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Abstract of Dissertation

RPPs Don’t Exist in a Vacuum: A Case Study of the Influence of the Institutional
Environment on a Research Alliance

Districts have been under increasing pressure to use research in decision making
for over thirty years. Because the process of finding, interpreting, and using data is so
complex, districts sometimes turn to outside partners for support. Research-practice
partnerships (RPPs), formal arrangements between school districts and researchers, have
been seen as a promising strategy for improving district use of research since the
formation of the Chicago Consortium on School Research thirty years ago. Much
attention has been paid to the challenges facing these partnerships, such as a lack of trust
between partners, and to conditions that support RPP success. Less is known, however,
about how these partnerships are influenced by the contexts in which they are situated.

The theory of institutional logics draws attention to the way in which key
stakeholders in the environment of one research alliance, the District Research
Consortium (DRC), gradually shifted their definition of effectiveness and legitimacy and
in doing so placed demands on the organization that surpassed its capabilities. The DRC
was created in an environment with a single, strongly prevalent “institutional logic,” that
valued traditional forms of research and conventional roles for researchers. Major
partners across the environment viewed the organization as legitimate so long as the
prevailing logic, one that prioritized the types of work the DRC was created to do,
remained the same. As the predominant logic shifted, the DRC faced increasing
challenges and struggled to meet the stakeholders’ changing demands. Eventually this
pressure forced DRC to undertake a significant restructuring process.
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The institutional environment, thus, plays a crucial role in both shaping the design
of research alliances and determining their success. Differing expectations across the
environment may call for such significantly different structures, practices, and expertise
that a single organization will find it challenging to meet the demands placed on it, and
attempts to do so will likely strain research organizations’ capacity and limited resources.
Additionally, an organization that is well suited to one set of expectations may not be
able to pivot to provide different support when those expectations change. As the
institutional logics present in an environment change, a partnership once viewed as
valuable may face challenges to its legitimacy and even threats to its ongoing existence.
Funders, policy makers, and education leaders need to consider the variety of roles that
research partners can play in the overall education sector, and the type of research

organizations best suited to these variable roles.
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Chapter 1: Introduction

This dissertation is part of a longitudinal case study of two research-practice
partnerships (RPPs) and their efforts to increase school districts’ capacity to use research
to inform policy and practice. The study compared two established RPPs, both of which
are research alliances, defined as long-term partnerships formed “between a district and
an independent research organization focused on investigating questions of policy and
practice that are central to the district,” (Coburn, Penuel, & Geil, 2013, p. 4). My analysis
focuses on one of the two cases from that larger study, a research alliance modeled on the
University of Chicago Consortium on School Research. According to a long-standing
member of the board, the alliance was conceived as “a three-part stool: specific
researchers, community and school system.” Researchers were drawn primarily from a
large university located in the city, but a local, historically black university was also
included in the partnership. For the purpose of anonymity, the research organization will
be referred to as the District-Research Collaborative (DRC), and the two major
universities will be referred to as the Research University (RU) and the Historically
Black University (HBU). Although it was intended to support and supplement the
capacity of the school district, the DRC’s founders and early alliance board members also
hoped to create an organization that could provide a larger public good by increasing “the
understanding of people who were interested in the [school system] as to what was
happening, what was working, what wasn’t working.”

This dissertation focuses on the alliance within the context of its institutional

environment to learn how that environment influenced both the alliance’s initial design



and its later function. By employing a case study methodology and the theory of
institutional logics, I will demonstrate the following:
e The nature of the environment, in which common understandings and values were
held by influential stakeholders from all sectors, produced an organization built
around a specific set of strengths, knowledge, and skills;
e The partnership benefited from an environment characterized by common beliefs
among stakeholders, which offered them acceptance and respect based on their
existing capacity;
e Significant challenges arose as stakeholders’ demands changed in ways that the
partnership had not been designed to meet. In the early years of the DRC, there
was one set of expectations and a common definition of success which | will later
refer to as the logic of research. Over time, there emerged a new set of shared
understandings, which 1 will call the logic of practice.
Overview

There is a longstanding and well-known divide between research and practice.
The most obvious reason for this gap is that neither finding nor using research effectively
is a simple task. While legislation requiring the use of research is based on the
assumption that there is a clear relationship between research and practice, a large
volume of research has shown that this is not true (Farley-Ripple et al., 2018). As
elaborated in depth in the next chapter, there are many obstacles that complicate the path
from researchers’ data collection to district administrators’ decision making. To begin
with, evidence use itself is not a single task, but rather a complex, social, organizational,

and political process (Coburn, Penuel, & Geil, 2013; Coburn, Toure, & Yamashita,



2009; Farley-Ripple et al., 2018; Honig & Coburn, 2008; Tseng, 2012). District
administrators must acquire research reports and other data, read and make sense of the
findings, and determine the best course of action based on what they have learned. This is
complicated by the fact that, while districts are expected to use “what works” as
determined by research, there are often multiple criteria for “what works,” and evidence
may not point to a single, clear path (Lubenski, Scott, & Debray, 2014). Even if
individual administrators are able to accomplish this difficult task, they must then engage
in a complex and often contentious process of working with others in their district to
make decisions and act on them (Coburn, Toure, & Yamashita, 2009; Farley-Ripple et
al., 2018; Honig & Coburn, 2008; Tseng, 2012).

This gap has persisted because of pervasive shortcomings on both sides of the
partnership. In many instances, relevant research is unavailable, inaccessible, or
irrelevant to district administrations; at other times there is an overwhelming amount of
data, making it difficult to identify useful information (Bransford et al., 2009; Nelson,
Leffler, & Hansen 2009). The process of searching for evidence is often unsystematic or
indiscriminate, and districts’ limited capacity and fragmented structures curtail
administrators’ ability to fully leverage knowledge and disseminate findings (Bransford,
et al., 2009; Coburn, Penuel, & Geil, 2013; Coburn, Honig, & Stein, 2010; Farrell,
Coburn, & Chong, 2018; Honig & Coburn, 2008; Supovitz 2006). Additionally,
researchers and practitioners are often described as coming from different cultures with
different norms, priorities, and values as well as often contradictory incentives (Coburn &
Penuel, 2016; Coburn & Stein 2010; Farley-Ripple et al., 2018; Gutierrez & Penuel 2014;

2017 Lubenski, Scott, & Debray, 2014; Penuel & Gallagher, 2017; Thompson et al.). The



two groups often lack a common language that might help them address these issues
(Coburn & Penuel, 2016). Because the work of researchers and practitioners has been so
disconnected, they have few opportunities to collaborate and are often not taught the
skills necessary to do so effectively (Henrick et al., 2017) All of these differences make it
difficult for information to pass smoothly from researchers to practitioners.

Escalating expectations for districts to use research drew increasing attention to
the fissure between research and practice. In the 1980s, the federal government began to
seek a more influential role in public schooling and more specifically to focus on student
outcomes; pressure to meet federal mandates increased over the course of the 1980s and
1990s and led to a focus on research-based practices (Honig & Coburn, 2008; Peurach et
al., 2019; Reckhow & Snyder, 2014; Tseng, 2012). Following that trend, federal policies
from No Child Left Behind in 2002 through the Every Student Succeeds Act of 2015
stressed the importance of research and evidence-based decision making in schools and
districts (Coburn, Penuel, & Geil, 2013; Coburn & Turner 2012; Farley-Ripple, 2018;
Honig & Coburn, 2008). These policies focused attention on districts’ historic inability to
use research and led to new attempts to support increased research use.

Research-practice partnerships (RPPs) are one such attempt to bridge the gap
between research and practice. RPPs are formed when researchers and school districts
formally come together to collaboratively address problems of practice faced by the
district (Coburn, Penuel, & Geil, 2013; Penuel & Gallagher, 2017). They are typically
long-term agreements between researchers and districts, although other stakeholders may
be included as well (Coburn & Penuel, 2016; Henrick et al 2017; Penuel & Gallagher,

2017; Scher, McCowan, & Castaldo-Walsh, 2018). Rather than informal connections



between individual researchers and practitioners, RPPs are defined entities with their own
budget, leadership, and organizational structures. Most fall into one of three broad
categories: design-based partnerships, networked improvement communities (NICs), and
research alliances (Coburn, Penuel, & Geil, 2013; Penuel & Gallagher, 2017).
Participation in design-based partnerships and NICs requires members to take on new,
often unfamiliar responsibilities which may require them to develop new skills or areas of
expertise, while research alliances largely draw on the existing capacity of both partners
(Coburn & Stein 2010; Coburn, Penuel, & Geil, 2013; Henrick et al., 2017; Penuel &
Gallagher, 2017).

In many ways, the emergence of RPPs reflects a changing policy environment.
Education research is not a new field, and districts have long used research and outside
partners to help them do so (Honig, 2008; Honig & Coburn, 2005; Peurach et al., 2019;
Scott & Jabar, 2014). As the pressure on districts to use research to drive reform efforts
grew, it seemed natural that such partnerships would be viewed as a viable means to
bridge the longstanding gap between research and practice. However, the reality has
proven more complex. While RPPs are still seen by many as a promising strategy for
bringing research and practice together, the impact of these partnerships remains unclear.
Even when strong partnerships exist, positive outcomes are more commonly related to
increased trust and stronger ties between researchers and practitioners than they are to
changes in district policy or practice (Farrell et al., 2018; Schneider 2018).

This dissertation analyzes the formation and evolution of a research alliance, the
DRC, in the context of its institutional environment. It will describe the conditions

present in the environment when the DRC was founded and how those conditions shaped



the organization’s initial structure and function. It will also identify shifts in the social
and political environment and analyze how those changing conditions impacted the DRC.
As will be elaborated in Chapter 4, partners across the environment initially valued the
DRC as an independent research organization that could provide reliable data on district
performance. In this context, the DRC was widely viewed as effective and legitimate. As
conditions changed, however, partner organizations began to place new demands on the
DRC. They sought a partner more aligned with district priorities and that would work
closely with them to interpret and use research. While readers may be sympathetic to this
perspective, the DRC was not designed to meet these expectations and lacked the
expertise and resources to provide what partners now demanded of it. Changing
definitions of effectiveness led long-standing partners to question the DRC’s legitimacy.
As of this writing, the DRC was engaged in a process of adjusting to these changing
expectations and had undertaken a restructuring process. It remains to be seen whether
these changes will bring success and allow for the DRC’s continued existence.
Study Context

The research alliance that is at the center of this study is located in an urban
district. Over 90 percent of students are African American or Latino, and the majority
come from low-income families. On state standardized tests, proficiency rates range from
under ten percent in algebra to just over twenty percent in middle school reading; the
four-year graduation rate as of 2019 was a meager seventy percent. As | will discuss in
Chapters 4 and 5, this setting has had substantial influence on the partnership and
significant consequences for its work. For one thing, the district is notably lacking in

capacity and resources and faces frequent budget cuts. It has been subject to a high level



of churn at the upper levels of leadership, with four superintendents and an interim
superintendent serving in that role since the partnership’s founding. The turnover and
budget cuts also led to several extensive organizational restructurings; some divisions
were dissolved, combined, and reconfigured more than once over the course of this study.
On the other side of the partnership, RU had a historically strained relationship with the
black community. The university had a widespread reputation as a “bad neighbor,”
willing to use residents as research subjects while driving them from their homes in an
attempt to remove the “unsafe” and “blighted” areas that were seen as deterrents to
attracting top-quality students and employees (Gomez, 2013).

The value of this analysis lies, in part, in its focus on the larger environment in
which an RPP is situated. Using data representing the perspectives of key members of the
partnership from diverse institutional settings, the findings and discussion contribute a
deeper understanding of the systemic and eclectic influences present in the environment
of the DRC, and the implications for the design and function of RPP. The inclusion of the
broader environment in the analysis will support understanding of the complex dynamics
that shape RPPs’ ability to survive in a complex, contested, and changing social and
political environment. The analysis also affords a deeper understanding of the underlying,
and at times contradictory pressures in the environment and their consequences for a
research alliance and its ability to help solve complex educational problems. It will reveal
the twofold challenges arising from forming a partnership in a district lacking in
resources and capacity and sustaining a viable partnership under changing conditions in
the environment. As will be described in more detail in Chapter 2, the theoretical

perspective locates the issue of effectiveness not exclusively in the decisions of a few



individual RPP leaders, but as the product of an array of stakeholders who send key
signals about what constitutes effective practice. The role of RPPs falls in this broader
educational landscape.

This chapter continues with a statement of the problem guiding the research,
which is then followed by a discussion of the purpose of the study and the research
questions. Next, I discuss the potential significance of this study and a discussion of the
theoretical framework that serve as the basis for the analysis presented in Chapters 4 and
5. After this is a brief summary of the methodology used in the study, which will be
described in full in Chapter 3. The chapter concludes with a discussion of the
delimitations and limitations of the study and definitions of key terms.

Statement of the Problem

The challenges facing RPPs may stem in part from the fact that partnerships
reside in the same environments that have traditionally kept research and practice apart.
As is often the case when addressing social problems, RPPs rely on those people whose
behavior and thinking represent “the problem,” to transform themselves into the agents of
the solution. Research alliances in particular are grounded in conventional roles,
formalizing arrangements between groups of people with a long history of failed
communication. The challenges identified as facing RPPs--lack of trust, disparate goals
and priorities, low capacity among district staff to use research effectively, high levels of
turnover (Coburn, Penuel, & Geil, 2013; Farrell et al., 2018; Henrick et al., 2017; Penuel
& Gallagher, 2017; Scher, McCowan, & Castaldo-Walsh, 2018; Thompson et al., 2017)--
are the same problems described as leading to the overall gap between research and

practice (Farley-Ripple, 2012; Farley-Ripple et al., 2018; Farrell & Coburn, 2016; Honig



& Coburn, 2005; Honig & Coburn, 2008). In RPPs, learning has been found more likely
to occur when partners have similar norms and practices (Farrell & Coburn, 2017), which
is the very challenge that partnerships are intended to overcome. Given these conditions,
it is of little surprise that RPPs would have a difficult time affecting major change in
district practice or student outcomes.

RPPs are situated in the same public school environment that has been described
as “highly fragmented, decentralized, politicized, and bureaucratic” (Manna, 2013, p. 3)
Every effort at reform for the past thirty years has been subject to these destabilizing
forces, and it has been difficult for any attempt at improvement to gain traction in a
system where there is no clear, single authority or definition of success (Manna, 2013;
Peurach et al., 2019; Rowan, 2002). In this sense, the problems that RPP were created to
solve are the very same problems that interfere in their own operations and day to day
work. The question about RPPs, then, is how they can manage the pathologies of an
environment that defines their work and without which they cannot survive.

Because the environment of RPPs is, in fact, the environment of public schools,
partnerships are faced with more than just navigating the cultural differences underlying
the research-practice gap, itself a daunting task. Upon entering a partnership, RPPs also
become subject to the same pressures that have hindered efforts at lasting improvement in
the public schools (Rowan, 2002). The federal government and national grant-making
foundations, for example, gain influence from their role in both funding and legitimizing
RPPs, and both place pressure on RPPs to undertake certain types of projects.
Foundations are known to prioritize short-term projects that provide information quickly,

and the government can also be impatient to see evidence of impact and is subject to



sudden, sweeping changes in direction (Manna, 2013; Nelson, Leffler, & Hansen, 2009;
Rowan, 2002). Local community and civic organizations are another source of both
strength and challenge for RPPs, as they can provide support and facilitate the
dissemination and use of partnership work but can also oppose and even threaten the
existence of organizations that they see as harmful or not belonging (Glazer & Egan,
2018; Nelson, Leffler, & Hansen, 2013; Penuel & Gallagher, 2017). District leaders can
easily advance agendas that are inconsistent with those of funders as well as other
government agencies. Consensus is a scarce resource in US education, and certainly not
something RPPs can count on.

The literature on RPPs acknowledges that partnerships face formidable challenges
but has typically failed to conceptualize and understand these problems as existing at the
intersection of RPPs and the larger social and political environments in which they reside.
Absent robust conceptual frameworks that situate RPPs in environments, many proposed
solutions and strategies are based only partial understandings of the challenge. It is well
known that RPPs exist in a complex, fractured, contested environment that complicates
attempts to meaningfully use research (Coburn, Penuel, & Geil, 2013; Coburn, Toure, &
Yamashita, 2009; Farley-Ripple, 2012; Farrell et al., 2018; Farrell, Coburn, & Chong
2018; Honig & Coburn, 2008; Nelson, Leffler, & Hansen, 2009; Scher, McCowan, &
Castaldo-Walsh, 2018). What is less well known is that effectiveness itself is a contested
concept, one influenced by differing expectations, values, and criteria for legitimacy.
Thus, designing RPPs that are considered effective is a social and political process that

involves the input and participation of multiple influential stakeholders.
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Purpose of the Study and Research Questions

The purpose of this study is to analyze the institutional context in which a
particular research alliance is located, and more specifically to examine the
interdependence between research alliances and their broader environment. It will
consider how that context has changed over time and identify the implications of these
changes for the form and practice of RPPs. Toward this end, I will use institutional logics
theory to examine systemic factors influencing RPPs and highlight the importance of
contextual factors that impact the function of RPPs. My analysis emphasized the context
in which a particular RPP, the DRC, was situated and how that context influenced
perceptions of that partnership. In order to determine how RPPs might be successful in a
fragmented system, it is important to consider the forces present in the RPPs’
environment. To do this, | will address the following research questions:

1. How was the DRC’s original design a reflection of the institutional environment?

2. How did the institutional environment change and what were the implications for
the DRC?

3. What steps did DRC leaders take to better align the organization with its new
environment?

Statement of Potential Significance

Research alliances face many, often conflicting demands. As location-specific
organizations, even the simplest research alliances are embedded in a community and
must consequently maintain goodwill and legitimacy in the community at large. Because
their district partners rarely if ever provide significant financial support, they must also
acquire and maintain a stream of funds to support their work (Coburn, Penuel, & Geil,
2013; Penuel & Gallagher, 2017). In order to accomplish these aims, RPPs must navigate

an environment in which each of the actors has its own priorities, values, and definition

11



of success. In this sense, the notion of RPP “successfulness” is as much social as it is
technical because there are numerous criteria by which success can be measured. Rather
than seeking to determine what constitutes success for a research alliance, this study
seeks to understand how RPPs are influenced by their place in a fragmented, contested
environment.

To do this, I will take a historical perspective, tracing changes in the DRC’s
environment beginning with its founding and continuing through the partnership’s
maturation. As the analysis in Chapter 4 will show, the DRC’s environment has always
been complex, composed of multiple stakeholders with differing and often conflicting
needs and priorities. Despite this complexity, it is possible to identify trends in the
prevailing expectations. The demands placed on the DRC specifically and RPPs in
general have evolved since the founding of the first research alliances in the 1990s, and
the changes in the larger environment have had consequences for partnerships. While the
DRC has always been shaped by the demands of multiple stakeholders, the overarching
shifts in the institutional environment have had even more stark consequences for how
the partnership is perceived by these actors and for its viability.

My central claims include:

1. A shift in the predominant logic creates pressing challenges for RPPs. While an
RPP might be able to successfully navigate an environment in which the
institutional pressures mostly align, as those pressures shift, negotiating the
conflicting demands on the RPP becomes more difficult. The need to adapt to and
address those demands can place a significant strain on the RPP as an

organization.
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2. The existence of multiple logics in the environment of an RPP suggests not that
partnerships are impossible to form but that differing definitions of effectiveness
imply a need for different types of RPP. Because these different types of RPP call
for different structures, resources, and knowledge, it may be difficult for a single
organization to meet all needs present in the environment or to quickly pivot as
logics shift.
3. Different types of RPP have different strengths and vulnerabilities that should be
considered when designing an RPP. Each type has value, but few if any are
capable of meeting all the demands of a complex system known for multiple
goals, dysfunction, insufficient resources, and weak capacity.
Theoretical Foundation

This case study is guided by institutional logics theory, an offshoot of the larger
field of institutionalism, which provides a framework for understanding how individuals
and organizations navigate complex environments. The theory, which | will describe in
depth in Chapter 2, is based on the premise that societies are made up of large social
structures called institutions which guide individuals’ thinking by providing a set of
understandings “about the way a particular social world works” and was developed to
help explain relationships between individuals, organizations, and societies (Thornton &
Ocasio, 2008). Institutions--which include religion, the professions, the state, markets,
and the community--offer individuals and organizations varying definitions of legitimacy,
authority, and identity (Powell & Bromley, 2013). For example, under an “aesthetic
logic” found in the field of architecture, architects’ sense of identity is grounded in their

skill as an “artist-entrepreneur.” According to this logic, architects acquire authority
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based on their design prowess, and legitimacy is conferred by architects’ reputation and
the aesthetic quality of their designs. Conversely, according to a logic of efficiency also
present in the field, identity is derived from individuals’ ability as engineers and
managers, and they gain authority from becoming a managing partner or supervisor of a
firm. The logic of efficiency grants legitimacy based on the efficiency and economy of
architects’ designs. The predominant logics in an organization’s environment both focus
its attention on certain problems and potential solutions, and constrain its actions based
on a sense of what is right or appropriate (Thornton & Ocasio, 2008).

