teachers, influence the process 

through which teachers understand, adapt, and engage in new policy messages (Coburn, 

2004). Coburn (2004) argues that teacher conversations could be structured in ways that 

helped them make meaning of the reform and adapt it to their own practice, or, could stay 

at a superficial level where teachers failed to make connections between the policy and 

their own practice and conversed and implemented the policy in symbolic ways that did 

not change their teaching.  
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 In addition to how teachers collectively understand and make sense of a reform, 

their perceptions of whether the outcomes of the reform are probable or desirable appear 

to be linked to buy-in. Teachers who do not believe that the policy change will result in 

any positive impact on students are less likely to buy-in to the reform and make changes 

to their practice (Datnow & Castellano, 2000; Lee & Min, 2017). The perception of the 

goals and outcome of the reform is important, regardless of whether the perceptions are 

accurate. Under the same set of conditions, teachers are more likely to buy-in to a reform 

when they perceive positive outcomes, than if they view the reform as not being relevant 

to their work and not positively impacting students (Leithwood, Steinbach, Jantzi, 2002; 

Fullan, 1999; Yoon, 2016). A study of nine schools in four districts implementing school 

improvement programs also found that teacher buy-in and authentic implementation of 

the reform was generally seen in schools where teachers had an active voice in deciding 

which reform program to utilize and how to implement it in their schools (Borman et al, 

2007). Further, the researchers found that “the more convinced that teachers were, both 

before and during implementation, that the changes proposed at their school would make 

a difference for their students, the more likely they were to work hard to make the 

changes” (Borman et al, 2007, p. 63).  

Professional Identity 

 A teacher’s professional identity is an important part of who they are and how 

they see themselves; whether reforms reinforce or threaten this professional identity 

influences whether or not a teacher will buy-in to the reform. This professional identity is 

how teachers “define themselves to themselves and others” and their beliefs about what it 

means to be a teacher (Lasky, 2005). The creation of a teaching persona is difficult, time-
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consuming, and of critical importance to the success of a teacher. To ask a teacher to 

change the way they teach can be seen as a threat to change who they are and what they 

do, without any guarantee that the new way will be any better (Labaree, 2010).  

Reforms often affect the core behaviors that are important to one’s professional 
self-image, and for that reason teachers often react strongly to change, in both 
pleasant and unpleasant ways, varying from feeling insecure and threatened to 
feeling reinforced and enthusiastic (Briggs, Russell, Wanless, 2018, p. 126).  

 

Therefore, the congruence of the reform effort with a teachers’ professional identity is 

linked with their level of buy-in. For example, in a comparative case study of fifteen 

teachers in five schools, researchers found that teachers’ professional identity influenced 

how they responded to school improvement reforms. This study examined the responses 

of kindergarten teachers to a new instructional reform that would increase structure and 

content in the kindergarten classroom. Teachers who saw themselves as elementary 

school teachers were more likely to be positive toward the reform and buy-in to its 

changes than teachers who saw themselves as early-childhood education teachers 

(Briggs, Russell, & Wanless, 2018). The ways these teachers saw themselves as 

professionals and their belief in the purpose of teaching and learning in the kindergarten 

classroom influenced their level of buy-in to the strategy. Teachers who did not buy-in to 

the reform expressed a stronger concern that their role was to teach introductory social 

skills rather than academic content (Briggs, Russell, Wanless, 2018).  

 A mixed-method longitudinal study of instructional reforms in Ontario found that 

teachers with fixed senses of professional identity not only did not buy-in to reforms that 

conflicted with their beliefs about teaching, but also caused teachers to leave the 

profession. The new mandates set “new norms, expectations, and tools for the 
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profession”, yet these environmental policy changes did not result in changes to teacher 

identity (Lasky, 2005, p. 912). The conflict between teachers’ professional beliefs and the 

reform caused many teachers, especially those who were close to retirement age, to leave 

the profession, rather than engage in instructional changes (Lasky, 2005). The reforms 

caused teachers to question and reflect on their professional identity and role in the 

classroom as they made sense of the improvement strategies. Ultimately, the alignment of 

the reform and their professional identity mediated their level of buy-in.   

Perceived Autonomy & Inclusion in Decision-Making 

 The literature presents mixed findings on whether teachers’ involvement in 

decision-making relates to their buy-in to the reform. Much research suggests that 

reforms that are overly prescriptive and tell teachers what to teach, when, and how are 

generally met with resistance due to the loss of discretion in the classroom (Johnson, 

Reinforn, Charner-Laird, Kraft, Ng, Papay, 2014; Rosenholtz, 1989). Teachers often 

report feelings of frustration and disengagement over being micromanaged (Johnson et al, 

2014; Rosenholtz, 1989). The loss of autonomy is linked with feelings of de-legitimacy 

of their professional knowledge and identity as teachers.  

 Many studies have found that teacher input in the selection of a reform, as well as 

teacher perception of inclusion in decisions over how the reform is implemented in the 

school influences whether or not teachers choose to buy-in to the strategy (Datnow & 

Castellano, 2000; Yoon, 2016; Johnson et al, 2014; Cooper, Slavin, & Madden, 1998). 

Rosenholtz’s (1989) study of curricular reforms found that teachers were more likely to 

implement changes in their classrooms when they were included in the curricular 

decision-making and had a shared understanding with the principal (Johnson et al, 2014). 
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In schools where teachers were excluded, teachers tended to ignore the changes and 

continue their normal teaching practices (Johnson et al, 2014). Research has shown that 

teachers most common reaction to a top-down mandate is to simply ignore or 

symbolically implement it (Datnow & Castellano, 2000; Coburn, 2004). In other cases, 

teachers may split into factions leading to frustration and dissention in the school or 

choose to exit the school or profession (Datnow & Castellano, 2000).  

 In a study of federal programs supporting educational change, RAND found that 

overall implementation was low across all programs and supports that primarily relied on 

external actors and excluded teachers were ineffective (McLaughlin, 1990). In particular, 

a reliance on outside consultants, system-wide projects, and pre-packaged management 

approaches were seen to be ineffective because they excluded teachers from reform 

selection and implementation and did not utilize teachers’ professional knowledge 

(McLaughlin, 1990).  

 A qualitative study of three schools implementing improvement strategies 

indicated that the level to which principals involved teachers in decision-making 

influenced whether or not teachers ultimately implemented or resisted the reforms. The 

administrators at one school retained decision-making power and excluded teachers from 

the conversation. Almost all teachers interviewed at this school reported being 

demoralized by the limited opportunities to provide input and make decisions (Johnson et 

al, 2014). These teachers “continued to comply with the program’s requirements but did 

so reluctantly and perfunctorily. Teachers had undermined the principal’s agenda by 

shifting their attention away from school-wide initiatives and back to their classroom” 

(Johnson et al, 2014, p. 20).  Alternatively, the principals in the other two schools created 
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a more inclusive environment to discuss school-wide problems and make decisions on 

improvement strategies. One principal reported that he knew teachers had the power to 

advance or stall his agenda, so he prioritized their views and concerns in his plans. The 

teachers in this school reported feeling that the principal had taken their views and 

suggestions under consideration and were more likely to support the initiatives and 

encourage others to do so (Johnson et al, 2014). Empirical research suggests that teacher 

buy-in to improvement strategies is related to whether or not they feel included in 

decision-making. 

 Some researchers refer to buy-in as ownership, and stress the importance of 

teacher input into the selection of new programs at their schools (Desimone, 2002; 

Datnow, 2005; Vernez & Goldhaber, 2006). Datnow’s (2005) study of Comprehensive 

School Reform programs found that a key factor in successful implementation was the 

school’s selection process and whether teachers’ needs and desires were taken into 

account when choosing a school reform program. Another study of CSR programs in 

twelve schools found that a significant barrier to implementation was teachers not being 

included in the selection of the program and consequently feeling little connection or 

ownership over its success (Vernez & Goldhaber, 2006).  

 Success for All (SFA) was one program that heavily relied on teacher ownership 

in the selection process to ensure buy-in. The founders of SFA believed buy-in was a 

critical factor in successful implementation and therefore required that teachers vote for 

the SFA program to be implemented at their school (Peurach, 2011; Slavin, 1999; 

Desimone, 2002). The founders of SFA believed that if teachers voted for a schoolwide 

reform it would ensure their buy-in for the program (Peurach, 2011). Although a myriad 
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of factors ultimately determined whether teachers engaged in the reform, the concept of 

buy-in was critically linked to the idea of choice or ownership in the CSR literature. At 

the same time, literature suggests that SFA’s required vote to adopt the program was 

often an inauthentic measure of buy-in; many teachers reported not believing the vote 

would actually determine whether the program was adopted, or that the majority of 

teachers who voted for adoption may not continue to work at the school the following 

year(s) through its implementation (Peurach, 2011).  

 While many studies point to the correlation between decision-making and teacher 

responses to reform, one key study found that it was not a statistically significant 

predictor of buy-in.  Turnbull (2002) measured the impact of several factors on teacher 

buy-in and found that teachers’ involvement in decision-making was not statistically 

significantly related to buy-in. Turnbull (2002) utilized survey data from teachers in 25 

elementary schools and five middle schools in three New Jersey districts. These districts 

had been mandated to select a whole school reform program and needed to provide 

evidence that a majority of their teachers agreed with the selection of the program. The 

analysis indicated that a significant percentage of the within-school variance of teacher 

buy-in was explained by training, support, resources and other important implementation 

variables, but that inclusion in decision-making was not significantly related to buy-in 

(Turnbull, 2002).  

Context 

 Teacher buy-in is also influenced by the context of their environment. Individual 

action is shaped through beliefs and perceptions about the world, which is created 

through the social and political context in which people live and work. The individual 
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actions of teachers is mediated through the immediate context of their school (Lasky, 

2005). This environment includes demographics of students and the community, past and 

present policies, cultural influences, social ties, and available resources (Lasky, 2005; 

Spillane, Hopkins, Sweet, 2017). Literature also indicates that a school’s educational 

infrastructure, including time for collaboration, teacher leadership positions, or extended 

professional development are all associated with teachers’ beliefs about instruction and 

their response to reform efforts (Spillane, Hopkins, Sweet, 2017). The specific context of 

their schools influence how teachers perceive and make sense of the reform and whether 

they choose to buy-in to the reform itself. 

            As such, school-level decisions and actions around policy implementation 

significantly influence the level of teacher buy-in to a reform. Turnbull (2002) found that 

a significant percentage of within-school variance in teacher buy-in was explained by the 

following school-level variables: training, administrator buy-in, developer support, 

resources, knowledge of budget, teacher influence in school-level implementation, and 

teacher control over classroom implementation. Elmore & McLaughlin (1982) also found 

that continuous feedback, time for collaboration with other teachers, clarity of goals and 

expectations, and “safe” opportunities to practice new instructional techniques impacted 

teacher buy-in to a new reform. Each of these factors vary within specific school 

contexts, rather than through the actual policy or governance of school improvement. In 

this way, the context of the school and individual decisions of school-level leadership can 

influence teacher responses and account for varied implementation across schools.  
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 Teachers are also influenced by the school’s accountability environment. In a 

study of school improvement policies in Canada, researchers found that “previous 

mismanaged, ill-conceived, or short-lived initiatives for change” resulted in teachers 

developing “considerable skepticism” about government approaches to school reform, the 

desirability of outcomes, and the level of school support around implementation 

(Leithwood, Steinbach, Jantzi, 2002, p. 101). Past policies had already created a hostile 

environment among the teachers, especially in the face of externally driven reforms. 

When teachers view reforms as authoritarian, external, and non-consultative, they “feel 

that they are recognized not as professionals but rather as executors of the ideas of 

others” (Briggs, Russell, Wanless, 2018, p. 127; Leithwood, Steinbach, Janzti, 2002). 

Thus, buy-in may be related to teachers’ perceptions of past policies, both enactment and 

implementation, and how they perceive those policies will impact students.  

 All policy decisions become part of a policy landscape that is characterized by 

past policies that are still part of the political structure (Mettler, 2016). Rather than being 

enacted or implemented on a blank slate, new policies interact with and are shaped by 

past policy decisions and their influence on those they affected. Past policies can 

influence how teachers perceive a current policy and whether they are willing to engage 

with it (Leithwood, Steinbach, Jantzi, 2002). Further, research indicates that policy churn, 

associated with fragmented governments and the political agendas of educational leaders, 

is associated with poor implementation and lack of oversight; this de-legitimizes school 

reform policies in the eyes of school-level actors and makes future implementation less 

likely (Hess, 1999). When teachers have negative experiences with reform policies, or 
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veteran teachers have seen many policies be enacted and quickly abandoned, they are 

likely to be skeptical of the next school improvement policy (Hess, 1999). This suggests 

that the past and present accountability environment and past and present attempts at 

school improvement may influence whether and how teachers choose to engage with a 

current reform.  

Social Learning/ Collegiality 

 Buy-in is shown to be linked to collaboration since change is more likely to occur 

through a social learning process whereby collaboration fosters relational trust between 

teachers (Fullan, 2016; Bryk & Schneider, 2002). Greater collaboration also leads to 

more opportunities for peer support and pressure to change practices, a strong predictor 

of implementation, and increases the likelihood of successful outcomes (Fullan, 2016). 

Greater trust between teachers can facilitate teacher innovation, risk-taking, and problem 

solving (Bryk & Schneider, 2002), which may lead to greater motivation for other 

teachers to change their behavior, or increase their buy-in (Fullan, 2016).  

Measurement of Buy-in 

 The following section discusses ways buy-in has been quantitatively measured in 

empirical research. Quantitative research contributed to defining teacher buy-in through 

belief alignment and self-efficacy, added quantitative support to the notion that 

collaboration, professional guidance, and teacher leadership opportunities may influence 

buy-in, and the survey instruments supported the creation of the interview protocol for 

this study. 
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 In a continuation of Waugh & Punch’s (1987) research, Moroz & Waugh (2000) 

designed a survey instrument to measure four aspects of teacher receptivity- overall 

feelings, attitudes, behavior intentions, and behavior- towards an educational policy 

change. The study investigated “the relationships between teacher receptivity, as the 

dependent variable, and ten independent variables” (Moroz & Waugh, 2000). Using 

research on educational change, the  researchers conceptualized that variation in teacher 

receptivity will be driven by teacher beliefs (group one variables): non-monetary cost 

benefits, alleviation of fears and concerns, significant other supports, and feelings 

compared to the previous system;  and variation in the organization of schools (group two 

variables): shared goals, collaboration, and teacher learning opportunities. The authors 

found that group one variables accounted for more than 45 percent of the variance in 

teacher receptivity while group two variables accounted for 31 percent of teacher 

behavior. This study is important in that it shows the significant relationship between 

teacher beliefs and receptivity, or buy-in, as well as the importance of working conditions 

in changing teacher behavior.  

 Research in the organizational sciences provide evidence that “employee attitudes 

and behaviors influence business outcomes” and that the recipients’ perceptions or 

attitudes toward an organizational change or innovation will affect its adoption 

(Armenakis, Bernerth, Pitts, Walker, 2007, p. 482). Armenakis et al (2007) developed a 

framework and accompanying instrument for leaders to monitor recipient beliefs as a 

means of assessing progress in the implementation of organizational innovations. Using 

literature on organizational change and innovation diffusion, the authors found five 

factors that determine recipient beliefs, or buy-in: discrepancy refers to the need for 
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employees to believe that a need for change exists; appropriateness is the degree to which 

the solution is perceived to match the problem; efficacy is the recipients belief that they 

are capable of implementing the change; principal support refers to support from other 

peers and leaders; and valence refers to the perception of the perceived outcome of the 

change (Armenakis et al, 2007). This framework and accompanying survey, the 

Organizational Change Recipients’ Beliefs Scale, is an important tool for assessing buy-

in during a change process, however, these factors have mostly been applied in the 

organizational sciences. The key notions of appropriateness, efficacy, and perception of 

the outcome of the change are reflected in the interview protocol and framework for 

analyzing data in this study. 

 As a result of the plethora of research indicating the importance of teachers in the 

educational change process, Mei Kin, Kareem, Nordin & Bing (2015) developed a 

Teacher Change Beliefs Scale (TCBS) that could specifically evaluate teacher support or 

resistance to a change effort. The findings, consistent with prior research, indicated that 

discrepancy is an important factor in that it explained a teachers’ awareness of the change 

as well as their belief in whether the change was necessary; teachers with high efficacy 

are more willing to experiment with new methods and problem solve in the face of 

challenges; lastly, teachers need to believe that their principals are committed to the 

change and create a supportive culture where teachers can try new practices (Mei Kin, 

Kareem, Nordin & Bing, 2015).  

 Turnbull (2002) utilized survey data from teachers in 25 elementary schools and 

five middle schools in three New Jersey districts. These districts had been mandated to 

select a whole school reform program and needed to provide evidence that a majority of 
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their teachers agreed with the selection of the program. In order to determine how this 

participation in the selection process impacted buy-in, Turnbull (2002) developed a 23-

question survey as a measurement of teacher participation in the implementation process. 

The dependent variable- teacher buy-in- consisted of five questions focused on measuring 

teacher belief alignment and self-efficacy toward the new model. The authors found 

teacher buy-in within schools was significantly explained by seven predictor variables, 

including training and support and influence over implementation.   

 Lee & Min (2017) utilized the Study of Instructional Improvement data, a large-

scale longitudinal database of CSR models, to explore the relationship between teacher 

buy-in and student academic outcomes. The authors acknowledged that while research 

indicates the importance of teachers in reform initiatives, the impact of their buy-in on 

those initiatives is rarely studied. This study aimed to study the impact of buy-in, defined 

as a teacher’s perception of a specific reform, on student outcomes using data from 

Comprehensive School Reform programs. To measure buy-in as the key dependent 

variable, the researchers used four survey items relevant to teacher commitment or belief 

in the program. There was a significantly positive relationship between buy-in and 

outcomes in schools that implemented the same CSR program for several years (Lee & 

Min, 2017).  

 In sum, teacher buy-in is an abstract phenomenon that empirical research in the 

organizational sciences and educational improvement literature defines as a combination 

of an alignment of established beliefs with the new program and perceptions of self-

efficacy in classroom implementation. This literature primarily contributed to how buy-in 

was defined and measured (through interview data) in this study; and also lent support to 
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a framework for analysis that organizational conditions, such as resources, support, and 

training, would contribute to buy-in.  

Study Hypotheses 

Literature suggests that both educational infrastructure and teacher buy-in is 

needed to change teacher behavior and implement school improvement initiatives. The 

key question then, is how schools design and utilize infrastructure whether and how 

elements of infrastructure mediate the buy-in necessary for teachers to change their 

practice. Specifically, within the Partnership as an autonomous school model, 

infrastructure is wholly developed within schools to fit their context and choice of 

instructional strategy, so we can clearly study the intersection between the development 

of those systems and structures and teacher perception.  

Hypothesis: Well-defined and established organizational structures that support 

collaboration, professional learning, and teacher leadership roles will positively 

influence teachers to buy-in to an instructional reform.  

 This chapter has established that educational infrastructure includes critical 

elements of a school’s organization that are necessary to develop and implement an 

aligned school reform program. Educational infrastructure includes both system and 

school-level structures that facilitate school improvement. Additionally, successful 

reforms must garner significant stakeholder support, including the support of teachers 

(Cohen & Mehta, 2017; Cohen & Spillane, 1992; Glazer & Egan, 2018). Literature on 

implementation and the change process in schools highlights the need for teacher 

engagement and ownership for reforms to impact teaching and learning (Fullan, 2016; 

Turnbull, 2002; Desimone, 2002). As such, I’ve argued that buy-in is a key element of 
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educational infrastructure. In this study, I will explore how specific elements of 

infrastructure, namely collaboration, professional guidance, and teacher leadership 

opportunities influence teacher buy-in. Empirical evidence and theory suggest that these 

three elements are particularly important in engendering positive teacher perceptions to 

school improvement initiatives.  

 The design of this study, specified in Chapter 3, seeks to demonstrate that 

elements of infrastructure can positively influence teachers’ buy-in. 
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Chapter 3: Methodology 
 
 

In this chapter, I discuss the methods utilized for data collection and analysis of 

data in Chapter 4. I will explain the rationale for a case study methodology, introduce the 

research questions, describe the research procedures for choosing the sample schools in 

this study and their unique district context, subsequently I will review the methods 

utilized to analyze data.  

This case study will investigate how schools design educational infrastructure and 

whether and how that infrastructure influences teacher buy-in within the context of 

implementing a multidimensional school reform program in a turnaround school. The 

study is designed to reveal the degree of teachers’ self-efficacy and belief alignment to an 

instructional reform and the factors in the school’s environment and structural choices of 

implementation that shape those perceptions.  

The schools chosen for this dissertation are situated within a unique autonomous 

structure that may enhance schools’ awareness of and ability to create necessary 

conditions for reform implementation and, in theory, prioritizes teacher empowerment in 

a way that elevates participatory aspects of infrastructure. In theory, each school is given 

the autonomy and support needed to design and implement both an instructional reform 

and the accompanying processes for implementation, such as curriculum, materials, 

professional development, coaching, collaborative time, and systems for analyzing 

student work. This autonomy allows school leaders to design a coherent model of 

instruction and accompanying infrastructure; while the study leverages this capacity 

within each school to understand how schools design systems to implement a common 

instruction vision and how those systems contribute to teacher buy-in. Further, the 
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underlying theory of change within these schools prioritize teacher empowerment, 

therefore the schools may be more sensitive to how and why teachers are engaged in the 

reform implementation than traditional district schools. Finally, the fact that these schools 

operate within a turnaround context, an environment where accountability is heightened 

means that teachers will be particularly sensitive to how a new reform may impact 

student performance on standardized exams. Literature supports the notion that teachers’ 

perceptions of the outcome of the strategy on student academic performance influences 

their buy-in, therefore, interview protocols include a lens into how the accountability 

environment may influence infrastructure and buy-in.  

The research questions are designed to broadly understand the ways in which 

various elements of infrastructure may cultivate belief alignment and self-efficacy. 

Teachers bring their own beliefs about teaching and learning and prior experiences to any 

improvement strategy, yet we also understand that buy-in is not fixed, it is pliable and 

can change as teachers learn about, experience, and perceive outcomes of a reform. This 

study is designed to understand how school-level processes broker an alignment between 

teachers’ existing beliefs and those of the reform, by specifically honing in on elements 

of infrastructure literature suggests will influence buy-in. In order to compare the ways in 

which varying types of infrastructure influence teacher buy-in, the sample was 

purposefully constructed to include schools with infrastructure at varying stages of 

development (further defined in this chapter).  

Methods 

This research study uses a case study design based on a social constructivist 

epistemological perspective. Constructivism holds that “all knowledge, and therefore all 
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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” (Crotty, 1998, p. 42). In this perspective, meaning is 

socially constructed through interaction as people interpret the world around them 

(Crotty, 1998). This study focuses on ways teachers choose to buy-in, or not, to a school 

design based on their own beliefs and experiences and their interactions with the school’s 

organizing conditions. In this way, teachers construct meaning through their social 

interactions, both past and present, and this study contributes to an understanding of how 

teachers perception school improvement strategies and how that perception is influenced 

by school conditions. 

A broad body of literature supports the idea that teacher buy-in is critical to 

school improvement efforts, yet how that buy-in is cultivated and supported is less 

understood. This study explores the interaction of teacher buy-in with a multidimensional 

school reform; a qualitative approach allows for an in-depth analysis of the important 

context of the school and an explanation of the mechanisms through which teacher 

perceptions of belief alignment and self-efficacy are developed or changed. Research 

points to the notion that teacher buy-in matters for implementation and school 

improvement, as such, a constructivist perspective supports the analytic lens of 

understanding how buy-in is created and whether and how it is influenced by the 

educational infrastructure of the school.  

Research Questions 

This study investigates how turnaround schools design infrastructure to support a 

multidimensional school improvement strategy and whether and how buy-in, as measured 
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through belief alignment and self-efficacy, is cultivated and how elements of 

infrastructure mediate the relationship between buy-in and the reform. This study will 

focus on how each school created infrastructure to support the implementation of a 

chosen instructional strategy and how elements of infrastructure impact teacher buy-in to 

the school’s strategy for improving student ELA performance.  

1. What educational infrastructure was developed to implement the instructional 

strategy of each school? 

2. What elements of educational infrastructure influence belief alignment and self-

efficacy among teachers? 

a. What role do collaborative structures play in cultivating belief alignment 

and self-efficacy? 

b. What role does professional guidance3 play in cultivating belief alignment 

and self-efficacy?  

c. What role does opportunities for teacher leadership play in cultivating 

belief alignment and self-efficacy? 

A case study methodology is appropriate as the study explores a phenomenon 

within its real-world context and offers an in-depth understanding of a case or cases 

within a contemporary bounded system (Yin, 2014; Creswell, 2013). The case study 

methodology, as developed by Yin (2002) explains that the appropriate conditions for 

case study research include: a specific phenomenon, in a current context, that answers 

“why” or “how” questions, and that relevant behaviors by participants cannot be 

manipulated (Yin, 2014). This study will focus on infrastructure and teacher buy-in as 

 
3 Refers to any means of guidance, support, or learning for teachers. This could take the form of mentoring, 
materials, coaching, professional development, walkthroughs, etc.  
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critical phenomena within a school, and the context of the school including its reform 

strategy, culture, and history of academic performance are vital to understanding how 

buy-in develops (or not) and why within a single school year. The “how” in this context 

is focused on 1) how school leaders design infrastructure to support an improvement 

strategy and 2) how teachers experience the school’s reform program and which aspects 

of educational infrastructure cultivate buy-in. The “why” is focused on why teachers in 

the school choose to buy-in to the improvement strategy and which factors mediate the 

relationship between the reform and teacher buy-in.  

This study utilizes a comparative case study methodology as the study seeks to 

explore teacher buy-in within schools with varying reform designs and organizational 

conditions and compare how varying types of infrastructure and the strength of their 

development influence buy-in. While the context of the school, including its 

organizational features are critical for understanding buy-in, the embedded unit of 

analysis within the school is specifically the teachers.  

Research Procedures 

Selection of Cases 

I have chosen schools within the Inspire Partnership for three reasons. First, its 

focus on educator empowerment and school-level autonomy theoretically prioritizes 

teacher buy-in to reforms. The emphasis on school-level autonomy provides an 

opportunity to learn how the choices principals make in developing systems and 

structures for reform implementation interact with teacher self-efficacy and belief 

alignment. Secondly, its insulation from whole-district initiatives allows a focus on how 

schools cultivate buy-in, (e.g. through procedures, collaboration, communication, etc.) 
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without the potential confounding influence of additional district programs. Lastly, the 

high-accountability environment may heighten emphasis on the reform and its impact 

within the school, making efforts to align teacher buy-in and implementation more 

apparent and important.  

This study utilized purposeful sampling to select schools for the case study. All 

three schools in the sample prioritized the improvement of reading and writing skills, and 

ELA performance specifically, according to their 2019-2020 School Plan (turnaround 

plan developed with support from the Partnership and required by the state).  

Each school has a similarly diverse population of students and comparable 

percentages of economically disadvantaged students and English Language Learners to 

the district as a whole. As a result, the analysis is able to isolate the perceived effect of 

educational infrastructure on teacher belief alignment and self-efficacy.  

Table 1 

Demographics of Inspire Partnership (SY 2019-2020) 

 District 

 

Inspire Partnership 

White 10.2% 7.8% 

Hispanic 66.6% 67% 

Black or African-American 18.9% 18% 

English Language Learner 17.3% 19.1% 

Students with Disabilities 23.5% 22% 
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Economically Disadvantaged 76.7% 81% 

 

  Although the schools chosen in this study operate within an unusual context- 

autonomy with a separate governance arrangement within a district- many turnaround 

schools are given increasing levels of autonomy to support student achievement. This 

case study will provide insight into how a school system (or sub-system) that prioritizes 

autonomy mediates teacher buy-in in ways that affect implementation.  

This study will use maximum variation sampling to select a range of variation 

(Maxwell, 2013). Through the selection of schools across a wide spectrum of educational 

infrastructure, I seek to extend literature on buy-in regarding whether and how 

organizational conditions support the cultivation of teacher buy-in to reform strategies 

within a turnaround context. The following will describe how I chose three schools 

within the partnership with differing stages of the development of infrastructure (also see 

Table 3).  

In selecting schools within the zone for the sample, it was important to identify 

schools that had contrasting educational infrastructure, specifically along the dimensions 

of this study’s focus- teacher collaboration, professional guidance, and teacher 

leadership. Initial data collected revealed differences in school infrastructure that allowed 

me to select a sample that was differentiated along various lines; for example, one school 

utilized teacher-led professional development, distributed leadership, and structured 

collaboration time, while another offered administration-led professional development 

and loosely structured collaboration. Further data collection surfaced additional details 

and variation into the systems and protocols the school used to support teachers’ 
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knowledge of the reform and utilization of systems. This sample allowed an analysis into 

how teacher buy-in is cultivated, or not, and whether and how it is influenced by varying 

levels and types of infrastructure.  

To begin, I identified schools that would allow me access for the study. I met with 

the Partnership’s operational officer who was able to offer some insight into the 

principals at each school. He advised me to drop two schools from the list whose 

principals were overwhelmed with the work of turnaround and would not welcome the 

additional work of supporting a research study in their buildings. This approach 

introduced potential bias into the representativeness of the findings as principals with 

potentially less experience or capacity in building infrastructure for turnaround were 

excluded. Despite the limitation of access, as will be discussed, I was still able to include 

schools with differences in the development of infrastructure.  

Secondly, I spoke with the executive directors of the Partnership as well as the 

operational officer and asked them to reflect, on a high-level, about the variation between 

school designs, infrastructure, and leadership styles. These conversations gave me a 

preliminary understanding of the differences between schools. Specifically, they 

mentioned that some schools used a more distributed leadership model while others were 

more heavily principal- and administrator-driven models. In addition, some schools relied 

on collaborative structures and teacher-led professional development, while others 

utilized externally-provided professional development and were in the beginning phases 

of establishing normative structures to analyze student work.  

Thirdly, and most importantly, I needed to more deeply understand the existing 

educational infrastructure and the vision for teaching and learning the infrastructure is 
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intended to support, namely, the curriculum, expectations for lesson planning, 

professional development, pedagogical vision, collaborative time, etc.- at each school in 

order to choose schools with variation. To identify this, I created a tool designed to 

roughly measure key elements of educational infrastructure within each school. This tool 

(see Appendix A) included questions with multiple choice options that described the 

schools’ systems and practices regarding lesson plans, collaboration, analysis of student 

work, assessments, and so on. Inspire’s Chief of Instructional Support completed this 

questionnaire for each of the remaining schools. 

In a subsequent conversation with the instructional support specialist, I asked 

probing questions to fill in additional details about the differences in school designs 

between various schools. It was reiterated that while all schools believe, in theory, in 

utilizing collaboration and teacher leadership roles, schools are at different stages in 

developing and utilizing such structures. Based on the tool and the follow-up 

conversation, I was able to choose three schools that varied in the extent and character of 

designs for collaboration, professional guidance, and teacher leadership roles- one that is 

in the beginning stages of creating such structures, one that that has well-developed 

infrastructure, and the third that is somewhere in the middle. 

 The three schools chosen for the sample are similar in size, demographics, and 

performance on accountability measures. Note that this table differs from Table 1 in that 

it compares demographic and performance measures between sample schools rather than 

compared to the district.  

Table 2 

Demographics & Accountability of Case Study schools (SY2019-2020) 
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 Douglass Middle Keller Middle Foster Middle 

Enrollment 541* 683 725 

White 14.2% 10.2% 6.2% 

Hispanic 54.5% 65.2% 66.8% 

Black or African-
American 

27.1% 21.8% 17.7% 

English Language 
Learner 

9.7% 16.8% 19.6% 

Students with 
Disabilities 

20.8% 24% 22.9% 

Economically 
Disadvantaged 

66.5% 81.8% 81.8% 

% Meeting or 
Exceeding 

Expectations Gr. 3-8 
ELA 

32% 16% 19% 

% Meeting or 
Exceeding 

Expectations Gr. 3-8 
Math 

30% 16% 27% 

*Douglass Middle has both a middle and high school; this reflects only the middle school enrollment.  
 

Additionally, each school has important differences and similarities in their 

school models and development of structures to support instructional improvement. Table 

3 (below) was developed as an initial summary of the existing infrastructure in each 

school based on the results of the Educational Infrastructure Tool. 

Table 3 

Overview of Educational Infrastructure within each Case Study school 
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 Douglass Middle Keller Middle Foster Middle 

Curriculum & 

Instruction 

● Teachers use a 
hybrid of Engage 
NY, Units of 
Study, and 
teacher-created 
lesson plans- 
mostly for 
supplemental 
materials 

● Lesson plans are 
generally the same 
across classrooms 
with some teacher 
discretion 

● There is a specific 
pedagogical vision 
that articulates 
teaching and 
learning; this 
vision was 
developed with 
significant teacher 
input 

● Teachers all use 
Engage NY; 
teachers almost 
always teach the 
same lesson plans 
across classrooms 

● Lesson plans are 
provided through a 
specific provider, 
subject teams 
collaboratively 
determine how to 
differentiate for 
students 

● There are some 
guiding principles 
for pedagogy, but it 
lacks detail; this 
vision was solely 
developed by the 
leadership team 

● Teachers all use 
Engage NY; 
teachers almost 
always teach the 
same lesson 
plans across 
classrooms 

● Lesson plans are 
provided 
through a 
specific 
provider, subject 
teams 
collaboratively 
determine how 
to differentiate 
for students 

● There is a 
specific 
pedagogical 
vision that 
articulates 
teaching and 
learning; this 
vision was 
solely developed 
by the leadership 
team 

Evaluation, 

Collaboration, 

Professional 

Guidance 

● Well-defined 
system for 
evaluating 
teachers and 
providing 
feedback 

● Teacher 
collaboration is 
viewed as critical 
and often used for 
teacher growth 
and development 

● Teacher 
collaboration time 

● There are some 
systems for 
evaluating and 
providing feedback 
for teachers, but 
they are used 
irregularly 

● Teacher 
collaboration is 
occasionally used 
for teacher growth 
and development; 
beginning to build 

● There are some 
systems for 
evaluating and 
providing 
feedback for 
teachers, but 
they are used 
irregularly 

● Teacher 
collaboration is 
occasionally 
used for teacher 
growth and 
development; 
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is highly 
structured 

● Well-developed 
plan for teacher 
leaders to develop 
and facilitate 
professional 
development 

structures for 
collaboration time  

● Professional 
development is 
generally provided 
by coaches and 
assistant principals 

structures for 
collaboration 
varies by grade 

● Professional 
development 
and facilitation 
vary dependent 
on context 

 

Leadership ● Principal develops 
the school’s 
instructional 
model through 
distributed 
leadership as the 
administrators and 
teacher leaders 
play a significant 
role in decision-
making 

● Principal makes all 
decisions 
regarding the 
school’s 
instructional model 

● Teacher leadership 
teams provide 
input to some 
instructional/progr
ammatic decisions 

 

● Principal makes 
all decisions 
regarding the 
school’s 
instructional 
model 

● Teacher 
leadership teams 
provide input to 
some 
instructional/pro
grammatic 
decisions 

Infrastructure 
Summary 

Highly developed 
structures to 
implement 
instructional models 

Beginning to develop 
structures to 
implement 
instructional models; 
structures used 
irregularly 

Basic structures 
exist for 
implementing 
instructional 
models  

 

Data Collection  

 To answer the first research question, in addition to the infrastructure tool that 

provided key context for each school, I developed an interview protocol for principals 

and school leaders (see Appendices A-C). I conducted interviews with the three 

principals in each case study school and a member of their leadership team. The 

interview protocol allowed me to gather data on the school designs for each sample 

school including the organizing structures that support the implementation of the ELA 
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instructional reform. This data collection included a specific emphasis on the structures 

and processes for teacher collaboration, leadership roles, and professional guidance, 

including structures for professional learning, lesson plan creation and/or delivery, or 

coaching. This data allowed me a rich and nuanced understanding of each school’s 

instructional vision and strategy for designing the priority areas of infrastructure. Similar 

questions regarding the design of the school’s organizational structures were asked of 

each administrator in the sample as well as teachers at the school. While teacher 

perceptions were mainly used to analyze the level and influence of systems on buy-in, 

inclusion of descriptive questions also allowed triangulation of the data to ensure school 

designs were represented accurately.  

 I utilized teacher interviews to gain insights into how collaboration, professional 

guidance, and teacher leadership opportunities influence belief alignment and self-

efficacy4. Interviews with multiple teachers in each school allowed for a range of 

perceptions of the school reform program and an in-depth understanding of teachers’ 

belief alignment and self-efficacy. The interview protocol was designed to prompt 

reflections on elements of the schools’ infrastructure and whether and how school 

 
4 Data collection was originally designed to include a teacher survey, however I was unable to 
utilize the survey or include it in the analysis. The primary intention was to quantitatively 
measure the level of buy-in of teachers within each school and, if possible, sample teachers based 
on the survey to interview so as to choose teachers that varied along key dimensions- specifically 
their perception of elements of infrastructure and their overall level of buy-in to the strategy. The 
survey instrument was adapted from Yoon (2016) and Turnbull (2012) and would have created a 
composite score of teacher-buy-in. In addition, the survey tool would have measured whether 
teachers in the building believe collaboration, leadership, or professional guidance supported their 
understanding of the intention of the reform, their ability to implement changes in their teaching 
practice, and whether the reform would benefit their students. Low participation in the survey did 
not allow me to include results in the analysis or make any meaningful inferences. My 
assumptions for the low participation include feelings of burn-out among teachers due to remote 
teaching and being fatigued by the use of so many surveys over the course of the year.  
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systems, structures, and materials influence their perceptions. Only ELA teachers were 

invited to interview as they would be most heavily impacted by an ELA instructional 

reform and any infrastructure developed to support its implementation. I chose teachers 

with a variation in years’ experience, as it was possible, since the number of years of 

teaching experience may have influenced how teachers interact with and respond to new 

reform programs.  

To understand teachers’ belief alignment, the interview protocol included 

questions that asked teachers to reflect on their own thoughts on ELA instruction, for 

example, “What do you consider to be essential characteristics of good ELA instruction?” 

Through these questions, teachers were able to discuss their professional beliefs about 

instruction which I would later be able to compare with the schoolwide vision and 

instructional expectations. The interview protocol also included questions about teachers’ 

perceptions of their confidence implementing the instructional expectations of the school 

and whether their thoughts on the strategies had changed over time. These questions 

supported an understanding of each teachers’ perceptions of their self-efficacy. Taken 

together, teacher perceptions of belief alignment and self-efficacy would support my 

understanding of the level of buy-in of each interviewed teacher toward the improvement 

strategy. 

Interview data was used to understand teachers’ perceptions of the organizational 

structures and systems of support within the school. These perceptions would later allow 

analysis of how each element may have contributed or correlated with teacher buy-in. 

Teachers were asked to describe their experiences with each structure prior to the 

beginning of the pandemic in March 2020 when schools began remote instruction. While 
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time is a limitation in the study as participants memories may be impaired, this limitation 

ultimately did not appear to have a significant effect as teachers never referred to how 

certain structures operated “before” versus “after” school closures and they were able to 

easily discuss and recall systems that had operated several months previously.    

 The interview protocol was designed to surface teacher perceptions of 

collaboration, professional guidance, and teachers leadership. I opened by asking teachers 

an open-ended question: “What are some of the strategies your school used for helping 

teachers learn about and effectively implement the approach in the classroom?” This 

allowed teachers to discuss strategies that may be most impactful to their own learning or 

instruction before honing in on the specific elements of interest in this study.  

To understand collaboration time from teachers’ perspectives, I invited teachers to 

explain each of their opportunities for collaboration, including details about grade and 

subject team meetings. Further, I asked teachers to reflect on whether each of these 

meetings influenced their instructional decisions.  I asked teachers to explain each of their 

opportunities for professional guidance, including PD, coaching, curricular materials, and 

observation. For each, I asked teachers to reflect on whether those opportunities were 

useful or impacted their practice. Finally, I asked teachers about the leadership 

opportunities at the school, specifically the Teacher Leadership Team and their 

perceptions of its influence on instructional decisions.  

 Interview participants included principals and an administrator or instructional 

coach and two or three teachers from each school. 

Table 4 

Summary of Interview Participants 
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School # of School Leaders 
Interviewed 

# of Teachers 
Interviewed 

Teacher Years’ 
Experience 

Douglass 2 3 6, 14, 21 

Foster 2 4 4, 5, 6, 30 

Keller 3 2 1, 8 

 

 Interview categories and questions were informed by literature on reform 

implementation and teacher buy-in. A semi-structured interview protocol was used that 

includes open-ended questions and allows for follow-up questions to probe for further 

reflection and clarify researcher understanding (Kyale, 1996).  All interviews were 

conducted via WebEx and recorded and transcribed for analysis.    

Lastly, I collected and reviewed each school’s School Improvement Plan 

(document required by the state) which includes an overview of the school’s 

improvement strategy for the year. This data allowed me to triangulate and confirm 

information from the interviews.  

Data Collection Limitations 

 Inspire Partnership is a small subset of schools (11) in a larger district, as such, 

Inspire leadership, principals, and teachers often have close relationships. Though there 

will be anonymity of individual names, it is possible that Inspire leadership may be able 

to deduce which teachers participated in interviews. This may have impacted how much 

teachers chose to divulge during the interview process, and in particular, any feelings or 

beliefs counter to the reform strategy or criticisms of its goals or implementation. I 

assured teachers that their names would be kept anonymous and it did not appear that 
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most teachers censored themselves given that several teachers discussed specific 

criticisms of administration or implementation of the school strategy. 

 Due to timing constraints related to the COVID-19 pandemic, data was only be 

collected once- in late August at the beginning of the following school year. This allowed 

for reflection on the year’s implementation of the instructional strategy, a full scope of 

the infrastructure the school put in place, and thoughts on how the teacher may have 

changed their belief alignment and/or self-efficacy throughout the year. However, it is 

also possible that memories and reflections became altered by time. Responses to 

questions about beliefs and structures from the beginning of the year may be less full or 

accurate than if data was collected at multiple stages throughout the year. I partially 

address this limitation by triangulating similar data across multiple respondents. For 

example, I was able to craft a nuanced description of the educational infrastructure in the 

building through interview data from multiple administrators interviewed separately as 

well as the School Improvement Plans.   

 While literature clearly links buy-in to implementation and implementation to 

student outcomes, it is beyond the scope of this study to connect these findings to student 

achievement data. A further study using quantitative measures would be an interesting 

addition in that it could attempt to study whether and how the level of buy-in among 

teachers affected student achievement in each school.  

Additionally, this study is designed to explore how elements of infrastructure 

influence teacher buy-in but not to make causal claims that infrastructure causes either 

teacher buy-in or changes in student outcomes. The design of the research study does not 

permit causal claims as it does not isolate specific factors that could lead to buy-in. 
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Teachers within this study also exist within a larger contextual environment where 

various factors may interact and mediate buy-in, including factors that are unaccounted 

for in this case study. I was, however, able to draw key conclusions about the relationship 

between infrastructure and buy-in using this data contextualized by existing theory and 

empirical research. 

Data Analysis 

 After all interview data was collected, interviews were transcribed to begin 

analysis of key themes. Themes from the data were generated through an open-coding 

protocol. The coding protocol was iteratively developed through the main themes aligned 

with interview and research questions (Creswell, 2013). The exercise of coding is meant 

to help the researcher notice and collect examples of phenomenon and analyze “those 

phenomenon in order to find commonalities, differences, patterns, and structures” 

(Coffey & Atkinson, 1996, p. 29).  

 I created analytic codes based on theory and an initial understanding of my data 

after collecting and transcribing the interviews (see Appendix E). Codes included 

infrastructure references, such as: Instructional Vision, Curricular Materials, Data 

Systems, and Teacher Leadership. I also included codes that were relevant and recurring 

in the dataset, such as: Communication and Behavior Management. Further, I created 

parent and child codes for references to buy-in, namely: Belief Alignment as a parent 

code and practicality and alignment with current practice as a child code.  

 I then coded each transcript into excerpts using the Dedoose software system. As I 

coded, I iteratively updated the code book to best match my data (ex. including a code for 

Behavior Management). For analysis, I focused on Research Question 1 first and pulled 
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codes related to infrastructure from principal and school leader participants. This allowed 

me to gain a nuanced understanding of the vision and strategy for each school and wrote 

memos with a summary of each. This initial analytic stage supported my ability to make 

sense of teacher perception data.  

 To assess the degree of buy-in within each school, I pulled the belief alignment 

and self-efficacy codes for all teacher participants. Through that analysis, I developed a 

short memo on buy-in for each school. Although my sample would not allow me to draw 

conclusions about the average level of buy-in among teachers in each school, it was 

useful contextual information to understand the teachers in the sample and was used as a 

baseline in the next phase of analysis which was to explore the relationship between 

elements of infrastructure and buy-in among teachers.  

I then disaggregated the second research question into smaller parts to be able to 

pull codes that were targeted and specific. For example, Research Question 2a was 

disaggregated into collaboration and belief alignment and collaboration and self-efficacy. 

I then pulled codes that would be relevant for each sub-question. The large number of 

excerpts pulled for each sub-question led me to reduce the number of codes. In the 

second version, I pulled a more targeted set of codes which resulted in a meaningful set 

of excerpts. I further disaggregated excerpts by separately analyzing school leaders and 

teachers as well as each school to allow for comparisons in perceptions. As a validation 

check, I also scanned transcripts and excerpts that were not pulled to ensure I had not 

missed relevant details.  

I created analytic memos throughout the analysis where I attempted to answer my 

research questions using the evidence generated (Yin, 2014). I began with the theoretical 
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basis of the study and explored whether my hypotheses were supported by the data (Yin, 

2014). In this way, I first used the guiding literature to make sense of the interview data. 

This exercise was meant to support the data review and encourage an iterative process of 

asking questions of the data and themes, reviewing evidence in search of answers, and 

then asking additional questions that deepened my understanding of the phenomenon. 

After considering my hypotheses, the memos focused on reviewing and identifying 

commonalities, differences, and emerging patterns within and across schools as I 

attempted to answer each research question.   

Consequently, I analyzed the excerpts for each question and wrote a series of 

analytic memos for each disaggregated sub-question. These analytic memos (total of 

seven) consisted of the key themes identified for each school as well as an overall 

analysis of the sample. Through this process I was able to analyze teacher perceptions of 

the influence of each element of infrastructure on belief alignment and self-efficacy 

separately, as well as analyze commonalities and differences across and within schools. 

That series of analytic memos were then aggregated into a lengthy analytic memo 

elaborating on key themes from the analysis and included relevant quotes from the data. 

This memo formed the foundation for Chapter 4 of this dissertation.  

Ethical Considerations 

Prior to conducting the study, I received approval for this study from the doctoral 

committee and George Washington’s Institutional Review Board. In addition, I received 

permission from the Chair of the Board of Directors for the partnership in which the 

schools are nested as well as the partnership leaders.  
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I discussed publication and anonymity with the partnership leaders ahead of the 

study and they agreed to any publication from the findings of the study. The district and 

school names would continue to remain anonymous to protect the identities of the 

participants. 

When collecting data for this study, I ensured that all participants understood the 

purpose and scope of the study. Participation in the study was completely voluntary and 

all participants gave oral consent. I indicated that all responses from individual 

participants would be kept anonymous and any comments in interviews would not be 

shared with principals, partnership leaders, Board members, or any other person/group 

besides quotes contained in this dissertation.  

Further, I attempted to build trust with participants and expressed gratitude for 

their participation by scheduling interviews around their schedule and providing gifts for 

participation in the form of gift cards.  

When analyzing data, I was careful to avoid disclosing only positive results or 

findings that support my hypotheses. Rather, I made sure to report multiple perspectives 

and represent the voices of interviewees as accurately as possible. 
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Chapter 4: Results 
 
 

This case study examines whether and how key elements of educational 

infrastructure influence teacher belief alignment and self-efficacy to an educational 

reform at the school level. Educational infrastructure is defined as “the basic, 

foundational resources that support teachers and school leaders in focusing on the core 

educational activity in schools: advancing the knowledge and skills of students” (Puerach 

& Neumerski, 2015, p. 380). These resources include “the coordinated roles, structures, 

and resources that school systems design and use to support and coordinate instruction, 

maintain instructional equity, and enable instructional improvement” (Cohen, Spillane, & 

Peurach, 2018, p. 205). This chapter will describe how school leaders designed 

infrastructure to implement schoolwide instructional visions for ELA classrooms and 

analyze how specific structures within each school influenced teacher buy-in.  

 To start, this chapter will review the unique context in which the schools in this 

case study are situated and how that context is related to the overall reform environment 

that principals and teachers experience. This chapter will then provide findings for the 

two research questions; first, how school leaders designed and utilized organizational 

systems to realize a specific instructional vision and strategy, and second, how various 

design elements influenced buy-in. 

Context: Inspire Partnership 
 

The Inspire Partnership (“Inspire” or “Partnership”) was created in 2015 as an 

alternative to state receivership for a set of persistently underperforming middle schools 

in a single district. With a large number of schools facing the potential for state takeover, 

the district and state decided to collaborate in the creation of an autonomous sub-sect of 
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the district with operational and managerial control delegated to a board of directors 

made up of local community and civic leaders. The Partnership was created to allow for a 

degree of local control under a new model that prioritized school-level autonomy as a 

lever for school improvement. As schools designated as underperforming, the state 

provides additional oversight and schools must submit annual School Improvement 

Plans.   

The foundational tenet in Inspire’s theory of change is that school-level decisions 

should be made by those closest to students. In addition, Inspire believes that schools 

could be turned around while remaining neighborhood schools with student assignments, 

retaining the existing teaching staff, and maintaining teachers’ unions. In other words, 

this was not a wholesale charter-operated turnaround strategy. In essence, district schools 

were given charter-like autonomy to develop schools that best served the needs of their 

students. In addition, a central principle of the Partnership is that teacher empowerment 

and collaboration is essential to the process of school improvement. All schools are 

required to have a Teacher Leadership Team which meets weekly to discuss school-level 

decisions and teacher working conditions.  

The Inspire context is intended to be an innovative structure that allows for 

variation in school designs and organizing systems and structures. Importantly for this 

research, school leaders theoretically have the autonomy, support, and insulation from 

potentially conflicting central office initiatives to develop coherent and aligned reform 

strategies and accompanying infrastructure within their schools. Operationally, principals 

manage over 80% of their school budget and use it to make strategic decisions around 

curriculum, staffing, programs, and scheduling. Principals are supported in their decision-
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making by a lean Partnership staff, yet they are each responsible for the creation and 

implementation of an instructional vision and the organizational structures needed to 

realize that vision in classrooms. Due to the autonomous nature of the schools, this 

context allows for the study of multiple reform designs while controlling for state and 

district context, community, and demographics.  