According to institutional logics theories, societies are not monolithic, but rather
are made up of multiple institutions, each of which has a different set of expectations
governing behaviors and relationships (Powell & Bromley, 2013). The presence of
multiple institutions does not imply a hierarchical structure; institutions can coexist in a
single society, and any one institution may take primacy in a given context (Thornton &
Ocasio, 2008). Both societies and organizations within the society may be dominated by
a single logic or may be influenced by multiple logics simultaneously (Powell &
Bromley, 2013). For example, teachers’ interpretations of instructional reform initiatives
reflect the different logics available to them, as a combined market-accountability logic
leads to a focus on rigorous curriculum and results over inputs, while a hybrid logic
containing elements of professional and bureaucratic logics emphasizes efficiency and
the use of best practices as defined and recognized within the field (Bridwell-Mitchell &
Sherer, 2016).

As the logics prevalent in a society or organization change, individuals may also

respond differently to the same events or circumstances (Thornton & Ocasio, 2008). For
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example, as the field of higher education publishing shifted from an editorial to a market
logic, publishing houses’ missions changed from building the prestige of the house to
increasing profits (Thornton & Ocasio, 2008). Initially, manuscripts were selected for
publication based on their perceived value to the field or on the authors’ reputations,
whereas later, editors were more likely to make decisions based on which manuscripts
they felt would sell the most copies. The same question--what makes a manuscript
worthy of publication--would be answered differently depending upon the logic prevalent
in the environment.

The possibility of multiple logics existing within a single organization or society
can also explain the existence of “competing and even at times contradictory practices
and beliefs” (Powell & Bromley, 2013, p. 7). For example, the Achievement School
District (ASD), a state-run district made up of Tennessee’s lowest-performing districts,
struggled to meet the demands of the multiple logics exerting influence on the district as
“markets, states, and community sent competing signals to providers about what
constituted legitimate goals and strategies” (Glazer, Massell, & Malone, 2018, p. 11).
Either shifting or concurrent, competing logics can affect organizations within a field.

Although its primary focus is “on how competing societal-level belief systems
shape both individuals and organizations” (Powell & Bromley 2013, p. 6), individual
agency is also an important consideration in institutional logics theory. Unlike in
traditional market theory, which sees individuals as acting in ways that maximize
personal gain, institutional logics posits that individuals are largely constrained by the
institutions around them and are guided in decision-making by a sense of what is

appropriate in a given situation (Thornton & Ocasio, 2008). However, because there are
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multiple logics present in any environment, individuals exercise agency as they choose
logics from which to derive their personal identity (Powell & Bromley, 2013; Thornton &
Ocasio, 2008). In this way, individuals are influenced by the institutions around them but
also have agency to draw on different logics and can work to change logics; individuals,
organizations, and institutions interact in complex ways (Meyer & Rowan, 2006;
Thornton & Ocasio, 2008).

I chose institutional logics theory as the most useful framework for framing the
data from this case. Absorptive capacity, which was used as the foundation for the larger
study of which this analysis is a part, was able to explain some aspects of RPPs,
specifically those related to districts’ use of research created by their partners. However,
as our observations quickly surfaced the complexity of the environments in which RPPs
are situated, the limitations of this framework became clear. While the theory of
absorptive capacity can shed light on districts’ processes as end users of research, it is
less suited for addressing relationships between and among the various organizations in a
complex partnership. Other theories such as complexity theory might also have offered
some insights into these interactions, but institutional logics provided the most robust
conceptual tools for analyzing the environment which, our observations showed, played a
role in the function of the research alliance. Institutional logics theory provided a way to
conceptualize the environment as an endogenous variable, which allowed me to analyze
and describe the interdependence between organizations and their environment.

In education, institutional logics have been used to investigate how districts,
schools, and individuals within schools draw on various logics when addressing problems

or setting priorities (Bridwell-Mitchell & Sherer, 2016; Glazer, Massell, & Malone, 2018;
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Huerta, 2009). In this instance, institutional logics affords an analysis of the variable
forces at work in the environment and the way they exert influence on the structure and
functions of RPPs as organizations. The DRC is at the heart of a complex network of
organizations, each influenced by one or more logic. Although in some instances
competing logics subjected the DRC to differing demands from its partners, overall the
environment was characterized by a shift from one predominant logic, evidenced across
multiple organizations, to a new and very different logic. As described above, when
research organizations such as the DRC enter into partnerships with districts, they enter
fragmented, contested environments in which they are answerable not only to the district
but also to funders and government and civic organizations. Their continued existence
depends on their ability to meet the needs of all of these stakeholders and in doing so,
maintain their social legitimacy, As Meyer and Rowan noted the “key constraint for
educational institutions...is the need to maintain the trust and confidence of the public at
large--in short, to maintain legitimacy by conforming to institutionalized norms, values,
and technical lore” (Meyer & Rowan, 2006, p. 5).
Summary of the Methodology

This dissertation is a descriptive, longitudinal case study, examining how a
research alliance is influenced by institutional pressures in its environment. | employed a
case study methodology to create a rich picture of a specific, representative but unique
case. Case study methodology is an appropriate methodology because it is designed to
explore in depth a program, event, process, or individual (Cresswell, 2009) and is the
preferred methodology when “a ‘how’ or ‘why’ question is asked about a contemporary

set of events over which a researcher has little or no control,” (Yin 2009, p. 13). This
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section will include a brief summary of the larger case study of which this dissertation is
a part and how this analysis fits into that larger study, followed by a summary of the
methods used for data collection and analysis. Chapter three offers a more detailed and
complete discussion of research methods and procedures.

The research presented in this paper is based on data collected as a part of a larger
study, a comparative study of two research alliances, conducted from 2015-2019. Data
collection for the first site, which is the focus of my analysis, began in 2015 and
concluded in 2018. The purpose of the larger study was to investigate ways in which the
design and environment of research-practice partnerships (RPPs) mediate the capacity of
school districts to use research knowledge to improve performance. The two cases
differed in setting, structure, and resources, which allowed for insights into how those
differences influenced their evolution, practice and the impact of their research. This
dissertation uses data from that study to explore how the context of a research alliance
shapes its structures, practices, and relationships with others in its environment. It focuses
on how environmental pressures influenced a research alliance over a period of over ten
years, asking how perceptions of district administrators and other stakeholders have
changed over time and what might account for these changing views. The goal of my
study was to better understand the complex constellation of organizations that make up
the partnership and its environment and the interactions between those organizations, a
goal for which case study methodology is appropriate and beneficial.

As described in Chapter 3, the study used interviews, observations, and material
analysis to help illuminate the complexities inherent to research-practice partnerships.

Interview participants included current and former staff of the district and the DRC,
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members of the governing board, and representatives of other partner organizations
including local foundations and non-profit, community, and government organizations
who contributed to or used DRC research. Participants who had worked with the
partnership over the course of its history beginning with its founding were included to
provide historical perspective. Other data were collected through meeting observations
and document review; both of these methods of data collection were used primarily to
provide context for conducting interviews. Interview transcripts were excerpted and
coded to support the identification of key themes and the development of theories about
the data. The initial coding scheme, based on the concept of absorptive capacity, was
revised iteratively as our understanding of the case developed. Throughout data
collection, informal written narratives and weekly meetings of the research team were
used to support analysis. Much of the data collected during the first phase of the study
was later recoded to address the shortcomings of the original coding scheme and to better
align the data with my developing understanding of the topic and the theoretical frame I
used to structure my findings. Toward this end, | created a spreadsheet and engaged in a
process of pattern coding, which “combines the flexibility of informal sensemaking with
the analytic rigor of formal coding and analysis,” (Larbi-Cherif, Egan, & Glazer, p. 4) to
inform my analysis. A complete description of the methodology is provided in Chapter 3.
Delimitations

The data discussed here are limited in scope to a single research-practice
partnership formed between a university-based research organization and an urban school
district. The partnership being studied is a place-based research alliance and is well-

established in the city, having been in existence for over ten years at the start of the study.

19



Choosing a well-established research alliance afforded me the ability to trace shifts in
institutional logics over time. Research alliances have different strengths and weaknesses
than other types of partnership and so may have responded to environmental pressures in
different ways. My conclusions are also based on how the research alliance responded to
the pressures prevalent in its environment at a specific time. RPPs formed in different
times and places, where different logics may predominate, could be subject to an entirely
different set of demands. Additionally, while the logics in this case were clear and
consistent, this might not be the case in other settings. Because | studied only one
partnership in one location, | cannot confidently make generalizations about the presence
of logics in other places or extent of the shift in logics across settings. There is some
evidence that the shift seen in this case may not be limited to the location | studied, but
that conclusion is not based on the data from this study.

Additionally, the choice of interview participants within the district shaped my
findings and analysis. We chose to interview primarily high-ranking and mid-level
district administrators. Our sample included few administrators with significant, direct
contact with school administrators or faculty, and we did not speak with any school-based
district employees. This allowed us to get an in-depth understanding of how the
institutional environment affected the district as a whole and to speak to multiple people
who held certain influential roles over time. Also, because the number of administrators
at lower levels, including the school level, is so large, it would not have been possible to
get a sufficient breadth of coverage to ensure a complete understanding of how various
logics presented and interacted at these levels. However, it is possible that | missed some

nuances of how the logics shifted because I lacked perspectives from some parts of the
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district. Finally, in order to create a richer picture of the partnership, I limited interview
participants to those involved in certain lines of DRC research. This allowed me to gain
multiple perspectives and a thick description of certain aspects of the partnership rather
than diffuse, incomplete representation of the full scope of work of a complex, multi-
faceted organization.

Limitations

This study was limited by practical constraints. Although it was a longitudinal
study, data collection did not begin until the partnership had been in existence for ten
years. While we were able to address some of this limitation by interviewing participants
involved with the founding and early years of the partnership, we had to rely on their
memories rather than contemporaneous accounts. Additionally, due to high turnover and
instability in the district, there were individuals who had once held important roles in the
partnership who we were unable to interview. This makes it possible that we have an
incomplete picture of some point in time or of some perspective.

Another limitation of this study is that the case under consideration, while
representative, is also atypical in some ways. The DRC is different from many research
alliances in that it has a large number of formal partners beyond the district and a single
research organization; the partnership is structured to include additional universities as
well as foundations and local civic organizations. The primary research organization is
also smaller than that of many other research alliances, with only a few dedicated staff
members. This structure is not unique, but because these factors make it different from
many other research alliances, it may limit the ability to which findings can be

generalized to other partnerships with very different compositions.
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The setting of this case is also relevant because of the partnership’s location in a
city with a long history of troubled and contentious race relations. The university at the
center of the partnership has often been at the center of race-oriented conflict. As I will
discuss in my subjectivity statement in Chapter 3, my position as a white, university-
affiliated researcher may have influenced which individuals | was able to interview as
well as how they responded to me. Some interviewees may have been less inclined to
openly share their experiences and perspectives due to my racial identity. Additionally,
while we were able to interview representatives of many community partners, there were
some organizations, particularly black-led organizations, with which we were unable to
make contact. Because most of our interviews with leaders of black-led organizations
were conducted later in the data collection process, my data includes less information
about which logics were present in these organizations in the DRC’s early days. This
might distort my understanding of how the logics shifted across the community as a
whole.

Definitions of Key Terms

This study uses the following definitions:

1. Research-Practice Partnership (RPP): RPPs are defined as
Long-term, mutualistic collaborations between practitioners and
researchers that are intentionally organized to investigate problems of
practice and solutions for improving district outcomes. (Coburn, Penuel, &
Geil, 2013, p. 2)
Coburn and Penuel (2016) further elaborate on this definition, stating that RPPs

are a very specific form of partnership. They are long term—rather than
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being focused on a single study, researchers and system leaders share an
open-ended commitment to build and sustain a working collaboration over
multiple projects. Rather than developing studies that address gaps in
existing theory or research, they focus on problems of practice—key
dilemmas and challenges that practitioners face. They are mutualistic—the
focus of the work is jointly negotiated and there is shared authority. RPPs
employ intentional strategies to foster partnerships, with carefully
designed rules, roles, routines, and protocols that structure interaction.
Finally, they involve original analysis of data—participants collect
their own and sometimes use sophisticated analytic techniques to answer
districts’ questions using administrative data. (Coburn & Penuel, 2016, p.
49)

2. Research Alliance: A research alliance is a specific type of RPP, which
“is a long-term partnership between a district and an independent research
organization focused on investigating questions of policy and practice that
are central to the district. These alliances negotiate research questions with
districts and other youth serving organizations, conduct the research, and
funnel findings back to the district, the community, and other stakeholders
with the goal of informing policy and improving practice in the district.
(Coburn, Penuel, & Geil 2013, p. 4).

3. Research Use: As with the definition of “research” itself, the term “research use”

has multiple possible interpretations. Weiss (1977) states that

“the whole notion of what research utilization means is complex and
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fuzzy. Attempted definitions encompass a wide range of activities, ranging
from direct and immediate implementation of the recommendations
emanating from a study to a generalized sensitivity to concepts
highlighted by social science research”
(p. 533).
Honig and Coburn go on to define research use as consisting of more than a single
process composed of a discrete set of sequential steps, noting that

the process of evidence use is markedly social, complex, and political. The

process involves discrete subactivities that may be obscured by the

singular term ‘evidence use.” These subactivities and the evidence use
process overall are shaped by a range of factors both inside and outside the

district.” (2008, p. 579)

Based on these definitions, in this study, the term “research use” will
include any use of research evidence, as defined above, by district staff. Use will
be considered to have occurred if the individual’s engagement with research leads
to an increase in personal or organizational knowledge or if information gained
from research can be seen to guide specific decisions about district policies or
practices.

4. Logic: In institutional logics theory, a logic is defined as

...the socially constructed, historical patterns of material practices,

assumptions, values, beliefs and rules by which individuals produce and

reproduce their material subsistence, organize time and space, and provide

meaning to their social reality. (Thornton & Ocasio 1999, cited in
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Thornton & Ocasio, 2008, p. 101)
Put more succinctly, an institutional logic is “the way a particular social world
works” (Jackall, 1988, cited in Thornton & Ocasio, 2008, p. 101).
. Legitimacy: Organizational legitimacy can be concisely defined as “the perceived
appropriateness of an organization to a social system in terms of rules, values,
norms, and definitions” (Greenwood et al., 2017). Legitimacy, which is conferred
by stakeholders in the environment, has consequences for an organization because
many stakeholders, including those who provide financial support, will not
engage with an organization perceived as illegitimate (Greenwood et al., 2017).
Being deemed legitimate also affords organizations the freedom to pursue their
activities without being questioned or challenged by the society of which they are
a part (Greenwood et al., 2017). An organization is seen as legitimate if it is
perceived as either being good at what it does or conforming to social norms. For
the purposes of this study, if partners view the DRC as legitimate, they have a
positive view of its researchers and their work. Partners who view the DRC as
legitimate want to engage with the DRC and see the researchers as providing

something that addresses their needs.
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Chapter 2: Literature Review

Introduction

When the University of Chicago Consortium on School Research was founded
thirty years ago, it was viewed as a noteworthy innovation with great potential to address
some of the thorniest problems facing public schools. In the wake of its perceived
success, research alliances proliferated and funding for such partnerships increased
dramatically (Penuel & Gallagher, 2017; Wentworth, Mazzeo & Connolly, 2017).
Recently, however, critiques of RPPs are becoming more common and funding streams

less generous (Booker, Conaway & Schwartz, 2019;

https://ies.ed.gov/blogs/director/post/rpps). The partnership that is the subject of this
study, while newer than the Chicago Consortium, is also a long-standing, established
partnership that has endured shifts in the policy environment and changing expectations.
This chapter will review the literature relevant to the rise of RPPs such as the Chicago
consortium and the circumstances in which the partnership in this study was created and
evolved.

Due to the high level of interest in RPPs, there is a significant body of literature
studying them. This literature is rooted in studies of district learning and decision-
making; later attention has been focused on practical considerations for creating
partnerships and descriptive studies of partnerships (for example Booker, Conaway, &
Schwartz, 2019; Farrell et al., 2018; Penuel & Gallagher, 2017; Scher, McCowan, &
Castaldo-Walsh, 2018; Scholz, Ehrlich, & Ross, 2017; Wentworth, Mazzeo, & Connolly,
2017). There is still only a limited amount of research, however, into the impact of RPPs.

Some research, such as Farrell’s 2018 descriptive study of IES-funded RPPs, measures
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changes in partners’ attitudes and practitioners’ self-reported use of research, but there
has been little study of whether or how participation in a partnership leads to
organizational learning or improves district performance. There is even less evidence
showing RPPs’ impact on student outcomes. In addition, and of particular importance to
this dissertation, is that while the literature does review challenges to successful
partnerships and conditions supporting their success, little attention has been paid to the
larger environment in which RPPs reside.

One premise underlying RPPs is that school districts both need and lack the
ability to use research effectively in decision-making. This chapter will review the
literature relevant to this assertion. It will begin by describing the increasing pressure for
districts to use research as well as the extent to which they have done so, including details
of the challenges posed by low district capacity. Next, this chapter will review the
literature on the causes of the “research-practice gap.” Although school districts’ lack of
capacity is the most widely cited source of the problem, the current literature suggests
that some barriers are due to researchers’ lack of knowledge or skills as well. This
chapter will detail the challenges faced by both districts and researchers in bridging the
gap. Then it will continue to define and describe the history of research-practice
partnerships, which will provide context supporting an understanding of how the case fits
into the larger landscape of RPPs.

Finally, this chapter will turn to the body of scholarship related to the
environment in which RPPs are situated. While there is some acknowledgement as a
whole that the environment is complex, there is limited scholarship on the topic. Most of

what exists is either practical advice aimed at those considering forming RPPs or
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exploration of the impact of philanthropic organizations on the research agenda.
Currently, the literature addresses outside organizations primarily as minor contributors
with a definite but small role to play in the function of RPPs. Contrary to the scant
attention that education researchers have paid to the larger RPP environment, the theory
of institutional logics and the evidence of this study suggest that the institutional
environment of RPPs is, in fact, crucial to their function and practice. Because of this, the
subject of the larger environment is quite important to understanding RPPs and will be
central to this dissertation.
Description and Critique of Scholarly Literature
Pressure to Use Research

Education policy has increasingly exerted pressure on schools and districts to use
research in decision making and to employ research- and evidence-based programs and
curricula. In the early days of public education, schools were expected to provide merely
a basic education, with the processes of teaching left to individual teachers, schools, and
to some extent, local districts (Peurach et al., 2019; Tseng, 2012). The minimal oversight
afforded state and federal government was focused primarily on equitable distribution of
resources (Peurach et al., 2019). Beginning in the 1980s, however, the federal
government began to seek a more active role in public schooling and increasingly
emphasized student outcomes over educational inputs, leading over the course of the
1980s and 1990s to a focus on research-based practices (Honig & Coburn, 2008; Peurach
et al., 2019; Reckhow & Snyder, 2014; Tseng, 2012). Later federal policies from the No
Child Left Behind Act (NCLB, 2001) to the Every Student Succeeds Act (2015) also

stressed the importance of research and evidence-based decision making in schools and
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districts (Coburn, Penuel, & Geil, 2013; Coburn & Turner, 2012; Farley-Ripple, 2018;
Honig & Coburn, 2008). At the same time, philanthropic organizations began taking a
more active role in influencing policy, and these organizations also demanded to see
concrete impact of their giving (Coburn & Turner, 2012; Farrell & Coburn, 2017;
Lubenski, Scott, & Debray, 2014; Reckhow, 2016).

This focus on impact and outcomes dramatically increased demands for the use of
research and evidence in school and district decision-making (Coburn, Toure, &
Yamashita, 2009; Honig & Coburn, 2005). Educators are expected to use a range of
sources of evidence, primarily the formal, written evidence found in reports and
databases; legislation and state and federal policies often refer to “scientifically-based”
programs or school and student performance data (Coburn, Toure, & Yamashita, 2009;
Honig & Coburn, 2005; Honig & Coburn, 2008, Tseng, 2012). Policy makers believe this
type of evidence will lead districts to make better decisions, identify more effective
programs and practices, and ultimately increase student achievement and eliminate race-
or income-based achievement gaps (Coburn, Toure, & Yamashita, 2009; Farley-Ripple et
al., 2018; Honig & Coburn, 2008; Nelson, Leffler, & Hansen, 2009).

Research Use in School Districts

While it would be easy to assume that this intense policy pressure stems from a
lack of research use in school districts, on the whole this is not the case. District
administrators actively seek out research, interpret it, and make decisions about which
evidence to use and how (Farrell & Coburn, 2017). In fact, district administrators use
evidence more frequently than required by federal and state mandates; evidence use is

both more common and more nuanced than often assumed and includes multiple forms of
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evidence from a broad range of sources (Coburn, Toure, & Yamashita, 2009; Honig &
Coburn, 2005; Honig & Coburn, 2008; Nelson, Leffler, & Hansen, 2009). Practitioners
consistently identify as the most useful types of evidence including that from professional
associations and conferences as well as local research created through work with
consultants--all of which are deemed practical and based in “real life” (Farley-Ripple,
2012; Honig & Coburn, 2005; Honig & Coburn, 2008; Nelson, Leffler, & Hansen, 2009;
Penuel et al., 2016). Resources from education clearinghouses and academic journals, on
the other hand, are not typically seen as offering salient or timely information (Coburn,
Penuel, & Geil, 2013; Farley-Ripple, 2012; Penuel & Gallagher, 2017).

Although district administrators clearly use evidence, they do not necessarily use
it as effectively or as often as they think they do. Practitioners may neglect to use certain
types of research, miss opportunities for use, or use research ineffectively (Farley-Ripple,
2012; Honig & Coburn, 2008; Nelson, Leffler, & Hansen, 2009). In addition, because
evidence use is often a political undertaking, valid research is sometimes ignored or
overlooked for less appropriate forms of evidence (McConnell & Weatherford, 2013).
Although some district administrators claim to use research, these claims are often
overstated when compared to documented use, indicating that administrators’ responses
in interviews do not necessarily reflect their actual behavior (Honig, Venkateswaran, &
McNeil, 2017; Penuel, 2016).

One reason for the limits to both actual and perceived use of evidence is that the
concept of “evidence use” is deceptively complex. On the surface, the term “evidence”
suggests information that “shines a clear unambiguous light on how to strengthen school

performance or at least where districts should direct their efforts” (Honig & Coburn,
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2008, p. 582). Policies mandating the use of evidence imply that requiring such use will
directly bring about a simple, linear process in which researchers produce relevant,
accessible research that practitioners can immediately apply directly to their work (Tseng,
2012). Despite this tacit expectation, the reality is that research use--both for the
researchers and for the practitioners expected to use evidence--is a considerably more
complex, multifaceted, and interactive process (Coburn & Stein, 2010; Coburn, Toure, &
Yamashita, 2009; Honig & Coburn, 2005).

Both in education and in other fields, evidence plays “a much less straightforward
role than policy makers typically think,” (Coburn, Toure, & Yamashita, 2009, p. 1124).
Administrators must first identify a problem and acquire evidence, but this must be
followed by an interpretive process which includes “translating” evidence into clear,
actionable forms (Honig & Coburn, 2005). Interpretation and sense-making are crucial,
and attempts to streamline the complex process of evidence use by reducing it to a
simple, administrative task absent the opportunity to engage in interaction with
colleagues is unlikely to lead to significant change (Coburn & Stein, 2010; Farley-Ripple,
2018; Farrell & Coburn, 2017).

The groundwork for the current discussion of evidence use in school districts was
laid in the 1970s through studies of the use of research evidence in policy making. These
studies were the first to counter the prevailing view that research use was a simple, linear
process in which a problem was identified, missing information was acquired, and a
relevant policy solution was readily determined (Nutley, Walter, & Davies 2007; Weiss,
1977; Weiss, 1979). In contrast, evidence use was found to be a “diffuse and circuitous

process” (Weiss, 1977, p. 534) in which policy makers used research more indirectly and
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over a longer period of time. The process involved using research to build an
understanding of problems and gain new perspectives, absorbing information in a variety
of formats and at different times so that research “seeped into” policy decisions (Weiss
1977). Research use was found to encompass “a wide range of activities, ranging from
direct and immediate implementation of the recommendations emanating from a study to
a generalized sensitivity to concepts highlighted by social science research,” (Weiss,
1977, p. 533).

This early work led to a taxonomy encompassing several distinct but related types
of research use. The first, instrumental use, occurs when users can cite specific instances
of how evidence influenced a decision (Farley-Ripple, 2012; Penuel et al., 2016). It is
defined as a linear, rational process in which the decision maker asks a question, finds
evidence, and uses the evidence to answer the question (Tseng, 2012). Despite being
emphasized and preferred by policy makers, instrumental use of research evidence is rare
in practice (Coburn & Stein, 2010; Coburn, Toure, & Yamashita, 2009; Farley-Ripple,
2012). Somewhat more common is conceptual use of evidence, in which exposure to
research leads to gradual shifts in district administrators’ understanding or perceptions of
a problem (Coburn & Stein, 2010; Coburn, Toure, & Yamashita, 2009; Farley-Ripple,
2012; Penuel et al., 2016; Tseng, 2012). Conceptual use of research can lead to change
even if no one piece of evidence was used to inform a district decision (Farrell & Coburn,
2017). Both instrumental and conceptual use of evidence, already rare, decline further
when users lack resources to allow for an in-depth sense-making process (Coburn, Toure,

& Yamashita, 2009; Farrell et al., 2018; Honig & Coburn, 2008).
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A third type of evidence use, known as political or symbolic use, is more
commonly found in school districts. This type of use occurs when users select evidence
based on the extent to which it advances their own goals (Farley-Ripple, 2012; Nutley,
Walter, & Davies 2007; Penuel et al., 2016; Weiss 1979), as decision makers “know
whether they support or oppose a piece of legislation or reform effort, and they marshal
research to back their position,” (Tseng, 2012, p. 7). Symbolic use also includes general
claims about what “research says” to support decisions that have already been made
(Farley-Ripple, 2012; Nutley, Walter, & Davies, 2007; Penuel et al., 2016; Weiss 1979).
This type of use may occur when district administrators lack capacity or time to develop
a deep understanding of the evidence available to them or are using evidence to stay in
compliance with policy demands rather than because they see the need for research
(Farley-Ripple, 2012; Nutley, Walter, & Davies, 2007; Weiss 1979).

Causes of the Research-Practice Gap

A major reason for the mismatch between policy expectations and research use in
districts is a well-documented “gap” between research and policy. There is no simple way
to bridge this gap and build connections between research and practice (Coburn & Stein,
2010). The disconnect is largely due to a difference in culture between the research and
practice communities springing from fact that the two groups work in different contexts
and typically have different goals, norms, and expectations (Farley-Ripple et al., 2018;
Farrell & Coburn, 2017; Penuel et al., 2011; Penuel & Gallagher, 2017; Scher,
McCowan, & Castaldo-Walsh, 2018; Tseng, 2012). Another particularly significant
“cultural” difference is in the timelines for conducting research, with researchers

preferring longer-term studies that often do not meet practitioners’ need for immediate
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solutions to pressing problems (Penuel, 2016; Penuel, et al., 2011; Penuel & Gallagher,
2017).

Compounding the effects of the culture gap is a mutual lack of trust and respect
between researchers and practitioners (Tseng, 2012). Many district leaders believe that
researchers show bias in their conclusions or use results to support a particular point, and
few leaders consider researchers a source of guidance (Penuel, 2016). They are often
skeptical about the reliability of research evidence and believe that it is commonly
manipulated to make a point (Nelson, Leffler, & Hansen, 2009; Tseng 2012). This is
particularly true of evidence that seems to prioritize implementation fidelity over
adaptability or to focus on theory without concern for practical application (Nelson,
Leffler, & Hansen, 2009; Penuel et al., 2011). This distrust has been exacerbated by
researchers’ tendency to privilege their own perspective and view educators as passive
repositories or subjects on whom research is conducted rather than as full partners
(Henrick, et al., 2017; Penuel & Gallagher, 2017; Tseng, 2012).

Also contributing to the gap between research and practice is the fact that school
districts, particularly low-performing urban districts, lack the capacity to use evidence
effectively. For the past fifteen years, limitations of time, money, or staff have
consistently been identified as obstacles to district use of research (Coburn, Penuel, &
Geil, 2013; Coburn, Toure, & Yamashita, 2009; Farrell et al., 2018; Farrell, Coburn, &
Chong 2018; Farley-Ripple, 2012; Honig & Coburn, 2005; Scher, McCowan, &
Castaldo-Walsh, 2018). District administrators often lack the expertise to find, interpret,
and use research effectively and lack confidence in their own abilities (Nelson, Leffler, &

Hansen, 2009; Scher, McCowan, & Castaldo-Walsh, 2018). Despite practitioners’
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concern that “there is insufficient research evidence available to make informed
decisions,” (Nelson, Leffler, & Hansen, 2009, p. 1), this lack of capacity is exacerbated
by the fact that there are actually huge amounts of evidence, of varying quality and
relevance, available to district administrators with little guidance or clarity about which
evidence to use (Honig & Coburn, 2005; Nelson, Leffler, & Hansen, 2009).

While practitioners often lack the ability to find and use research productively, the
problem is not one-sided. Researchers’ lack of capacity, particularly related to their
understanding of practitioners’ needs, has contributed equally to the tenuous connection
between research and practice (Nelson, Leffler, & Hansen, 2009; Tseng, 2012).
Administrators prefer concise, timely summaries or syntheses, and will use research that
they find relevant, responsive to their needs, and applicable in their specific contexts
(Honig & Coburn, 2005; Farley-Ripple et al., 2018; Gutierrez & Penuel, 2014; Nelson,
Leffler, & Hansen, 2009; Scher, McCowan, & Castaldo-Walsh, 2018). Despite this,
researchers prioritize academic journal articles which require a great deal of
interpretation and are often seen as wordy and overly technical (Coburn, Penuel, & Geil,
2013; Farley-Ripple et al., 2018; Honig & Coburn, 2005; Nelson, Leffler, & Hansen,
2009). Graduate programs typically require students to focus on proficiency in a single
research methodology, which does not prepare them to meet practitioners’ needs
(Henrick et al., 2017). They frequently lack understanding of the challenges facing
practitioners or design studies without giving sufficient attention decision makers’
preferences, resulting in research that is not relevant to administrators’ needs (Coburn,
Penuel, & Geil, 2013; Farley-Ripple et al., 2018; Henrick et al., 2017; Honig & Coburn,

2005; McDonnell & Weatherford, 2013; Tseng, 2012).
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Because of the significant cultural differences and mutual lack of understanding,
the gap between research and practice is deeply entrenched. Further, meaningful change
toward the consistent, effective use of research would require districts to make large-
scale organizational or functional change and develop new models of professional
practice that support regular use of evidence and meaningful collaboration across
divisions (Honig & Coburn, 2005). On the other side of the gap, researchers need “a
stronger understanding of how practitioners and policymakers engage research. This
understanding should include their definitions of research, their perceptions of its
relevance and quality, their preferred modes of communication, and the forces that
influence their use of research” (Tseng 2012, p. 3). In order to overcome these
challenges, both partners would need to cultivate new dispositions and develop requisite
skills that support communication and collaboration (Penuel & Gallagher, 2017). One
way to accomplish this would be to form closer, formalized connections between
researchers and practitioners.

Research-Practice Partnerships

External partnerships have long been seen as a promising strategy for addressing
the research-practice gap and solving important problems of practice. Over the past ten
years, a specific type of partnership, research-practice partnerships (RPPs), have received
increasing attention and funding (Coburn & Penuel, 2016; Coburn & Stein, 2010; Farrell
et al., 2018; Gutierrez & Penuel, 2014; Henrick et al., 2017; Scher, McCowan, &
Castaldo-Walsh, 2018; Thompson et al., 2017). RPPs can take many forms, with
membership ranging from less than ten to hundreds of participants (Farrell et al., 2018;

Henrick et al., 2017; Penuel et al., 2011; Scher, McCowan, & Castaldo-Walsh, 2018;
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Thompson et al., 2017); partnerships are made up of researchers and practitioners but
may also include other stakeholders (Coburn & Penuel, 2016; Henrick et al., 2017).

Despite the broad definition of the term, RPPs have several commonly accepted
characteristics. Partnerships are typically long-term commitments and are frequently tied
to a specific location, whether a district or a group of districts, and most have some type
of formal data-sharing agreement (Farrell et al., 2018; Penuel & Gallagher, 2017; Scher,
McCowan, & Castaldo-Walsh, 2018). Having a strong, lasting connection to their
location allows the research partner to build a deep understanding of the district and its
context (Coburn, Penuel, & Geil, 2013). A key characteristic of RPPs is their focus on
problems of practice facing the district, rather than on more abstract or theoretical issues
commonly studied by researchers. In most RPPs, districts play a role in identifying these
problems of practice, which is intended to ensure that research priorities address district
needs rather than exclusively researchers’ priorities (Coburn, Penuel, & Geil, 2013;
Farrell et al., 2018; Henrick et al., 2017; Penuel & Gallagher, 2017).

Most RPPs share three primary goals. First, they seek to provide districts with
objective evidence and second, to support districts in using that evidence. An important
part of the work of RPPs is increasing districts’ capacity to use research by providing
relevant data and supporting practitioners in interpreting research findings and planning
for implementation (Coburn & Penuel, 2016; Farrell et al., 2018; Henrick et al., 2017;
Honig, Venkateswaran, & McNeil, 2017; Penuel & Gallagher, 2017). Because districts
often have limited internal capacity for conducting research or analyzing data, research
partners can provide support by creating and maintaining data archives, compiling data

from multiple sources, conducting original analyses, and guiding districts in interpreting
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data about teacher and student performance (Henrick et al., 2017; Penuel & Gallagher,
2017; Scott & Jabbar, 2014). The third goal, to contribute to the body of literature on
educational issues, is sometimes mitigated by a tendency to focus more on the needs of
local funders than on publishing in peer-reviewed journals (Coburn, Penuel, & Geil,
2013; Henrick et al., 2017; Penuel & Gallagher, 2017). To achieve these goals,
researchers in RPPs may conduct their own research or draw on existing data from their
district partners and other sources (Penuel & Gallagher, 2017).
Types of RPP

There are three main types of RPP: design-based partnerships, networked
improvement communities (NICs), and research alliances (Coburn, Penuel, & Geil, 2013;
Penuel & Gallagher, 2017). Design-based partnerships develop and test educational
materials using processes similar to those used in engineering research (Penuel &
Gallagher, 2017). Rather than conducting research on behalf of the school district,
researchers in a design partnership work collaboratively with district administrators to
develop solutions to district-identified problems of practice (Henrick et al., 2017; Penuel
& Gallaher 2017). The co-design process central to this type of partnership is a crucial
distinction between design partnerships and other types of RPP (Coburn, Penuel, & Geil,
2013). Despite their promise, design-based partnerships face significant challenges, in
part because they require high capacity in both partners, who are expected to take on new
and unfamiliar roles (Coburn, Penuel, & Geil, 2013). Because research partners may find
it difficult to concurrently conduct research and build district capacity, design

partnerships may include additional members who can serve as intermediaries; the
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number of participants involved necessitates a degree of coordination which is also
challenging for many partnerships (Penuel et al., 2011).

A newer form of RPP, NICs are similar to design-based partnerships in that they
design and test solutions to problems of practice. Rather than being tied to a specific
location they bring together multiple districts facing similar problems of practice, which
allows them to investigate and share information about how potential solutions work in
different contexts (Coburn, Penuel, & Geil, 2013; Henrick et al., 2017; Penuel &
Gallagher, 2017). More than any other type of RPP, NICs are focused on practical
measurement of whether efforts lead to improvement in educators’ daily work (Penuel &
Gallagher, 2017). NICs typically use a process borrowed from improvement science in
which they decide on small changes to implement, evaluate, and build on (Coburn,
Penuel, & Geil, 2013; Henrick et al., 2017; Penuel & Gallagher, 2017). As in design-
based partnerships, members may be required to take on new, non-traditional
responsibilities and develop additional expertise (Coburn, Penuel, & Geil, 2013). NICs
select some participants for their expertise relevant to the problem to be addressed and
again similar to design-based partnerships, may benefit from including members to serve
as intermediaries and manage processes (Penuel & Gallagher, 2017).

The third type of RPP, and the focus of the current discussion, is the research
alliance. Like all RPPs, research alliances are ongoing, long-term partnerships between
educational systems and research institutions, although many research alliances also
include additional partners such as local government agencies and organizations that
serve youth (Henrick et al., 2017; Penuel & Gallagher, 2017). While research alliances

partner with districts, they also “seek to serve as independent voices that provide
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objective evidence regarding educational policies and programs’ implementation and
efficacy” (Penuel & Gallagher, 2017, p. 24). Researchers in this type of partnership seek
to inform policy and practice in the district in which they are based, a goal which must be
balanced with the desire to provide accurate, reliable information to the public and to
contribute to national conversations on educational issues (Coburn, Penuel, & Geil 2013,
Penuel & Gallagher, 2017).

Research alliances largely draw on members’ existing capacity. Although partners
must learn to work collaboratively in partnerships that change commonly accepted power
dynamics, roles tend to be clearly defined and based in familiar skills and practices
(Coburn, Penuel, & Geil, 2013; Penuel & Gallagher, 2017; Schotz, Ehrlich, & Roth,
2017). District participants are drawn from units or divisions that do work related to that
of the alliance, and the types of research commonly conducted are familiar to researchers,
limiting the amount of learning required of either partner (Coburn, Penuel, & Geil, 2013;
Penuel & Gallagher, 2017). That research alliances place less demands on participants
makes them relatively easy to form. This fact combined with the perceived success of
early research alliances such as the Consortium on Chicago School Research led to a
proliferation of similar partnerships (Coburn, Penuel, & Geil, 2013). It is this type of RPP
that will be the focus of this dissertation.

Conditions Supporting RPP Success

Because of their prominence, RPPs have been subject to a great deal of scrutiny
and much is known about the conditions that support their effective function. Perhaps
above all else, mutual respect and strong interpersonal relationships are seen as crucial to

the success of partnerships along with shared understandings and values (Farrell et al.,
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2018; Henrick et al., 2017; Honig & Coburn, 2005; Nelson, Leffler, & Hansen, 2009;
Penuel & Gallagher 2013). Unless partners have some shared knowledge, norms, and
practices and are able to establish common goals and values, partnerships find it difficult
to succeed (Coburn & Stein, 2010; Farrell & Coburn, 2017; Honig & Coburn, 2005;
Penuel & Gallagher, 2017). Because researchers and practitioners often enter the
partnership with different priorities and values, they must also work together to ensure
that the research agenda addresses topics significant to both partners (Thompson et al.,
2017).

Communication underlies the ability to build the trust and support that allow for
effective collaboration. Partnerships benefit from well-developed systems of regular,
ongoing, formal and informal communication that allow partners to discuss priorities and
keep each other updated on progress (Coburn, Penuel, and Geil 2013; Farrell & Coburn,
2017; Scher, McCowan, & Castaldo-Walsh, 2018). This leads to coherent routines and
procedures which create an infrastructure by which researchers’ guidance can influence
the district’s work (Farrell & Coburn, 2017; Penuel & Gallagher, 2017). Clear,
established roles for members and structures such as data-sharing agreements or
memoranda of understanding also support RPP success (Farrell et al., 2018; Farrell &
Coburn, 2017). As will be discussed in Chapter 4, these conditions, while necessary, may
be insufficient to guarantee partnerships’ success.