Further, a core belief of the Partnership is the necessity for teacher participation in 

school reform. This belief in teacher participation in the Partnership model makes the key 

structures in this study particularly noteworthy (collaboration, professional guidance, 

teacher leadership). Thus, while schools have autonomy they are expected to 

operationalize the following principles: 

●      Teacher collaboration: Teachers are seen as key collaborative partners 

in the work of school turnaround and their voice as professionals in 

teaching and learning is valued in designing and implementing 

instructional strategies to improve their schools.  

●      Teacher leadership roles: Each school is required to have a Teacher 

Leadership Team which discusses school working conditions and provides 

input on key school initiatives. 

●      Professional guidance: The Partnership believes in the professional 

knowledge and growth mindset of existing teachers and purposefully 

relies on capacity-building structures rather than wholly replacing school 

staff. 

Research Questions 
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 This study has pointed to theoretically salient elements of infrastructure in a 

schools’ environment that may mediate teachers’ responses to the school improvement 

strategy. Thus, these research questions are aligned to this framework by exploring the 

instructional system of each school in the case study, and, how specific organizational 

conditions influence belief alignment and self-efficacy among teachers. 

1. What educational infrastructure was developed to implement the instructional 

strategy of each school? 

2. What elements of educational infrastructure influence belief alignment and self-

efficacy among teachers? 

a. What role do collaborative structures play in cultivating belief alignment 

and self-efficacy? 

b. What role does professional guidance5 play in cultivating belief alignment 

and self-efficacy?  

c. What role does opportunities for teacher leadership play in cultivating 

belief alignment and self-efficacy? 

Findings 
 
 Each of the schools in the case study was situated within the Partnership which 

coached principals in the importance of access to grade-level instruction as a lever for 

equity and incentivized similar professional development opportunities (such as 

UnboundEd’s Standards Institute). Further, each principal made decisions within an 

environment influenced by current ideas in the school improvement sector (e.g., 

workshop model of instruction, student discourse, productive struggle). Therefore, 

 
5 Refers to any means of guidance, support, or learning for teachers. This could take the form of mentoring, 
materials, coaching, professional development, walkthroughs, etc.  
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although each school had autonomy, it was unsurprising that there were common 

elements in their instructional vision and strategy. As will be noted, there was also some 

variation among the instructional visions, particularly around the level of nuance and 

depth to which school leaders specified instructional expectations.  

 Importantly, variation among the schools was seen more clearly in the 

organizational structures and how teachers utilized those structures to understand and 

implement the instructional vision in their classrooms. The differences between these 

structures (e.g., time and purpose of teacher collaboration time, coaching, professional 

development), how teachers accessed them, and their response to it provided key insights 

into how infrastructure can influence teacher buy-in.  

 The following section will present findings for the first research question by 

describing each school’s ELA instructional vision, the instructional strategy- how the 

vision was made concrete in classrooms, and a description of the school’s organizing 

structures. This study focused on a limited number of theoretically salient elements of 

educational infrastructure (teacher collaboration, professional guidance, and teacher 

leadership) and therefore will summarize primarily those elements rather than a holistic 

picture of a school’s organizational structures (for example, assessments, or curriculum 

standards and materials).  

Douglass Middle 
 
 Douglass Middle School is a large middle school (each school in the case study 

has over 700 students) and has a majority Black/African American and Hispanic student 

body with over 70 percent of students classified as economically disadvantaged. 

Douglass’ surrounding neighborhood consists of mostly traditional, single-family homes, 
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yet the school draws students from across the city, including some of the most 

impoverished areas.  

The principal had previously worked as a teacher and administrator in an area 

charter school before becoming a principal in the district a couple of years before starting 

at Douglass. The principal reported that his charter school experience and background in 

business has been especially important to how he thinks about school leadership. 

Particularly, how that experience helped him understand the importance of systems, 

scheduling for efficiency, and using limited resources well. 

Instructional Vision. Douglass’ vision for ELA instruction was to provide grade-

level, rigorous, standards-aligned texts and tasks for all students with a particular focus 

on high student engagement and ownership of learning. The instructional vision was built 

on an intended school culture of professional, supportive, and positive relationships 

between and among staff and students. The school leaders emphasized characteristics of 

the vision that included: student-centered classrooms, frequent student discourse and 

collaboration, and an emphasis on students engaging in a productive struggle with 

complex tasks.  

Instructional Strategy. Grade-level, rigorous, and standards-aligned lessons 

were expected in all core ELA classrooms, regardless of a student’s current reading level. 

This was realized in three ways. First, diagnostic assessments were used at regular 

intervals to assign students to intervention blocks depending on their reading level. For 

example, students who tested one to two grade-levels below their actual grade were 

scheduled into a reading or writing intervention block twice a week. Students who tested 

more than two grade-levels below were scheduled into a daily intervention block which 



 107 
 

used a phonics-based intervention program (Leveled Literacy Intervention). These 

intervention blocks allow students to receive needs-based, targeted instruction so that 

teachers could focus on grade-level skills in core ELA blocks.  

Second, the messaging of expectations for grade-level instruction was frequent, 

consistent, and embedded into handbooks and evaluation rubrics codifying expected 

teacher moves. Finally, the importance of grade-level tasks was built into professional 

development opportunities, both externally (e.g., Standards Institute) and internally 

through a focus on the science of reading and presenting research explaining that students 

who receive at-their-level instruction are not given opportunities to accelerate their 

learning to grade level. The Dean of Academics noted that “there’s a lot of research that 

shows that if kids are only taught at where they are for grade-level reading that they will 

basically stay there” and if they have access to grade-level content alongside intervention, 

then students “grow fast and grow more”. As a result, the school built its schedule so that 

all students reading below grade level received a targeted intervention period. As the 

Dean of Academics noted,  

[It’s about] teaching teachers how to teach reading and teaching them the science 
behind how people learn to read and what the barriers are to learning to read. A 
big part of school turnaround work in general, for me, is all about adult learning… 
So [we need to get] teachers to learn about what the research says about how 
people learn to read regardless of their age. 
 
 
Instructionally, the school’s strategy included curricula, independent reading, and 

common expectations for frequent student discourse, reading and writing strategies, and 

grading of student work. At Douglass, the curriculum was less rigidly prescribed than in 

the other schools in this case study. Depending on the grade level, teachers used a 

combination of Lucy Calkins’ Units of Study, Engage New York, and teacher-created 
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materials. Unlike the other schools, Douglass’ instructional strategy relied on 

expectations of teacher practices within the classroom and high leverage, data-driven 

instructional decisions rather than a specific curriculum. As will be discussed later in this 

chapter, Units of Study was an intentional choice for the school as it highlighted choice 

of text for both students and teachers. Teachers were granted discretion in their choice of 

curriculum and materials within specified guidelines (i.e. grade-level tasks, instruction is 

aligned to expectations), and when there was evidence of positive student results.  

Over the last few years, Douglass developed specific instructional documents- 

“Douglass Action Plan” and the “Strong Teacher Action Sequence”- which describe 

expectations of teacher instructional techniques (See Appendix D). These documents 

codified high-leverage instructional moves, adapted from Uncommon Schools and 

Student Achievement Partners materials that guided professional development and 

coaching within the school. For example, teachers were expected to “Foster Authentic 

Conversations” and administrators looked for evidence indicating that “teacher asks 

questions, lets students have a voice in their own growth; teacher lets students ask 

questions”; another example would be that teachers can analyze student work throughout 

the lesson and can adapt according to student understanding. The Dean of Academics 

provided examples of specific instructional strategies that teachers are expected to use in 

ELA: 

A great example for that is the notice and note strategy... the notice and note 
strategies are a way for teachers to teach a linear thought process around ‘ok well 
I look for these types of patterns like when a symbol is used again and again, I 
look for times when elders show up in a story and speak to the protagonist or I 
look for contrasting contradictions when characters do things that I didn't expect 
them to… And so that idea of strategy-based instruction- this is how you do this 
thinking and being transparent with our thinking and transparent with grade level 
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thinking I have found to be a huge game-changer for our teachers and for our 
students. 
 

School leadership also pointed to specific routines and structures that they expect 

to see when observing a classroom, such as a student-friendly learning target, an 

activator, mini-lesson, and a majority of the lesson dedicated to independent or 

collaborative student work time.  

Douglass used common reading and writing strategies, such as notice and note, 

across all ELA classes, a common rubric for grading student writing assignments, and 

protocols for student discourse. These common strategies were expected of all ELA 

teachers. Douglass’ principal slowly moved in the direction of alignment of instructional 

strategies, rubrics, and assessments by observing strong teachers over time and bringing 

high-impact strategies to scale. He explained that he: 

 Saw some great strategies happening in different rooms throughout the years. 
And I've always wanted to have some type of alignment of those things and we 
never really did it… And the thing with alignment you want to get the right thing 
you’re aligning. If you just start aligning things you pretty much squelch any 
innovation. So it was sort of good to have some teachers doing their own thing 
and then just figure it out with them what was the best option. 
 
 
Part of the strategy to improve ELA achievement was an emphasis on student 

choice of text as a way to improve student engagement and encourage ownership of their 

learning. Within the classroom, teachers were encouraged to present multiple texts and 

allow students to choose between them. During the independent reading block, students 

had access to a library of books to choose from. Administrators surveyed students and 

purchased books that were aligned to student interests at multiple reading levels to allow 

for broad access to texts and encourage enjoyment of reading. Administrators also 
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implemented a homework policy that prioritized math practice and time for independent 

reading over other subjects.  

Organizational Structures. Douglass offered teachers several structured 

opportunities for collaborative time. These opportunities included department meetings 

(60 min/week), grade-level meetings (90 min/week), content/grade common prep times 

(60 min/week), and faculty PD (2 hours/month). Each of these meetings had structures 

and expectations (i.e. agendas, protocols, and a calendar of tasks to be completed) which 

were communicated to teachers, generally through the TLT. In general, teachers were 

expected to use a student work analysis protocol every other week in department 

meetings and use common prep time to unpack the learning standards for that week, 

identify lessons and tasks, and determine how to scaffold to meet the needs of all 

learners.  

Professional guidance at Douglass relied heavily on externally-provided PD and 

whole-school PD delivered by the Dean of Academics and members of the Teacher 

Leadership Team. School-based PD focused on the science of how students learn to read. 

School leaders utilized current educational research in school improvement and literacy 

to ground PD and explain the “why” of the school’s instructional strategy. Additionally, 

school leaders attempted to offer differentiated support for teachers’ learning as they 

recognized differences in areas of strength and growth. School leaders conceded that PD 

was heavily micromanaged in the early years of the school’s turnaround journey (2016-

2017), particularly around explaining expectations for the workshop model of instruction 

and modeling instructional strategies, but is less prescribed now that there is strong 

teacher retention and teachers seem to have internalized expectations to what is known as 



 111 
 

the “Douglass Way”. School leaders also invested in externally-provided PD, including 

sending cohorts of teachers to the Standards Institute each year- a multi-day learning 

opportunity that supports a deep dive into the expectations of Common Core standards, 

how to recognize grade-level tasks in classrooms, and centers the notion that grade-level 

instruction promotes equity for historically marginalized students. Additionally, the 

school contracts with publishers to provide curriculum-specific PD (such as Units of 

Study) and coaching (Leveled Literacy Intervention). 

Data systems were well-established and embedded into the culture of Douglass. 

The school used iReady as a formative data assessment to identify student needs and 

assign them to tiered intervention blocks. The iReady software was also used as an 

intervention strategy for students to practice skills at their level. NWEA MAP testing was 

used as a formative assessment and predictor of student performance on the state 

assessment. School leaders analyzed data at the student level to determine which teachers 

are having the highest impact on student growth and learning. This analysis was then 

used to support the expansion of instructional strategies that are working well, grow 

teacher leaders, and target coaching support for teachers whose students are not making 

expected progress. In addition, teachers were expected to review exit tickets daily, 

analyze student work collaboratively against a common rubric, and make data-informed 

decisions to adjust instruction as needed. A common rubric to grade students writing in 

ELA is a recent initiative. The administrative team charged the ELA teachers with 

reviewing a set of pre-selected rubrics and deciding as a department which rubric was 

most appropriate as a common tool. Additionally, teachers spent time as a department 

aligning how they graded students work against the rubric. These collegial interactions 
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fostered a common lens through which to analyze student work. One teacher described 

the process as follows: 

Then we would go look over each other’s students' writing, together, and grade 
that writing. And you could see how different teachers were using the same rubric 
but giving completely different grades. The teachers who had a relationship with 
the children, who knew what the children were trying to say, were grading them a 
little bit more lenient- were not as tough. And so we wanted to make sure that 
rigor was the same across the board. This is our expectation, this is our standard 
and we’re not going to drop it, we’re going to keep raising them to it. That’s why 
I think that time was really really beneficial. 
 

These structures aligned to the school’s vision by supporting teachers’ 

understanding and implementation of common expectations for rigorous student work.  

Teachers have significant leadership opportunities at Douglass in two ways. First, 

teachers are able to participate in decision-making through the formal Teacher 

Leadership Team (TLT) structure which is frequently utilized by the administrative team. 

The TLT is an elected team of teachers who provide input on the priority areas for the 

school’s operating plan and set working conditions for teachers. All teachers in the 

Partnership remain in the teachers’ union, but have a separate contract from the rest of the 

district; as such, teachers are able to play a role in determining working conditions, such 

as working hours, PD days, and number of required after-school events each year. 

However, the principal at Douglass utilized this structure in a more robust way than other 

schools and solicits input and feedback on curriculum, alignment of instructional 

strategies, and the development of professional development opportunities. For example, 

the principal described how he used the members of the TLT: 

So we talk a lot about professional development and [sometimes they] run the 
professional development… All summer long I’ve left them open to meet to talk 
to me about the schedule and I show them different scheduling options I’m 
looking at to … get their feedback on it. And I also ask them to run the grade 
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level team meetings… So it’s great for communication, they are great with that 
and that’s part of their charge but they also run those PLCs and that’s really 
helpful because if TLT is talking about a meeting that’s coming up in their grade 
level team and we might adjust the agenda or give them input to change the 
agenda. 
 

Teachers know that they can bring concerns to the TLT and they will engage in a 

thoughtful and fair discussion with administration to come to a resolution. One Douglass 

teacher described the process in this way: 

Any change you want to make, you can send up the ladder through the teacher 
leadership team and a number of the innovations have been accepted and some of 
them have been shot down. So if you want to try something new you tell your 
grade level teacher, leadership team member, and they send it up. Usually you get 
quite a fair hearing. The teacher leadership team has been really important in 
helping the school turn around in terms of culture. 
 

At Douglass, the TLT is a key communication structure that facilitates the 

exchange of ideas and concerns between teachers and school leaders. 

Outside of this structure, teachers reported a strong professional culture of 

teachers and administrators as collaborators in the work of school improvement. 

Administrators regularly involved teachers in decision-making processes rather than 

using a strictly top-down approach. For example, the school sought to utilize the Units of 

Study curriculum in all grades for the following school year, and Douglass’ Dean noted 

the importance of including teachers in the decision-making process from the beginning: 

I’ve been working with adults now for a long time and I’ve found that adults, 
similar to what I said about students, adults really need to be part of the decision-
making process in order for them to buy-in and actually take action. It's a lot of 
work to do a curricular shift because there's a lot of new learning and so in order 
for that to be effective I need the teachers to buy-in to this shift. I can’t have them 
out you know, grumbling about ‘you know I didn’t make this decision, I didn’t 
want to do this, this sucks’... I can’t have that. That’s an unacceptable barrier to a 
curricular shift. And so, I've found over the years that engaging teachers in 
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exploring curriculum and identifying what’s strong about it and where it needs to 
be improved is an essential piece to this. 

 

The Dean engaged in a process with the ELA department to review strengths and 

weaknesses of their current curriculum, Units of Study, and discussed hopes and concerns 

around the ELA curriculum as a team to determine the best decision for the school.  

When I met with the ELA team last spring I showed the data that Teachers 
College has for all of their schools across the country and I showed them our data 
and I showed them curriculum examples and I talked about the power of 
professional learning when everybody’s using exactly the same curriculum. I 
don't just mean the structures I talked about earlier- workshop model or gradual 
release- but like actually teaching the exact same lesson and the exact same 
strategies… And then I created a survey for them around what's going well 
already so if we do a change in curriculum what are we going to keep, what do we 
need help with, and to what extent will the Teachers College shift help us address 
what we need to improve? And then I showed them the data from their own 
survey. This is what you guys said, what do you think about this? And we actually 
came up with a hybrid solution. 

 

Notably, of the three principals in this case study, the Douglass principal was the only 

one to respond with “yes, absolutely” when asked if the TLT was involved in curriculum 

or instructional decisions. Further in this paper, this example will be described from a 

teacher’s perspective as a way to indicate how teacher voice in decision-making 

supported belief alignment and self-efficacy.  

Secondly, teachers have informal leadership opportunities fostered through a 

“grow your own” culture promoted by the principal. The principal sought to develop 

teachers into leaders within the school to expand their potential and impact as well as 

drive continuity of the school’s strategy and growth trajectory; he mentioned that a key 

priority is “building leadership… developing people and moving them into other 

positions”. School leaders strongly believed in offering differentiated levels and 
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opportunities for professional development depending on the needs of individual 

teachers. The principal compared teacher learning to the care given to seedlings: 

Every one of your teachers is a seedling. You’ve got to understand that- people 
don’t understand that. What happens is just like that- if you over-water it, you try 
to teach them too much- it's never going to come up. Or if you give it too much 
sun and not enough water it’s going to burn out. You got to know where your 
people are at. You got to know what they need… You got to never forget your 
overall goal is retention of good people… You got to think about year 2 and year 
3. Don’t always think about year 1. 
 

Further, school leaders and the TLT established a Buddy System where teachers 

are paired based on their self-identified strengths and areas for growth, observed each 

other’s teaching, and provided feedback in debrief sessions. This system was created 

through a partnership between the TLT and administrators in a process where the team 

analyzed the teaching practices of their teachers whose students received the highest 

growth scores, compared these practices to instructional practice guides from Uncommon 

Schools and Student Achievement Partners, adapted these documents to fit their context 

and vision, and then created a system for peer feedback- the Douglass Buddy System. 

The Dean of Academics described this process as: 

...the teacher would identify where in the Strong Teacher Action Sequence and 
the IPG what they wanted to work on and what they felt could be the most high 
leverage move for them based on data and feedback from colleagues and feedback 
from administrators. And then they could pair up with other teachers to be 
partners to talk about how to get better, to find resources about how to get better, 
to visit each other’s classes, and give each other concrete feedback. 

 
 
 Douglass’ approach to setting policies or making instructional decisions is neither 

top-down nor bottom-up; rather, the school leaders emphasized a shared, common 

approach to decision-making. In this approach, teachers appear to be empowered to have 

a critical voice in providing feedback and to collectively adapt strategies.  
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Foster Middle 

 Foster Middle School is a large (650 student) neighborhood school where all 

students live within a two mile radius of the school. There is a majority Black/African 

American and Hispanic population and over 80% of students are classified as 

economically disadvantaged. The school serves as an important center for the 

neighborhood with local groups often using the school facilities for community events or 

activities (such as hosting open gym times at night).  

 The principal has been at Foster Middle for over 17 years- her entire career- 

beginning as a teacher and holding various leadership positions within the school until 

becoming principal several years ago. She notes that her experience as a teacher is an 

important perspective that she grounds herself in when making decisions- she puts herself 

in the position of how teachers will experience changes, encourages teacher voice, and 

seeks to explain the purpose behind each change to encourage buy-in.  

Instructional Vision. Foster’s instructional vision was similar to Douglass in that 

it emphasized that all students are capable of rigorous, grade-level tasks and texts. 

Classrooms should be student-centered with engaging lessons, opportunities for student 

discourse, and an emphasis on a “productive struggle”. While the instructional vision of 

Foster is substantially similar to that of the other two schools, it was relayed in interviews 

with the least amount of nuance and specificity, which may account for a degree of 

ambiguity in how teachers were also able to communicate the vision and strategy. For 

example, the school leader described the vision of ideal classrooms in this way: 

Student centered classrooms. We have pockets of that and we’re trying to give 
teachers those skills but for some reason there’s still- I don’t know if there is a 
nervousness or anxiety about letting kids go and doing the work and letting them 
struggle- and really pushing student ownership. That’s really what we’ve been 
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preaching to teachers this year. Students have to own their learning and they have 
to be invested in it and you have to teach them how to do that… So, if we can 
create the environment and lessons where students are really invested and they are 
really challenging each other’s thinking through speaking and writing, just really 
involved in what they are doing, they’re owning it, then that is the ultimate goal. 
The teacher can just facilitate and step back and the students are going to run with 
it. 
 
 
Instructional Strategy. The school’s strategy to realize this vision focused on 

enactment of the curriculum and an increased focus on writing. All ELA classrooms used 

the Engage NY curriculum as the core instructional material; while this curriculum had 

been in place for several years, this school year there was a greater emphasis placed on 

fidelity of implementation.  The school’s expectations around curriculum fidelity were 

grounded in the desire to ensure that teachers are delivering grade-level, equitable lessons 

to all students. While curriculum fidelity is an expectation, there was some variation in 

the level of commitment from school leaders. The instructional coach strongly expressed 

the expectation that teachers follow the script while the principal indicated greater 

tolerance for teacher adaptations to lesson activities. Outside of the core content block, 

students who were below grade-level had a specific reading intervention class which used 

small-group instruction and iReady software to support students' growth in literacy.  

 This school year, there was a strong focus on student writing. ELA teachers were 

all expected to use a common writing strategy (ACE- Answer, Cite, Explain) and a 

common grading rubric that is aligned to state standards. In addition, there were 

expectations that students in all classes need to engage in regular writing activities and 

monthly writing prompts.  

Organizational Structures. Professional guidance was generally provided 

through the instructional coach and whole-school professional development sessions once 
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per month. The instructional coach facilitated department meetings, provided feedback on 

lesson plans, ensured fidelity to curriculum and grade-level rigor, and shared instructional 

strategies. This year, PD topics included: writing strategies, teaching students to cite 

evidence, prompting student discourse, and expectations for implementing the Engage 

NY modules. School leaders reported that PD was grounded in research or textual 

evidence that explains why a particular strategy is beneficial for students as a way to 

engage teachers. Teachers are encouraged to observe each other but school leaders have 

not been able to create a systematic program for peer observations due to a strong union 

presence which challenged mandatory peer observations and discouraged peer feedback. 

 Teachers analyzed student work through a protocol in regular data meetings. 

During weekly data meetings, teachers brought in three pieces of student work and the 

grade-level team, facilitated by the instructional coach, analyzed student strengths, 

identified where to re-teach, and received feedback on specific instructional strategies or 

scaffolds to meet student needs. During a monthly data meeting, the coach led the 

department in a similar analysis of a large writing assignment or formative assessment 

data.  

 The school had an established Teacher Leadership Team which was primarily 

tasked with establishing working conditions and providing input on the school’s priorities 

in its turnaround plan. The TLT was also used as a communication vehicle to share news 

to the staff and was empowered to use discretionary funds to plan family nights and after-

school opportunities for students. In contrast to Douglass, the TLT was not involved in 

any decisions regarding teaching and learning. When asked whether the TLT had a role 

in curriculum or instructional strategies, the principal explained: 
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We tend to do that with our ILT- instructional leadership team- and then we’ll 
share out with TLT just for feedback but the instructional leadership team which 
is administration, coaches, and teacher leaders who are in multiple classrooms 
usually come to those decisions.  
 
 

At the same time, when teachers were asked the same question, one said “I actually have 

no idea but I would love to know that” and another reported that “the TLT doesn’t really 

get a say”.     

 The school’s schedule allowed for a significant amount of collaboration time 

among teachers, including three hours a week for department meetings and one hour a 

week for grade-level team meetings. Beginning the year, and in contrast to Douglass, 

there was no structure or expectations for department meetings and many teachers 

generally used the time to work independently. The new instructional coach developed a 

structure so that teachers were given specific time to plan collaboratively with peers and 

the coach. Teachers were expected to fill out a template with the standard they are 

addressing that week, curriculum modules that would be covered, and any assessments or 

data that would be collected. The instructional coach reflected:  

I don’t think they were used to the structure that was put in place for department 
time. At the beginning of the year, they brought their laptop, they sat there 
working, there’s no collaborating. There was no structure. When I came in, I 
created a template, they need to complete the template, we’re either going to do it 
together, if I’m not here you can do it with your peers… 
 
 

This expectation was new to Foster and stands in contrast to Douglass whose teachers 

had been engaged in a similar structure with administrators for several years and had 

internalized the process. The instructional coach also checked-in with teachers to make 

sure they understood the content and structure of upcoming modules and give feedback 
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on lesson plans. This time was also used by teachers to review student writing and align 

on grading expectations.  

Keller Middle 

Keller Middle was traditionally a neighborhood school with a strong legacy of 

commitment to the school by area families, however, changes in the city over the past 

few decades have strongly impacted the school. Due to gentrification and a growing lack 

of trust in the public schools, the city has become increasingly impacted by poverty and 

increasing crime rates. The school body is majority Black/African American and 

Hispanic with over 80 percent of students classified as economically disadvantaged. In 

addition, the majority of students are bussed and the principal notes that the loss of the 

traditional “neighborhood school” has made building relationships with families more 

challenging.  

The principal of Keller Middle has a long history in the city. She grew up here 

and attended district schools. Her experience as a female of color, having never seen 

teachers of color in the schools she attended, and particularly not in leadership roles, 

contributed to her commitment to becoming a teacher, coach, and ultimately principal 

within the district. She notes her professional experiences as a teacher and leader in both 

district and charter schools in the area as key contributors to her leadership style, 

including having a strong sense of urgency for improvement and making thoughtful 

budget decisions.   