Finally, both districts and research partners need a certain amount of initial
capacity in order for partnerships to be successful. The extent to which partnerships lead
to organizational learning is dependent upon the district’s existing capacity and related

features of the research organization (Farrell & Coburn, 2017; Farrell, Coburn, & Chong
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2018), although there is some evidence that partnerships can still be successful so long as
this capacity is built through the collaboration (Henrick et al., 2017). Characteristics of
districts that can support effective partnerships include strong internal communication
pathways, an organizational culture which supports collaboration and learning, the
capacity to orchestrate systemic response to research and overall absorptive capacity
(Coburn & Stein, 2010; Farley-Ripple, 2012; Farrell et al., 2018; Farrell & Coburn,
2017). Qualities that increase the ability for a research organization to serve as a partner
include the ability to report results in ways that are accessible and useful to practitioners,
flexibility and adaptability, and the ability to provide the type of guidance needed by the
district (Farrell & Coburn, 2017; Penuel & Gallagher, 2017).
Benefits and Limitations of RPPs

When these conditions are met, benefits can accrue to both sides of an RPP. Not
surprisingly, many of the documented successes of RPPs involve increased capacity of
district administrators to use research. Many administrators who participate in RPPs
report increased comfort with research and improvements in the use of evidence in their
districts, although the evidence on whether and how research gets used is mixed (Coburn,
Penuel, & Geil, 2013; Coburn & Stein, 2010; Farrell et al., 2018; Farrell & Coburn,
2017; Honig, Venkateswaran, & McNeil, 2017). RPPs have sometimes been successful in
increasing stability in districts, allowing for sustained focus on problems and the creation
of high quality research products (Coburn, Penuel, & Geil, 2013; Coburn & Stein, 2010;
Penuel et al., 2011; Thompson et al., 2017). Researchers who participate in RPPs often
improve their understanding of practitioners’ needs and their ability to create research

which meets those needs (Farrell et al., 2018; Schotz, Ehrlich, & Roth, 2017). They also
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report increased understanding of and respect for practitioners and their work (Coburn &
Stein, 2010; Scher, McCowan, & Castaldo-Walsh, 2018; Schotz, Ehrlich, & Roth, 2017).
In an extensive study of an RPP program funded by the IES, participants from both sides
reported “highly valuing” their work in partnerships (Farrell et al., 2018). Participation in
partnerships forms stronger ties between researchers and practitioners and has helped
reduce the cultural gap between the two.

Despite these positive findings, RPPs have not proven to be a panacea capable of
radically transforming the organizational life and effectiveness of districts. First, while
individual partnerships and even some large RPP programs have had positive results,
there are nevertheless many, significant challenges to forming and maintaining strong,
effective partnerships (Coburn, Toure, & Yamashita, 2009; Farrell et al., 2018; Farrell &
Coburn, 2017; Nelson, Leffler, & Hansen, 2009; Penuel et al., 2011; Penuel & Gallagher,
2017; Scher, McCowan, & Castaldo-Walsh, 2018). Despite the well-documented interest
in and funding for RPPs, “partnerships seem to need more time and resources than we as
a society are willing to invest” (Penuel & Gallagher, 2017, p. 146).

Even when resources are available, there are many obstacles to creating and
maintaining successful partnerships. Forming successful partnerships across institutional
boundaries is challenging and takes a high degree of ongoing effort (Coburn, Penuel, &
Geil, 2013; Farrell et al., 2018). Partnerships must find ways of working together that
meet the needs of all parties and must be flexible enough to survive in uncertain and often
changing conditions (Penuel & Gallagher, 2017; Thompson et al., 2017). Participation in
RPPs, even research alliances, requires both researchers and practitioners to engage in

steep learning curves and to shift existing mindsets about the other side of the partnership
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(Coburn, Penuel, & Geil, 2013; Farley-Ripple et al. 2018; Henrick et al., 2017; Scholz,
Ehrlich, & Roth, 2017). Building the trust necessary for a successful partnership and
learning to communicate across the cultural divide take ongoing effort and regular
contact between members which can be difficult to establish and maintain (Coburn,
Penuel, & Geil, 2013; Farrell et al., 2018; Henrick et al., 2017; Scher, McCowan, &
Castaldo-Walsh, 2018; Scholz, Ehrlich, & Roth, 2017).

Many of the cultural differences between researchers and practitioners which
make it difficult for districts to use research have been similarly shown to influence the
work of RPPs. As with any work involving researchers and practitioners, the partners in
an RPP still have different priorities, agendas, and work practices (Coburn, Penuel, &
Geil, 2013; Coburn & Stein, 2010). The research designs, methods, topics, and
publication formats valued by universities and the research community at large are often
different from those prized by district administrators, and the discrepancy can discourage
researchers from engaging in RPP work (Coburn, Penuel, & Geil, 2013; Penuel &
Gallagher, 2017). Even when engaged with an RPP, researchers typically strive to make
novel contributions to the field and focus on the theoretical, despite the fact that
practitioners focus on context, application and immediate impact (Nelson, Leffler, &
Hansen, 2009; Thompson et al. 2017). While RPPs are intended to bridge the gaps
between research and practice, the formation of an RPP does not automatically erase any
of these cultural differences.

Additionally, the obstacles on both sides of the partnership that impede districts’
use of research are still challenges when formal partnerships are established. Many

aspects of district capacity have been identified which, when lacking, decrease the
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efficacy of the partnership or even cause its failure (Coburn, Penuel, & Geil, 2013;
Farrell et al., 2018; Honig & Coburn, 2017; Penuel et al., 2011; Scher, McCowan, &
Castaldo-Walsh, 2018). High levels of turnover common in urban districts are also
obstacles to the success of partnerships, particularly as new leaders almost always bring a
new set of priorities which can disrupt the partnership’s research agenda (Coburn, Toure,
& Yamashita, 2009; Nelson, Leffler, & Hansen, 2009; Penuel & Gallagher, 2017).
Research organizations, frequently situated within universities and staffed by university
researchers, are structured to meet the demands of academia rather than to meet the needs
of school districts. University-based researchers, particularly untenured faculty members
“are not rewarded for many of the central activities related to partnership work,”
(Coburn, Penuel, & Geil, 2013, p. 18), a disincentive which can discourage researchers
from engaging in RPP work (Coburn, Penuel, & Geil, 2013; Penuel et al., 2011; Penuel &
Gallagher, 2017; Scholz, Ehrlich, & Roth, 2017). These problems, already well
documented in the field as a whole, are not resolved simply by creating a formal
partnership between researchers and practitioners.

Finally, and most significantly, despite the many benefits, there is limited
evidence of sustained impact on teaching and learning at a large scale. Participation in an
RPP has not been shown to consistently produce a deeper understanding of research or
lead to meaningful changes in practice, especially without additional action from district
administrators (Coburn & Penuel, 2016; Coburn, Penuel, & Geil, 2013; Coburn & Stein,
2010; Farrell et al., 2018; Farrell & Coburn, 2017; Thompson et al., 2017). There are also

gaps in research on and evidence of whether improvements can be tied to RPP
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participation or what negative unintended outcomes participation might incur (Coburn &

Penuel, 2016; Farrell et al., 2018).

The Role of the Environment

Although RPPs are, at their core, made up of researchers and practitioners, they
exist as part of a wider environment. The members of research alliances are often situated
within larger organizations: universities or other research institutions and schools,
districts, or networks of districts. Educational agencies at the local, state, and federal
level are another component of the environment in which RPPs work. Finally, many
research alliances include a broad range of organizations across multiple sectors, further
increasing the number of stakeholders with a voice in the partnership (Coburn & Penuel,
2016; Coburn, Penuel & Geil 2013). These other groups include: state and local agencies
that serve youth; parents and influential community members; advocacy groups; grant-
making foundations; college and university researchers from outside the partnership;
professional associations; and think tanks (Coburn, Penuel, & Geil, 2013; Henrick et al.,
2017; Nelson, Leffler, & Hansen, 2009; Scher, McCowan, & Castaldo-Walsh, 2018;
Scott & Jabbar, 2014; Tseng, 2012). The positioning of RPPs within such complex,
multi-faced environments has significant implications for their form and function.

There are ways in which this inclusiveness benefits research alliances. Ties with
other organizations and even other alliances can expand RPPs’ capacity and extend the
reach of their research (Coburn, Penuel, & Geil, 2013; Farrell et al., 2018; Henrick et al.,
2017; Penuel & Gallagher, 2017). Other stakeholders may also help partnerships develop

understanding of the community in which they are situated and problems facing the local
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education agency (Nelson, Leffler, & Hansen, 2009; Penuel & Gallagher, 2017).
Maintaining larger networks can potentially help RPPs adapt to their environments, gain
additional sources of data through data-sharing agreements, and create pathways that
facilitate the acquisition, interpretation, and use of research (Coburn, Penuel, & Geil,
2013; Nelson, Leffler, & Hansen, 2013; Penuel & Gallagher, 2017; Tseng, 2012).

While the literature has noted the presence of multiple partners in research
alliances and some benefits of their inclusion, less consideration has been given to this
environment from an institutional perspective, a perspective which is important to
understanding the design, function, and evolution of RPPs. As we will see, RPPs are the
product of interplay between a number of different institutional actors, each with
differing interests and means of exerting influence on the partnership. While the exact
makeup of a particular RPP may vary, there are certain institutional actors salient to all
partnerships that play a fundamental role in determining the viability of a partnership and
providing both the funding and the legitimacy necessary for their ongoing existence.

Because educators are at the core of RPPs, the organizations which they represent
are a central component of the environment and one which researchers must take care to
navigate. To gain initial buy-in, researchers must identify the appropriate administrators
to participate in RPPs and then develop robust pathways of communication and build
trust with these and other district decision makers (Coburn & Penuel, 2016; Farrell et al.,
2018; Penuel & Gallagher, 2017; Scher, McCowan, & Castaldo-Walsh, 2018). As the
partnership becomes established, members must balance researchers’ desire for
independence and objectivity with districts’ need for input into a contextually relevant

research agenda (Penuel & Gallagher, 2017). Formal structures that allow for co-
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construction of a research agenda or support researchers in sharing “bad news” such as
“no surprises” policies in which researchers share all findings with districts before
publishing them are common steps taken to address this tension (Coburn, Penuel, & Geil,
2013; Penuel & Gallagher, 2017; Sher, McCowan, & Castaldo-Walsh, 2018).

The government is an external stakeholder that has played an important role in the
evolution of RPPs. First, federal government entities, particularly the Institute of
Education Science (IES), have provided a significant source of funding supporting
partnerships (Coburn & Penuel, 2016; Farrell et al., 2018; Scher, McCowan, & Castaldo-
Walsh, 2018). Large, federal grant programs aimed at supporting the development of
RPPs add to the legitimacy of partnerships by signaling that no less a body than the
federal government finds RPPs worthy of extensive financial resources. On the other
hand, the fragmented, political system of governance that has often been a major
challenge to education reform has similar implications for RPPs. The multiple levels of
governance to which districts are accountable--federal, state, and (primarily) local--have
always had diverse agendas with competing interests within and across levels (Cohen &
Spillane, 1992; Finn & Petrilli, 2013; Manna, 2013; Smith & O’Day, 1991). The
interdependent nature of RPPs forces researchers to contend with the same environmental
factors that have made it difficult for school districts to effect lasting, long-term change
on their own.

Foundations and other funding organizations are another powerful institutional
actor in the environment of RPPs. For over twenty years, grant-making foundations have
played an increasing role in funding school reform initiatives and as a result, have exerted

influence based on their opinions about how education reform should come about
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(Coburn & Turner, 2012; Hess & Henig 2015; Lubenski, Scott, & Debray 2014; Scott &
Jabbar 2009). National foundations such as the Spencer, Gates, and William T. Grant
foundations provide funding for RPPs and play a role in directing the focus of the
research community towards developing partnerships (Coburn & Penuel, 2016). Because
few RPPs have endowments, most are dependent on financial support from the
government, private foundations, and other philanthropic organizations (Coburn, Penuel,
& Geil, 2013). This dependence gives funding organizations significant influence on the
work of RPPs, including their research agendas and allocation of monies (Coburn,
Penuel, & Geil, 2013), as “there’s no agency or foundation that will write a blank check
for partnerships to do the work they want to do indefinitely,” (Penuel & Gallagher, 2017,
p. 118). Foundations and other grant-based funders frequently change priorities and areas
of interest, putting additional stress on RPPs to keep up with these rapidly changing
demands (Rowan, 2002). While smaller, more localized foundations do not have the
same ability to confer credibility on RPPs, they nevertheless are an important component
of the funding stream that has supported the rise of new partnerships.

Local government agencies outside of education and community-based
organizations can also play a critical role in legitimizing RPPs and building support for
research alliances in their communities. Local, youth-serving organizations are frequently
included in partnerships and can be additional recipients of RPP data as well as having a
powerful influence on local perception of educational organizations (Coburn, Penuel, &
Geil, 2013; Glazer, Massell, & Malone 2019; Penuel & Gallagher, 2017; Scher,
McCowan, & Castaldo-Walsh, 2018). In this “complex and challenging environment,

with multiple sources of funding and numerous masters” (Manna, 2013 p. 7), there are
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many groups that can block change and building consensus is difficult (Finn & Petrilli,
2013; Smith & O’Day, 1991). While civic and other local organizations can convey
legitimacy and support for RPPs, they nevertheless have the power to place stress on the
partnership. As a foundational element of the public school system, local communities
exert influence over educational priorities, as widespread opposition from the community
can threaten the long-term viability of educational reform efforts (Glazer & Egan, 2018).

Despite acknowledging the challenges posed by the nature of RPPs’ environment,
there has been scant inquiry into the interdependent relations between RPPs and their
environments or the implications for researchers’ work and capacity to support districts
and schools. Specifically, while scholars make reference to the contested environment of
RPPs, their focus is on concrete steps that individual RPPs have taken to be successful in
those environments. The literature addresses practical applications rather than providing a
theoretically robust analysis of RPPs as organizations situated in complex environments
rife with conflict and competing priorities. While existing research addresses many of the
challenges faced by RPPs, including the difficulties of establishing strong communication
or the stresses created for researchers attempting to meet the needs of practitioners, it
does not more systematically investigate the underlying causes of those challenges.
Consequently, it is important to consider the way in which those same environments exert
influence on the organization and practice of RPPs.

This dissertation will do just that. Rather than examining interactions between
specific research organizations and their partners or drawing lessons from the successes
or failures of one or more individual partnerships, this study will use the lens of

institutional logics to investigate in a systematic way the pressures facing one research
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alliance. The study is less concerned with evaluating the capacity of the district or the
value of any organizational learning resulting from the partnership than it is with
considering how the partnership itself has been shaped by changing definitions of what,
exactly, defines a successful partnership.

Theoretical Framework for Forthcoming Study

Institutional logics theory is a natural framework for a study of this type. It
provides a lens for looking systemically at an RPP in its environment and for exploring
the ways that individuals and organizations interact with and are influenced by this
environment. The institutional logics approach allows for multiple levels of analysis,
including analysis at both micro and macro levels, which is appropriate for this study.
Institutional logics can be analyzed at a societal level, organizational level, industry level,
geographic level, and others, as well as at multiple levels simultaneously. In some cases,
the levels are interrelated, and influences on one level can be found at another as well
(Powell & Bromley, 2013; Thornton & Ocasio, 2008).

Institutional logics theory grew out of the theory of institutionalism, which
emerged during the mid-twentieth century based on the idea that societies consist of large
social structures referred to as “institutions”--including but not limited to markets, the
state, families, professions, and religions (Powell & Bromley, 2013)--and that individuals
and organizations within a society are influenced by these institutions. Early institutional
theory focused on how the institutions put pressure on individuals and organizations to
conform through “rules, contracts and authority” (Thornton & Ocasio, 2008, p. 100) in
ways which lead to homogeneity in organizational structures. Institutional theorists also

suggested that these environmental pressures focused on legitimacy and the familiar
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rather than efficiency, effectiveness, or the needs of individual organizations (Meyer &
Rowan, 2006; Powell & Bromley, 2013; Thornton & Ocasio, 2008).

Initially, institutionalism “explored how the policies and routines of a particular
organization acquired local resonance and became self-sustaining” (Powell & Bromley,
2013, p. 2), that is, focusing on how an organization’s internal policies and practices
developed. In contrast, a later movement styled as “new” institutionalism was directed
more towards the study of how the external environment shapes organizations. As the
theory developed, the focus of study shifted from the macro-level consideration of
isomorphism across organizations to a more complex accounting of the relationships
between and among levels of analysis, including linkages between individuals and
institutions, as well as to ways in which institutional pressures were sources of
heterogeneity rather than homogeneity.

Institutional logics, a line of research within the new institutionalism, developed
in the 1980s and 1990s. The term, first used by Alford and Friedland in 1985 to describe
competing practices and beliefs they saw in modern western societies, was used to help
explain relationships between individuals, organizations, and societies (Thornton &
Ocasio, 2008). Institutional logics theory builds on the original institutionalism by
suggesting that “each of the institutional orders has a central logic that guides its
organizing principles and provides societal actors with vocabularies of motive and a
sense of self” (Thornton & Ocasio, 2008, p. 101). Its primary focus is “on how competing
societal-level belief systems shape both individuals and organizations” (Powell &

Bromley, 2013, p. 6).
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The central premise of institutional logics theory is that each institution or sector
has its own set of guiding principles or “logic” that shapes its practices and form. An
institution’s logic comprises its beliefs, values, norms, and practices. A professional logic
for example, emphasizes expertise and knowledge of a particular technical core, with
legitimacy derived from the esteem of peers, while a market logic is driven by a profit
motive and values rational choice and competition (Bridwell-Mitchell & Sherer, 2017).
Another key concept is that of embedded agency; that is, the assumption that individuals’
decisions result from the complex interplay between the individual and the institution
through which individuals are “both enabled and constrained by prevailing institutional
logics” (Thornton & Ocasio, 2008, p. 103). Institutional logics affect how individuals and
organizational decision makers allocate their attention, time, and resources. They provide
a set of rules for identifying problems, deciding which problems to address, and
considering possible solutions to the problems (Thornton & Ocasio, 2008).

In contrast to traditional institutional theory, in which individuals lack agency and
are depicted as reacting to the external environment without any explicit process of
sense-making, in institutional logics, elements of a society interact in complex ways
(Jackall, 1988, cited in Thornton & Ocasio, 2008). Individuals and organizations are not
only influenced by the institutions in their environment but also exert influence in
shaping those institutions (Meyer & Rowan, 2006; Thornton & Ocasio, 2008). While
institutions are clearly larger than any individual and serve to shape and constrain
individual behavior, at the same time institutions and their logics are distinctly human

constructs. And so, while an individual cannot function completely outside of
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institutional logics, individuals (or organizations) exercise a degree of power to
incrementally shape them.

Institutional logics have been found to shape both individual and organizational
action (Thornton & Ocasio, 2008). Individuals are members of multiple groups with
collective identities, including gender, racial, and professional groups, among others, and
over time these collective identities become institutionalized (Thornton & Ocasio, 2008).
The process of institutionalization includes the development of an institutional logic that
prevails within the group; internalization of this prevailing logic is one aspect of
identification with the group (Thornton & Ocasio, 2008). Institutional logics shape action
in part by legitimizing or creating rules for how members achieve power and status
(Thornton & Ocasio, 2008). For example, in a field with a predominant professional
logic, members might gain prestige through mastery of the technical core rather than by
amassing personal wealth or by earning the goodwill of the community; in academia,
professors are known for the quality and quantity of their publications rather than for
their salaries, and universities are valued more for the rigor of their academic programs
than for the size of their endowments.

Individuals have agency because they have access to multiple logics--that is,
multiple ways of thinking about the world and determining what is appropriate--which
affords them the ability to choose between logics and affect change by shifting their own
and others’ understanding of how things should be done (Thornton & Ocasio, 2008).
Additionally, while individuals are components of institutions, institutions themselves
“must be endowed with meaning by cognitive acts of individuals,” (Meyer & Rowan,

2006, p. 6). In other words, institutions can only exist because of the people who
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comprise them and bring to them certain understandings of the world and how it should
work. A concrete example helps illustrate this otherwise abstract set of ideas. The modern
American institution of the public school, in which groups of similar-aged children spend
a part of each year receiving instruction in a dedicated building from adults holding
certain qualifications, is not the only possible configuration for educating children. The
institution exists in its current form because of the influence over time of individuals with
certain ideas of what a public school should be (Meyer & Rowan, 2006).

The interplay of institutional logics is seen as an alternative to a traditional
economic explanation of human and organizational behavior. In contrast to a market-
based theory which sees behavior as driven by “a logic of consequences” (Thornton &
Ocasio, 2008, p. 106), the institutional logics approach sees people as influenced more by
“a logic of appropriateness” (Thornton & Ocasio, 2008, p. 106). In market-based theory,
individuals are seen as rational actors who engage in negotiation to achieve desired
outcomes and maximize personal gain, whereas institutional logics posits that individuals
are influenced by rules, societal expectations, and a sense of personal identity (March &
Olsen, 1998). In education, for example, district administrators’ decision-making process
might be influenced by a sense of what schools should do or what is expected from
someone holding their title. Institutional logics provide people with “a highly contingent
set of social norms” which influence their behaviors and decision-making. As prevailing
logics change, individuals may respond differently to the same circumstances.

The existence within a society of multiple institutions and their various governing
logics mean that there “is not just one source of rationality” (Thornton & Ocasio, 2008, p.