Instructional Vision. Keller’s vision for ELA instruction is that all students are 

capable of rigorous, grade-level texts and tasks and that teachers scaffold lessons to give 

all students access to the curriculum. Students are expected to “productively struggle” 
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with tasks, problem-solve as they engage in new learning and have opportunities to write 

and speak in every lesson. While the elements of the vision were substantially similar to 

Foster and Douglass, school leaders at Keller articulated this vision with somewhat 

greater nuance than Foster and had greater focus on student collaboration, discourse, and 

ownership of learning.  For example, the Keller principal described her vision of 

instruction as: 

I’d like to see highly-engaged lessons, students having access to grade-level 
standards that are engaging, relevant, and absolutely students can access what 
they’re learning. So you’d walk into the classroom you’d see relevant teaching, 
highly-engaged lessons, access to technology, absolutely would be equitable for 
all students. There also would be what I call beautiful space where there are 
classroom consistencies so the expectations for students are really clear for 
behavior, for incentives, and also high ownership of student learning and multiple 
opportunities for students to engage in Socratic discussion. So whenever you go 
into a classroom and you see high-quality teaching there is a clear measurable 
learning target or goal. Include a skill-driven standard but also an opportunity for 
kids to experience that skill-driven standard through some type of hands-on 
artifact that students can actually see and go back and reflect…  
 
 
Instructional Strategy. All ELA classrooms used the Engage NY curriculum; 

although strong fidelity to the scripted lessons was not identified as an expectation, the 

principal noted the connection between the rigor and tasks in this curriculum and the 

instructional vision:  

Using the Engage NY curriculum across the department was important because 
the Engage NY curriculum is really designed so that kids have access to grade-
level standards. They are engaging in pen to paper tasks throughout the lesson. 
They are motivated or encouraged to participate in discussion protocols and... 
students are able to reflect on their progress daily. 
 
 

Administrators expect that each lesson is structured around an explicit learning target and 

that all activities are connected to the target. Further, each lesson should include 
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appropriate scaffolds for student needs, opportunities for student collaboration, and daily 

writing activities.  

The second main strategy was the expectation for all teachers to utilize aggressive 

monitoring in their classrooms. This approach required that teachers identify specific 

questions to review with each student as a check for understanding throughout the lesson 

and use that data to adapt instruction for the following lesson based on student learning. 

This strategy was implemented halfway through the school year as administrators felt that 

teachers did not generally utilize checks for understanding or analyze data to inform their 

instruction. 

Organizational Structures. Professional guidance at Keller relied heavily on 

instructional coaches introducing new strategies during department meetings and 

providing individual coaching opportunities for teachers. The ELA instructional coach 

facilitated department meetings and focused on modeling new instructional strategies, 

observing teachers and providing feedback, and holding optional office hours. The school 

used a six-week learning cycle where instructional coaches provided a new skill or 

strategy to teachers, asked teachers to bring evidence of implementation to department 

meetings, and focused on that particular skill during observations. The skill would then 

change every six weeks as a new cycle began. Professional development topics from the 

year included setting learning targets, checks for understanding, student work protocols, 

supporting student collaboration, and aggressive monitoring. One school leader noted that 

whole-school PD was often focused on “house-keeping” items and that instructional 

strategies were generally reserved for department meetings. In addition, many teachers 

were given the opportunity to attend the Standards Institute, an off-site PD for teachers to 
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deepen their learning of the Common Core standards and recognize the importance of 

grade-level instruction as a lever for equity. 

Common assessments and data systems at Keller included a common writing 

rubric and expectations that teachers analyze student work weekly using a given protocol. 

Additionally, an aggressive monitoring system was implemented half-way through the 

year to ensure that teachers were collecting and could analyze data describing whether 

students were meeting learning targets during lessons.  

There were limited opportunities for teacher leadership at Keller. The TLT 

provided input on the school calendar and working conditions; all instructional and 

curricular decisions are made by the school leaders- when asked about TLT involvement 

in these areas, the principal noted that “no, that’s the principal”. While the TLT did 

participate in learning walks every six weeks, it was unclear what their role was or how 

they might influence decisions.  

There were three opportunities for teachers to collaborate during the week. First, 

during grade-level meetings (one hour, weekly) teachers focused on students’ social 

emotional needs, including behavior, attendance, family engagement, and counseling. 

During department meetings (one hour, weekly), teachers learned new strategies from the 

instructional coach, discussed classroom challenges, planned lessons, and reviewed 

student work. The principal noted that department meetings should generally be grounded 

in student data:  

It would be a data team meeting so there would be a protocol that we would use 
so that it's really structured. So maybe the first 5 minutes would be cull through 
and look at student work, how does this align to the Keller rubric, look at the 
teacher lesson plan, open air time for the teacher to present or share his or her 
ideas on the lesson and then the wrap up with key takeaways or next steps for 
student improvement and teacher development.  
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Lastly, school leaders developed a structure for peer observations- “critical colleagues”- 

where teachers were paired, observed each other’s’ teaching, and engaged in critical 

feedback sessions. This learning opportunity had not been fully realized as the need for 

substitutes, coverage requests, and technology became a barrier for implementation. 

Teacher pairs were still asked to meet and discuss practice (one hour, weekly) though 

observations were minimal.  

 The following sections present findings on the second research question focused 

on how elements of educational infrastructure in each school influenced teacher buy-in 

(defined through belief alignment and self-efficacy). Recall that teacher buy-in was 

measured through an interview protocol designed to elicit reflections on belief alignment 

to the strategy and self-efficacy. Excerpts from these interviews were analyzed by theme 

and school resulting in analytic memos summarizing the buy-in of teachers in each of the 

schools.  

 
Relationship between Infrastructure and Buy-in is Mediated by a Coherent School-
wide Vision and Strategy  
 
 The relationship between infrastructure and belief alignment and self-efficacy was 

mediated by two critical factors: (1) a coherent instructional vision and strategy; and (2) 

that teachers understand the instructional expectations. First, the data suggest that a 

strategy must be in place which names specific practices tied to an overarching 

instructional vision, and second, teachers need to be able to articulate the school’s vision 

and strategy with a similar level of nuance as the school leaders as evidence of their 

understanding of instructional expectations.  
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 In some cases, school leaders were readily able to express an overarching set of 

instructional ideas, yet the improvement strategy may not have articulated a 

comprehensive strategy to support the enactment of the vision, was not explicitly tied to 

the vision, or the leaders did not reference implementing structures or guidance that 

would advance the instructional ideas. For example, at Foster Middle, the instructional 

coach stated that the instructional vision included- “Diverse texts, equitable lessons, and 

engaging conversations. I would love to see teachers be more of a facilitator and not a 

stand-alone teaching a lesson.” Yet, when asked about the school’s strategy for ELA 

improvement, she discussed the expectation that students read grade-level texts and are 

given frequent writing assignments across classes: 

 [The strategy] was writing across the curriculum. If the kids can talk about it and 
they can write about it then they understand it. The whole philosophy about it was 
that we wanted our kids to dig into rigorous text and we wanted a lot of writing… 
having kids citing the evidence, explaining their thoughts on the evidence, what 
the author’s purpose was. 
 
 
Missing from the response was specific guidance for instructional practices that 

support teachers’ understanding of and ability to implement key aspects of the vision, 

including how to facilitate student discourse.  

Similarly, the principal of Foster talked about student-centered classes and less 

“teacher-talk” as the instructional vision and reflected on the challenge of seeing that 

enacted in classrooms: 

We have pockets of that and we’re trying to give teachers those skills but for 
some reasons there’s still- I don't know if there is a nervousness or an anxiety 
about letting kids go and doing the work and letting them struggle- and really 
pushing that student ownership. 
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While student-centered classrooms were clearly identified as the vision, school leaders 

did not discuss or develop strategies to support teachers in changing their practice or 

creating the conditions for students to succeed. Rather, the principal noted that the 

strategy to achieve the vision was a reading intervention period and monthly writing 

prompts:  

We put a lot of work into our reading intervention last year and the year prior, we 
kept building on it… So, every kid got the ELA class with the grade-level 
standards and then also got the reading intervention which gave them time for 
independent reading...and then small group lessons in reading identified the skills 
from the iReady intervention program that we use which identified the next skill 
that they need… And across the school, because it was a school-wide goal, we 
had monthly writing prompts that we used through data meetings….it was a 
school-wide push to… show how literacy fits into every subject. 
 
 In other words, not all beliefs in the instructional vision were linked to a set of 

concrete instructional or school-wide strategies that could bring the vision to fruition. For 

example, the principal said little about how teachers should plan or facilitate lessons that 

are student-centered, or how to define and encourage greater student ownership in 

lessons. Without a strategy clearly aligned to a set of ideas of how students learn, the 

messaging to teachers may have been weak or fragmented or not allow teachers to make 

connections between their classroom practice and school-wide initiatives in ways that 

foster greater belief alignment and self-efficacy. The data seem to suggest that without 

instructional strategies clearly aligned to the school vision, school leaders may not create 

organizational structures that advance teacher learning and implementation of the vision.   

Secondly, in schools with less developed levels of belief alignment and self-

efficacy, teachers were less able to articulate coherent instructional goals, priorities, or 

ideas about how students learn than the school leaders. Even if there was a coherent 
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vision and strategy, the communication of the school’s vision was inadequate for teachers 

to deeply understand expectations that would shift teaching and learning.  

The Keller principal articulated a clear vision of instruction which included grade-

level lessons, high student ownership of tasks, student discourse, and engaging and 

relevant lessons. The principal and instructional coach were also able to point to specific 

strategies meant to support the implementation of that vision, such as professional 

development in how to use student groups, expectations for student independent work, 

explicit connections between the vision and the curriculum, and learning targets 

connected to a skill; the principal expected: 

Whenever you go into a classroom and you see high-quality teaching there is a 
clear measurable learning target or goal. Include a skill driven standard but also 
an opportunity for kids to experience that skill driven standards through some 
type of hands on artifact. 

 

Despite this articulated vision and strategy, teachers interviewed could not express the 

school’s strategy nor specific instructional strategies in service of ELA improvement. 

When teachers at Keller were asked about the school’s instructional vision or strategy, 

one teacher could only reference the vague notion that lessons should be student-centered 

rather than lecture-style while the other only described that lessons should be aligned to 

standards.  One teacher at Keller reflected,  

I’m not sure we had a direct strategy that I think we all worked towards last year. 
I just feel like we met weekly, and those meetings were beneficial, but I just 
didn’t see them as trying to achieve an ultimate goal or what the ultimate goal 
kind of was. 
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In both Keller and Foster, at least one teacher asked the interviewer “what was the 

strategy again?” when asked how various organizational structures helped teachers 

understand or implement the school’s expectations for instruction. 

 Teachers, it seems, are unlikely to buy-in to a school’s strategy for improvement 

if they do not understand the alignment between the expected classroom strategies and an 

overarching vision for student learning. If teachers are unaware of the vision or strategy, 

any support or guidance to change practice was perceived as unaligned in ways that may 

make it difficult for teachers to increase belief alignment or self-efficacy. 

 Conversely, well-developed communication structures that supported teachers’ 

capacity to articulate the instructional vision and strategy seemed to enhance teachers’ 

ability to advance a collective and purposeful instructional strategy. Among the nine 

teachers interviewed, teacher buy-in was generally grounded in how well the vision and 

strategy had been communicated. Teacher cognition of the expected instructional 

strategies appeared to be foundational to whether there was an opportunity for teachers to 

develop belief alignment or self-efficacy.  In the schools with strong and frequent 

communication structures, teachers were more likely able to articulate the school’s 

instructional vision with a similar degree of nuance to the school leaders and the vision 

became ingrained into the culture of the school. At Douglass, school leaders pointed to 

frequent professional development that was aligned to the instructional vision, structured 

protocols, some micromanagement of teacher collaborative time, and an evaluation and 

instructional framework that codified expectations for classroom practices as ways the 

vision and strategy was communicated to staff. The three teachers interviewed were 
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similarly able to articulate the vision and expectations. When asked what a high-quality 

classroom would look like at Douglass, one teacher reflected,  

The first thing I would look for is how students are engaging. How students are 
thinking about the tasks that are in front of them. How are they questioning the 
task, how they are questioning their peers in regards to the work. Whether or not 
the teacher is doing the heavy lifting or the students. 
 

Another teacher gave a similar response,  

High-quality teaching is being a very effective facilitator and in that, having large 
amounts- majority of the class- being student-led, student-group-led, where the 
instructor through their exemplar instruction are able to get students to do the 
majority of the thinking and working.   
 
 

The clarity with which the strategy was communicated was a key factor in teachers’ 

ability to articulate instructional expectations in ways that were useful and effective for 

advancing a common purpose.  

Role of Collaborative Structures in Influencing Belief Alignment & Self-Efficacy 

 Collaborative time that was highly structured and facilitated by an administrator 

appeared to be strongly associated with teachers’ belief alignment to the school’s vision 

and instructional strategy. Douglass had well-defined and structured collaboration times 

as well as teachers who appeared aligned to the school’s vision and strategy. At the same 

time, Foster was beginning to establish collaborative structures and teachers interviewed 

were in the emergent stages of speaking about the vision and strategy of the school in 

ways that indicated they believed it was appropriate and would benefit students. That 

said, while collaboration appears to foster belief alignment, it was contingent on certain 

conditions: 1) structured protocols allowed for discussion that is aligned to the vision and 

strategy; 2) teachers are monitored or held accountable during the collaborative time until 
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it becomes part of the normative culture; and 3) expected instructional strategies are 

consistent over time.  

Highly structured and monitored collaborative time allowed teachers to learn, 

discuss, and practice new instructional strategies and expectations while coaching helped 

ensure implementation fidelity and encouraged teachers to think and communicate in new 

ways that were aligned with the school’s vision. New ways of lesson planning (i.e. for 

student-centered classrooms or increased student discourse), checking for understanding 

(i.e. aggressive monitoring), analyzing student work and data (i.e. common rubrics, 

iReady data) required significant learning and practice. For example, Douglass Middle 

had the most coherent professional culture and highest levels of buy-in (more 

specifically, teachers could speak with strong alignment and nuance to the instructional 

vision and strategy of the school and provide examples of implementation and self-

efficacy) of the three schools in the case study. In the beginning of its turnaround journey 

(3-4 years ago), collaborative times were highly structured with protocols and 

administrative facilitation- one administrator conceded that teachers were 

“micromanaged”: 

I was running the grade-level team meetings and just straight up teaching this 
stuff, these teaching ideas by running like mini classes in our meetings where I 
was like here’s the learning target, here is the character target, now we’ll do an 
activator. I would say ‘now you're going to be a student, I’m going to treat you 
like a student so I can model how this looks like and feels like in a class and then 
we’ll do a debrief where we talk not only about the learning but how you can 
apply this to your own content’. And we don't really do it now but those earlier 
days, 2015/2016, every meeting we had teachers filling out little note papers 
where they would have to talk about what the intended learning of the meeting 
was and what they were actually learning and what they’re going to apply and 
what their action step is… Because we needed to teach new behaviors and 
attitudes. 
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Douglass still utilized protocols and a schedule of topics for each collaborative meeting, 

yet teachers owned the facilitation process and had assumed greater ownership over the 

conversation than in the past as the habits of practice had become ingrained into the 

professional culture. Collaborative times were effectively used for teachers to learn and 

engage with the strategy. The Dean of Academics reflected that: 

I feel like the teachers… they troubleshoot and they talk about professional issues 
a lot. And so like setting up common time when the ELA team could meet with 
each other and look at student work together and again, we, years ago, we would 
mandate when you're in a meeting with other ELA team teachers you need to look 
at student work and you need to follow these protocols. We don’t direct that quite 
as heavily now. We give them time to be together and they kind of know what to 
do. And they know what to talk about.   
 
 
Collaborative time at Douglass allowed teachers to build a culture where 

educators collaboratively learn, problem-solve, and implement consistent strategies for 

instruction. These consistent strategies allowed teachers the opportunity to deeply engage 

in new strategies through consistent messaging and expectations. Teachers used the time 

to align on content and pacing of lessons, discuss student strengths and areas for re-

teaching, and analyze student work to norm on grading expectations, among other topics. 

A teacher who was new to the school noted that this time was especially beneficial to 

more deeply understand the instructional expectations, vision, and culture of the school. 

She also used this collaborative space to make sense of current expectations and push her 

colleagues further to build on existing strengths across teachers: 

When you’re working in a system where you want your teammates to do just as 
well or better than you, then being on one plane is a beautiful thing. Being able to 
norm is a beautiful thing. Being able to go over and teach somebody else’s class 
while they teach yours and collaborate is beautiful. And so that’s what I took out 
of why it was easy for me to say ‘oh I want to see what this does for my whole 
team. I know my results work. But what if I can use what it is that I do and make 
a whole team equally successful? How is that going to look?’ 
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Conversely, without coherent and established structures in place for collaborative 

time, there is evidence that teachers worked together in ways that increased perceived 

self-efficacy but may not have engaged in activities that were aligned to the vision of the 

school and did not support improvement of aligned instructional practices or teacher’s 

belief alignment. There appeared to be an important distinction between self-efficacy and 

belief alignment in this context. Teachers may utilize collaborative time to align on 

pacing, scope, lesson plans, or build trust and collegiality, but without structures and 

guidance, such collaborative efforts may do little to cultivate support for an overarching 

instructional vision. Therefore, while self-efficacy may increase, without key structures, 

it does not appear to support an understanding of or belief alignment in the school’s 

instructional strategy.  

For example, school leaders at Foster provided teachers with a considerable 

amount of collaborative time, 60 minutes, three times a week, yet the principal noted that 

some teachers did not fully engage in the activities that were expected during that time: 

So that is meant to be time to work together, to collaborate, to do lessons, to norm 
scoring, to look at student work. And some teachers find it really effective and 
other teachers depending on their group or buy-in on the importance of it, it can 
just turn into a complaining session. So we’re really trying to reset those norms 
this year that this is what this time is for, it’s meant to be useful not just a one 
more thing to do, but you have the opportunity collaborate and plan lessons and 
go over questions, and go over student work and bounce ideas off of each other 
and that’s what it needs to be used for not complain about a kid in your class. 
 
 
While several teachers at Keller and Foster reported finding their collaborative 

time valuable to discuss lessons with colleagues, there appeared to be a missing element 

in which teachers were not always engaged in the intellectual preparation necessary to 
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deeply understand the alignment between the standards, curricular materials, and tasks 

for students. One teacher described common planning time as : 

It’s not necessary that we walk in with a set plan of what we have to accomplish. 
Because the curriculum is already pretty much laid out for us and most of our 
lessons are already planned, we’re just kind of familiarizing ourselves with what 
the week looks like, and kind of figuring out lessons that seem like it might need 
another day or two for students to accomplish the task to the best of their ability. 
Things like that. 
 
 

Although teachers noted that the curriculum was already created and they simply needed 

to familiarize themselves with the lesson, without a structured approach to do so, teachers 

could mistakenly feel confident and prepared for class despite misunderstanding the 

standard or task for the lesson. The instructional coach offered an example: 

A teacher is teaching setting. I say ‘ok setting is where does it say it in the 
standard?’ And she’s like ‘well they need to know setting’. ‘Where in the standard 
does it say that?’ ‘Oh it says it here with theme’. I go ‘it says I can determine the 
theme and how it's developed throughout the text within its relationship to 
setting’. And she’s like ‘oh, oh yeah, that’s a lot different’. I go ‘yeah. It's not just 
teaching setting’. So I think some teachers really don’t understand the standard. I 
wish there was more professional development on that if not a requirement to go 
to the Standards Institute. If you don’t understand the standard, you’re not going 
to be able to teach it. 
 
 

As such, the teachers interviewed at Foster, despite significant investment in collegial 

time, seemed often to have only a surface-level understanding of the school’s vision and 

occasionally adapted curriculum in ways that may have reduced the rigor of the lesson. 

The instructional coach reflected that, 

They used [the Engage NY curriculum] for the last couple of years already here 
but not with fidelity. There were a couple teachers that were, but it was like ‘oh 
you can use this or you can use those worksheets from Engage NY or you can 
choose whatever you want’ which is great for choice but the choices that teachers 
were making were not rigorous or engaging. 
 
 



 134 
 

The instructional coach also noted that teachers did not fully understand the 

rationale behind the structure of the curriculum or that teachers did not always use their 

collaborative times effectively. Throughout the year, collaborative times became more 

structured, despite some push-back from teachers to whom this was new, and the school 

began to realize changes in teacher behavior as a result. The instructional coach reflected 

on the structures included in department meetings and the strengths and challenges of 

implementing them: 

So they had a template- standard addressed, lesson or unit you’re working on, 
assessment, and data… And then we also just sit and plan…But if I wasn’t there 
doing it, there were some teachers that just would make copies during that time 
and give it to their kids and not know how to do it…I think that right there got a 
little bit of pushback from people because they were so used to, during their 
department time, ‘oh I’m going to make copies now’. I’m like ‘nope, nope you 
can make copies after school, in the morning, make copies at lunch, but we don’t 
make copies at department time.’ But that was a little bit of pushback. But I really 
think department time and really digging into the lesson and standards really 
helped push the teachers.   
 
 

The coach reflected that she began to see more rigor and the curriculum taught with more 

fidelity by February of that school year and the school planned to continue to utilize 

protocols for collaborative times. 

Among the three schools, collaborative spaces proved less effective if strategies 

were often shifting or teachers became accustomed to waiting for the next strategy to be 

announced. At Keller, for example, although school leaders had a clear vision and 

strategy for improvement, teachers generally did not and could not articulate the purpose 

behind various instructional expectations. While the schedule allowed for an hour of 

department time each week, there appeared to be little time for authentic teacher 

collaboration. The instructional coach described meetings as time to support teacher 
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learning of instructional techniques, particularly elements that classroom observations 

revealed were an area of focus for teachers. After receiving feedback that teachers did not 

understand the purpose of the meetings, she tried to explicitly state the action step 

teachers should take at the end of each meeting: 

So, this is what we talked about on Tuesday at team time, by the time we come 
back next week, you should have an artifact or an example of you doing this. So 
please by the next content time, please bring in an example of you just attempting 
this and then if that was my focus, then that was the only thing I was looking for 
on a learning walk. So that was what I tried to do- keep it simple, we’re going to 
look at this one thing, we’re going to do this one thing and practice it and I’m 
going to look at this only one thing when I come in your classroom and you’re 
only going to get feedback on that. 
 
 
However, teachers noted that department meetings were generally ineffective 

because they were frequently used to introduce new instructional strategies, or “whatever 

kind of idea they wanted to attack that week” . This lack of sustained attention on a 

narrow set of instructional strategies was likely the largest barrier to belief alignment. As 

one teacher described it- “I saw [it] as ineffective because we were getting a little bit of 

training on a lot of topics instead of a lot of training on maybe two or three important 

topics”.  Teachers noted that department meetings were most effective when they were 

used to allow teachers to review key concepts and plan how to integrate aggressive 

monitoring questions into the lesson with the instructional coach. The collaborative 

opportunities at Keller appeared to do more to foster confusion rather than buy-in 

because they were often utilized by the school as a vehicle to engage teachers in new 

strategies or when the strategies were inconsistent, collaborative times undermined 

teachers’ self-efficacy. 
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 The impact of collaboration on teachers’ self-efficacy, in these schools,  appears 

mediated by coherence and consistency of the instructional program. A strong and 

consistent vision of instruction, coupled with focused support and structure for engaging 

with the instructional expectations, rendered collaborative time as a positive influence on 

teachers’ self-efficacy. Discussions with peers gradually enhanced teachers’ confidence 

in their instructional abilities, particularly around data-driven decisions, scaffolding 

lessons, or instructional techniques. At Douglass, teachers could point to specific 

examples of ways they learned new techniques from peers (such as ways to incorporate 

more advanced vocabulary into daily lessons) to improve their practice. The collaborative 

culture that began in structured spaces expanded into the normative culture of the school 

and teachers mentioned frequent informal conversations among peers on problems of 

practice. Even one teacher interviewed with low belief alignment to the school’s 

instructional strategies valued time observing other classrooms and noted that time 

debriefing with colleagues was highly useful for his own practice.  

 When there was a positive and collegial climate among teachers, teachers also 

spoke highly of collaboration, yet, a positive climate did not automatically equate with a 

common approach to high-quality instruction. In some cases, teachers found 

collaboration useful though in ways that were not aligned to the instructional vision, such 

as discussions with peers about how to adapt the school’s strategy in ways they found 

easier to implement or scaffold lessons in ways that were unaligned to the instructional 

vision. Department meetings at Keller allowed teachers to voice concerns about 

implementing the aggressive monitoring strategy when class sizes were large and resulted 

in discussions where teachers compromised by committing to implementing two checks 
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for understanding instead of the three initially expected by administrators. In this way, 

the collaborative time resulted in an action that supported teachers’ self-efficacy but did 

not necessarily advance the vision and intent for the use of aggressive monitoring in 

classrooms. Teachers at Foster reported finding collaborative times useful and increased 

their efficacy in scaffolding lessons for students in their classrooms. Yet, the instructional 

coach noted that teachers were generally scaffolding lessons in ways that compromised 

rigor or were no longer teaching a grade-level standard; this being a key challenge that 

she was addressing through more structured support and building knowledge of the 

curriculum.  

Role of Professional Guidance in Influencing Belief Alignment & Self-Efficacy 

 Professional guidance appeared strongly associated with belief alignment and 

self-efficacy when teachers received frequent and consistent support that was aligned 

with the school’s instructional expectations. Specifically, the following activities 

appeared to be associated with belief alignment and self-efficacy: data meetings and 

analysis of student work, non-evaluative coaching and observations, explicit 

expectations, and scripted curricula (for newer teachers). Belief alignment appeared to be 

highly correlated with teachers’ perception that the strategies led to increased student 

performance; data meetings and analysis of student work supported teachers’ ability to 

see student progress toward learning targets. In addition, guided data meetings supported 

teachers’ self-efficacy in analyzing and making student-centered instructional 

adjustments based on data.  

Teachers described using insights from data meetings to determine gaps in student 

learning which guided their decisions around small groups and areas for re-teaching. A 
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teacher at Foster explained that data meetings had become more frequent and that 

department meetings were used to review data, often from common assessments which 

shaped their instructional decisions. Another teacher similarly saw the data meetings as 

useful for guiding instructional decisions, especially in identifying skills and standards 

that needed to be re-taught in future units: “[Data meetings] do impact my instruction in 

terms of giving me “look fors” and data to kind of analyze in terms of our students areas 

of weakness and where should I focus.” 

 However, the relationship between teacher buy-in and data analysis may be 

mediated by strong, frequent support in how to analyze student work, make sense of 

formative data, and use the information to make impactful instructional decisions. 

Reviewing student work with a lens of deeply understanding student thinking, 

misconceptions, and gaps in learning is different from simply grading student work and, 

as such, may be unfamiliar to some teachers. Several teachers reflected that a student 

work protocol was initially viewed with skepticism as “another thing” teachers have to 

do. With time and consistency, teachers eventually began to understand the value of the 

process and how insights gleaned could directly impact their teaching in ways that benefit 

students. Teachers at Foster discussed how, over time, frequent data-meetings supported 

their ability to analyze data and use it to make instructional decisions in ways they had 

not engaged with before.  

I feel like, in the beginning honestly, teachers felt like they were just something 
you had to get through. But I think being more familiar with the data, at least from 
our reading perspective, it was really great because we would look at what 
students like we're still lacking in and we would make- we would shift to like, our 
whole curriculum focus, based off that data. Like, we gave this assessment and 
students were still not getting that. We need to go back and re-teach this. And I 
think I've heard from other departments as well that they feel like that…we 
thought we were on the right track and then looking at this data, it looks like 
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they're still lacking this. We need to re-teach this, we need to fix this right away 
and then move forward. 

 

Further, the meetings were structured to allow teachers to analyze student work and 

discuss ways of responding to areas of focus that support teachers’ self-efficacy: 

We bring in [either] it’s an exit ticket or a small writing piece from something that 
week and [share] your results and [come] up with a strategy. So if I have an exit 
ticket, I asked [students] a question that built upon a skill I’ve been practicing all 
week and they still didn’t nail it. I bring that to my department and say, ‘what do I 
do?’ This is where that support comes in. 
 

Similarly, data analysis was initially overwhelming and may only be associated with self-

efficacy with frequent and high-quality training. One teacher reflected: 

I honestly do wish there was more [training]. That was one thing that I felt was 
kind of lacking if I’m honest… for iReady, we did have someone from the 
program come in and give professional development on that. I’m looking at using 
the data tool of iReady because our school is a data-driven school, which I think is 
really great, and just being able to know what to do with all this data can be kind 
of overwhelming for educators. 
 
 

Veteran teachers may be more equipped (and inclined) to sort through the strategies and 

symbolically enact them as necessary to show compliance; new teachers were generally 

overwhelmed and did not have structures to use peers as a source of support for 

understanding or engaging with new strategies in an authentic way. A mid-career teacher 

at Keller noted that they were given an “overflow of resources” and training that is 

especially confusing for newer teachers that have less experience with adapting materials 

to their classes or choosing the parts of the curriculum that are most useful.  

Non-evaluative observation and coaching allowed teachers time and support to 

understand and practice implementing new strategies in a low-stakes environment which 

appeared to positively influence self-efficacy and belief alignment. Teachers gained 
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confidence in implementing new strategies when there was extended time for 

professional development and targeted coaching. When coaches provided feedback on 

lessons, observed practice, and had opportunities for teachers to practice the new skill 

and debrief, teachers gained confidence and expertise. This type of coaching appeared to 

be especially influential in engendering buy-in among teachers as it allowed the safe 

space and support to engage with and practice implementing new strategies and provided 

time to build confidence and potentially see student progress. A teacher at Foster noted 

that this type of coaching was particularly useful: 

The reading coach would come in and help walk me through what the lesson is 
supposed to look like; I’ve had the opportunity to go into other teachers’ 
classrooms and see them performing the strategies and...debrief and discuss with 
the reading coach about how I can implement that in my classroom. I did receive 
a lot of… feedback where it wasn’t necessarily an evaluation where I didn’t feel 
pressured….it was helpful coaching which I think made a big difference. And that 
was a really nice improvement. Because if I’m implementing a new strategy and 
if I wasn’t getting feedback and the first time I get feedback is during an official 
observation… that would be kind of scary as a teacher… So I think walking 
through that supportive coaching really helped me feel comfortable and confident 
in my ability to implement these strategies in my classroom… I was really given a 
lot of changes to really, fully understand the strategies. 
  
 
Lastly, in the case study schools, explicit expectations for instruction and scripted 

curricula appeared influential for teachers' self-efficacy, particularly among newer 

teachers. Newer teachers seemed to gain confidence in implementing instructional 

strategies when there was a scripted curriculum available which allowed them to focus on 

their instructional practice rather than creating grade-level lessons. The scripted curricula 

allowed teachers to feel confident that the lesson was already grade-level and standards-

aligned, which provided time for increased attention on the expected instructional 

strategies and improvements in delivering the lessons. One teacher appreciated that the 
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curriculum explicitly “gave me differentiation suggestions to be able to meet students’ 

needs...this is what you say to students if students are answering this way, this is how you 

adjust it back”.  

Clear expectations for instruction, such as lessons, use of time, student grouping 

strategies, etc. supported teachers’ self-efficacy by providing a roadmap of how the 

instructional vision should be enacted. Six of the nine teachers expressed confidence in 

their practice when there was structure around how to begin lessons, provide direct 

instruction, and expectations for student groups or independent work. Douglass also 

developed explicit documents- such as the Strong Teacher Action Sequence- adapted 

from Uncommon Schools materials that explicitly communicated expected teacher 

facilitation strategies that further supported common expectations and language among 

teachers and administration. These common and clear expectations supported teachers’ 

self-efficacy, a key element of buy-in. One teacher commented that: 

Engage NY was great for that I guess because it was kind of like- it was almost 
like a script which was nice especially being a first-year teacher. Even though I 
felt pretty confident my first year, it was nice to basically have a script in front of 
me that I could kind of follow and it had the standards there for me. 

 

More experienced teachers noted that they no longer used the scripts provided by the 

curriculum, rather, over time they had internalized the lessons or adapted the scripts to 

more closely align with their own style or their student needs. While only new teachers 

discussed the scripted curriculum as being a helpful source of professional guidance, it 

was unclear how veteran teachers might use such a resource when a new curriculum is 

chosen.  
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The case studies suggest that frequent professional development and consistent 

messaging can support the development of a common language among teachers which 

enhanced aligned expectations and deepened teachers' understanding of the instructional 

strategies. A common theme across schools was teachers’ appreciation of (in some cases) 

and desire for (in others) focused, aligned, and consistent professional development. At 

schools where professional guidance was highly aligned and consistent, teachers were 

able to use a common language to describe a clear set of ideas for teaching and learning 

and perceived greater capacity to implement the expected instructional strategies. For 

example, at Douglass, teachers referenced external PD, particularly the Standards 

Institute, as especially beneficially to their understanding of the “why” for the 

instructional vision and enhanced their ability to understand and implement grade-level 

instructional expectations. Teachers also gave specific examples of ways PD improved 

their instructional practices: an ELA PD through Harvard University supported one 

teacher’s ability to choose culturally responsive texts from authors of color; whole-school 

PD on reading and writing strategies was useful for another teacher to better learn how to 

teach students to deconstruct texts and support student thinking; a third teacher 

referenced a consultant from the reading intervention curriculum that was especially 

effective at providing feedback that improved his instruction. In each of these examples, 

the professional guidance offered was tightly aligned to the instructional strategies of the 

school.  

 Conversely, lower levels of belief alignment were associated with schools where 

professional development was either too infrequent, too diverse, or teachers did not 

understand its connection to the school vision. Professional guidance appeared to be a 
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barrier for self-efficacy when teachers perceived that the training covered too many 

topics in a short period of time and became overwhelming and frustrating for teachers. 

For example, despite evidence that data meetings had the potential to enhance positive 

teacher buy-in, teachers in two schools noted there was insufficient training in how to 

analyze data from formative assessments such as iReady or MAP and often left teachers 

with a surface-level understanding of what it would mean for their classrooms. When 

teachers did not understand the alignment with a schoolwide vision, they felt they were 

engaging in a set of disconnected learning opportunities that were only tangentially 

connected to their classroom practice. Another teacher reflected on the desire for specific 

strategies and PD to support implementation of expectations: 

I think it's always a learning process and I think it's sometimes overwhelming 
when you're given, like, a lot of strategies, which I think sometimes happens and 
you're like, oh, they start throwing this at you throwing that at you. But I feel like 
once there are concrete strategies in place, and then there's the, maybe the 
necessary professional development that you need or the necessary, the necessary 
help then I think it's great. It allows you more time to practice, get familiar 
understand what this strategy specifically is-. what is the point behind it. Like, 
what is the end result of using the strategy? So, I think I'm like, all those things 
are in place it definitely allows for a more successful teaching and learning. 
 

At Keller, for example, one teacher did not believe there was a school-wide 

instructional vision and therefore could not name how professional development 

furthered a common learning goal: “I’m not sure if we had a direct strategy that I think 

we all worked towards last year. I just feel like we met weekly…but I just didn’t see them 

as something- trying to achieve an ultimate goal…” Another teacher recalled professional 

development when the aggressive monitoring strategy was introduced to teachers; while 

aggressive monitoring was a core part of the instructional strategy, this teacher couldn’t 

articulate how or why it was being used and noted the most useful part of the PD was 
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learning how to print attendance sheets in a way that make it easier to note checks for 

understanding.  

 When there were frequent changes to the instructional strategies, professional 

guidance became frustrating and overwhelming and perceived as less valuable. Without 

consistency, teachers felt frustrated by the limited time given to master a strategy before 

it was changed and demoralized if they did not see the results of their efforts over time. A 

teacher at Keller noted how challenging it was to have strategies frequently change just as 

teachers begin to feel confident in them and that consistency was needed: 

I’d say consistency is our worst enemy right now where things are changing so 
frequently that it’s almost hard to master something and see results when the 
consistency is not there in the direction. So I would say, finding a consistent 
direction and putting it into place with fidelity throughout the whole year would 
do us a lot of good. And then knowing that the year after it’s going to be the same 
concepts, and let’s see how this affected the data or affected the overall 
effectiveness of instruction. 
 
 

One teacher suggested that professional development linked to the school’s strategies to 

the curriculum would be useful, while another noted that there had been four ELA 

curriculums in the last seven years and he didn’t know if there was a specific target any 

of them was supposed to achieve in comparison to the others.  

Among teachers in case study schools, curriculum seemed to have had a strong 

impact on teacher self-efficacy, especially among newer teachers, but appeared 

insufficient on its own to support belief alignment and change practice. Newer teachers 

often noted that scripted curriculum was especially beneficial for their practice and 

supported self-efficacy, yet, this guidance was insufficient to fully change commonly 

held beliefs about teaching and learning toward the more student-centered vision of 

instruction called for by case study schools. The curriculum needed to be bolstered by 
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structures that guided teachers through a deep understanding of how the lessons and 

student tasks connected to the vision and strategy of the school, as well as strong 

messaging, would support teachers’ understanding of the vision. One teacher noted that 

the guidance within the curricula itself was so overwhelming she generally skipped it and 

just printed out the worksheets: 

So my biggest thing with Engage NY is that there was just so much before the 
actual lesson… I know that it’s supposed to be helpful, but for me I was like what 
is the standard, how do I help my students, get me to the meat and potatoes of this 
lesson. There was just so much that I was, towards the end of the year, I was just 
skipping the beginning and getting to the actual materials and the lesson because 
there was just so much before it in the beginning that I just thought was irrelevant. 
I’m sure it had importance to someone but to me I thought it was just too much. 
So, I ended up just skimming over it instead of spending too much time looking at 
it. 
 
 

 In sum, while professional guidance had the potential to influence teacher buy-in, 

its relationship was mediated by strong facilitation of time and resources, guidance and 

messaging that was tightly aligned to the instructional vision, and consistent support for a 

narrow set of new strategies. 

Role of Teacher Leadership in Influencing Belief Alignment & Self-Efficacy 

 Among case-study schools, organizational structures that allowed teachers to 

collectively process classroom experiences and communicate feedback to school leaders 

contributed to the perception of a professional work environment and a sense of personal 

agency. In schools with teacher leadership structures that allowed for open dialogue 

between teachers and school leaders, teachers expressed a greater degree of perceived 

professionalism which, in turn, was correlated with belief alignment and self-efficacy.  

In particular, when the TLT was utilized as a valued decision-making body, 

teachers perceived a greater sense of agency in the school as they were able to discuss 
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and provide input to how the intersection between the instructional vision and strategy 

was implemented in classrooms. When these teachers felt their opinions were consulted, 

valued, and included, they were more likely to feel like a critical partner in implementing 

school strategies. A Douglass teacher noted that- 

The teachers and administration feel like they are an equal part in what was 
happening in the classroom and… I didn’t feel like I was made to do something 
that goes against what I want to do or how I could do something most effectively.  

 

Douglass had both strong teacher leadership structures that were valued and utilized by 

administrators as well as a palpable culture of professionalism amongst teachers where 

they reported feeling respected and empowered to make decisions and provide input into 

school-wide strategies. That teacher also reflected on how teacher input was included in 

determining curricular decisions:  

So being able to say these are the reasons why I don’t want to go to Lucy Calkins 
and this is what’s going to affect my teaching or my students learning and being 
able to hash that out in our meetings with teachers first and actually being able to 
communicate that without feeling afraid to speak it, with the opportunity to be 
vulnerable, with the opportunity to say that I think you guys are going to hurt my 
children in the long run… that is a beautiful concept. And then go back to the 
administration, the TLT team and say these are the reservations we’re having 
about Lucy Calkins… that’s powerful and that doesn’t happen in a lot of schools. 

 

Teacher trust and agency at Douglass is grounded in data; administrators closely monitor 

student outcomes tied to individual teachers and teachers with strong student outcomes 

have greater agency while those who do not receive more direct support and guidance. 

One Douglass teacher interviewed was critical of the school’s strategy, particularly the 

heightened response to its accountability environment, yet even this teacher conceded 

that teacher leadership structures had been vital in turning around the culture of the 

school and that teacher concerns, ideas, or opinions “get quite a fair hearing”.  
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 Informal opportunities for teacher leadership, including agency to make 

instructional decisions within set guidelines, appeared to be correlated with greater belief 

alignment to the overall strategy. For example, teachers valued the agency to choose their 

own texts in the classroom, particularly texts they perceive to be culturally relevant for 

their students. A Douglass teacher noted:  

I came in with that agency. With the agency to choose the texts and pair texts with 
culturally relevant areas and I presented texts and characters that were not in a 
monolith. I presented texts where the characters who looked like them were as 
nuanced as they were. 
 
 

The perception of trust in their ability positively influenced belief alignment and self-

efficacy. Teachers perceived greater buy-in to the schools strategy because of their voice 

in the decision-making process, increased agency, and a perception of trust in their 

ability.   

Douglass’ opportunities for teacher voice in decision-making stands in contrast to 

Keller and Foster. These schools did not utilize TLTs or have communication structures 

that fostered teacher agency in ways that seemingly contributed to belief alignment and 

self-efficacy. Teachers at Foster and Keller reported that teachers had no role or voice in 

selecting curriculum, that curriculum was changed without teacher input, or that it took 

years of voicing the disengagement of students in certain texts before teachers were able 

to propose an alternative. Of importance to note is that the significance of agency in 

fostering belief alignment and self-efficacy appeared to be related to authentic 

opportunities for teachers to inform the school’s approach, rather than autonomy for each 

teacher. These teachers reported a real sense of frustration when there was no clear 

avenue through which teachers could voice concerns or have authentic input into 
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instructional strategies. A veteran teacher at Foster noted that there was little point in 

voicing concerns to administration as “they won’t listen” while another expressed 

frustration that teachers had complained for years about the lack of diverse representation 

in texts which had still gone largely unaddressed. A teacher at Keller expressed 

reservations about the aggressive monitoring strategy: “I feel maybe some teachers may 

have thought that this is just kind of a way of checking in on the teacher.”  

A teacher at Foster expressed that, on the one hand, she started to feel 

professionally valued when her opinion was included in a curricular decision:  

I think when they listened to me about how the Lyddie unit wasn’t working. I 
think that was when I really started to feel more confident about it… I had felt 
frustrated because I felt I had raised concerns like this, you know, the students 
don’t like this, we need to change this, but I think until those changes happened, I 
felt a little bit frustrated with the curriculum in terms of not feeling I had the 
flexibility I needed to be able to make it engaging for students or that my opinions 
were being listened to, or what my input was as someone that is teaching the 
curriculum.  
 
Yet, on the other hand, she reflected that:  

from what I understood, teachers didn't really have a choice what the curriculum 
was, they were kind of told, like, alright, this is the program we're going to be 
using… they were responsive to the fact that Lyddie that unit wasn't very good in 
terms of, like, student engagement… But we did teach it for two years before that 
was switched. 
 
 

Another Foster teacher mentioned that she “has no idea” if there is a structure that 

provides input related to teaching and learning but “would love to know that.” Douglass’ 

teachers did not have full autonomy over their classroom strategies, nor did teachers at 

Keller or Foster advocate for such autonomy, rather they desired structures to provide 

authentic input into strategies based on their classroom experiences. 
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 In addition to decisions regarding the instructional vision and strategies, strong 

structures for teacher leadership allowed teachers to communicate when operational 

aspects of the school day were interfering with implementation in classrooms. A teacher 

at Douglass noted how an operational challenge was addressed by the school leaders in a 

way that was perceived to be supportive of teachers: 

I can recall one time in a meeting, where our group of teachers was really direct 
with our principal and we said we need more accountability when it comes to 
behavior management and honest to God, the next day, you saw administrators 
really taking a far more proactive approach at relationship-building and following 
up with teachers in regards to any behavioral challenges that may happen… It was 
that conflict that the teacher leaders [voiced to] the administrative staff that led to 
a better understanding of what teachers needed. And if we didn’t have that 
opportunity to sit down with the administrative staff, I don’t know if the change 
would have happened at the school. 
 

In contrast, when school leaders were not perceived as responsive to fundamental 

issues of school operations (ex. class size, scheduling, and behavior management) and 

there were no organizational structures for teachers or teacher leaders to voice their 

concerns productively, there was a less developed sense of belief alignment or self-

efficacy among teachers. Teachers at Keller seemed to be less likely to buy-in to 

instructional strategies because they felt student behavior and large class sizes would 

negatively impact their ability to effectively implement them. Without school leaders 

attending to these concerns, teachers felt the strategies were not appropriate for their 

classroom. Both teachers interviewed at Keller pointed to large class sizes as one of the 

most significant barriers to implementing the instructional expectations of the school. 

One noted that,  

It is very tough to put aggressive monitoring in place when your lap is 30 kids 
deep and you’re still trying to achieve an objective that takes quite some time… 



 150 
 

sometimes you need to pick and choose where you’re anointing your time in an 
instructional block.  

 

A second teacher reiterated the notion by stating that it was nearly impossible to teach in 

a classroom of 30 students and only one adult. The instructional coach also mentioned 

that there was a group of teachers who would complain that strategies such as aggressive 

monitoring were challenging to implement: “One was like ‘this is a new thing, I don’t 

have time to do this, there’s so much going on in my classroom, do you see the behavior 

in this class? How am I supposed to do this thing?’” Self-efficacy appeared to be 

attenuated when teachers felt they could not implement expected strategies successfully 

due to classroom challenges. When school leaders created teacher leadership structures 

that allowed for open communication between teachers and administrators, teachers 

appeared to have greater self-efficacy and belief alignment as they had structures to solve 

problems of practice rather than attempting to manage challenges in their environment on 

their own, potentially in ways that did not advance the school’s instructional strategy.  

Teacher Experience as a Critical Mediating Factor 

 The relationship between teacher buy-in and infrastructure was mediated by 

teacher experience levels. In general, veteran teachers (greater than 15 years’ experience) 

interviewed or referenced across all three schools appeared to be the most resistant to the 

school’s vision and strategies. Teachers with more experience were more confident in 

their existing classroom practices and less likely to buy-in to something new, regardless 

of the organizational structures. School leaders also frequently noted that veteran teachers 

in general or the percentage of veteran teachers in the building was a key challenge in 

fostering a school-wide vision. Either veteran teachers had no interest in engaging with 
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the expected strategies or they struggled to understand and implement them because the 

expectations were so far removed from how they were taught to teach. A veteran teacher 

at Foster noted that “none of these strategies are new, they just come around again every 

decade with a new name”.  One principal mentioned that veteran teachers often say “this 

is how I’ve always done it and it's always worked” and have resisted deeply 

understanding the new standards. Despite the support and professional development 

offered to teachers, one principal reflected that “it’s still a struggle, it’s not what they are 

used to, it’s hard to break the habits of a 30 year teaching career”.  

 Dialogue between veteran and newer teachers, either informally or in 

collaborative spaces, at times seemed to negatively influence the belief alignment and 

opportunities for deeper engagement in the school’s vision and strategy. Newer teachers 

tended to respect the professional knowledge and opinions of veteran teachers and 

comments that were counter to the school’s vision negatively influenced belief alignment. 

A teacher at Foster noted: 

At first being a younger teacher and feeling kind of positively about the script or 
curriculum at first, but then hearing the pushback from veteran teachers kind of 
made me question it a little bit… I was new and I didn’t really know what was 
what and so I kind of felt like these older teachers that were serving as a mentor to 
me at the time- I respected their opinions. And so just hearing that and also 
hearing that the Engage NY curriculum is the best thing for students, hearing 
those opposite viewpoints just kind of created a little bit of confusion for me my 
first year. 
 

In other cases, the conversations in collaborative meetings became derailed by the 

complaints or disengagement of veteran teachers about the strategies themselves or 

behavioral challenges that made instruction difficult. School leaders mentioned that 

meetings were sometimes cancelled or cut short due to these unproductive conversations 
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which negated time for newer teachers to engage in collaborative times with peers and 

the instructional coach.  

 Veteran teachers were also less likely to see professional development as 

contributing to their knowledge. These teachers generally felt their existing instructional 

practices were more or equally effective to the school’s new instructional strategy, that 

the strategy was not “new” but a recycled technique they had already come across in their 

career, or did not fully attend to what they saw as the needs of the teachers or students. 

One veteran teacher noted that they would rather shut their door and be left alone to teach 

and was frustrated by the administration continually asking for different strategies. 

Professional guidance was seen as heavily scripted in ways that did not value their 

experience. A newer teacher noted that among veteran staff there was a lot of push-back 

to the school’s strategies with comments such as “we’re just reading a script so it’s kind 

of like we’re robots” and that “the pushback was more grounded in, ‘I’m feeling offended 

that [my] sense of autonomy was being lessened’ because these curriculums were 

scripted and we were being asked to follow them.” 

 A veteran teacher (17 years) at Douglass was an exception to the notion that it is 

more challenging to build buy-in among veteran teachers. Interestingly, this teacher self-

selected into Douglass this past year specifically because she had heard the school culture 

was one of collaboration and respect for teacher professionalism. She explained that 

“when you’re working in a system where you want your teammates to do just as well or 

better than you, then being on one plane is a beautiful thing”, as such, she works within 

the expectations of rigor and common strategies while firmly believing in the idea that 

shared learning among teachers creates better classroom experiences for students. This 
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teacher noted that it was important to her that she has the agency to choose texts that are 

culturally relevant for her students and discuss texts and strategies with peers to make 

decisions that are best for students. Despite evidence from only a single case, this may 

suggest that agency may be a critical factor in maintaining the buy-in of an experienced 

teacher.  

 For many veteran teachers, the importance of individual experience is a core tenet 

of the profession (Lortie, 1975). Traditionally, the teaching profession has been largely 

individual, and teachers figured out how and what to teach for themselves which resulted 

in a norm that if a particular practice isn’t successful in their classroom, it is not a valid 

technique (Lortie, 1975; Little, 1996). The current emergence in school improvement 

work to organize schools around common language, collaboration, and systems seems 

likely to conflict with many veteran teachers' epistemological stance. The finding that 

those with greater experience are more reluctant to buy-in to new strategies makes sense 

in the context that shared classroom practices, materials, and strategies were uncommon 

for much of their careers and perceptions that their professional experience is overlooked. 

Absent Authentic Opportunities for Teacher Voice, Buy-In is Dependent on 
Individual Classroom Experiences 
 

Absent authentic opportunities for teacher leadership or voice in school-wide 

decisions, belief alignment and self-efficacy were found to be more heavily dependent on 

individual classroom experiences. This, in turn, increased teachers’ dependence on their 

students rather than schools’ cultivating and implementing a common agenda. Where 

there are few opportunities for teacher voice and leadership, belief alignment was 

correlated with high student engagement and positive student learning outcomes. Self-

efficacy was additionally related to the amount of individual support teachers perceived 
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and their perceived ability to manage their classrooms. Some teachers at Keller and 

Foster still had high levels of belief alignment and self-efficacy despite fewer 

opportunities for teacher voice in decision-making; however, teachers relied heavily on 

their individual classroom experience to determine whether they believed in the strategy.  