104) and that any context can be influenced by more than one institution. A good
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example comes from the field of health care, which is influenced by the market, the state,
and the relevant professions (Thornton & Ocasio, 2008). In current health care practice,
governance structures follow a bureaucratic logic, while from a market standpoint,
patients are seen as consumers and doctors as providers of services (Powell & Bromley,
2013). In hospitals, while decision-making is clearly influenced by medical (professional)
logic, both laws and consideration for the needs of families also play a role (Greenwood
et al., 2011). Other fields, including education, are similarly subject to multiple
institutions and the associated logics. These intersecting institutions are not seen as
hierarchical, and any can take primacy in a given context.

Just as there may be multiple, evolving logics present in a given environment,
individual observers may also perceive or identify these logics differently. In education,
for example, some researchers see public schools as guided by a single, strongly
isomorphic logic to the extent that even charter schools, explicitly designed to challenge
that logic, are ultimately unable to fully establish different ways of doing things (Huerta
2009). Other researchers see multiple logics in active competition within a single district
or even a single school (Bridwell-Mitchell & Sherer 2017; Glazer, Massell, & Malone
2019). While in some cases, differing logics can coexist fairly peacefully, theorists
generally agree that organizational change is sparked by competition and conflict
between the logics found within a given organization and in its larger environment
(Powell & Bromley, 2013; Thornton & Ocasio, 2008).

The concept of institutional logics is particularly useful for “examining
complexity, pluralism, and heterogeneity,” within environments (Powell & Bromley,

2013, p. 7). An organization might be influenced by one dominant logic, which may
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evolve over time, or by multiple logics layered within the organization. In either case, the
prevailing logic or combination of logics focuses individuals on certain problems and
solutions (Powell & Bromley, 2013; Thornton & Ocasio, 2008). For example, the
increased prevalence of a market-based logic in education in the late twentieth and early
twenty-first century corresponded with a shift in focus towards outcome-based policies
including high-stakes testing; prior to this, under a dominant bureaucratic logic,
education policy had been more likely to address concerns with teacher certification or
the distribution of funds (Meyer & Rowan, 2006; Peurach et al., 2019). “Decisions and
outcomes are a result of the interplay between individual agency and institutional
structure,” (Thornton & Ocasio, 2008, p. 103).

While neither institutional theory nor the study of institutional logics originated in
education, they have been studied across a broad range of social sciences and are
certainly relevant to education. The concept of institutional logics is employed to draw
attention to a few different educational phenomena. The American educational system is
well known to be fragmented, with authority spread across many levels of governance
(Cohen & Spillane, 1992; Manna, 2013; Smith & O’Day, 1990). Neither schools nor
school districts are isolated, self-contained systems, but rather are embedded in what is
clearly a complex, interdependent environment. Even individual districts, far from being
monolithic entities, are made up of many departments or offices with multiple, interacting
levels; these divisions are also made up of individuals whose knowledge and experiences
strongly influences district routines and policies (Spillane, 1998).

The theory of institutional logics can help researchers understand the dynamics

found in such a system. As suggested by the broader theory, studies using institutional
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logic in educational systems identify ways in which institutional logics influence how
districts, schools, and individuals identify and address problems related to their policies
and procedures, how they allocate resources, and what they value and prioritize.
Identifying the institutional logics present in an educational environment, both within and
outside of the schools themselves, can help researchers understand the causes of conflict
in that environment and create a blueprint for increasing success. For example, if a
community logic that calls for attention to issues of racial injustice and support for
students’ social and emotional needs is prevalent, the school district can gain legitimacy
within the community by addressing these priorities (Glazer, Massell, & Malone, 2019).
Institutional logics theory, then, is a useful lens through which to consider the
problems facing RPPs. Prior research has identified many challenges facing RPPs and
offered suggestions for how to set up strong RPPs and evaluate their effectiveness. The
theory of institutional logics draws attention to the way that some of the more
foundational dilemmas confronting RPPs reside less in leadership and programmatic
decisions than in environments that provide differing incentives, expectations, and
definitions of effectiveness and legitimacy. Just as the school districts described in the
examples above exist in complex, contested institutional environments, so too do RPPs.
Both researchers and practitioners already exist in such environments, even when
considered in isolation. Researchers, for example, may be torn between an academic
logic which prizes long-term studies published in peer reviewed journals, and a market
logic in which funders demand to see certain results in order to finance such studies.
School districts may feel driven to meet bureaucratic expectations for management of

resources and the tracking of student progress, professional requirements related to
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curriculum and instruction, and the demands of family and community members for safe,
nurturing schools.

RPPs bring together these two stakeholders into a partnership which then needs to
navigate an even larger set of more conflicting demands. In order to be successful, the
partnership needs to not only bridge the longstanding gap between research and practice,
but also negotiate pressures and expectations from an eclectic institutional environment
which includes funders, community leaders, state and federal authorities, and academic
institutions. Creating an RPP formalizes a relationship between a specific set of
researchers and a specific set of district administrators. The partnership might even have
stated goals of improving communication between the two groups, setting a research
agenda collaboratively, or building district capacity to use the research created by the
partners. Setting lofty goals for the partnership, however, does not address the underlying
complications rooted in a complex, pluralistic environment.

Institutional logics theory provides a framework for understanding those
complications. The theoretical framework employed in this analysis acknowledges that
there are larger forces at work in the environment of RPPs and that these forces influence
how its members define effectiveness, success, and legitimacy. This dissertation will use
institutional logics theory to better understand the composition of the RPP environment,
which influences can be found there and how they interact and will explore how the
institutional pressures facing RPPs have changed over time. It will consider the
implications of the presence of competing logics on the practice and continued existence

of RPPs.

59



Toward this end, the analysis will focus on how the varying logics found in an
organizational environment influence members’ overall understanding of “how [their]
particular social world works” (Thornton & Ocasio, 2008) and the ways in which
different sectors bring pressure to bear on a research alliance. As described above,
research alliances exist due to a confluence of different actors, including institutions of
higher learning and school districts, but also funders and community and government
organizations. Each of these actors apply their own definition of legitimacy, value, and
effectiveness to an organization which is dependent on all them to perform its work and

to survive.
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Chapter 3: Methods

Overview of Methodology

This chapter will address the methodology and processes used to collect data for
the analysis found in later chapters. To do so, | will begin by explaining my choice of
case study methodology and articulating my research questions. Next, | will describe the
research procedures used to collect the data that informs my analysis. This will include a
description of the study sample and context. Finally, the chapter will conclude with my
subjectivity statement and a description of the ethics precautions | employed when
collecting data.

This dissertation is a descriptive, longitudinal case study, examining how a
research alliance is influenced by institutional pressures in its environment. The case was
chosen because it afforded the opportunity to study the issue of interest, specifically the
external factors which relate to the ability of a research alliance to drive improvement in
a school district, making it an instrumental case study (Simons, 2009). The dissertation is
part of a larger comparative case study of the District Research Collaborative (DRC) and
the University Research Team (URT). That study took place from 2015-2019, with data
collection focused on the DRC from 2015-2018 and on the URT from 2017-2019. The
goal of the larger study was to investigate ways in which the design and environment of
research alliances mediate the capacity of school districts to use research knowledge to
improve performance. The design leveraged two RPPs in different settings, with different
structures, practices, and resources to better understand how these differences influenced

the relationship between the research organizations and their partner districts as well as
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the impact of their research. The current discussion is informed exclusively by data
collected about the DRC.

In each site, data collection focused on the researchers formally affiliated with
each research organization and district administrators; interviews were also conducted
with others who engaged with the partnership, such as university leaders and
representatives of city government departments and grant-making foundations. Under a
single principal investigator, separate research teams collected and analyzed data for each
site, using an iterative analysis process of sense-making to create a coherent narrative
describing findings at that site. Regular meetings of the full research team allowed team
members to synthesize findings and make connections across sites. These processes were
the foundation of data collection and analysis for this dissertation and will be addressed
in more detail later in this chapter.

The site that is the topic of this dissertation was chosen because it provided the
opportunity to explore how the organization and practices of a research alliance are
affected by the institutional pressures acting on it, making it an example of an
instrumental case study (Simons, 2009). Because research alliances vary widely in their
structure and function, it is not possible to choose a common case which is representative
of “an everyday situation” (Yin, 2009, p. 50). Instead, this is a critical case which can
“represent a significant contribution to knowledge and theory building by confirming,
challenging, or extending the theory” (Yin, 2009 p. 49). Additionally, the facts that the
DRC had been in existence for almost ten years by the beginning of the study and that
data were collected over a period of four years allow for a longitudinal case study that

can “specify how certain conditions and their underlying processes change over time”
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(Yin, 2009, p. 51). In order to see changes in the institutional environment, it was
important to observe a research alliance that had been in existence for many years and to
collect data over an extended time period to capture ongoing as well as historic change.
The case was also chosen because the major partners were willing to be studied and
because its geographic proximity allowed the research team greater access to participants
(Simons, 2009).
Case Study Methodology

Case study methodology is designed to explore in depth a program, event,
process, or individual (Cresswell, 2009). It is the preferred methodology when “a “how’
or ‘why’ question is being asked about a contemporary set of events over which a
researcher has little or no control,” (Yin, 2009, p. 13). This study explores how shifting
environmental pressures influence a research alliance over a period of many years. It
considers how the unique context of the alliance influences the relationships among
members, the research agenda, and the practice of the researchers. It asks how
perceptions of district administrators, foundation leaders, and other stakeholders of the
utility of the RPP have changed over time and what might account for these changing
views. A case study approach supports rich descriptions and is more explanatory than
other methodologies, allowing the researcher to trace operational practices over time
rather than simply measuring frequency or incidence (Yin, 2009).

A case study approach is appropriate for this dissertation because the
methodology focuses on documenting complexity and interpreting in context (Simons,
2009). Experimental and correlational research fail “to account for contextual factors of

time and place and the uncontrolled nature of complex social situations” (Cronbach, 1975
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cited in Simons, 2009). This study explores a research consortium with many levels of
complexity. It is comprised of representatives from many organizations from multiple
sectors within the city in which it is located. There is no clear-cut hierarchy within the
consortium, and the member organizations have fluid roles, acting at various times as
participants in research studies, users of research, or clients and funders. The consortium
is also inextricable from its context, and indeed it is the purpose of this research to
explore and elaborate that interdependence. Moreover, that it was designed to serve a
specific geographic location with a fraught history speaks to the applicability of the case
study approach. The structure and function of the school district, race and class relations
across the city currently and historically, and power dynamics amongst various
stakeholders all play a role in the functioning of the consortium.
Research Questions

To explore the factors that influence research alliances and shape their practices,
this study will be guided by three primary research questions:

1. How was the DRC’s original design a reflection of the institutional environment?

2. How did the institutional environment change and what were the implications for
the DRC?

3. What steps did DRC leaders take to better align the organization with its new
environment?

Research Procedures

Background and Case Setting

The research team for this part of the larger project consisted of the Principal
Investigator and three research assistants, one of whom joined the team in the third year
of the study. At the beginning of the project, all members of the team, including the

primary investigator, were actively engaged in all aspects of data collection, including the
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development of interview protocols and conducting interviews. Although this dissertation
is part of a larger study involving two sites, data collection in those sites was conducted
separately and data from the other site is not referenced directly here.

The setting for this case study is the District Research Collaborative (DRC),
which is a research alliance composed of researchers from a local research university
(RU) and a historically black university (HBU) together with district administrators from
the City Public School District (CPSD). As will be discussed further in Chapter 4, the
consortium was intentionally created with representation from two universities in order to
address the context in which it was situated. RU, a major research university, is the
central organization in the consortium and has the financial and human capital needed to
support the majority of the research work. HBU, a much smaller institution, was seen as
an important partner given the racial makeup of the city the consortium was created to
serve. The inclusion of HBU was somewhat controversial and is viewed differently by
various stakeholders; it is seen either as a genuine attempt to reflect the diversity of the
community, a necessary step to attain acceptance in the city, or as a token effort to appear
sensitive to these concerns without meaningful inclusion.

The consortium was formed in 2006 with support from several local non-profit
agencies with a broad goal of supporting children in the city. It was loosely modeled on
existing research consortia, particularly the Consortium on Chicago School Research.
Both the mission and vision statements of the DRC specify that the organization exists to
broadly improve both educational and life outcomes of youth across the city by informing
policy through high quality research and analysis. The DRC was explicitly designed to

exist as an independent entity that could provide support to a broad range of
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organizations, and while the school district is a major partner, it is not the DRC’s only
audience. Nowhere do the vision or mission statements articulate any intent to directly
support or improve the school district specifically, identifying instead a much broader
goal of improving educational and life outcomes for the city’s youth.

The collaborative has a full-time executive director and a small number of
researchers, mostly based at RU plus one from HBU, who are formally affiliated with the
DRC. Other researchers from the two major universities and other local institutes of
higher education sometimes contribute to the DRC’s research. The DRC was initially
governed by a board made up of representatives from both universities, the school
district, funders, and other city organizations. In 2018, this board was reorganized into
three distinct governing bodies. These bodies are a “Superintendent-Dean’s Board”
which meets twice yearly to facilitate communication between researchers and the school
district; a “research board” which serves as a liaison between the DRC and individual
researchers and which meets monthly; and a “CPSD Leadership Team” intended to
improve the dissemination and use of research within the district. The board was
reorganized due to multiple stakeholders’ frustrations with the DRC as will be described
in depth in Chapter 4.

The setting of the study had implications for our access and strategies for data
collection. As described above, the partnership is situated in an environment fraught with
a long history of race and class tensions. In addition to general distrust between various
groups, the history of RU is particularly contentious. The university is perceived in the
community as a white-led organization and is seen by many as a force for gentrification,

willing to use African American residents as subjects for research but not acting as a
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“good neighbor” or protecting their interests outside of those research studies®. This
tension affected some potential participants’ willingness to participate in interviews or to
engage in open discussion of the DRC and its work. We were able to gain access to some
of these participants by engaging with them through DRC researchers affiliated with
HBU rather than RU or by making connections through earlier respondents from the
African American community. Although I felt that | was able to develop at least some
degree of rapport with these participants, it is likely that they still viewed me as an
outsider or as affiliated with the DRC, and these perceptions may have shaped their
responses to my questions. As | became aware of this possibility, | began to use my initial
communication and the first few minutes of the interview to clearly and unequivocally
state that my research team did not work for the DRC and was not accountable to the
DRC.

Data Collection
Interviews

The data for this dissertation were collected through a combination of semi-
structured interviews and observations. Interviewees included full-time DRC researchers,
current and former district administrators, members of the governing board, staff from
organizations providing funding for the DRC, and representatives of non-profit,
community, and government organizations who contributed to or used DRC research.
Over the course of four years of data collection (October 2015 through May 2018), a total

of 68 interviews were conducted with 51 respondents (see Table 1 below). Respondents

! This belief is widely held to be true by interview participants and across the community as a
whole. It will be corroborated in Chapter 4.
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who were the most deeply engaged with the work of the partnership were interviewed
multiple times to add to our understanding of new themes that emerged as we began to
make sense of the data we collected. For the purpose of triangulation and to add to our
longitudinal analysis, when practical we interviewed multiple people who held certain
key positions in CPSD over time. In many cases, it was only necessary to interview
district administrators a single time, as they stayed in their role for a short time and
sufficient data was collected through the initial interview.

Table 1: Interview Participants

Role Total Interviews Unique Participants
Current and former district 32 24

administrators

Researchers 14 9

Foundation representatives 11 8

Other stakeholders 11 10

TOTALS 68 51

Although many research alliances are focused almost exclusively on a simple
partnership between a research organization and a school district, this partnership is
considerably more complex. In addition to the two universities formally named as
partners, the consortium has many other stakeholders that contribute to and benefit from
its work, making it clear that the case needed to have broad boundaries in order to create
a full, rich picture of the partnership. For that reason, the case includes as many of those
stakeholders as possible. DRC researchers and current and former district administrators
are key components of the case, but other organizations are also vital to understanding

the DRC’s organization and practice. These organizations include several city agencies
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including the Health Department and Head Start program and local philanthropic
foundations. The DRC also interacts with many smaller non-profit organizations, and
representatives from these agencies are also relevant elements of the case. Some of these
outside agencies hold very positive perceptions of the DRC while some are more
suspicious of its motives or question its value to the community. The city environment is
complex, and the purposeful sampling of these stakeholders is important to creating a
thicker, richer description of the case (Yin, 2009).

Early interview participants were selected due to their close association with the
DRC and their perspective on its function and value. The first interviews were conducted
with full-time DRC staff members, including the executive director, and current and
former district administrators who had worked closely with the DRC. As the research
team became more familiar with the larger environment in which the DRC is situated, it
became apparent that the DRC was the hub of an extensive network of organizations.
Based on this developing understanding, we added participants from other parts of the
partnership’s network as well as those who could provide historical perspective on the
formation and evolution of the partnership. This was done in part by snowball sampling,
as interview participants recommended colleagues who might have insights into the
questions being addressed and in part through additional purposeful sampling as the
research team studied the history of the district and the partnership. For example, as the
team became familiar with the network of non-profit and city agencies that interacted
with the DRC, we identified key staff members within those agencies and contacted them
to request interviews. In order to attain longitudinal data across the DRC’s history, I

created a timeline showing the leaders of relevant district departments over time, which
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allowed the team to contact and interview multiple people who had filled each position.
Some participants were interviewed more than once as our understanding of the case
changed.

Interviewing this wide variety of respondents allowed us to triangulate our data to
ensure its trustworthiness. We collected information from multiple sources, including
multiple people who had held the same role, people from multiple levels of departments
within the district, and people from a variety of different groups that interacted with the
DRC on the same projects. Doing so allowed us to corroborate our findings and
strengthen the construct validity of our findings (Yin, 2009). This was especially
important in instances where we were unable to interview a key stakeholder, such as one
former district superintendent. Because | was able to examine evidence from multiple
sources and establish themes based on converging these perspectives, | could build a
coherent justification for the themes that I identified (Cresswell, 2009).

Appendix A contains a timeline of data collection for the site that is the subject of
this dissertation. Interview participants are identified as either current and former district
staff, DRC-affiliated researchers, or partners, with the term “partners” inclusive of
funders, city government, and non-government organizations. One additional interview
was conducted with a researcher who was not affiliated with the DRC but who had
experience with both the DRC and the district.

When possible, two or even three members of the research team participated in
interviews with high ranking district administrators and researchers, which afforded us
the opportunity to get multiple perspectives on participant responses. Because each of us

had different perspectives, backgrounds, and areas of focus within the project topic,
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having multiple interviewers present also supported us in following relevant paths of
inquiry and identifying important topics that could be added to revised versions of the
interview protocol; if one interviewer didn’t take note of a comment by a participant as
the interview progressed, it was likely that another would ask follow-up questions to
pursue that topic.

In the early stages of data collection, the research team collaboratively developed
a single protocol for semi-structured interviews (see Appendix B). This protocol
consisted of questions that could help us create an accurate picture of the partnership.
Because the focus of the study constantly evolved over the course of data collection, we
regularly revised this protocol and developed additional protocols to reflect our new
understandings and priorities. As the sample expanded, it became necessary to adapt the
original protocol to reflect the widely varying perspectives and knowledge of new
participants. We further adapted the protocols to address the longitudinal nature of the
study and to address emerging themes that had not been identified when the original
protocol was developed.

All protocols addressed the same major topics, with variations to address role-
specific areas of interest. Each began with an introductory section asking about the
participants’ background and current role. All protocols then addressed the participants’
experiences with and view of both their own organization and the partnership in general;
this section was tailored to address relevant perspectives and themes. In interviews with
participants who did not work for the DRC, questions probed for the goals of the
organization or department in which the participant worked and how DRC research fit

with those goals. Further questions for these participants asked how, specifically, they
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collaborated with the DRC, how they used products created by the DRC, and what their
organization or department needed from the DRC. When appropriate, protocols for all
participants addressed other issues including the history of the partnership and the
complex socioeconomic and racial power dynamics within the city. Interview participants
who did not work for the district were asked about their relationship with and connections
to the district as well as to the researchers affiliated with the DRC. Using these protocols
allowed us to lead “guided conversations,” using the questions in a fluid manner,
“satisfying the needs of [our] line of inquiry...while simultaneously putting forth friendly,
non-threatening, but also relevant questions...” (Yin, 2009, p. 118). By keeping our line
of questioning fluid, we were able to follow relevant paths of thought identified by
participants’ responses and to probe further when a participant’s response was unclear or
did not address the relevant topic fully.