For example, teachers would often point to the level of student engagement with 

the materials or instructional strategies as the reason why they did or did not believe in 

the instructional strategy. Student engagement was a critical factor in whether or not 

teachers bought-in to a strategy, particularly in schools with fewer opportunities for 

collaborative decision-making. A teacher at Keller found aggressive monitoring useful 

primarily because it supported her classroom management- “the students knew that once 

that timer was coming down from 30 seconds they needed to have something on that 

piece of paper so it set a clear expectation for my students I think which generally made 

my job easier.” Additionally, she noted that she thought the curriculum was the right 

choice for her students because of its high student engagement: 

I think overall Engage NY had a lot of really engaging activities as far as getting 
the kids up and out of their seats and moving and not just a worksheet and looking 
at what’s on the board, and writing something down and taking notes. There was a 
lot of engaging videos and images and moments for them to do some sort of 
physical activity and hands-on things where they were working together as a 
group to move from poster to poster around the wall… So, I would say mostly 
Engage NY, that instructional curriculum was helpful to our students’ learning.  
  

Further, teachers noted that whether they saw quantifiable student growth 

outcomes was a factor in whether they believed in the instructional vision and strategy. 

For example, a teacher at Foster who was initially against the new instructional strategy 

of small group rotations for reading intervention reflected that, “I really think it was a 

good change even though I was reluctant in the beginning… the kids really, really liked 
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it” and “I definitely saw a lot of growth.” If learning outcomes were positive, teachers 

were more likely to believe the school’s approach was appropriate for their students and 

valuable to implement, whereas those who did not see growth could use that as a reason 

to not buy-in to the overall strategy. Teachers at Keller generally were not able to 

articulate the school’s vision and strategy and reflected that more support, training, and 

consistency of strategies was needed. One of the Keller teachers said she didn’t notice 

any significant student growth on the predictive formative assessment that would lead her 

to believe students would improve their standardized test scores, while another noted that 

the concepts they learned in professional development often broke down within the 

classroom due to challenges with classroom management and student behavior. These 

individual experiences appeared to negatively impact buy-in among teachers.  

Conclusion 

 Past scholarship into school infrastructure suggests that there are organizational 

structures and conditions within schools that contribute to the successful implementation 

of whole-school improvement strategies. These organizational systems include school-

level (e.g. common assessments, collaborative planning time, teacher coaching), district-

level (e.g. curriculum and assessments, district-wide initiatives, professional 

development), or state-level structures (e.g. curriculum standards, teacher preparation 

requirements) (Cohen, Spillane, & Peurach, 2018). In addition, implementation of school 

improvement strategies has been found to be dependent on the level of buy-in of 

classroom teachers. Previous literature supports the idea that certain dimensions of 

infrastructure are closely correlated with buy-in- teacher leadership, teacher 

collaboration, and professional guidance.  
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 This study finds that while these three dimensions are correlated with teacher self-

efficacy and belief alignment, they are mediated by key factors. The overall relationship 

between infrastructure and buy-in is mediated by the existence of a coherent school-wide 

vision and strategy. Without a clear vision and strategy that can be articulated by 

teachers, the organizational structures are less likely to support teachers’ implementation 

of a common agenda for improvement. Teacher collaboration positively influenced belief 

alignment and self-efficacy under certain conditions: structured protocols allowed for 

discussion that was aligned to the vision and strategy, teachers were monitored or held 

accountable, and expected instructional strategies were consistent over time. Professional 

guidance was also effective when aligned to a clear set of ideas, was consistent over time, 

and did not flood teachers with mixed messages. Lastly, the influence of infrastructure on 

buy-in is mediated by teacher experience levels as it is more challenging to engender the 

buy-in of veteran teachers.  

 In sum, Douglass Middle had the highest levels of belief alignment and self-

efficacy and perhaps unsurprisingly had strong structures for collaboration, professional 

guidance, and teacher leadership. Teachers could articulate the vision and strategy for 

ELA improvement with a similar level of nuance to the school leaders. Teacher 

collaboration was highly structured through a specific calendar with an agenda or task for 

each meeting, protocols to follow, and administrative oversight. Although collaboration 

time was monitored, over time, a collaborative culture developed amongst the staff where 

they not only facilitated the meetings but valued the time to learn from each other, 

analyze student work, and improve their practice. Teachers could provide specific 

examples of ways this collaboration time, common language, and strategies improved 
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their practice and student outcomes in ways that increased overall buy-in. Professional 

guidance at Douglass included internal and external professional development that was 

explicitly aligned to the school’s strategy and included a set of documents that codified 

expected teacher moves to foster a similar experience across classrooms. Teachers could 

point to specific examples of formal and informal teacher leadership opportunities where 

teachers had authentic input to instructional strategies and could offer feedback on 

implementation. This level of teacher voice positively influenced teacher’s perceptions of 

agency, professionalism and self-efficacy.  

 At Foster Middle, there was moderate buy-in, with the exception of a veteran 

teacher. While Foster had an instructional vision for students, the strategy was only 

partially connected to the vision. For example, although the vision called for increased 

academic discourse among students, the strategy focused on strong fidelity of the 

curriculum and greater opportunities for writing without an explicit strategy for how 

teachers would facilitate greater student discourse. As a result, teachers were not able to 

articulate the vision and strategy with the same level of precision and nuance as school 

leaders. Collaboration time was the strongest leverage point for buy-in at Foster as the 

instructional coach had begun to implement strong structures for collaborative lesson 

planning and analysis of student work which supported teachers’ buy-in and belief 

alignment to the strategy. Additionally, this time allowed the instructional coach to 

provide support for more deeply understanding the curriculum and planning lessons to 

incorporate scaffolds that would allow access for all learners. Foster appeared to rely 

heavily on curricular resources as a key form of professional guidance as they expected 

strong fidelity to the curriculum as their strategy for ensuring students’ receive grade-
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level instruction. The collaborative time with peers and consistency of the strategies and 

messaging throughout the year appeared to most strongly influence belief alignment over 

time. Foster appeared to be in the beginning stages of defining a clear vision and strategy 

as well as creating structures for collaborative time in ways that may benefit teacher buy-

in through the structured collaboration time and instructional coaching. These structures 

appeared to have the strongest influences on self-efficacy and belief alignment among 

their newer teachers. Unlike at Douglass, the Teacher Leadership Team did not have a 

role in instructional decisions and teachers voiced a level of frustration in the lack of a 

formal way to provide input or feedback on curriculum or strategies. 

 Keller Middle School appeared to have the least belief alignment and most 

notably, teachers could not describe the school’s instructional vision or strategy. 

Although teachers could name aggressive monitoring as a central strategy, they could not 

articulate its purpose or how it was aligned to an overarching vision for instruction. 

Although professional development and collaborative times were available, they 

appeared to most often be used by the instructional coach to discuss what teachers 

perceived to be new strategies. As a result, belief alignment among teachers was 

negatively influenced by these opportunities as teachers did not understand how they 

were connected to an overarching vision. Self-efficacy appeared to be stronger than belief 

alignment, though this was tied almost exclusively to teachers’ individual experiences. A 

mid-career teacher (8 years) felt confident implementing the curriculum and expected 

instructional techniques because of his years of experience. A new teacher reflected that 

her self-efficacy increased throughout the year due to aggressive monitoring allowing her 

to better manage her classroom and individual support from the instructional coach. 
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Similar to Foster, the Teacher Leadership Team did not have input into aspects of 

teaching and learning and teachers did not believe they had a formal way to contribute 

feedback. This was particularly evident as teachers described their frustrations in what 

they perceived to be a revolving door of strategies and expectations for teachers and the 

lack of progress they felt students were making on formative assessments. 

 In sum, teacher belief alignment and self-efficacy are correlated with elements of 

educational infrastructure when mediated by several key factors. Strong buy-in among 

teachers was most highly associated with schools with a clear and consistent instructional 

vision and strategy (like Douglass), when teacher collaboration time was structured, 

monitored, and aligned to the instructional strategy (at Douglass and beginning at Foster), 

and when professional guidance was consistent and aligned to a narrow set of expected 

strategies (where Keller most struggled). 
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Chapter 5: Discussion 

 
The literature often references the importance of teacher buy-in for successful 

implementation of school reform (Fullan, 2016; Turnbull, 2002; Desimone, 2002). 

Theory and empirical evidence around buy-in suggest that the existence of teacher buy-in 

facilitates the meaningful use of school-level aspects of infrastructure in ways that change 

teaching and learning. McLaughlin (1990) indicates that belief can follow practice; put 

another way, that teachers required to make instructional changes can come to also 

believe in that reform. Teacher motivation or buy-in does not need to exist prior to 

implementation, it can be developed over time. As such, this research into the interactions 

between infrastructure and teacher buy-in surfaces key implications for the 

implementation of school reforms. Though the research design does not allow for 

definitive causal statements, the data in this study along with past evidence and theory 

point to broader implications. This chapter will discuss key takeaways on the relationship 

between elements of infrastructure (collaboration, professional guidance, and teacher 

leadership) and teacher buy-in that may support the work of school improvement. In 

addition, the lens of buy-in revealed a larger set of findings regarding the 

interdependence of components of educational infrastructure.  

Interactive Nature of Educational Infrastructure 

 An exploration of the relationship between buy-in and infrastructure surfaced 

important findings about the notion of infrastructure. The dimensions of infrastructure are 

interdependent and they support instructional improvement in interaction with each other. 

Whereas contemporary literature has pointed to several key dimensions, such as 

curriculum, assessments, collaboration, and professional development found to be 
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important for school improvement, the findings in this study reinforce their interactive 

nature. That is, they are part of a robust interactive system where each component has the 

potential to reinforce or nullify the impact of the other in the work of instructional 

improvement in general, and teacher buy-in specifically. This idea lends further support 

to the notion that coherence, rather than piecemeal initiatives, is vital for school 

improvement. This paper reinforces what many educators and scholars understand, that 

there are multiple facets of schools that must operate in conjunction with one another for 

schools to be effective learning environments.  

 For example, Douglass Middle had a robust instructional vision and strategy, 

guiding documents and observation processes tied to common instructional expectations, 

and structured and aligned collaboration and professional guidance that supported 

teachers’ understanding and implementation of the instructional vision. Each element of 

infrastructure was coherent and served to reinforce a common message.  

 The potential of schools to engender teacher buy-in is dependent on the 

interaction with elements of infrastructure designed to support teachers’ ability to 

internalize expectations and change practice. As such, teacher buy-in was greater in those 

cases where the full suite of infrastructure components interact in ways that produce 

robust vision and guidance for instruction. Consider, for example, that Douglass had a 

specific vision and strategy for instruction which was communicated to teachers through 

a variety of mediums, structured, facilitated teacher collaboration time allowed time and 

support to engage in common ideas and language about teaching and learning, teachers 

were able to articulate a connection between professional development and expectations 

for teaching, and there were authentic opportunities for teachers to discuss and critique 
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school strategies in ways that led to refinements in the program. Conversely, buy-in was 

compromised in situations where components of infrastructure were unaligned and did 

not work in concert to support a single vision and strategy for improvement. At Foster 

and Keller, each component was in development, including facilitated collaborative time, 

coaching support, and professional development. Yet, teachers did not perceive these 

elements to be in alignment with each other nor fully understand how they were meant to 

guide teaching and learning in their classroom. Recall that Foster had a high-quality ELA 

curriculum choice for several years, yet did not begin to see teaching that was more 

aligned to its instructional vision until collaboration became structured and facilitated. 

Further, while Keller had implemented structures such as data meetings and professional 

development for the expectation of aggressive monitoring, interviewed teachers were not 

aware of how these strategies were meant to shape their practice nor how they were 

connected to a school-wide vision of instruction. 

Centrality of Vision & Strategy within Components of Infrastructure  

 We see that in order for infrastructure to positively influence teacher buy-in 

virtually all dimensions of infrastructure are dependent on a clear instructional vision and 

well-articulated strategy. As organizational structures interact with each other, these 

dimensions must work in concert to advance a coherent school-wide vision. Without a 

well-articulated vision and strategy, organizational structures may be perceived as 

disconnected or lack meaning or usefulness by teachers impeding buy-in to a common 

instructional strategy.  

For example, the impact of collegial structures and professional guidance on buy-

in is mediated by the coherence and consistency of an instructional vision (an idea further 
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discussed in the next section). Contemporary literature emphasizes the importance of 

collegial structures and interactions among teachers (Spillane, Hopkins, Sweet, 2018; 

Desimone, 2002; Berends et al, 2002; Peurach, 2014), and there is little doubt that such 

collegiality has the potential to drive improvements in teaching and learning. However, as 

these results indicate, realizing this potential is dependent on an instructional vision that 

ties collegial work to a set of ideas about what constitutes effective practice. Absent such 

a vision, we saw that teachers may engage in collegial work, yet not in ways that pursue 

meaningful practices that advance a common vision of instruction.  

As another example, the relationship between buy-in, collaboration, and 

professional guidance may be undermined by a lack of a clear connection to an 

overarching strategy. Empirical evidence indicates the importance of targeted support for 

teachers as a critical factor in changing classroom practice (e.g., Spillane, 2009), yet this 

study indicates that the mere existence of guidance may be insufficient to enhance 

teacher buy-in absent a clear instructional strategy. For example, although Keller Middle 

had structures for professional guidance, including high-quality curriculum and 

instructional coaches, teachers could not articulate and had not internalized the school’s 

vision and strategy for ELA instruction. As such, professional guidance was less effective 

in engendering teacher buy-in, and at times was a barrier, as teachers could not ground 

new learning in an overarching strategy or see alignment to a specific set of instructional 

expectations. Teachers, it seems, need to understand the alignment between expected 

instructional practices, the school’s vision for student learning, and school organizational 

structures to support their internalization of the strategy in ways that impact belief 

alignment and self-efficacy.  
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 Similarly, the importance of an instructional vision is mediated by a strategy for 

operationalizing the vision. Operationalizing the vision occurs through 1) crafting 

concrete instructional strategies aligned to the vision, 2) developing organizational 

structures that support the implementation of those strategies; and 3) clearly and 

frequently communicating the vision and strategy to teachers. 

While a clear instructional vision is foundational for the work of school 

improvement, its usefulness is dependent on an aligned strategy through which the school 

designs and implements structures and actions that seek to bring the vision of teaching 

and learning to fruition. Without aligned strategies, the vision may be reduced to 

educational buzzwords that hold little practical meaning for teachers for how they are 

meant to change their instructional practices. Similarly, expectations set for teachers 

(such as instructional techniques, professional guidance, or data meetings) are less 

effective in engendering buy-in if teachers, or perhaps school leaders, cannot explain how 

these elements are explicitly meant to produce outcomes aligned to the schoolwide 

vision. Belief alignment among teachers appears more likely when teachers understand 

how the structural design of time in the school day, professional guidance, curricular 

materials, etc. is part of a coherent approach to advance a school-wide vision for teaching 

and learning. For example, school leaders at Foster named student discourse as part of 

their instructional vision, yet did not articulate a strategy through which teachers would 

learn how to facilitate student talk in the classroom nor how progress would be monitored 

toward that end. At the same time, teachers at Foster could only articulate the school’s 

vision with a surface-level understanding and could not discuss how expectations for 

teaching and learning were meant to instantiate that vision. In contrast, teachers at 
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Douglass could describe the school’s vision and strategy with a similar degree of nuance 

to the school leaders and point to specific examples of ways organizational structures 

supported their implementation of the strategies. 

 Many researchers have discussed the importance of organizational structures, 

including “curricular materials, student assessments, and procedures and routines for 

analyzing practice and structuring the work of improvement (e.g. school improvement 

planning, coaching)” (Spillane, Hopkins, Sweet, 2018, p.537) for school 

improvement.  In this context, we see that its importance is grounded in the need to 

operationalize the schoolwide vision and strategy. Structures such as a purposefully 

chosen curriculum, observation and feedback cycles aligned to a common rubric, 

guidance and coaching in new instructional techniques, are ways in which a school may 

meaningfully utilize time and resources that advance the implementation of a coherent 

improvement strategy. Organizational structures that are fragmented or unaligned to a 

school-wide vision may not be effective in producing teacher buy-in towards a common 

goal. 

 In sum, this study reinforces the notion that components of infrastructure are not 

effective in isolation; rather they interact with each other in ways that are important for 

the development of teacher buy-in and advancement of improvement strategies. In 

addition, we see the centrality of an instructional vision and strategy and the importance 

of comprehensive and aligned organizational structures which have the potential to be 

developed in ways that coherently operationalize a common vision and support greater 

teacher buy-in. While infrastructure is certainly a key element of school reform, if 
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uncoordinated, each component may serve as a barrier to the development of teacher buy-

in and the school’s improvement strategy.  

Impact of Organizational Structures on Buy-in 

 The interdependence of the separate components that comprise infrastructure has 

surfaced in multiple ways. In regard to how organizational structures engender teacher 

buy-in, it became clear that vision without strategy is limited, collaboration without 

aligned guidance may be ineffective, and professional development without a well-

understood vision or coaching support is unproductive. Each element supports the 

development of belief alignment and self-efficacy in concert with the others. While the 

previous section posited that vision and strategy are foundational for the effectiveness of 

other elements of infrastructure, this section will provide more depth and nuance to the 

interdependence of the relationships between elements of infrastructure, including vision 

and strategy. 

Interdependence of Vision, Strategy, and Communication 

 Clearly and frequently communicating both the instructional vision and the 

school’s strategies for advancing that vision is a gateway to buy-in. As teachers are the 

central implementers of instructional strategies in a school, effective implementation of a 

vision depends on teachers understanding how strategies are meant to meaningfully 

change their instruction (Schmidt & Datnow, 2005). Well-developed communication 

structures within schools that support teachers’ capacity to understand the instructional 

vision and strategy is a gateway for teachers to utilize organizational structures such as 

collaborative time, professional guidance, and teacher leadership opportunities in ways 

that advance a collective and purposeful instructional vision. Teacher buy-in and teacher 
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perception of school structures and expectations appear mediated by the extent to which 

they see the expectations as grounded in and aligned to a meaningful vision for teaching 

and learning. For example, while the Keller principal could explicate a vision and 

strategy for improvement with nuance and specific details, the teachers at the school 

could not, and perceived guidance and expectations set by school leadership as disjointed 

or unmeaningful. These findings point to a critical gap in infrastructure- communication- 

through which teachers may utilize existing organizational structures to internalize ideas 

and change teaching practices in ways that are aligned to the school’s vision. 

These results highlight the idea that the extent to which teachers understood the 

schoolwide vision and strategy and could make connections between the vision and other 

elements of infrastructure, such as curricular choices, PD, and coaching, had a significant 

impact on their buy-in (which highlights the interdependence of these components). 

Historically, “scholars suggest that U.S. teachers have rarely chosen to collectively work 

out problems of practice, establish common professional norms, or ensure adherence to 

standards of work” (Glazer & Peurach, 2015, p. 174). The development of infrastructure 

as a comprehensive set of tools to implement a coherent vision for teaching and learning 

requires a significant departure from traditional notions of teaching or administrators as 

operational managers rather than instructional leaders (Labaree, 2019). Therefore, as 

previously discussed, an instructional vision and strategy are central to the creation of 

aligned infrastructure. Yet, an instructional vision only represents a source of guidance if 

it is accompanied by clear and frequent communication to teachers so they are able to 

internalize its underlying ideas.  
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As such, a coherent instructional vision seems to be limited in its ability to 

influence buy-in without an aligned strategy and structures to communicate expectations 

to teachers. At the same time, evidence in this study suggest that this may be a reciprocal 

relationship whereby communication structures are ineffective in cultivating buy-in if the 

messages conveyed are not tied to a coherent vision and strategy. Recall that Keller’s 

leadership had a specific vision and strategy for instruction, yet teachers did not perceive 

any schoolwide vision or strategy for teaching and learning. 

Classroom practice is often particularly resistant to change, yet school-level 

actors’ awareness of the reform is a foundational element in the potential success of 

reform implementation (Elmore & McLaughlin, 1982; Spillane, 1999; Cuban, 1993; 

Fullan, 2016; Meyer & Rowan, 1978; Tyack & Tobin, 1994; Spillane, Resiser, Reimer, 

2002). Douglass’ teachers were able to describe the instructional vision and strategy for 

literacy improvement with a similar degree of nuance to school leaders; the strategy had 

been embedded within instructional documents, aligned to collaborative protocols, and 

discussed at each professional development. Consequently, teachers at Douglass 

displayed high levels of belief alignment and self-efficacy toward the instructional vision 

and strategy. This suggests that when teachers fully understand the school-wide strategy, 

they can use other organizational structures to purposefully deepen learning and advance 

the strategy. When teachers do not perceive an explicit alignment between instructional 

strategies and structures such as professional guidance and collaborative time, these 

elements do not appear correlated with their degree of buy-in.  

 In addition, the impact of an instructional vision on teacher buy-in is partially 

dependent on whether the vision is accompanied by a focused set of strategies that have 
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the potential to operationalize that vision in classrooms. For example, whether curricular 

materials align to the vision for teaching and learning in classrooms, collaborative 

planning time supports teachers' understanding of how to enact the curriculum in ways 

that are aligned to the instructional framework, and whether observation and feedback are 

focused on a narrow set of expected instructional strategies. For example, the Keller 

principal was one of few school leaders who articulated how the chosen ELA curriculum 

was aligned to the instructional vision, yet teachers interviewed at Keller explicitly noted 

they had little notion of why the curriculum had been changed or how one was better than 

another. Communication structures that clearly and frequently communicate how school-

wide strategies and expectations are meant to operationalize the instructional vision may 

be a key lever for teachers to internalize ideas and utilize supports to advance buy-in.  

Interdependence of Collaboration Structures, Vision, and Professional Guidance 

 Researchers have more recently focused on the importance of collaborative 

structures as a source of guidance, collegiality, and trust for teachers and the potential 

impact of collaboration on the implementation of reforms. This study finds that 

collaboration structures can have the potential to increase self-efficacy without enhancing 

belief alignment, increased understanding, or fidelity to the improvement strategy. 

Specifically, structured collaborative time can, on the one hand, lead to collegial 

interactions between peers and increased self-efficacy as teachers co-plan lessons or 

discuss problems of practice. Teachers in each school noted the value in working with 

peers to align on scope and sequence, discuss classroom challenges, or review student 

work. Yet, on the other hand, collaboration and self-efficacy are not synonymous with 

improvement. When the goal is to create a coherent school-wide set of ideas and 
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practices aligned to a common vision of pedagogy, then collegiality that is unconnected 

to a larger system that seeks to engender buy-in to a school-wide mission may be of 

lesser value. As contemporary thinking about education reform has centered around 

coherence, alignment, and a shared technical culture (Cohen et al, 2014; Rowan & 

Correnti, 2009), collegial relationships and self-efficacy are far more valuable if they 

contribute to that goal. In this context, collaborative structures are valuable when they 

cultivate a shared set of understandings.  

 Teacher collaboration has the potential to positively influence both self-efficacy 

and belief alignment in a common strategy when accompanied by professional guidance 

such as facilitated protocols, coaching, and feedback aligned to the school’s instructional 

vision. Research has suggested that participation in routines such as PLCs can facilitate 

reform implementation, that similar organizational structures can influence teacher 

beliefs about curriculum and instruction, and that higher levels of support are correlated 

with higher levels of implementation (Spillane, Hopkins, Sweet, 2018; Desimone, 2002; 

Berends et al, 2002; Peurach, 2014) . As such, the utility of collaboration in enhancing 

teacher buy-in is interdependent with coaching and other impactful professional learning 

opportunities that ensure teachers have a clear understanding of the strategy and 

expectations for their classroom practice. Facilitated protocols and coaching during 

collaboration time, including lesson planning or analysis of student work, may support 

teachers' understanding of how they are expected to internalize curricular materials, plan 

for discourse or student misunderstandings, scaffold for students with unfinished 

learning, or analyze student work to plan areas for re-teaching. These coaching 

opportunities help to ensure that teachers understand key ideas. Douglass’ appeared to 
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utilize protocols and coaching in ways that have supported teachers in internalizing a set 

of common ideas and Foster has recently implemented such structures that throughout the 

year have led to greater understanding and fidelity of implementation to the school’s 

instructional vision.  

As the Douglass case suggests, there may be a developmental trajectory for 

schools where the intensity of guidance during collaboration times may shift as teachers 

internalize vision-aligned ideas and practices and require less coaching and guidance to 

make collaboration impactful. Douglass’ leaders heavily structured and micromanaged 

teacher collaboration in the first couple of years of its turnaround journey, yet as teachers 

became more familiar with protocols and expectations and had internalized how these 

structures contributed to a shared set of ideas of teaching and learning, leaders have been 

able to allow teachers to “own” a greater portion of this meeting time and run meetings 

themselves rather than administrators.  

 While the current emphasis on collegiality in the school reform literature is 

important, the results reported here seem to suggest that the impact of collaboration is 

interdependent with other elements of infrastructure. For example, co-planning time or 

PLCs may be of less value if not buttressed by a vision and strategy as well as aligned 

guidance, coaching, and feedback.  

 A potential area for future research is how to sequence trust, collegiality, and the 

development of collaborative structures to advance a shared vision. Do schools first need 

to create collegial structures meant to develop trust and break down norms of privacy 

between teachers before aligning teachers to a shared set of practices? Or can these 

happen in tandem? Can a school effectively implement protocols meant to engender a 
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shared instructional vision without first establishing collegiality? The impact of 

collaborative time may be significant for teacher buy-in and fidelity of implementation to 

instructional strategies, therefore this research could be important for leading to increased 

understanding of how to make collaboration time effective for increased collegiality and 

advancement of a common vision. A research design may consider a case study of 

schools with contrasting strategies for the use of collaboration time and measure teacher 

belief alignment and self-efficacy in each. This research could be more powerful with a 

measure of implementation fidelity through classroom observations.  