An important thread running through all interview protocols was one designed to
help us learn about the context and history of the partnership. Initially, the team simply
wanted to understand what was clearly a complex partnership consisting of multiple
members. We asked questions about who the stakeholders in the partnership were and
what relationships existed between them. As the study progressed, we continued to ask
these questions, broadening our focus as we learned about the extent to which the
partnership was embedded in a network of relationships across the city as a whole. We
had to regularly evaluate what we knew about the history of the partnership and

leadership changes in the district, and we revised our protocols to address these topics.
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Other Data

Data collection included observation of multiple meetings related to the DRC’s
work. We attended and observed a variety of meetings including DRC board meetings,
meetings between DRC researchers and district staff, and internal DRC and district
meetings. Attending board meetings allowed us to observe dynamics between district
staff, funders, and researchers. These meetings also helped us understand how the
research agenda was set and identify various partners’ expectations of the partnership.
We observed several regularly scheduled meetings held by the DRC for the purpose of
sharing data with relevant district staff, which gave us further insight into those dynamics
as well as to DRC strategies for supporting the district. At the organizations’ internal
meetings, we were able to focus on observing the goals, priorities, and processes of each
group. Because of the structure of the partnership, there were many meetings relevant to
our study, including meetings both within and across the major partners.

In addition to four DRC executive board meetings, one or more members of the
research team attended a total of three DRC staff meetings; three of the DRC’s regularly
scheduled, semi-formal informational meetings with identified district administrators;
and six district meetings at which DRC research was discussed. When available at these
events, we collected artifacts including agendas, meeting minutes, and handouts. We
attended some meetings solely as non-participant observers, in which instances we took
no or minimal notes at the request of the meeting facilitators; when this happened,
members of the research team in attendance wrote and circulated brief memos to capture
data and ensure that we had a common understanding of key points at the meeting. At

other meetings, which we attended in our capacity as researchers studying the
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partnership, each researcher independently took detailed notes which we later circulated
and consolidated into a single account of the topics discussed at the meeting.

In addition to conducting interviews and observing meetings, the research team
collected documents for review. These included a Memorandum of Understanding
(MoU) between the DRC, RU, and HBU created in 2013, a report created by DRC
researchers to explain its origins, and district organization charts as well as research
reports, briefs, and other products created by the DRC to present research findings. In
order to create a timeline of transitions in district offices, | referred to local media sources
found using an online search engine. In preparation for interviews related to specific lines
of research, | reviewed documents created by and for the DRC, including research reports
and briefings for the district, primarily to provide context for conducting interviews and
build my understanding of the history and context of the partnership. Having read the
relevant research reports helped me revise interview protocols and make sense of
participants’ responses. All meeting notes, documents, and memos were uploaded to a
secure, cloud-based storage platform.

Focus of Data Collection

As data collection progressed, we chose to focus on two of the DRC’s major lines
of research. Doing so had several advantages. First, it helped us navigate the complex
network of potential respondents both internal and external to the district. Our initial
choice of interview participants included individuals from across multiple departments in
the district but did not provide sufficient depth or richness of data to fully explore how
partnership data was disseminated across the district. Grounding the work and principles

of the partnership in a specific program of research helped us to prioritize potential
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interview participants; rather than asking broad questions of respondents whose
contributions might be interesting in some indeterminate way, we were able to target our
interviews to get multiple perspectives on specific aspects of the partnership’s work. This
was also helpful when identifying potential respondents from outside the district. Because
the partnership's network spreads across a large number of city and civic agencies, it
would have been impossible for us to either identify or interview all individuals with
some knowledge of the partnership. By focusing on two specific lines of research, we
were able to narrow our focus to a smaller subset of partner organizations and, again, get
rich data about a smaller part of the partnership’s work rather than thin, likely less
representative information about all of the partnership’s projects and every organization it
has collaborated with. Even when following specific lines of research, there were
organizations and individuals from whom we were unable to collect data; our decision to
limit our focus made the data collection process somewhat more manageable and helped
us trace the process from the creation of research through its dissemination and
interpretation to any instances of use.

While both research assistants attended interviews with participants of general
interest across the project, each took primary responsibility for following one of these
threads, conducting interviews with participants engaged with that line of research and
reviewing documents related to it. We expected that narrowing our focus would help us
pinpoint concrete examples of the use of the research partner’s reports, trace pathways
through which those reports were disseminated, and perhaps observe instances of
organizational learning or use of the research. | took on the area of research on early

childhood education, which gave me more in-depth knowledge of one aspect of the
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DRC’s overall body of work and a lens through which to analyze other relationships and
interactions.

To support a more comprehensive understanding of the case, the other assistant
and | shared responsibility for reviewing and coding the transcripts, and the full research
team met regularly to discuss the data. This increased my familiarity with interviews
which I did not conduct or attend allowing this dissertation to draw on all data, regardless
of who collected it, for analysis. All interviews were recorded and professionally
transcribed. Audio files and transcripts were uploaded to a secure, cloud-based platform
for storage, and transcripts were also uploaded to a secure cloud-based coding system for
analysis.

Data Analysis
Coding

Interview transcripts were excerpted and coded to support the identification of
key themes and the development of theories about the data. The initial coding scheme
was based on the proposal for the larger research study of which this dissertation is a part,
which used as a framework the theory of absorptive capacity. As such, the original
codebook was made up of strictly formal, theory-based constructs drawn from the
literature on absorptive capacity, including codes such as “activation triggers,”
“knowledge complementarity,” and “district external knowledge sources.” The list of
codes developed iteratively over the course of data collection as new themes emerged and
new theoretical lenses for considering the partnership were identified.

Some of the initial codes were later combined into fewer, broader codes as they

often contained less salient information and were found to be closely related or even
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indistinguishable for analytical purposes. As coding proceeded, it also became clear that
the constructs directly drawn from the literature on absorptive capacity did not address all
relevant concepts raised in interviews. While the absorptive capacity framework captured
some relevant data about the partnership, there were aspects of the data that did not fit
into that framework. In particular, we needed more codes that could capture the complex
relationships between the district and researchers as well as the history of the district
during the time period of our study. Because of the turbulence within the district as well
as the historically contentious relationship between the university hosting the DRC, we
asked interview respondents about and needed codes capable of capturing these
contextual factors. As it became clear that the partnership was an extensive network made
up of multiple agencies, we realized that the perceptions and expectations of these other
partners was crucial. This led to development of new codes and subcodes addressing
these external relationships. The final list of codes included fifteen main codes and forty-
three subcodes (see Appendix C).

Initially, the full research team coded a common transcript and met to compare
how we interpreted the codes to support inter-coder reliability. The two research
assistants continued to code independently, periodically meeting or communicating by
email or telephone to clear up areas of confusion about how to select excerpts and apply
codes. To support this process, as we coded transcripts independently we each used
Dedoose to flag issues that we wanted to discuss further and employed a special, stand-
alone code to house excerpts that seemed important but that did not fit in any of the
existing codes. We met regularly to address these issues and continue to refine our

understanding of the coding scheme. We brought these shared understandings to the
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principal investigator to determine whether concerns merited a change in the coding
scheme itself or whether we needed to modify our use of the codes within the existing
scheme. Because the initial codes did not align well with the data that we were collecting,
this ongoing discussion was an important aspect of data collection.

Memos and Research Team Meetings

To facilitate communication about our evolving understanding, we used informal
written narratives throughout data collection to support analysis. Written summaries and
analyses of interviews and observations from DRC meetings were circulated amongst
team members. Creating these documents helped ensure that accounts were complete and
that all team members were familiar with the data as well as providing a written record
that we could refer to over the course of analysis. During this period, the research team
met weekly for discussion of the data, emerging themes, and gaps in the data. Based on
these meetings, we updated our list of potential interview participants and adjusted
interview protocols to address issues that became more prominent in our analysis.

After three years of data collection, our early analysis had surfaced shortcomings
in the use of absorptive capacity as a framework and led the team to revise our research
questions. Using these revised questions, we wrote formal memos to consolidate our
learning and focus future analysis. The memos consisted of narrative summaries of the
data found in relevant codes along with key excerpts illustrative of the concepts being
described. As each memo was completed, both the site-specific research team and the full
team for both sites met to discuss the memos and their implications for the project. The
perspectives of the second team, based on their initial data collection, provided a new

lens through which to consider the body of evidence from the first site. As a part of this
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process, | created a smaller document that helped determine the density of coverage of
each of our codes and evaluate patterns in the types of data provided by various
participants. This information helped prioritize the focus of remaining data collection for
the first site to ensure saturation of coverage.

Second Round of Coding

Before | could begin data analysis, | needed to address the limitations of our
initial coding scheme. Because | was using a different theoretical framework and
addressing different research questions, the codes created for the larger project did not
fully capture data in ways that would meaningfully support my analysis. | required a
second round of coding to “identify and conceptually classify previously coded excerpts
in ways that [would] take advantage of the initial coding scheme while also introducing a
new set of codes unanticipated at the outset of the study” (Larbi-Cherif, Egan, & Glazer,
2020). Engaging in a second round of coding allowed me to intentionally and
systematically reorganize an extensive data set into “more conceptually rich groupings”
that would better match my research questions (Larbi-Cherif et al., 2020). Doing so
would support my effort to “resolve the often nonlinear and emergent way that the
qualitative research cycle unfolds, the layers of complexity that often surface during the
course of research, and the need to systematically analyze large datasets that may include
hundreds of transcripts and thousands of excerpts,” (Larbi-Cherif, et al., 2020).

To do this, I developed a new coding framework and selected a smaller set of
relevant excerpts. First, | identified major analytical domains related to each of my
research questions and the codes from the original codebook that I inferred were most

likely to include data relevant to those domains. For example, codes related to the district
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context and history and partners’ perceptions of the DRC seemed more aligned to my
analysis than those aligned with absorptive capacity. | chose a large subset of codes to
ensure that I captured as much relevant data as possible. | exported the data from these
codes into an excel spreadsheet, which I would use to sort and categorize the excerpts.
Because my initial selection of codes yielded an unwieldy number of excerpts-- more
than 1,000--1 deleted duplicate or overlapping excerpts and quickly skimmed the
remainder to remove any which did not address my analytical domains. This left me with
a much more manageable set of excerpts. In order to ensure all essential data were
included, 1 then engaged in a second round of transcript analysis by rereading transcripts
of interviews with central members of the partnership. Although I did not engage in a full
coding process with these transcripts, | identified and excerpted statements which
captured relevant perspectives missing from the data set.

For this cycle of coding, | used pattern coding to identify key themes (Larbi-
Cherif et al., 2020). | set up my spreadsheet with columns designating the excerpt and its
identifying features: the participant’s role and the sector in which their organization fell
(DRC, district, funder, or partner) as well as whether the excerpt described what | defined
as the early, middle, or late period of the partnership’s history. I flagged excerpts making
normative statements about the DRC as either positive or negative; if the statement was
an objective description, | marked it neutral. This allowed me to more easily sort the
excerpts when | needed data related to a specific aspect of my analysis. | also wrote a
summary for each excerpt and assigned it a short phrase indicating themes drawn from
my existing understanding of the data. Because these themes were very broad, | added an

additional column for subtopics. For example, for excerpts that addressed the major
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theme of partners’ satisfaction with the DRC, I indicated what aspect of the DRC, such as
their collaboration, was being discussed. See Figure 1 for an illustration of how I wrote
summaries and assigned topics and subtopics to each excerpt.

Figure 1

3 B a/r D E F G H

sector Excerpt Copy Summary Broad Topic  |specific topic |view of DRC  |time period

Community nterviewer 2: And you mentioned HBU briefly before, |T left DRC because her voice |consortium HBU neg late
and we were talking about this idea of providing cover |wasn't being heard
versus being a true partner. Have you been
concerned that HBU is being used in a more symbolic
way?

Interviewee: Concern is not a word that | would add
to it at this moment. | don’t know enough, but that's
what | was told, and I've got to reach out fo the persen
from HBU that was on there, because she's a
personal friend, and | got her a job at HBU, so | need
to reach out to her to see what happened, why did she
leave. | heard she left because she felt like her voice
wasn't being heard

Community nterviewer 2: What prevents them from being able to  |DRC does not have the satisfaction collaboration  |neg late
do that cross-pollination that you mentioned? capacity to do
Interviewee: | think they don't have the capacity in “cross-pollination”
terms of skill sets. | don't think they have the skill sets.
Interviewer 2: Technical capacity?

Interviewee: Yeah. Technical capacity.

As | assigned these topics and subtopics, they began to coalesce into larger
themes. | worked recursively, refining the themes as they came into focus. For example,
as | began to see connections between certain topics, such as various aspects of the
DRC’s practice that partners described positively, I initially coded excerpts as “value
added” or “desires of partners.” I later recoded these excerpts under a broader topic of
“satisfaction.” I continued to revise and reorganize the topics and subtopics, periodically
using the “sort” function of the spreadsheet to group similar excerpts and read across the
group for patterns. When | was satisfied that | had a cohesive set of themes, | separated
the initial spreadsheet into separate tabs aligned to my research questions. The outcome
of this process was a spreadsheet labeled and organized in such a way that enabled me “to
conceptualize, categorize, and make claims about” the changing institutional logics and

the implications of those changes for the DRC (Larbi-Cherif et al., 2020).
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My analytic process was designed to identify the logics present in the DRC’s
environment and their evolution over time. This required unearthing evidence of the
underlying assumptions guiding interview participants’ thinking. As I analyzed the data, I
looked for direct statements of respondents’ general values and priorities as well as for
normative comments about the DRC or other partners which surfaced the logics
underlying their statements. As my understanding of the logics found in the DRC’s
environments developed, I began to notice key phrases, such as “on the ground” or
“thought partner,” that were used by multiple participants and seemed to signal alignment
with a certain way of understanding how things should be done. Over the course of this
analysis, two primary logics began to emerge. Based on their key characteristics, | termed
these logics the logic of research and the logic of practice. | will describe these logics in
greater depth in Chapter 4.

Subjectivity Statement

One challenging aspect of this project in terms of subjectivity was my position as
a researcher studying researchers. This fact influenced the study in several ways. First,
some interview participants assumed that the research team was working with or for the
DRC. While this sometimes gained us access to participants who had close ties with or
respect for the DRC, at other times the perceived association with the DRC caused
participants to distrust or even avoid us. In interviews, it was often necessary to clarify
that we were studying the DRC and had no vested interest in the outcome of the study. In
addition, we had to manage relationships with both DRC researchers and district
administrators. There were several points during data collection at which we presented

preliminary findings to one or both of those groups. It was important for us to make these
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reports in constructive ways that expressed the findings accurately but also allowed us to
continue to have positive working relationships with participants. While we did not shy
away from presenting negative or unflattering findings, we did so in ways that supported
and maintained our ongoing relationships.

My experience as a career elementary school teacher also affected how |
conducted interviews. Because | have twenty years of experience teaching in a public
school setting, | have preconceptions related to the work of both researchers and district
administrators. Although as a teacher and a graduate student | share experiences and
understandings with both groups, I also have personal opinions based on those
experiences that might color my perceptions of what interview respondents told me.

The setting of the study, a small, high-poverty, urban district, is also relevant. In
some ways, | am familiar with this setting, because part of my own teaching experience
has also been in high-poverty school districts. However, | began the study with
preconceptions about the school district based on its geographic proximity to a district
where | had taught. | expected there to be many similarities between the two districts, but
I quickly learned that there were more significant differences. I initially addressed my
own misunderstanding by directly asking some interview participants with experience in
multiple school districts about the characteristics of the district in the study. As | became
aware of the ways that my preconceptions were inaccurate, | also took pains to examine
my own assumptions and to approach interviews with no expectations based on my
experiences in a different district.

The setting of the study was also relevant because of my position as a middle

class, white woman. The site for this study has a history of complex, fraught race and
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class relationships, and these tensions were particularly high during the time period of our
data collection. My membership in a particular group was readily apparent to all
interview participants. This might have led them to have preconceptions about me and
my expectations. It also may have influenced the extent to which they were comfortable
talking to me openly and honestly about their experiences. It is also possible that I might
have misread certain dynamics between various participants and organizations or that |
did not develop a full understanding of the context of the study and the ways that race
and class influenced events respondents described.

Human Participants and Ethics Precautions

Interview audio recordings were sent to a professional transcription service and
then stored securely and accessed only by the research team. Transcripts were stored on
password-protected cloud-based services and were accessed using password-protected
computers.

Participants were provided with both an electronic and hard copy of an informed
consent letter before each interview. This letter explained the purpose and scope of the
study. Participants were made aware the participation in any and all interviews was
voluntary and that their employment status would not be impacted by whether they chose
to participate or what they said. Participants from the school district and government and
non-profit agencies were also informed that the interviews were not being conducted on
behalf of the research organization that was the subject of the case; interviewers clarified
that they were not working for the research organization but rather were studying it.

At the beginning of each interview, interviewers explained that, while they did not

expect the questions asked to cause any emotional or psychological distress, some of the
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topics raised might be sensitive to individual participants; participants were reminded that
they had the right to stop the interview at any time or to choose not to answer specific
questions. Participants were aware that findings would be shared publicly with both the
DRC and CPSD as well as with the W.T. Grant foundation which funded the study. All
participants were offered the opportunity to determine their preferred level of anonymity
and were assured that no potentially identifying descriptions or quotations would be used
without permission. To provide context in some interviews, we referred to what another
participant had reported, but either we took steps to ensure these references did not
include identifying features or clearly stated that the individuals being cited had made
their comments in a public forum such as a DRC meeting. Participants were given the

option to review any content attributed to them before findings were published.
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Chapter 4: Results
Background

The DRC, founded in 2006, was created with two purposes: to provide outside
stakeholders with data on the district and to conduct research on behalf of the district.
The DRC’s stated mission was to use research to support improved educational and life
outcomes for children in the city. Two local foundations were the primary funders of the
partnership, and representatives from those foundations along with a faculty member at
Research University were the individuals most involved in the DRC’s creation. Interview
participants described the DRC as a “3-legged stool,” a mutual partnership between
researchers, the community, and the school system. From the beginning, the DRC’s
research agenda was intended to be set collaboratively and to address “questions of
substantive interest to the district that also have interesting research angles to them,” as
one DRC researcher described it.

As the results presented in this chapter will make clear, the logics that informed
the original design of the DRC shifted over time. The purpose of this chapter is to present
the major institutional actors in the DRC’s environment and describe their predominant
logics as defined by their priorities and definitions of a valuable partnership. Following
that I describe the design of the DRC, paying particular attention to the way the design
reflects the logics prevalent at the time. I will then show how the predominance of a
single, common logic across the institutional environment led to perceptions of the DRC
as effective and its work as valid and valuable. Next, I will trace a major shift in logics

across the environment and describe the implications of this shift for the DRC’s standing
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and relationships with its partners. I will conclude by examining the DRC’s response to
the challenges created by the sweeping shift in logic evidenced by its partners.

Initial Logic in the DRC’s Institutional Environment

At the time of the DRC’s founding, there was a clear, predominant logic across
organizations. Although there were individuals and even organizations guided by other
logics, the most powerful actors shared a common set of expectations and
understandings. This logic, which focused on data, accountability, and credibility, could
be called a logic of research, and it was highly compatible with the traditional roles,
skills, and mindsets held by researchers. The logic of research in evidence in the DRC’s
environment had several main characteristics.

While the logic of research acknowledged the value of supporting CPSD, the
higher priority was to serve a greater public good. A founding member of the DRC
expressed this logic when she emphasized the importance of ensuring that “research
information that was robust would be available to the city and to the academic folks as
well.” An early funder described her vision for public accountability driven by an
organization that could “support and advocate for the kind of research that needed to get
done...and then be passed along in a fairly public way to both the school system and other
educational providers.” She felt that readily available reports which were easily
comprehended by stakeholders would provide a valuable service to the community as a
whole. A DRC researcher agreed that even when unflattering research findings might
seem “threatening” to district leadership, it was nevertheless the DRC’s responsibility to
share the information because “people should know.” When questioned further, she

identified “people” as “the community” and “people who pay taxes.” A former
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superintendent described the value of “a public discourse used for newspaper articles and
policies that have been created at the...local and state level,” while a community leader
more poetically described the need for “a place that data will get lifted up, that it will get
identified and lifted up for all to see.”

This greater good could be accomplished by holding CPSD accountable for its
performance and making its actions, decisions, and policies more transparent. Improving
district practice and student outcomes was considered less essential than addressing
perceived deficits in other areas. One of the DRC’s founders explained that achieving
quantifiable improvements in the district was an end goal rather than an immediate one,
admitting that it might take many years to achieve measurable impact on policy or
practice. A researcher described “people hoping that [the DRC] would be this thing that
could hold the district accountable in some way by doing independent research that
talked about what was going on in the school district.” The emphasis on accountability
Was seen as a way of ensuring that attention was given to the district’s problems and
public pressure brought to bear on administrators. One founding member hoped to effect
change by getting “information in the hands of some angry but strategic change agents”
from community-based organizations. Another agreed that if the public knew the truth
about CPSD students’ academic achievement, there would be “a groundswell” of outrage
about injustices in the system and support for changes that would benefit the city’s youth.

The goals of generating credible data for public consumption and holding the
district accountable to stakeholders were not seen as mutually exclusive with the desire to
support the district. In the view of the DRC’s founders, “strong research that would

highlight the complexity, the nuance, the successes, the challenges of city schools and
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make that information known,” would benefit all stakeholders, including CPSD. Even
district administrators recognized that the DRC’s mission was broader than simply
supporting CPSD and expressed confidence that the researchers and practitioners could
“still be supportive of each other.” Although the DRC’s founders wanted to hold the
district accountable to other agencies by providing accurate data on CPSD, they did not
see this as punitive or one-sided. They hoped to use the district’s data to tell “the story of
[CPSD] more broadly in a nuanced and reliable, credible kind of way,” and improve the
school system’s “terrible reputation” with stakeholders. They felt that the existence of the
DRC would reduce demands on the already overtaxed research and accountability arms
of CPSD and could increase the district’s credibility. One of the DRC’s founders even
noted that “being able to get data [on CPSD]...has vastly increased the willingness of
foundations to invest in the system” rather than making small donations to individual
schools.

Actors across the environment prized data as a lever that could drive systemic
improvement. Accordingly, stakeholders welcomed the formation of what would be a
stable, known, external entity with access to information from within the school district.
District administrators sought an external partner which could provide data, regardless of
the topic, from which they could learn. Despite the common concern that openly sharing
unfavorable findings would expose their agencies’ weaknesses and draw negative
attention, partners nevertheless agreed that candor and close examination of data were
beneficial and even necessary. As a representative of a city agency put it, “my feeling is,
unless we’re all showing where we are and showing our hands it’s going to be very hard

to improve things.” In fact, a high-ranking district administrator went so far as to criticize
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those who were uncomfortable with data that might be perceived as unfavorable, stating
that such evidence “should inform the work moving forward because [if] you believe that
the system can improve, then you don't have any problem with those reports.”

The logic of research also purported that there was inherent value in building
connections that would allow for the sharing of data across various city organizations.
The benefit was seen as accruing strictly from “getting people around the table,”--that is,
bringing representatives of various agencies into contact and creating conduits for data
sharing--with no demand for further facilitation or support in the use of evidence.
Designing memoranda of understanding and garnering participation from relevant
organizations were seen as worthy undertakings. To a leader at one city agency, various
organizations would ideally “have their data systems aligned and linked together [so that]
agencies are able to use those linkages in real time.” District administrators also
appreciated data sharing arrangements that would allow organizations “to put their
information into one central place and have...analysis done” by a neutral third party rather
than requiring each agency to engage in redundant, independent analysis. Partners
operating under the logic of research agreed that data should be widely and openly shared
and assumed that improvements would naturally follow.

The mechanism that would drive district improvement was robust data, to be
provided by researchers and used independently by practitioners. Each actor had a
distinct role with little expectation that individuals would step outside of those roles or
take on unfamiliar ones. Researchers were expected to conduct research, practitioners
were expected to address problems of practice, and it was neither necessary nor

appropriate for either to encroach on the other’s territory. Both district administrators and
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representatives of the DRC described researchers’ role as presenting data that were
“strong and relevant” and “providing [CPSD] with the research that they need to inform
their policy decisions and their practices.” Researchers were reluctant to cross from
objectivity into advocacy, feeling that “there are [other] agencies in the city who could be
in a position to [tell] moms and dads and grandmas and all the rest,” how they should
respond to research reports. Several researchers stated that they did not have sufficient
expertise to make explicit, practice-based suggestions, saying that they are “not there [in
schools] the way that those people from the district are.” Researchers felt that they could
occasionally make “soft” recommendations or point practitioners towards a certain aspect
of the data but were clear that they needed to remain impartial even when they personally
had strong opinions about the implications of their reports.

Many district administrators, confident in their own expertise related to matters of
practice, preferred having latitude to use data without interference from researchers. One
top leader, for example, expressed the desire for data that would “make [him] smarter,
not tell [him] how to do something” and said that he “wasn't interested in getting a
solution; [he] was interested in understanding what the problem was.” In other words, it
was researchers’ responsibility to provide the raw materials which he and his staff would
apply to the challenges they faced, using their knowledge of schools and instruction to
determine the appropriate course of action. Other district leaders agreed that researchers
had a limited role in solving problems of practice, and according to a founder, “in the
earliest years of [the DRC], we were told pretty directly °....don't bring your favorite pet
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project or intervention and try to use this as a laboratory for it.””” Researchers could

provide data but were expected to refrain from expressing opinions on matters of
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practice. District administrators took responsibility for making use of the data provided
by researchers, with one notably stating that “whatever solutions emerge, they’re not
going to come from research. They’re going to come from the people who are wrestling
with a problem.”
DRC Initial Design

The DRC’s initial design and structure reflected the logic that shaped its purpose
and role. Its executive board included the main groups comprising the partnership:
researchers, district officials, and leaders of community organizations, along with a non-
voting representative from a large, local foundation. This board met quarterly to construct
a research agenda and discuss the progress of ongoing work. The agenda consisted of
projects that would “bring objective research expertise to questions of mutual interest to
policy makers, funders, and the school system all towards the end of improving academic
and graduation outcomes,” and the scope of studies was expected to exceed the school
system’s limited capacity to conduct its own research. Over time, the specifics of the
agenda-setting process varied based on the individuals involved; superintendents, who
had strikingly different values and priorities, played a particularly important role. As a
rule, however, input from board members was used to identify broad topics of interest
within which researchers developed specific research questions and study designs. This
design was clearly the product of a single logic, the logic of research.

The goals of the DRC also reflected the logic of research. There was widespread
agreement that the partnership should serve the interest of the community as a whole
rather than exclusively support the school district or align with its priorities. One founder

explained that “the goal was definitely to support City Schools” but qualified that
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statement by adding, “not necessarily by going directly to City Schools but by working
with other organizations as well.” She explained that the DRC needed to “provide value
to the district, they have to provide value to the foundations who are funding them, and
they have to provide the broader societal value about moving education improvement
further forward and providing credible and independent information.” The DRC’s
founders believed that informing these stakeholders would lead to improved outcomes for
children; the DRC’s mission, to improve both educational and life outcomes, reflects this
belief. This mission did not require that the DRC prioritize or take direction from the
school district, and the needs of other child-serving agencies in the city were considered
of equal or greater importance. As one DRC researcher put it, “it didn’t make sense to
constrain ourselves by only working with City Schools.” This goal of serving the larger
community is reflected in many aspects of the DRC’s structure, including its intended
scope of work, the process by which its agenda was set, the inclusion of other formal and
informal partners in addition to CPSD, and its plan for multiple, non-district sources of
funding.

The DRC’s founders recognized that gaining the district’s cooperation was central
to achieving their goals. Aware that “you don't have access to [CPSD data] if the school
district doesn't want to give you access,” the DRC’s founders created structures for
building trust and establishing “some mutually beneficial version of critical friend,
friendly critic that's palatable to all.” For example, the founders secured funding for a
series of “demonstration projects” on topics that would address questions important to
district administrators and allow DRC researchers to prove their trustworthiness.

According to a founder, provisions were also made for “just in time” projects which
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would meet the district’s periodic need for quick responses to immediate questions
requiring statistical analysis. While never intended to become a major component of the
DRC’s work, these projects were seen as a necessary compromise that would pave the
way for the DRC to achieve their primary goal, to “broker honest data for the community
and ... look into issues of importance to both the school system and to community
partners.”

Independence, a core value of the logic of research, was a key feature of the
DRC’s design. As partners described it, the DRC was “external to the school system but
willing to be a partner at the table with them.” One founding researcher explained that he
wanted the DRC “to be close enough to know your problems of practice, the questions
you care about, but far enough removed that we have some independence and credibility
for all of us.” He repeatedly referred to his desire for the DRC to work closely with the
district but remain “quasi-independent,” which he called “a beautiful phrase.” Another
founder specified that it was important that the DRC not be “beholden to the city
schools.” She felt that the DRC “had to be independent for funders to believe it, and other
people in the community to believe it because there was very little trust in the school
system.”

Independence signaled objectivity, another highly valued quality in the logic of
research. A district administrator noted researchers' unwillingness to take on topics “too
closely aligned with the district,” as funders were more likely to support “objective”
projects. Objectivity was thought to prevent undue influence of rapidly shifting district
priorities or administrators’ desire to quash unfavorable research findings. DRC

researchers agreed that independence granted them legitimacy with other agencies and
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allowed them to transcend instability and political arguments within the district. Even
amongst district staff, who might be expected to desire some degree of control over DRC
work, its independence and objectivity were valued. For example, one district
administrator acknowledged that the DRC’s independence needed to be obvious, or else
“it would seem like the research consortium was in bed with the city school system.”
Another expressed the belief that the DRC’s independence allowed researchers to take a
broader, more objective view of the data they collected, which he felt would enable them
to better support his office. He noted that all partners benefited from pooling their data in
a central location and having analysis done by “a separate trusted group, as opposed to
everybody doing it for themselves.”

The DRC’s founders envisioned it as a hub or connector, an organization that
could collect information from multiple sources and synthesize it. Researchers’ primary
role in the process of data use was to serve as a “critical friend” or “thought partner”
rather than an architect devising practical solutions to problems surfaced by the data. This
required researchers to analyze and facilitate conversations about implications of their
data that could then inform partners’ decisions about use. For example, one major DRC
initiative involved the creation of a collaborative between a number of youth-serving city
agencies. The DRC negotiated several memoranda of understanding that allowed the
collaborative to compile data across agencies and share it so that, as one member
explained, the information could inform their decisions about practice and funding. While
the DRC was designed “to get those different partners around the same table at the same
time” to share data, its role was limited to disseminating information. How that data was

used and to what end was determined by the partner organizations.
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Although the DRC was largely shaped by the logic of research, other influences
can be seen in its initial structure and practice. For example, although collaboration was
not central to the logic, participants from across organizations frequently expressed
appreciation for DRC researchers’ willingness to engage in informal conversations about
data, noting that researchers were willing to have in-depth conversations and that “it
would be a good dialogue.” A district administrator identified one of the DRC’s strengths
as “engaging people in conversation about what they’re sharing,” while another regularly
contacted DRC researchers for “brain dumps” which she said “actually help me clarify
my thinking sometimes with people who have really valuable knowledge about the
research that's out there.” Additionally, while the logic of research mandated that
researchers should avoid advocacy, one researcher acknowledged that the DRC had some
standing to make informal suggestions, stating that ““a lot of the actionable bits happen
outside of a report and in concert with the partners in the various offices that we’re
working with.”

Additionally, while “serving the public” primarily referred to holding the district
accountable, other definitions of the public good were found in aspects of the DRC’s
work. DRC researchers were, if not closely tied to the African American community, at
least interested in providing value to the city’s residents. One researcher stated that “we
have to be very careful not to take advantage of our privileges and not to take advantage
of our relationships in order to get what we need without engaging, without offering
anything back,” while another said that she was concerned about publishing negative

findings and did not “want people to take away just bad news and dump all over [the
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city’s] youth” based on her reports. These desires, not grounded in the logic of research,
nevertheless played a role in shaping the DRC’s practices.

In fact, considerations related to connecting with the community were central to
discussions of the DRC’s initial structure. All of the DRC’s founders intended the
partnership to be a consortium, drawing researchers from across local universities,
particularly the city’s historically black colleges and universities. The DRC’s founders
hoped that including researchers from historically black colleges and universities would
help mitigate RU’s bad reputation within the city, a reputation based on the perception of
RU as exploitative of the city’s black residents. They reached out to several such
institutions, but as primarily teaching colleges they lacked the research capacity to
commit to the partnership. Only one, HBU, agreed to join the partnership, and even
HBU’s inclusion was somewhat tenuous.

Motivations for including a historically black university partner, a goal not
grounded in the prevailing logic, were mixed. Interview participants generally agreed that
having ““a black face or having the name of [HBU] gets you instant credibility” with the
school district and other potential partners. Others pointed out that HBU’s involvement,
however nominal, was necessary “because people are going to see anything that comes
from [RU] with skepticism.” Despite the fact, however, that DRC founders expressed the
desire for a robust, diverse partnership--one founder stated emphatically that he “very
much” wanted a historically black university as an equal partner--they also noted that
doing so was not inherently necessary, as the larger and more powerful local
organizations were not concerned about the racial composition of the DRC so long as it

was able to produce reliable information on the district.
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Match Between Environment and Structure

Tensions

As the product of a research-oriented logic, the DRC was vulnerable to many of
the same tensions already documented between research and practice. The researchers
and practitioners who made up the partnership still had the differing needs, priorities, and
values underlying the ongoing research/practice gap. DRC researchers faced the
pressures common in academia: to conduct inquiry that could contribute to national
policy debates and be published in academic journals; to secure funding to support their
research; and to employ rigorous research methodologies. One DRC researcher made this
conflict explicit, explaining that he felt “tension [because], at least from my perspective
at an academic institution [there are] things | have to do to keep my position, you know,
the pressure of academia and publishing in high-impact journals.” Another researcher
described the difficulty of functioning “on two tracks,” one doing “nuanced and
sophisticated” research for publication and the other doing “nitty-gritty, useful, ‘do this
on Monday’” research which could easily be digested and used by district administrators.
Non-researchers also acknowledged this tension. A high-ranking district administrator
reflected a common frustration when she stated that “something might have value to the
academy...[which] didn't have value to” the school system and challenged researchers to
prioritize the district’s needs. Another district official was more resigned to the reality
that the DRC “needed to establish themselves as an independent research body and so,
within that, they did need to publish things” that might not be immediately helpful to

practitioners.
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The familiar conflict between researchers’ and practitioners’ timelines remained a
challenge in the context of the partnership. The district and other partners sought quick,
practical solutions to pressing problems of practice and preferred short, easily digestible
reports, needs that administrators felt could not always be met by the type of research in
which the DRC specialized. A district administrator commented that “usually when I
need something, by the time I realize I need it, [ needed it yesterday” and admitted that
she was sometimes unwilling to seek out the researchers’ support because they could not
respond quickly enough. While in many instances, the timeline for academic research
was too long to meet district needs, in other cases it was not long enough. One researcher
observed that “there’s a lot of very interesting projects and valuable projects that we
could pursue [for CPSD], but the timelines on them are often very, very long. As an
assistant professor hoping to get promoted, that’s not all that intelligent” to pursue. In
either instance, researchers described “a process of brokering all of those roles and trying
to manage them in productive ways” that would allow them to balance district needs with
the demands of academia.

Additionally, due to its genesis in the tradition of university-based research, the
DRC struggled with its position within the historically fragmented and contested
environment of public education. DRC researchers found it difficult to manage the
expectations of multiple, disparate stakeholders and expressed frustration with the
pressure to meet partners’ often conflicting needs. Various foundations, city agencies,
and NGOs all had their own priorities and demands, which only sometimes aligned with
those of the district. The issue of funding was particularly thorny because the DRC’s

desire to function independently of the school system precluded almost all consideration
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of district funding. From the beginning, the DRC’s founders were aware that addressing
stakeholders’ conflicting demands would require multiple sources of funding and felt that
“sustainability [for the DRC] was thinking [about] what a diversified portfolio looks
like.” Because the DRC sought both local and national funding, researchers had to
manage these organizations’ divergent priorities as well.

The need to balance the priorities of funders and other partners had several
implications for DRC researchers. Funding organizations had disproportionate influence
on the research agenda, which meant that benefit to the district would always remain a
secondary concern, more serendipitous than central. One funder pointed this out, noting
of a major DRC study that “[CPSD] didn’t say to [the DRC], you know, we’re interested
in improving our Pre-K program....It was an outside funding community that did that.”
Several district administrators referred to the fact that the DRC’s need to secure funding
could lead to conflicts over its research agenda. One recalled “going back and forth on
projects...because we were always—from the district’s perspective—looking to figure out
what the relevance would be for us. And sometimes the relevance was not for us but for
the broader community too. Or for the literature at large, not for [city] schools.”
Researchers addressed the need to produce papers for publication by taking on projects
not specific to CPSD, which they completed primarily during evening and weekend
hours, and by seeking sources of national funding for projects that were suitable for
publication but not of interest to local funders.

Acceptance of the DRC
Despite the tensions inherent in the environment, the prevalence of the logic of

research in the DRC’s early years nevertheless afforded researchers some degree of
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shelter from the conflicting expectations. Local foundations, for example, reduced the
pressure on researchers to find funding by agreeing to support the “demonstration
projects” described above. These projects might otherwise have been difficult to fund, but
the foundations agreed in order to gain access to highly valued district data. In addition to
this financial support, funders “did not try to influence the research agenda very strongly
in those [early] years,” which also eased tensions. Pressure was further reduced by the
strength of the logic of research within RU, as university officials saw the DRC’s
existence as beneficial to the School of Education. One RU official acknowledged that,
while DRC staff might not be publishing in peer reviewed journals, their work was still
valuable for the city and for foundations seeking to understand the problems facing the
school system. The forbearance of all of these organizations, grounded in the logic of
research, combined to significantly reduce the initial burden on DRC researchers.

That the logic of research was widespread within CPSD had even more significant
implications for the partnership. Because district administrators embraced this logic, they
were willing to provide the DRC with access to the raw data needed to inform analysis
and satisfy other partners. Whereas many found CPSD to be “lots of walls and lots of
closed doors,” the district was willing to engage directly with the DRC. Historically, the
school system had been known for its lack of transparency and resistance to any type of
interagency collaboration. Administrators had been seen as frustratingly reticent to
provide information and would often fail to respond to requests from other agencies.
According to an early funder, the DRC was one of the first organizations to convince the
district to share their data, and years later it still had “the reputation of being the only

entity that can get any data out of City Schools." Even a district administrator agreed that
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the DRC was seen as “the point place to go if you want to access City Schools’ data.”
Although the district itself didn’t directly benefit from the DRC’s sharing of their internal
data, administrators did appreciate its ability to make connections across agencies, with
several individuals noting that it was useful to have access to large data sets drawn from
multiple agencies.

The predominance of the logic of research did not preclude the existence of other
logics in the environment, but the presence of these logics did not significantly color
partners’ perception of the DRC and had little influence on its practice. Representatives
of the city’s many small non-profit agencies and grassroots organizations were among the
least likely to express the logic of research. These individuals were among those who felt
“like a lot of [DRC] research misses the mark,” but because their organizations had no
means of exerting pressure on the DRC, their preferences and priorities carried little
weight. A district administrator also noted that while representatives of these community-
based organizations took part in the DRC’s advisory committees, they did not influence
“what is actually being researched and how the research is being used.”

The fact that the environment was dominated by a logic so strongly aligned with
researchers’ traditional roles allowed them to engage in the work of the partnership
without developing significantly new or different skills. For example, the DRC was well
positioned to meet demand from across the environment for clearly written reports based
on statistical analysis. Interview participants frequently commented on researchers’
ability to effectively create and share data with partner organizations. DRC researchers
were known for their skill in conducting statistical analyses and sharing their findings

with a non-academic audience. District administrators in particular noted that DRC

102



researchers used the district’s data to conduct “a level of analysis that we just don’t have
the capacity to” and could address questions that the school system “just doesn't have the
staff and the bandwidth to answer.” DRC reports were widely described as clear and
well-written, and multiple respondents noted that DRC researchers were willing to spend
time discussing, clarifying, and explaining their findings. A representative of a local
foundation connected researchers’ facility with data to the value of informing the public,
saying that the DRC was able to “provide a true service to the broader community” by
publishing reports “about stuff that’s typically not known.” Even those who were
otherwise critical of the DRC noted this strength, acknowledging the DRC’s ability to
conduct sound quantitative analysis and saying that researchers provided “key contextual
information” that was accessible and easy to use.

Researchers were also able to provide value through their ability to make
connections between agencies. Although the school system was widely seen as the most
opaque and challenging agency to work with, partners acknowledged that there were
often difficulties in getting data from other organizations and praised the DRC’s ability to
bring together and distribute information from groups across the city. One partner noted
that the DRC’s role as a data hub relieved her organization from the burden of finding
time to connect individually with other agencies. Individuals representing city agencies
felt that having memoranda of understanding between multiple partners was a good first
step in identifying and addressing challenges and described ways they were able to use
this citywide data to guide their policy decisions. A district administrator also found the
DRC’s work helpful in driving decisions because the data “opened our eyes to a lot of

things” that she and her colleagues might not otherwise have been aware of. In keeping
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with the DRC’s design, the high level of satisfaction was based on the quality of the data
itself; none of these partners claimed that the DRC offered insights or interpretation of
their findings or participated in anything beyond factual explanation.