Interdependence of Professional Guidance, Vision, and Strategy  

 The impact of professional guidance on teacher buy-in also appears dependent on 

a schoolwide instructional vision and strategy. Professional guidance in this context is 

used broadly to encompass curricular materials, written instructional strategies or 

classroom expectations, professional development, professional learning communities, 

coaching, among others. Research indicates that targeted support and training is critical 

for implementation- while teacher cognition of the reform is important, it did not change 

teacher practice without additional support in place (Spillane, 2009). Turnbull (2002) also 

found that support and training is a statistically significant predictor of teacher buy-in. 

Indeed, this research suggests that while support and training are important, their impact 

on buy-in is more nuanced than simply whether or not opportunities for guidance and 

training exist.  

Professional guidance appears to have a greater impact on teacher buy-in when 

teachers perceive alignment between the learning opportunity and an overarching school 

vision (once again, indicating the interdependence of these components of infrastructure). 
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When teachers can clearly see how a particular learning opportunity is aligned to the 

vision, they may be more likely to expend time and effort to engage in the strategy and 

increase belief alignment and self-efficacy through the process (for example, a teacher at 

Douglass felt that the structured collaboration time and student work reviews were 

directly connected to her understanding of the vision and instructional expectations of the 

school). When teachers perceive little alignment to an overarching strategy, they see the 

learning opportunities as disjointed initiatives or an exercise to get through during the 

time allotted, but not something that will impact their classroom practice. Recall that 

Keller teachers perceived aggressive monitoring as a check on teachers or a way to 

management classroom behavior rather than an aligned strategy to realize the 

instructional vision. In this way, professional learning may be of modest value when not 

reinforced by other elements of infrastructure, namely, a school vision and strategy for 

improvement.  

 While high-quality professional guidance is important, its effectiveness on teacher 

buy-in and advancing a common agenda appear dependent on its alignment with an 

instructional vision and strategy. While teachers at Douglass noted the professional 

development was useful and tightly connected to expectations, teachers at Keller 

reflected that PD was too wide-ranging and it was unclear how they were meant to focus 

their attention.  While researchers have tended to focus on a particular element of 

infrastructure (for example, the impact of curriculum, PLCs, or school leadership), it is 

important to understand that in the real world of schools the potency of the “best” 

curriculum, professional development, or leadership team is dependent on those 

components coming together in mutually reinforcing ways. Even within the realm of 
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professional guidance, a school-wide vision that promotes student ownership of learning 

and student discourse is ineffective without professional development that supports 

teacher learning of what student ownership means or looks like in the classroom, 

coaching that provides feedback for teachers in the expected techniques, or curricular 

materials that are aligned with this vision of teaching and learning. Each of these 

elements of infrastructure reinforce each other in important ways that impact teacher buy-

in and ultimately implementation of the improvement strategy.  

Teacher voice as an iterative improvement strategy can enhance teacher buy-in 

 A clear improvement strategy and teacher voice in decision-making reinforce 

each other to the extent that coherent opportunities for teachers to help refine and 

improve the school’s strategy can support teacher agency and overall buy-in. Often, 

researchers discuss whether improvement strategies are more effective as a bottom-up or 

top-down approach and under which conditions. Yet, this study finds that a clear strategy 

developed by school leadership and teacher voice in decision-making can reinforce and 

strengthen each other. A clear improvement strategy does not have to mean that the 

leadership team announces one-size-fits-all expectations for the school. Indeed, research 

finds that when teachers do not feel a sense of ownership over the reform or perceive it to 

be a top-down mandate, there are significantly lower levels of implementation in the 

classroom (Desimone, 2002; Datnow, 2005; Vernez & Goldhaber, 2006). Nor does 

teacher voice and agency have to mean that teachers have autonomy to make all 

instructional decisions in their classrooms.  

Rather, school leadership can create a vision and strategy for improvement and 

organizational structures to support implementation, while also establishing structures 
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and a professional culture that encourages teacher voice as a way to intelligently apply 

the strategy to the school context, understand its strengths and weaknesses, and 

continuously adapt the strategy. Teacher buy-in appeared greater in schools where 

teachers had an authentic way to discuss challenges with administrators and provide input 

to instructional strategies. Teachers at Douglass perceived a sense of trust in their 

professional capacity and agency in classroom decision-making. Yet, a closer look 

indicates that teachers did not have complete discretion over their classroom decisions. 

Rather, the sense of agency was the result of school-wide structures and culture of 

teacher leadership and still resulted in a common instructional vision.  

 Scholars have discussed the notion that teachers must “own” reforms and new 

educational techniques in order to develop the intrinsic motivation necessary to change 

practice (Fullan, 2016; Pukey & Smith, 1983). This idea of teacher ownership or agency 

is not mutually exclusive with standardized guidance or collaboration. If we define 

teacher ownership as opportunities to inform a coherent school-wide approach which 

leads to teachers’ perceptions of school leaders’ trust in their professional ability, then 

creating structures for teacher voice in decisions around vision and strategy is critical for 

developing teacher buy-in. This suggests that autonomy and agency are different 

concepts that are potentially inversely related. While agency may be defined as the 

capacity to manage complex work environments, contribute to strategies, and feel 

capable to meet expectations, autonomy in teaching can be defined as being left alone to 

make individual decisions about classroom instruction. While this idea needs further 

exploration, these findings suggest that an increase in autonomy may result in lower 

agency, particularly among lower capacity teachers. Without the supportive and 
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collaborative structures highlighted in this research, teachers were more likely to rely on 

their individual skills and experiences and perceived themselves to have less agency than 

teachers in schools will more well-developed structures.  

Teacher buy-in is enhanced when teachers have an opportunity to refine the 

school’s improvement strategy, such as providing input on the text students are required 

to read, writing strategies used, or how daily checks for understanding are conducted. In 

addition, teachers were eager to provide critical feedback when student engagement was 

low or they felt materials or strategies were not appropriate for their classroom. Teacher 

voice may provide important opportunities for school leadership to gain an understanding 

of how well teachers are internalizing expected strategies or when teachers do not 

perceive organizational structures such as coaching or professional development to be 

useful. This may provide leaders with key information about how to either adapt the 

vision and strategy for students or how to adapt support for teachers to be able to 

implement the strategies. For example, the instructional coach at Foster discovered that a 

lack of fidelity to the curriculum was partially the result of a teacher not fully 

understanding grade-level standards and perceiving that students could not produce 

grade-level work. Teacher voice in this instance did not change the instructional vision, 

but it allowed leadership to target support and professional development on the 

importance of grade-level standards and high expectations for students and provide 

coaching on how to ensure tasks given to students meet grade-level standards.  

 The integration of teacher voice into the improvement strategy interacts with 

professional guidance and the development of a common language among teachers in 

ways that influence buy-in. Professional guidance aligned with a clear vision and strategy 
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and consistent messaging can support a common language of teaching and learning 

within the school, thereby enhancing aligned expectations and potentially deepening 

teachers’ understanding of the expected instructional strategies. Teachers at Douglass 

used similar language to describe the schools’ vision, strategy, and instructional 

expectations. Recall, for example, teachers could point to specific examples where peers 

discussed problems of practice, analyzed student work, and discussed teaching strategies 

in ways that were aligned across classrooms. This common language can enable more 

productive teacher collaborative discourse and teacher capacity to provide feedback to 

refine and improve the vision and strategy. In this way, a clear vision, strategy and 

professional guidance interact in ways that support teacher voice and capacity to 

effectively contribute to the refinement of a coherent improvement strategy.  

 Overall, teacher buy-in may be enhanced when structures allow for and promote 

the convergence of the design of an improvement strategy and teacher voice. Teacher 

belief alignment appears positively influenced when teachers feel their professional 

perspective is heard and included in the vision and strategy. Further, self-efficacy appears 

positively influenced when teachers have structures to voice concerns, constructively 

problem-solve, and contribute to the adaptation of either the instructional strategy or 

teacher support systems that enhance their ability to implement a school-wide vision.  

Buy-in as the result of individual teacher experiences 

The importance of teacher voice in influencing buy-in is consistent with a prior 

case study of teachers’ roles in decision-making; teachers who felt excluded from 

decision-making reluctantly complied with expectations and over-time shifted attention 

away from school-wide initiatives and back to their own classrooms. Teachers' 
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perceptions of a loss of autonomy in decision-making was linked to feelings of de-

legitimacy of their professional knowledge and identity as teachers (Johnson et al, 2014). 

It appears that cultivating teacher buy-in may be enhanced by providing opportunities for 

teachers to refine and discuss school strategies with leadership teams and is not 

necessarily congruent with allowing classroom-level autonomy (note the example of 

Douglass). However, absent opportunities for teacher voice and aligned elements of 

infrastructure, teacher buy-in becomes more heavily dependent on individual teachers’ 

experiences rather than cultivating a common school-wide approach for teaching and 

learning.  

Even in those cases where belief alignment and self-efficacy appear high amongst 

staff, without key elements of infrastructure and opportunities for teachers to provide 

input in refining the overall strategy, buy-in may be the result of, and dependent on, 

individual classroom experiences rather than a school-wide approach. Teachers who have 

positive classroom experiences tend to have greater buy-in for the school-wide approach, 

yet their buy-in may be the result of perceived high student engagement, their comfort 

level with expected instructional materials, or positive student outcomes. For example, 

teachers at Foster were generally positive toward the school strategy for ELA, yet their 

belief alignment and self-efficacy appeared related to whether their students were 

engaged in the curriculum or if they saw positive student outcomes on formative 

assessments. Teachers who had both a degree of buy-in to the school-wide approach yet 

limited or no opportunities to provide input, referenced that their belief alignment and 

self-efficacy was due to their years’ experience in the classroom or using the curriculum, 
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their rapport with students, students enjoying lessons, or gains in student formative 

assessment scores.  

On the one hand, this finding appears logical and consistent with past research; 

teachers support reforms that lead to practical improvements in their classrooms. That 

said, this also reinforces traditional notions of teaching that ties effective practice to 

individual teacher experiences. A measurement of teacher buy-in which indicates 

modestly high levels of buy-in without key organizational structures may also give school 

leaders a false sense of security in their instructional approach. Teachers may appear 

“bought-in”, however if that buy-in is entirely dependent on short-term perceptions of 

student engagement or outcomes-- factors that are susceptible to short-term variation 

despite potential long-term benefits-- it may quickly disappear. Structures for teachers to 

deeply engage with common instructional strategies, problem-solve, or provide input into 

refining the strategies, allows teachers and administrators to mutually adapt school-wide 

strategies and develop teacher buy-in that is at least partially linked to a collective 

mission, and thus may offset the effects of short-term variation on in individual 

classroom outcomes and experiences.  

Without opportunities for teacher voice in developing and implementing whole-

school reform strategies, student growth and engagement become dependent on 

individual teachers seeking support, problem-solving, and using resources which results 

in student outcomes that are overly teacher-dependent. Rather, when teachers operate in 

common, collaborative environments and have structures that allow them a role in 

developing, implementing, and providing feedback on instructional strategies, short-term 

student growth and engagement is not the sole indicator of individual teachers’ buy-in, 
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but rather a collective challenge for teachers to solve through common strategies that lead 

to improved outcomes incrementally and over time.  

Challenge of Engendering Buy-in of Veteran Teachers 

This study reinforces and extends the notion that the context of teachers' 

experience with reforms as well as their beliefs about teaching and learning have 

significant implications for implementation through its effect on teacher buy-in. The 

findings expose a potential difference between early and late career teachers in their 

acceptance of school-wide reforms. An approach to school improvement which includes 

a school-wide instructional vision and strategy and aligned infrastructure that supports 

the development of a common language and structure for teachers to collaboratively 

problem-solve and implement coherent instructional techniques is counter to traditional 

and well-established notions of teaching in the United States. Many veteran teachers 

consider teaching to be a private act, much of which is self-taught through years of 

experience determining which techniques work best with students (Cohen, Spillane, 

Peurach, 2017; Lortie, 1975). This approach also allows teachers to determine for 

themselves what an ideal or effective classroom looks like- whether that be teacher-led or 

a focus on group-work and collaborative conversations. The notion of a school-wide 

vision for teaching and learning and common strategies, problem-solving, and 

observations of each other’s teaching may still be an uncomfortable idea to many, 

particularly today’s most veteran teachers. Veteran teachers interviewed in this study 

referred to their frustration with changing expectations and noted that their prior 

instructional strategies had effectively met students’ needs. One teacher mentioned that 

she would rather the administrators let her “shut the door and teach”, referring to a lost 
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sense of autonomy in her instructional practice. Another was frustrated by the loss of 

freedom in developing exploratory lessons for students, including how to read housing 

applications and research into the factories where their clothes are made, rather than 

following a given scope and sequence.  

Some researchers have used Sensemaking Theory to understand the relationship 

between a reform and teachers’ practice and argue that teachers understand and respond 

to policy changes in various ways depending on their existing cognitive frameworks 

(Coburn, 2004; Coburn & Woulfin, 2012). Teacher responses to a reform are shaped by 

their prior experience in schools and their personal and professional beliefs about 

teaching and learning (Donnell & Gettinger, 2015). Similarly, this study suggests the 

possibility that the influence of educational infrastructure on teacher buy-in may be 

mediated by teachers’ years of experience. Veteran teachers (those with 15-20+ years of 

experience) may be the most difficult to engender buy-in to an improvement strategy, 

despite organizational structures, largely due to long-held notions of teaching and 

unfamiliarity with coherent school programs (Cohen et al, 2014). For veteran teachers, a 

school-wide vision and strategy may be an unfamiliar idea, they may feel their 

professional experience and techniques that have long-served them are disregarded, or be 

protective of strategies they took years to accumulate. Whereas new teachers may be 

appreciative of curricular guidance and coaching, veteran teachers could feel disrespected 

by this level of support (one new teacher mentioned that the curricular guidance was 

useful but also noted that veteran teachers at her school reported it made them feel like 

robots), and those nearing the end of their careers may feel it is not worth the time and 

effort to learn a new approach. A veteran teacher at Foster expressed the notion that the 
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expected strategies were not new but recycled ideas that she had heard before and that 

expectations changed so frequently it was not worth the time to engage with them.  

New policies and programs are not enacted on a blank slate but exist in the 

context of these teachers’ prior experience with reform agendas and implementation 

(Leithwood, Steinbach, Jantzi, 2002). Those who have frequently seen policies that have 

been enacted and abandoned are likely to be skeptical of the next strategy (Hess, 1999). 

Given the correlation between teacher beliefs and teacher instruction, it appears important 

for school leaders to account for the existing teacher beliefs in the school in their 

preparation for supporting teacher buy-in and reform adoption. “Teacher beliefs, for 

example, shape their implementation of instructional reforms such that more traditional 

or procedural beliefs can undermine teachers’ adoption of reform-oriented curricula” 

(Spillane, Hopkins, Sweet, 2018). Whereas infrastructure can support the belief 

alignment and self-efficacy of teachers to an improvement strategy over time, for veteran 

teachers, school leaders may want to consider foundational questions including the 

percentage of new versus veteran teachers in the building and the degree of departure the 

reform calls for from the general practice of the staff. The answer may determine how 

effective organizational structures will be in securing the buy-in of these particular 

teachers. A specific area for future research may be to investigate specific strategies that 

may serve to secure the buy-in of mid to late career teachers or whether reform agendas 

are consistently implemented with greater fidelity among a more junior staff.  

Conclusion 

 Researchers and reformers have long put teachers at the center of teaching and 

learning as well as school improvement initiatives. The historical nature of schooling in 
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the United States has allowed teachers a unique (among many professions) ability to shut 

out noise and operate independently. In this context, teachers as individual actors may be 

seen as either a challenge to overcome when implementing technical reforms, individuals 

to mold through peer networks, or actors with significant agency in decision-making and 

implementation. A notion that often cuts across these perspectives is the idea that teacher 

buy-in has important implications for the success of school improvement efforts (Peurach 

& Glazer, 2012) .  

 As such, school reform may be catalyzed by the development of teacher buy-in to 

engage in necessary changes in attitudes, beliefs, or pedagogical techniques required to 

fully implement a new program. This research provides insight into how to use 

organizational structures to influence the buy-in of individuals with various experiences 

and perspectives as a key lever for effective school improvement. The findings confirm 

the idea that it is possible to both develop a shared technical culture and cohesive school 

program while respecting and including the voice and experience of teachers as 

professionals.  
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Appendices 
 
 
Appendix A: Educational Infrastructure Tool 

 

Category Question 
School 

A 
School 

B 
School 

C 
School 

D 
School 

E 
School 

F 

Instruction 

Do teachers use a common 
curriculum? 
For ELA: 
1. Teachers use the same 
curriculum 
2. Teachers have and 
somewhat use the same 
curriculum but are able to 
supplement with their own 
materials 
3. Teachers choose their own 
instructional materials       

Comments       
For Math: 
1. Teachers use the same 
curriculum  
2. Teachers have and 
somewhat use the same 
curriculum but are able to 
supplement with their own 
materials  
3. Teachers choose their own 
instructional materials       

Comments 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

Are lesson plans in the same 
grade/subject area the same 
across teachers? 
1. Always 
2. Almost always, with some 
teacher discretion 
3. Occasionally 
4. Never or almost never       

Comments 

 
 

 
 

 
 

  
 

 
 

 
 

How are lesson plans 
provided/created? 
1. Lesson plans are provided 
by either an instructional 
coach or a specific curriculum       
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provider 
2. In subject teams, teachers 
collaboratively create lesson 
plans that they all use 
3. Teachers create their own 
lesson plans 

Comments 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

  
 

 
 

Is there a shared vision of 
pedagogy? 
1. There is a specific 
pedagogical vision that 
articulates what and how 
students learn 
2. There are some guiding 
principles for pedagogy, such 
as college and career ready 
skills and engagement, but it 
lacks detail 
3. There is no common 
pedagogical vision across the 
school, rather each teacher 
has their own instructional 
vision       

Comments 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

Where does the pedagogical 
vision come from? 
1. Pedagogical vision for the 
school was selected or 
developed by the principal 
and/or administrative team 
2. Pedagogical vision for the 
school was selected or 
developed with significant 
teacher input 
3. There is no overarching 
pedagogical vision for the 
school       

Comments 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

Are there procedures for 
examining student 
performance and 
understanding? (E.g. 
examining student work, 
reviewing assessments, or 
classroom observations) 
1. There is a common 
procedure and time for       
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examining student 
performance 
2. There are general 
guidelines for examining 
student performance 
3. Teachers generally 
determine when and how to 
examine student performance 
independently 

 
Comments 

 
 

 
  

 
 

 
 

 
 

Organizatio
n 

Are there systems for 
regular monitoring and 
evaluation of instruction? 
(Refers to monitoring and 
evaluation as a tool for 
instructional improvement 
and growth rather than 
formal performance 
evaluation) 
1. There are well-developed 
systems for monitoring and 
evaluating teaching that is 
used to provide regular 
feedback for improvement 
2. There are some systems for 
monitoring and evaluating 
teaching to provide feedback 
for improvement, but they are 
used seldom or irregularly 
3. There are no or few 
systems for monitoring and 
evaluating teaching to provide 
feedback for improvement       

Comments 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

To what extent is teacher 
collaboration an important 
tool for developing expertise 
and identifying student 
needs among teachers? (e.g 
PLCs, peer mentoring 
programs, teacher-led 
professional development) 
1. Teacher collaboration is 
seen as critical and often used 
for the professional growth 
and development of teachers 
2. Teacher collaboration is 
seen as somewhat important 
and is utilized occasionally as 
a tool for teacher growth and       
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development 
3. Teacher collaboration is 
seldom used as a tool for 
teacher growth and 
development or there are no 
expectations for teachers to 
meet collaboratively 

Comments       

Leadership 

How does the principal view 
their role within the school? 
1. The principal views their 
role as the developer of the 
school's instructional vision, 
organization, operations, etc. 
and trains staff to operate in 
that model for a common 
vision and culture 
2. The principal views their 
role as a key facilitator of the 
school's instructional vision, 
organization, operations, etc. 
and collects significant input 
from faculty to co-create the 
school's culture 
3. The principal views their 
role as the protector/buffer 
from external interference and 
allows teachers to exercise 
discretion       

Comments       
How does the principal 
make most of their key 
instructional/programmatic 
decisions? 
1. This principal makes most 
key decisions by themselves 
or with their administrative 
team 
2. This principal makes most 
key decisions in a distributed 
leadership model by 
significantly relying on 
teacher leadership teams 
3. This principal makes 
decisions by consulting 
faculty on an ad hoc basis 
4. This principal allows 
teachers to choose most 
instructional and 
programmatic decisions for 
their own classrooms       
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Comments 

 
  

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

Assessments 

Are there common 
assessments throughout the 
school? 
1. There are common 
assessments used regularly 
throughout the school 
2. There are some common 
assessments, dependent on 
the preferences of 
subject/grade level teams 
3. Teachers mostly develop 
their own assessments       

 Comments 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 

How is professional 
development delivered 
throughout the school? 
1. Professional development 
is delivered through teacher-
leaders 
2. Professional development 
is delivered by coaches and/or 
assistant principals 
3. Professional development 
is delivered by external 
providers       

Notes Comments       
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Appendix B: Principal Interview Protocol 

Thank you for taking the time to speak with me today. I am a doctoral candidate at 
George Washington University studying Educational Policy and Administration and my 
dissertation is focused on school improvement efforts. I am interviewing several teachers 
and school leaders within the Inspire Partnership to ask about their experiences working 
in a turnaround school and how they design and implement instructional models to 
improve student achievement.  
I’d like to highlight that this is not an evaluation of the Partnership, you, or your school. 
Rather, I’m interested in gaining an understanding of how teachers understand and 
participate in school improvement efforts.  
I’d like to record our conversation for my own notetaking and analysis and will not share 
the video with anyone besides my dissertation advisor. Do I have your permission to 
record? 
Your comments during this interview will be kept confidential and a pseudonym will be 
used in any communication of my findings and conclusions. 
 
Opening  
1. First, I’d like to ask a little about your background before diving into your current 
work.  

a) How did you come to this position; are there any past experiences that 
contributed to your current ideas about school leadership? 
Listen for: past experience in reform work; participation in reform organizations; 
experiences in school as teacher, administrator. 
b) How long have you been a school leader in general and at this school, 
specifically?  
c) Were there particular reasons that you elected to be a principal in this specific 

school? What attracted you? 
Listen for: role of SEZP, ideological alignment, financial incentives  

2. I’d like to hear about your perspective on the school.  
a) First, tell me a little about the community this school serves. I don’t know 

Springfield well and I’m interested in getting a more nuanced understanding of 
the community and culture here.  

b) Let’s zero in on the school, itself. How would you describe it to someone who 
is unfamiliar with it? 

c) When you first arrived, what did you perceive to be the school’s most pressing 
needs?  

d) What do you see as the primary challenges that the school currently confronts? 
3. Let’s move now to details about your current role. 

a) Can you briefly describe your role and responsibilities? 
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b) Does the role of SEZP, and the unique governance arrangement, have 
particular implications for your job? Is it different from past leadership 
positions you’ve held? If yes, then how? 

c) Is there anything about the SEZP context that surprised you or caught you off 
guard? 

Listen for: increased responsibility, accountability pressures, more freedom, 
ability to pursue new ideas, innovate 

 
Vision 
4. I’m interested in understanding your overarching goals for the school. 

a) From your perspective, what would it mean for you to be successful as a leader 
in this school?  

Listen for and probe if not mentioned:  
- Specific student learning goals 
- Success on state accountability measures 
- Exiting “underperforming” status 
- The quality of instruction 
- The climate and social environment of the school 
- Social, emotional outcomes for students 
b) [If necessary, could use “you may have already answered this, and if so, don’t 

feel the need to repeat yourself”] Let me get at this issue from a slightly 
different angle. If we were to visit this school five years from now, what would 
be the main things that you would hope to see, and how would they be 
different from today? 

5. Let’s focus on instruction. I’m particularly interested in ELA, but let’s first talk about 
teaching in general.  
a) What does high-quality teaching mean to you? What does it look like? Are there a 

particular set of instructional ideas or principles that are important to your 
overarching vision, or that you seek to instill in the school? [Press for details and 
examples. Ask for elaboration of general statements (e.g., 21st century skills). 

Listen for ideas about what drives student learning, ideas about specific content and 
what it means “to know something,” the role of students and teachers in the classroom, 
ideas about classroom discourse, student behavior, etc. 

 
b) How did you come to embrace these ideas about instruction?  

Probe: 
- whether the central ideas changed over time? How so, and why? 
- Did you modify them to address the particular context or student population 

in the school? 
 



 207 
 

6. Now I’d like to hone in on ELA instruction. I understand that ELA was one of your 
school’s priority areas last school year.  
 

a) Can you describe, in general, your strategy for improving ELA or literacy 
achievement last year?  
 

b) How was this ELA strategy chosen or developed? 
Listen for: teacher input, principal/administration decision, central office 
guidance, data-driven decision 
 

c) Are there particular ways that your overarching ideas about instruction apply to 
ELA? Can you give me some examples? 
 

d) In regard to ELA instruction, are there any particular materials, processes, or 
routines that your teachers are expected or encouraged to use? 
Listen for whether teachers are expected to come up with their own approaches in 
these key domains (ditto for the questions that follow). 
Probes: 

- are all teachers expected to use them? 
- If yes, how many would you say actually use these materials on a regular 

basis? 
- If no, why not? 

Listen for degrees of professional autonomy 
 

e) [If necessary] When you visit one of your ELA classrooms, are there any particular 
things you’re looking for? 

 If examples are needed: particular texts in use, grouping arrangements, academic 
tasks, classroom discourse 

 
f) I’m going to run through a list of other types of classroom practices just to make 

sure we cover everything that you expect of your teachers.  For each, tell me if you 
have any particular expectations from your teachers.  [Skip items already covered] 
 
Does the school emphasize particular: 

a. instructional frameworks   
b. pacing guides for all subjects/grades 
c. curriculum materials  
d. other instructional materials (i.e.: teachers guides, lesson plans, scripts, 

scope and sequence documents) 
e. classroom organization (i.e., allotment of time, grouping strategies) 
f. student assessments or rubrics for evaluating student work 
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g. approaches to special education and ESL 
h. Data systems for monitoring progress 
i. behavioral strategies 

 
g) Instant member check to be used at researcher’s discretion: So, just to make sure I 
understand; if I were to walk into any given classroom in your network, the key things 
I would likely see would be: [researcher to add based on information obtained during 
interview.]  

 
h) What is your strategy for supporting struggling learners? 

Listen for: tutoring, blended learning, summer school, remedial 
 

i) Do you see this vision as different from what typically transpires in a middle-school 
ELA classroom? If yes, what are the key differences? 
 
j) How far apart is your vision for instruction to the typical teaching in most 
classrooms in your school? 

Probe if needed: 
- Are there any particular practices that are proving more difficult to instill? 

[“You might have already answered this question and if so don’t feel the 
need to repeat yourself but I’d like to check”] 

- What is it about these practices that makes them particularly 
challenging? 

- Are there some teachers that are particularly resistant to the changes you 
are trying to instill? How do you explain their resistance? 

- What are the most important changes you’d like to see over the next year? 
 
Now that I understand your ideas about instruction, school leadership and organization, I’d 
like to talk about your school’s strategy for enabling teachers and leaders to perform at that 
level you expect. Let’s start with professional learning. 
 
Professional Learning Opportunities 
7. In general, what is your thinking about PD? Are there certain things that you think make 
PD effective? 
 

a) In this school what are the main professional learning opportunities available for 
teachers? 

Probe for: 
- What is the content of PD? 
- How is the PD developed, by whom, and what is the process?  
- How frequently do they occur? 
- Do all teachers attend?   
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b) I’m going to run through a list of other types of opportunities for teachers that some 

schools employ just to make sure we cover all the ways you provide support.  For 
each, tell me if this is used in your school and what their role is in supporting teacher 
learning.   

a. peer observation 
b. use of video (teachers viewing themselves or others) 
c. observation of experienced or more accomplished teachers/leaders 
d. a mentoring or coaching system 
e. collegial structures such as grade-level teams 
f. instruction “rehearsals” 
g. visits to other schools 

 
8. Are there any outside organizations that you partner with who provide PD, guidance, or 
support for your teachers? If yes, probe on details. 
 
Collaboration 
 
9. Let’s turn to collaborative learning opportunities for teachers.  

a) What types of collaborative time is available for teachers? How frequently do 
teachers meet? 

Listen for: PLCs, grade-level meetings, subject-level meetings 
b) Who sets the agenda for collaborative meetings?  

Probe for: 
- What are teachers expected to do during this time?  
- Does the administration monitor these meetings? 

c) Give me a sense of what a typical PLC meeting looks like, what type of topics 
are covered, etc. 

Listen for: teacher-directed, administrator-directed, established PLC 
protocols/required routines, analysis of student work, lesson planning, discuss 
instructional techniques, review strategies to support struggling learners 
 

d) Have there been any particularly important topics that PLC/grade-level teams 
tackled last year? If yes, how did that topic emerge, what was the result? 

 
Teacher Leadership 
I’d like to move to the topic of teacher leaders. I understand that your school has a 
Teacher Leadership Team.  
10. Who is on the TLT last year and how were they chosen?  My understanding is that 
teachers are elected, I want to check if that’s the case here. 

Probe, if necessary: 
- Was it difficult to get teachers to run for the TLT? 
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- Why did you pick these specific individuals? 
- Do you envision making changes next year to the membership of the 

TLT? 
 
11. I’d like to know more about the TLT. Can you tell me, in general, the purpose of the 
TLT and its core responsibilities?  

a) Does the TLT monitor instruction? If so, do they have any particular observation 
protocols? 

b) Does the TLT have a role in choosing curriculum or instructional strategies? 
c) Does the TLT have a role in providing feedback on whether instructional 

strategies are effective? 
d) If teachers were having difficulty with an instructional strategy, how might the 

TLT address it? 
e) How is the agenda for meetings determined? 

12. I’d like to stay on the topic of what the TLT does. Can you give me a few examples 
of what has been discussed in a TLT meeting and decisions made last year? If you have 
any examples that involve ELA that would be perfect but if not, you can pick something 
else.. 

Listen for: teacher involvement in curricular decisions, determining type and content 
for collaborative time or professional learning. Has the TLT continued to meet during 
the period of distance learning? 
 

13. Let’s take one of your examples [use ELA/instruction-related, if possible]. Can you 
walk me through the TLT’s involvement? How was the topic brought up, understood, and 
dealt with? 

Listen for: were teacher concerns validated and addressed by administration, did 
teachers use a systematic approach for identifying and addressing problems of 
practice 

 
14. [open-ended] Is there anything else we haven’t talked about that you feel contributes 
to teachers learning about and using the school’s strategy for improving ELA 
achievement? 
 
Challenges 
Finally, I’d like to ask a few questions about challenges you’ve faced this year- aside 
from the biggest challenge of moving to distance learning.  
15. What challenges have you faced instilling your vision of instruction among all 
teachers? 
16. What are the biggest takeaways from your experience this year in supporting 
teachers’ growth and improvement? 
----------- 
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That is the end of our interview. Thank you for your time and participation in this 
process.  
 
  



 212 
 

Appendix C: School Leader Interview Questions 

Thank you for taking the time to speak with me today. I am a doctoral candidate at 
George Washington University studying Educational Policy and Administration and my 
dissertation is focused on school improvement efforts. I am interviewing several teachers 
and school leaders within the Inspire Partnership to ask about their experiences working 
in a turnaround school and how they design and implement instructional models to 
improve student achievement.  
I’d like to highlight that this is not an evaluation of the Partnership, you, or your school. 
Rather, I’m interested in gaining an understanding of how teachers understand and 
participate in school improvement efforts.  
I’d like to record our conversation for my own notetaking and analysis and will not share 
the video with anyone besides my dissertation advisor. Do I have your permission to 
record? 
Your comments during this interview will be kept anonymous and a pseudonym will be 
used in any communication of my findings and conclusions. 
Do you have any questions before we begin? 
Opening  
1. First, I’d like to ask a little about your background before diving into your current 
work.  

a) How long have you been a school leader in general and at this school, 
specifically?  
b) Were there particular reasons why you chose to work in this specific school? 

What attracted you? 
Listen for: role of SEZP, ideological alignment, financial incentives  

2. I’d like to hear about your perspective on the school.  
a) How would you describe it to someone who is unfamiliar with it? 
b) When you first arrived, what did you perceive to be the school’s most pressing 

needs?  
c) What do you see as the primary challenges that the school currently confronts? 

3. Let’s move now to details about your current role. 
a) Can you briefly describe your role and responsibilities? 

 
Vision 
4. I’m interested in understanding the overarching goals for the school. 

a) From your perspective, what would it mean for you to be successful as a leader 
in this school?  

Listen for and probe if not mentioned:  
- Specific student learning goals 
- Success on state accountability measures 
- Exiting “underperforming” status 
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- The quality of instruction 
- The climate and social environment of the school 
- Social, emotional outcomes for students 
b) [If necessary, could use “you may have already answered this, and if so, don’t 

feel the need to repeat yourself”] Let me get at this issue of success from a 
slightly different angle. If we were to visit this school five years from now, 
what would be the main things that you would hope to see, and how would 
they be different from today? 

5. Let’s focus on instruction. I’m particularly interested in ELA, but let’s first talk about 
teaching in general.  
c) Are there a particular set of instructional ideas or principles that are important to 

the overarching vision for the school, or that you seek to instill among teachers? 
[Press for details and examples. Ask for elaboration of general statements (e.g., 
21st century skills). 

Listen for ideas about what drives student learning, ideas about specific content and 
what it means “to know something,” the role of students and teachers in the classroom, 
ideas about classroom discourse, student behavior, etc. 

 
 
6. Now I’d like to hone in on ELA instruction. I understand that ELA was one of your 
school’s priority areas for the past school year.  
 

g) Can you describe, in general, the school’s strategy for improving ELA or literacy 
achievement last year specifically?  
 

h) How was this ELA strategy chosen or developed? 
Listen for: teacher input, principal/administration decision, central office 
guidance, data-driven decision 

 
i) In regard to ELA instruction, are there any particular materials, processes, or 

routines that your teachers were expected or encouraged to use last year? 
Listen for whether teachers are expected to come up with their own approaches in 
these key domains (ditto for the questions that follow). 
Probes: 

- are all teachers expected to use them? 
- If yes, how many would you say actually use these materials on a regular 

basis? 
- If no, why not? 

Listen for degrees of professional autonomy 
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j) [If necessary] When you visit one of your ELA classrooms, are there any particular 
things you’re looking for? 

 If examples are needed: particular texts in use, grouping arrangements, academic 
tasks, classroom discourse 

 
k) I’m going to run through a list of other types of classroom practices just to make 

sure we cover everything that you expect of your teachers.  For each, tell me if you 
have any particular expectations from your teachers.  [Skip items already covered] 
 
Does the school emphasize particular: 

j. instructional frameworks   
k. pacing guides for all subjects/grades 
l. curriculum materials  
m. other instructional materials (i.e.: teachers guides, lesson plans, scripts, 

scope and sequence documents) 
n. classroom organization (i.e., allotment of time, grouping strategies) 
o. student assessments or rubrics for evaluating student work 
p. approaches to working with special education or ELL students 
q. Data systems for monitoring progress 
r. behavioral strategies 

 
g) Instant member check to be used at researcher’s discretion: So, just to make sure I 
understand; if I were to walk into any given classroom in your school, the key things I 
would likely see would be: [researcher to add based on information obtained during 
interview.]  

 
h) What is the school’s strategy for supporting struggling learners? 

Listen for: tutoring, blended learning, summer school, remedial 
 

i) Do you see this vision of instruction as different from what typically transpires in a 
middle-school ELA classroom? If yes, what are the key differences? 
 
j) How far apart is your vision for instruction to the typical teaching in most 
classrooms in your school? 

Probe if needed: 
- Put another way; are there any particular practices that are proving more 

difficult to instill? [“You might have already answered this question and if 
so don’t feel the need to repeat yourself but I’d like to check”] 

- What is it about these practices that makes them particularly 
challenging? 

- Are there some teachers that are particularly resistant to the changes you 
are trying to make? How do you explain their resistance? 
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- What are the most important changes you’d like to see over the next year? 
 
Now that I understand your ideas about instruction and organization, I’d like to talk about 
your school’s strategy for enabling teachers to perform at the level you expect. Let’s start 
with professional learning. 
 
Professional Learning Opportunities 
7. In this school what are the main professional learning opportunities available for 
teachers? 

Probe for: 
- What is the content of PD? 
- How is the PD developed, by whom, and what is the process?  
- How frequently do they occur? 
- Do all teachers attend?   

 
c) I’m going to run through a list of other types of opportunities for teachers that some 

schools employ just to make sure we cover all the ways you provide support.  For 
each, tell me if this is used in your school and what their role is in supporting teacher 
learning.   

a. peer observation 
b. use of video (teachers viewing themselves or others) 
c. observation of experienced or more accomplished teachers/leaders 
d. a mentoring or coaching system 
e. collegial structures such as grade-level teams 
f. instruction “rehearsals” 
g. visits to other schools 

 
Collaboration 
 
8. Let’s turn to collaborative learning opportunities for teachers.  

a) What types of collaborative time is available for teachers? How frequently do 
teachers meet? 

Listen for: PLCs, grade-level meetings, subject-level meetings 
b) Who sets the agenda for collaborative meetings?  

Probe for: 
- What are teachers expected to do during this time?  
- Does the administration monitor these meetings? 

c) Can you give me a sense of what a typical PLC meeting looks like, what type 
of topics are covered, etc.? 
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Listen for: teacher-directed, administrator-directed, established PLC 
protocols/required routines, analysis of student work, lesson planning, discuss 
instructional techniques, review strategies to support struggling learners 
 

d) Have there been any particularly important topics that PLC/grade-level teams 
tackled this year? If yes, how did that topic emerge, what was the result? 

 
9. [open-ended] Is there anything else we haven’t talked about that you feel contributes to 
teachers learning about and using the school’s strategy for improving ELA achievement? 
 
Challenges 
Finally, I’d like to ask a couple of questions about challenges you’ve faced this year- 
aside from the biggest challenge of moving to distance learning.  
10. What challenges have you faced instilling the school’s vision of instruction among all 
teachers? 
11. What are the biggest takeaways from your experience last year in supporting 
teachers’ growth and improvement? 
 
----------- 
That is the end of our interview. Thank you for your time and participation in this 
process.  
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Appendix D: Teacher Interview Questions 

Thank you for taking the time to speak with me today. I am a doctoral candidate at 
George Washington University studying Educational Policy and Administration and my 
dissertation is focused on school improvement efforts. I am interviewing several teachers 
within the Inspire Partnership to ask about their experiences working in a turnaround 
school and implementing the school’s instructional strategies to improve student 
achievement. 
I’d like to highlight that this is not an evaluation of the Partnership, your school, or your 
own teaching. Rather, I’m interested in gaining an understanding of how teachers 
understand and participate in school improvement efforts.  
I’d like to record our conversation for my own notetaking and analysis and will not share 
the video with anyone besides my dissertation advisor. Do I have your permission to 
record? 
Your comments during this interview will be kept anonymous and a pseudonym will be 
used in any communication of my findings and conclusions.   
Opening: 
1. Tell me a little about your background and teaching experience. How long have you 
been teaching in general and at this school specifically? 
2. What are your primary responsibilities in the school? 

Probe for: 
a. Which classes/courses do you teach? About how many students in your classes? 
b. Do you participate in any teacher leadership roles? 

 
Belief Alignment  
I’m going to ask a few questions that dive into your thoughts on ELA instruction.  
3. What are your key goals and priorities for instruction? 
4. What do you consider to be the essential characteristics of good ELA instruction? If 
you were to observe an ELA classroom, what would you look for to determine high-
quality teaching and learning?  

Listen for: student or teacher-centered classrooms, expectations of students, 
standards-aligned instruction, differentiated instruction  

 
Reform Design 
5. I understand your school has adopted a specific instructional strategy for ELA last 
year. I’m sure a lot has changed in your teaching since the COVID school closures, but 
I’d love to hear about the strategy and expectations prior to distance learning. I have 
several questions about your  experience with and opinion of this ELA program, but 
before we get to that I have a few basic questions. 

a) Tell me about the school’s approach to ELA. What was the strategy for improving 
ELA or literacy achievement last year? 
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b) What do you understand as the main ideas behind this approach? 

Listen for: instructional routines, classroom organization, expectations for 
student work, remediation strategies 
- Probe for: curriculum, lesson organization, instructional practices, 

assessment strategies 
 

c) Are you using this new curriculum/instructional technique? Do you adapt the 
given materials at all? If so, can you provide any examples? 
Listen for: all the time, partially, not at all, mixed with other materials 
 

d) How might this be different from ways you’ve taught in the past? 
Listen for: curriculum, instructional routines, expectations of student work, 
assessments, remediation strategies 
 

6.  I’ve spoken with teachers who sometimes feel curriculum and materials designed by 
others don’t quite fit with the context of their school or the needs of their students. Do 
you feel this curriculum and instructional approach was designed in a way that meets the 
instructional needs of your students? [probe for specific examples] 
7. Do you see the curriculum as designed in ways that would improve performance on the 
state assessment, if it were not cancelled? Are you concerned that by sticking to the 
strategy/approach, your students will not perform as well as they would have otherwise? 

a) [if necessary] Have you voiced any of these concerns to school leaders or 
colleagues? If so, what was the response? 

8. Is there anything else about your experience with this strategy you want to mention? 
 
Self-Efficacy 
9. How did you feel about the approach when you first learned about it or first started to 
use the strategies in the classroom? Do you feel any differently now? Why or why not? 
10. Do you feel confident implementing the instructional vision and techniques set 
forward by the school? Why or why not? 
 
Educational Infrastructure 
Now, I’m going to ask questions about how the school has supported you in 
implementing this ELA strategy. If possible, please try to describe the school’s strategies 
and structures prior to COVID. 
11. [open-ended] What are some of the strategies your school used for helping teachers 
learn about and effectively implement the approach in the classroom?  

a) Which of these has been most impactful to what you do instructionally? 



 219 
 

12. [collaborative time] I understand your school has set up structures for collaborative 
time. Can you talk more about each as I name them? [skip any that were already 
answered in Q9] 

a) Grade-level meetings  
i) How often does this group meet? Who leads?  

ii) What do you see as the purpose of these meetings?  
iii) What are some of the topics that have been discussed this year?  
iv) Has this had any influence on your approach or instructional decisions? 

 
b) Subject-team Meetings 

i) How often does this group meet? Who leads? 
ii) What do you see as the purpose of these meetings? 

iii) What are some topics that have been discussed this year?  
iv) Has this had any influence on your approach or instructional decisions? 

 
c) Are there any other teacher collaboration times that you do or do not find useful? 

 
13.[professional guidance]  I understand your school has several opportunities for 
professional guidance. Can you talk more about each as I name them? [skip any that were 
already answered in Q9] 

a) Instructional coaches 
i) How often do you have contact with an instructional coach?  

ii) Can you give me an example of something you’ve talked about with your 
coach? What was the coach trying to get you to do or understand? Did you 
agree with them?  

iii) Has this had any influence on your approach or instructional decisions? 
b) Professional Development  

i) What types of ELA-related PD have you participated in this year?  
ii) Have you found the sessions helpful? Has this had any influence on your 

approach or instructional decisions? 
c) Observation and Feedback Cycles  

i) How often have you been observed?  
ii) What came up during the debrief?  

iii) Did you find the comments helpful? Has this had any influence on your 
approach or instructional decisions? 

d) Curricular materials and Instructional guides 
i) What types of instructional guides, lesson plans or scripts do you use? 

How often?  
ii) Are they helpful? Has this had any influence on your approach or 

instructional decisions? 
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14. [teacher leadership] Now I’d like to ask about a couple of teacher leadership 
opportunities. [skip any that were already answered in Q9] 

a) Teacher Leadership Team 
i) What influence does the TLT have over the ELA curriculum or 

instructional strategies? Do any of their decisions affect your classroom 
practice? 

ii) Can you tell me about a topic that struck you as significant that the TLT 
discussed this year? 

i. How was the topic first introduced? 
ii. What can you tell me about the conversation? What was the result? 

iii. Did your thinking or classroom practice change? 
b) Teacher-led professional development 

i)  Has there been any teacher-led PD focused on ELA? Did you find it 
useful? Has  

this had any influence on your approach or instructional decisions? 
 
Challenges 
16. What challenges have you faced in implementing the ELA improvement strategy, 
besides distance learning? 
17. What would you change about the strategy and why? 

Listen for: reasons why this teacher may not be fully “bought in” to the strategy 
 
Closing 
18. I know a lot of factors influence the way teachers teach and how they feel about their 
school’s instructional model. Beyond what we’ve already touched on, if there anything 
that has significantly influenced how you feel about your school’s approach or your 
ability to implement it in your classroom? 
 
Thank You. 
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Appendix E: Code Book 

Analytic Codes 
 
Infrastructure 

• Instructional Vision 
o Vision of ELA instruction 
o Pedagogical vision  

• Instructional Strategy 
• Curricular Materials 
• Teacher Collaboration 

o Formal structures for collaborative time  
o Informal opportunities/relationships between teachers 

• Professional/school culture 
o Norms of professional responsibility 
o Attitudes/beliefs towards students 
o Professional relationships among teachers 
o Professional relationships between teachers and admin 

• Data Systems 
• Teacher Leadership  
• Teacher Learning Opportunities  
• Communication  
• Behavior Management 

 
Buy-in 

• Belief Alignment 
o Practicality and alignment with current practice 
o Ideological alignment 
o Perceived expectations of whether changes will benefit students 

• Self-Efficacy 
o Expectations that the change will help them become better teachers 
o Believe they are capable of making the change 
o Personally motivated to make the model work in their classroom 

• Cognition of Reform  
o Understanding of the instructional vision 
o Understanding of how the vision and strategy is meant to improve student 

learning 
 
Code Definitions 

• Instructional Vision 
o Vision of ELA instruction 
o Pedagogical vision (generic) 

This code refers to the instructional vision of the administrative team for English 
Language Arts. As a parent code, it refers to any idea that speaks to an overarching 
vision for teaching and learning. The child codes are separated between a generic vision 
of instruction such as student-centered learning and an ELA-specific vision.  
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• Instructional Strategy 

The Instructional Strategy code refers to actionable ideas or statements about how the 
instructional vision will be made tangible within the school. For example, while the 
vision may include grade-level instruction for students, a strategy might be grade-level 
expectations in core classes with the addition of intervention blocks or additional support 
for teachers in how to scaffold texts for struggling learners. Other examples may include: 
a specific curriculum that speaks to the vision, systems to provide and analyze student 
data. This code will also include any references to a lack of an instructional strategy. 
 

• Curricular Materials 
This code refers to the ELA curricular materials that are used by teachers. This includes 
the type of materials, their emphasis, and whether to what degree of fidelity teachers are 
expected to use them.  
 
 

• Teacher Collaboration 
o Formal structures for collaborative time 
o Informal opportunities/relationships between teachers 

Teacher Collaboration refers to both formal, structured, time for teacher collaboration 
and informal relationships and opportunities for teachers to engage with each other. This 
code will include the type of work that teachers engage in during this collaborative time, 
for example, analyzing student work or lesson planning as expected by administrators, or 
mention of any opportunities, norms, or culture when teachers informally collaborate 
during the school day.  
 
 

• Professional/school culture 
o Norms of professional responsibility 
o Attitudes/beliefs towards students 
o Professional relationships among teachers 
o Professional relationships between teachers and admin 

This code refers to the professional culture of the school, specifically focused on the 
norms of teachers and the nature of the professional relationships among teachers and 
between teachers and administration. This code seeks to capture norms of 
professionalism and will focus on teachers’ own notions of professional responsibility 
and their attitudes and beliefs towards students.  
 
 

• Data Systems  
Data Systems refers to any system to collect, interpret, utilize, or norm student or teacher 
data within the school. Examples include: formative assessments, teacher observations, 
school walk-throughs/cycles, common rubrics, etc.  
 

• Teacher Leadership  
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Teacher Leadership refers to any formal teacher leadership roles within the school or 
opportunities for teacher involvement in decision-making, formally or informally.  
 

• Teacher Learning Opportunities  
Teacher Learning Opportunities is a broad code that refers to any opportunity that 
teachers have to broaden their professional learning. This includes: formal coaching, 
informal coaching or peer observations, formal professional development sessions, 
weekly PLC or department meetings, support from administration.  
 

• Communication  
The Communication code refers mainly to ways administration communicated the 
instructional vision and strategy to teachers and expectations of teachers for 
implementation. It may also include any opportunities for teachers to communicate 
questions or concerns regarding the vision or strategy with administrators.  
 

• Behavior Management  
Behavior Management refers to any systems, or lack thereof, for managing student 
behavior that would have an impact on classroom learning or teachers’ ability to teach. 
Elements of this code may be double-coded with teachers’ attitudes and behaviors toward 
students (Professional Culture) or Belief Alignment as disruptive behavior may influence 
teachers’ belief in the instructional strategy. 
 

• Belief Alignment 
o Practicality and alignment with current practice 
o Ideological alignment 
o Perceived expectations of whether changes will benefit students 
o Student engagement  

The Belief Alignment code is one or two key elements of teacher buy-in. This code 
encompasses teacher notions of practicality and alignment of the new strategy or 
expectations with their current practice, ideological alignment between the goals, 
purpose and expectations of the strategy or vision with teachers’ personal and 
professional beliefs about teaching and learning, perceived expectations of whether 
teachers believe these changes will benefit students, and student engagement in the 
classroom.  
 

• Self-Efficacy 
o Expectations that the change will help them become better teachers 
o Belief that they are capable of making the change 
o Personally motivated to make the model work in their classroom 

Self Efficacy is the second code characterizing teacher buy-in. This code includes notions 
of whether teachers believe the expectations of the new strategy will help them become 
better teachers, whether they believe they are capable of making the required changes to 
their teaching practice, and whether they are personally motivated to implement the 
model and make it work in their classroom.  
 

• Cognition of Reform  
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o Understanding of the instructional vision 
o Understanding of the instructional strategy 
o Understanding of how the vision and strategy are meant to improve 

student learning 
The Cognition code refers to whether and how teachers understand the instructional 
vision and strategy and how each are meant to improve student learning. Notions that 
teachers do not fully understand the strategy will also be included here and likely double-
coded with Instructional Strategy. The key differences between those codes are that 
Instructional Strategy is meant to describe what the strategy is while Cognition is meant 
to reflect teachers’ understanding of it.  
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Appendix F: Douglass Instructional Artifact
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