In fact, researchers benefited from the widespread agreement amongst partners
that it was inappropriate for them to engage directly in policy decisions, a role that would
have challenged their capacity. Most partners were comfortable with their belief that
putting research into practice in a highly politicized, contested environment required a
different kind of expertise than researchers could be expected to possess. The executive
director of a local organization described the DRC very positively as an “objective
provider of information...[who] help me to figure out what issues to push...” but made it
clear that she would not consult researchers about what decisions to make with that data.
Another district administrator who expressed admiration for the DRC was nevertheless
also clear that specific policy recommendations would be unwelcome, asking rhetorically
“at that point, why doesn’t [the RU] School of Education just run the district?”” This was
ideal for researchers who saw their responsibility as providing data to help practitioners
make sound, evidence-based decisions; one DRC researcher compared his role to that of
a radiologist who diagnoses problems without offering prescriptions.

Because of the close alignment of logics in the DRC’s environment, simply
serving in roles they’d been trained to fill allowed DRC researchers to create a
widespread view of their organization as both legitimate and successful. For example,
one partner described the DRC as a “small, nimble organization of talented people who
are really moving the needle quite significantly given how relatively small their budget is

and how relatively few people they have.” A key funder said that the DRC was “really
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good. They are very helpful [to] us” and that she would “call them if [ have a question
about something [ am considering funding.” Partners expressed unwavering trust in DRC
data and confidence in their own organizations' ability to use the DRC’s reports in
impactful ways. A leader at one NGO noted that DRC “reports are so good and we’re
self-starters, [so] we’re likely to go to their website and look up the answer ourselves.”
Many people in the DRC’s network shared a view of the DRC as “a key player in helping
us...understand the existing landscape of data.”

Partners from across the environment saw the DRC as legitimate because the
organization’s core competencies matched their needs and values. District administrators
found in the DRC the “thought partner” they sought. City agencies and foundations
appreciated that the DRC was able to provide them with the reliable, credible information
on the district which they had previously lacked. Although some individuals were critical
of the DRC’s value and of the utility of their research, these voices were in the minority
and were rarely in positions of influence. For the most part people agreed, as one partner
put it, that the DRC “plays a critical role in presenting information for people to make
decisions that are based on facts, that aren’t based on guesses or based on politics.”

Changes in the Institutional Environment

By 2016, a new logic began to gain prevalence within the DRC’s institutional
environment. This new logic, which I refer to as the logic of practice?, was considerably
different from the logic of research. Whereas the logic of research valued data,

accountability, transparency, and credibility, the new logic, rooted in the experiences and

2 While | use the terms “logic of research” and “logic of practice,” these terms are not drawn from
the literature on institutional logics. These are terms that | coined to provide an accurate
representation of the data collected for this study.
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expectations of practitioners, was focused on practical solutions and measurable impact
on district decision making, processes, and ultimately, student outcomes. Its core values
were collaboration, trust, and relationships. Rather than prizing descriptive studies and
statistical analysis, the logic of practice placed value on context-specific, nuanced reports
focused on implementation and process. To a lesser extent, community and equity were
also considerations in the logic of practice. Indicative of the new logic were the phrases
used to describe the characteristics of an effective partner. Instead of looking for a
“thought partner” or “critical friend,” participants wanted a partner who would “work
with us” and, as the new superintendent put it, “get in and help us figure out the solutions
even if it's messy.”

A defining characteristic of the new logic was its focus on usable, practitioner-
oriented knowledge. The phrase “on the ground” was frequently used to describe what
participants found valuable. A top level district administrator said she wanted “research
that is consumable and that reflects what is occurring on the ground for application” and
“a connection at the ground level around what will actually work,” which would include
specific suggestions for curriculum, programs, or training that “can turn things for kids.”
She went on to praise a different partnership that had developed a program that “not only
resonates as great... [but also] feels right to people in the field.” Another administrator
sought research with significance “for that teacher on the ground in that classroom, that
family, that parent” rather than in “the clouds,” while both administrators and funders
expressed a new interest in the “nitty gritty” of practice-oriented research. Optimal
research partners were now described as those who were “in the work,” and who

understood what was happening at the school level, able to identify “the most salient
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information that schools need” and “key leverage points,” possibly even visiting schools
and classrooms to see firsthand the needs of students. In contrast to earlier leaders,
administrators grounded in the new logic were primarily not interested in research for its
own sake, with one high-level administrator saying that she “asked [researchers] for
things that people actually were going to be able to use, not things that [she] would enjoy
sitting up at night reading.”

Instead of emphasizing data that would “shine a light” on problems, partners
began to evaluate the “actionability” of data; a report’s value was closely tied to its
perceived actionability. About ten years after the DRC was founded, participants from
across organizations came to agree that research lacking specific suggestions was less
valuable. One longtime executive board member pointed out the extent of this shift in
expectations, stating that not only had the DRC never been required to provide specific
solutions, but that researchers had never been asked to do so and had in fact been “held
back from getting too close.” Increasingly, however, participants including a high-
ranking district administrator stated that they didn’t “want research that tells us how
badly off [the city’s] kids are” unless there were concrete action steps along with the
research. Another administrator wanted to negotiate with the DRC so that more of their
work was “truly actionable” and described a desire “for the ‘so what’ in terms of what
[to] do about” research reports. A representative of an NGO also expressed her agency’s
need “to be able to talk about actionable data to inform [their] practice.” Even those who
still found data worthwhile on its own merits agreed that DRC reports would be improved
with the addition of action steps or recommendations for implementation. As one district

administrator put it, “if you can't do something about it based off of the information, then
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it's not worth the time.” The new emphasis on “actionable” research represented a
significant shift in values and highlights the degree to which the two logics differed.

Another significant shift was in focus from accountability to measurable impact.
Whereas the logic of research prioritized informing the public and providing reliable
data, the logic of practice maintained that data offered without consideration for student
outcomes failed to address the ultimate purpose of educational research. When describing
her ideal partnership, a district administrator said “I want to know what's working. I don't
want to wait 10 years.” Other high ranking district officials expressed the need for the
DRC to offer concrete, effective tools in addition to statistical reports because, as one
department leader put it, “the end goal, for me, is the student outcomes.” This view was
shared by funders, such as one who in early interviews had touted the importance of
objectivity and independence but later reversed course and stated that she didn’t “think
it’s enough to just produce research if there’s not some advocacy around it.”

This focus on impact came from actors across the environment. One partner noted
that the trend of emphasis on “measuring effectiveness and efficiency has been much
more of a focus, especially for government agencies.” Funders, community organizations,
and other partners consistently demanded evidence or at least discussion of the potential
impact of DRC research. Participants in the DRC’s executive board and work group
meetings, for example, expressed frustration when discussion was overly focused on
abstract topics, asking “what is the problem we’re trying to solve” in order to bring the
focus back to the potential impact of the work. A DRC researcher noted that funders
increasingly asked specific questions about outcomes in order to determine

“whether kids are being served well. Like, one of the first questions I will have is,
‘How many kids over the years have gotten CTE certifications? How many of the
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kids who were in CTE programs in high schools, how did the colleges honor that

progress? Did they get credit for it?””

Representatives of a local foundation described the evolution of one of their own major
projects as the difference between “wanting to simply do research and answer
questions...versus creating a mechanism that is useful.”

The increased emphasis on impact could be found even in those organizations
most closely associated with the logic of research. One RU official, for example, while
praising the DRC’s work, noted the need for research to go beyond the theoretical,
pointing out that “you can produce great reports and have wonderful data and good
analyses, and if [the school system] doesn’t use that work or doesn’t believe in the
legitimacy of that work, then it’s...not successful...no matter how great the work is.” Even
those who had initially agreed that informing the public was a sufficient reason for the
DRC'’s existence began to seek evidence of impact. One funder, while acknowledging the
difficulty of demonstrably improving student outcomes declared that she “[didn’t] think
it’s enough to just produce research if there’s not some advocacy around it,” a significant
shift from her own earlier perspective.

As the logic of practice replaced the logic of research, partners began to demand a
much higher degree of engagement from researchers. Initially, a valuable partner was one
who brought organizations together, “getting people around the table” and having “hard
conversations” focused on accountability. According to the logic of practice, on the other
hand, an effective research partner was more actively collaborative. An ideal partner
would not just create a forum for different perspectives but would work closely with

practitioners to interpret research and develop a robust understanding of its implications.
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Interview participants indicated a preference for partners who could work closely with
them and provide support in a number of different ways: creating tools or materials
together; applying their expertise in data and analytics to “big questions” about student
outcomes; supporting district administrators by “making sure we are on the right path”;
helping the school system with “making adjustments based on information”; and
identifying “areas that are worth study...helping us with the focus.” A district
administrator encapsulated these varied supports as characteristics of an organization that
served as a partner “not just on the front end, but throughout.”

Some partners acknowledged their lack of expertise with research and need for
support in using it. One administrator, for example, stated that “there's a lot I could
personally learn from this relationship with [the DRC] and really could see opportunities
around how the district might be able to get...more mileage out of this relationship.”
Another raised the concern during a board meeting that “we saw the data but never had
meetings that helped us follow up.” The leader of a community organization suggested
that researchers should address this need and “push the envelope a little bit more to a
broader audience in a less weedy, less academic, more understandable way.” Although
individuals had always praised DRC researchers’ ability to present data clearly, the logic
of practice suggested that additional steps were necessary to support understanding and
use.

The DRC’s founders had intentionally positioned it as external to and independent
from the district. At the time, according to the logic of research, this independence was
seen as a strength, a sign of the DRC’s objectivity and trustworthiness. As the logic of

practice gained prominence, this same independence had become an indication that the
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DRC was divorced from the people it was intended to serve. Rather than viewing the
DRC as admirably objective, its strict autonomy was now seen as an impediment to
meaningful collaboration. An interview participant stated that the DRC’s position as a
third party, external to the district, created the perception that the DRC was “doing
research on the district,” clearly something she viewed as a negative. She dismissed the
researchers as out of touch with the realities of the school system due to their ability to
“sit in their office nice and quietly and focus on disaggregating data, building reports,
getting quotes, making these high glossy documents.” The DRC’s detachment was
contrasted with partners whose work was seen as “tied intimately to equity.”

Also central to the shift in logics was a new interpretation of the role of the
community in the partnership. While interview participants, including researchers,
consistently stated--regardless of the underlying logic--that the DRC should serve “the
community” or the city as a whole, definitions of “the community” changed as logics
shifted. Initially, “the community” referred to those in positions of authority. “Serving the
community” entailed providing information about the district to city agencies, the press,
and philanthropic foundations, and holding the district accountable to those groups.
Based on the logic of practice, however, “serving the community” meant focusing on the
needs of residents--children and their families, a definition more in keeping with a
traditional definition of the institution of the community. Interview participants
influenced by the logic of practice often believed that researchers viewed the city’s
children and the district’s data as subjects, fodder for publications rather than as “the

public” that the DRC was founded to serve. Representatives of both the DRC and CPSD
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emphasized the importance of “the community,” and expressed a belief that their
organization served its needs; it was the definition of “the community” that was different.

The changed understanding of who made up “the public” also had implications
for the DRC’s research agenda. Rather than acquiescing to an agenda influenced by the
desires of funders, top CPSD leadership began pushing the DRC to address district
priorities and give practitioners a larger role in setting the agenda. While earlier
administrators were willing to accept that the DRC often served a larger audience, later
leaders found the DRC’s work less valuable because it often addressed “a common
good...not an organizational good.” The superintendent scathingly described DRC
researchers’ pride in their independence from CPSD then added rhetorically

“Then you know what? You go your way.... You report your report to whoever
you want.... When it comes down to getting this in the hands of the people who
actually impact the lives of the kids, [grant-making foundations] can’t do that for

2

you.

At least one division leader strongly agreed with this position, listing the superintendent’s
top three priorities and adding that “there should not be a research project that [the DRC]
does that falls outside of that realm.” The superintendent herself acknowledged that there
could be valuable research that did not fall strictly within her blueprint for the district so
long as it addressed the appropriate priorities and ideals and “didn’t feel like someone’s
extraneous research study” as she felt the DRC’s work did.

Community leaders began to express an interest in research more grounded in
equity and positive representation of the city’s residents. In the logic of research, all data
was valued; both positive and negative findings were seen as fodder for analysis and
discussion. This perspective did not completely disappear. Well after the shift in logics

was complete, for example, a district administrator expressed a lack of concern for the
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tone of research reports and was skeptical of study findings that seemed unrealistically
positive. She found such reports incongruent with her experiences in a city where “there
are still young people who graduated from our schools who are asking to clean my
windshield” for spare change. In contrast, however, individuals representing the logic of
practice were frequently concerned that the DRC’s findings were unduly critical and
inappropriately divorced from the realities of the community. Individuals grounded in the
logic of practice expressed frustration with “people who explain students from a deficit
model.” For example, after the DRC published a series of unflattering reports on college
and career readiness, a DRC researcher noticed that

“there's been a lot of criticism in the African American community because the

reports don't tell the story of the context of the school that the children come from

and the report doesn't tell the story of how the context of different colleges

differs.... sometimes, from the community and from the researchers, there is a

sense that only part of the story is told.”

A prominent community leader described the need for agencies to look at data through a
racial equity lens, saying that “what the data attempts to do is be a bully pulpit, and
[district leaders] feel like it beats up on them” and that “data alone without also
understanding systemic challenges is insufficient.”

The logic of practice led people to reject data presented as unconditionally
negative. Even when acknowledging that data was valuable, many participants expressed
a belief that how it was wielded was relevant. A district administrator described the need
for “a broader range of tools to explain students' goals and experiences, and not to have a
standard against which everybody else fails.” To some, the presentation of negative

findings seemed to be “a posture and an ‘I gotcha’ feeling, like ‘we’re just here to show

how incompetent the system is’” and was viewed as evidence of the DRC’s underlying
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disrespect for the district and its students. To others, the tendency to focus on negative
findings was seen as counterproductive, as it prevented district administrators from
learning from their admittedly few successes. As one administrator put it, “there are a few
schools with specific good news, so I’d want to learn what’s happening in those.... We
need to be thinking about how to replicate their best practices.” A top district official saw
the problem as perpetuated by the city’s “philanthropic elites,” who she believed “do not
understand that the data that they use as the commodity of exchange to validate who gets
resources, who is seen as viable has in fact been a tool of destruction. Their tool of
knowledge is another community's weapon of destruction.” She emphatically described
this lack of understanding as a barrier to school improvement.

Interview participants reflecting the new logic were more willing to hear negative
results when they felt that they and the students they worked for were being treated with
respect. A district administrator described the school system’s need for “a real, true
partner that understands our needs, but also our challenges, and is patient, and really does
bring something to the table that is valuable and worthwhile.” He further stated that
practitioners required that type of support in order to capitalize on DRC research.
Another leader who was frequently critical of the DRC actively sought interaction with
other research organizations, even when they were critical of the school system, because
she saw their work as grounded in respect and a common mission. Describing one
partner’s highly critical report, for example, this leader said the research project had been
“a joint effort, and within that report, they took great pains to say these are some early
wins that we think the district could do [something to build on].” The collaboration and

respect offered by the other researchers enabled her to see their work as meaningful and
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beneficial. Describing another report with findings that she deemed “incredibly salient,”
she explained that a deep level of collaboration or with that partner “sets up a relationship
where frankly we’re now in a better position to receive some of the real feedback that I
do think is valid.” It was not so much the contents of reports but the way in which results
were conveyed that was of concern.

Although the logic of practice was most commonly found in agencies working
directly with children, funders’ priorities were also changing. Initially major funding
organizations expressed views more aligned with the logic of research than the logic of
practice; as one founder put it, “many of the foundations [were] mostly concerned with
the quality of the product, not about the structure of [the DRC] and what it means for the
city — I mean, the universities and racism and all that.” An HBU researcher agreed that
the large, white-led foundations in the city “in large part, are not connected to the Black
community.” Later however, a district administrator described a “broader appetite now
for funders to support other bodies of work,” saying that “the conversations in the city
[are] different now” and more focused on the needs of students and families. Others
described funders’ growing interest in “whether kids are being served well,” a shift from
the earlier emphasis on accountability and data sharing. Researchers even reported
funders who were unwilling to support projects that did not explicitly serve the district.

This call for a broader range of tools was another common indicator of
practitioner logic. In particular, interview participants expressed increased interest in
qualitative research, research that they believed would allow researchers to take local
context into account. One administrator, for example, expressed her belief that qualitative

research more frequently provided her with information that she found actionable. An
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HBU researcher touted her university’s strength in qualitative research, which she found
valuable in its capacity to reflect “multiple perspectives, because the constituents we
serve are diverse constituents, so I think it's important that there be multiple perspectives
reflected both in determining the research agenda and in determining the research
methodology and the approaches to dissemination.” A district administrator stated this
even more strongly, declaring that “until you look at different ways of measuring then
you will always be part of the problem. You are measuring things one way and... that is
not impartial.” The emphasis on equity also caused a renewed focus on RU’s historically
strained relationship with city residents and a call for increasing HBU’s role and status
within the partnership. Rather than relying on RU’s widely acknowledged research
capacity, partners became more interested in the possible contributions of HBU, less
known for its research capacity than for its deep connection with the local population. As
one HBU faculty member put it, “I think HBU had an important role and has an
important role at the table and drawing attention to issues that are urban, and also
sensitizing the group...to urban perspectives on some of the issues.”

In addition to qualitative research, participants expressed interest in other forms of
research including action research and improvement science. One participant felt that
these types of research would liberate underrepresented peoples’ “voice and their
knowledge in ways that the formal academy will never do.” Advocating for improvement
science, one district administrator described the benefits of “bringing the voice of the
practitioner in, so we’re bringing that research but then saying how did this actually work
within your classroom, within your school.” In this case, this methodology was seen as

beneficial because of its close connection to practice and impact on student outcomes.
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While there was still support for the type of descriptive studies that the DRC had always
done, one participant brought up the idea that statistical analysis should be used
differently, applied to measuring the impacts of poverty and “to measure instead of what
the end result is, what the intervention needs to be.” This leader and others grounded in
the logic of practice sought any type of research that showed an awareness of context,
served to increase equity, and had the potential to measurably impact student outcomes.
The shift in logics was not absolute. One district administrator who usually
expressed beliefs consistent with the logic of research agreed when asked that he would
benefit from a higher degree of collaboration and support. Another partner whose
strongly positive view of the DRC was grounded in the logic of research also evidenced
some characteristics of the logic of practice. While she appreciated the DRC’s data,
describing a DRC report as “very, very helpful and [useful] for grant applications, [and]
to raise money with individual donors,” and the DRC itself as “a gem,” she saw her own
organization as “in the schools looking at things that are more day-to-day,” and saw the
need for someone who was “looking at any data to suggest we need to move the needle,”
a goal more in keeping with practitioners’ logic. Others continued to reflect the logic of
research even when the overall environment had shifted more towards the logic of
practice. Some, for example, continued to believe that the DRC should maintain its
independence and that it was practitioners’ responsibility to determine how research
should be used. To others, the DRC’s independence still indicated objectivity and
reliability, especially to external partners, and found the DRC’s role as “a third party,
outside organization is really beneficial in that sense.” At any point during this study,

there were both individuals and organizations that represented either the logic of
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research, the logic of practice, or some combination of the two. Overall however, the
transition from one dominant logic to another was consistent and striking.

The rise of practitioner logic occurred in all sectors of the DRC’s environment:
the district, city agencies, and even the large, white-led foundations that provided the
bulk of the DRC’s funding. While the predominant logic had unquestionably shifted, the
DRC maintained some degree of support across its environment. Even after the shift in
logics, individuals expressed appreciation for the DRC’s previously recognized strengths:
conducting quantitative research, producing easy to interpret reports, and disseminating
results. One district administrator, for example, found that it “was very helpful just to talk
[with DRC researchers] and to hear different perspectives and different lenses,” while
another described the DRC as “great partners” because of the strength of their
quantitative research. A third participant, interviewed well after the shift in logic
occurred, held a strongly positive view of the DRC and stated that it was “not [the
DRC’s] job to make [research] actionable,” an opinion very clearly grounded in the logic
of research.

Implications for the DRC

The DRC itself, while clearly a product of the logic of research, nevertheless did
have some capacity to address the requirements of the logic of practice. As partners'
expectations changed, it was these skills that they more frequently cited as DRC
strengths. A funder who had become frustrated with the DRC, for example, nevertheless
noted that “they want to add value and help the practitioners in the field do their job,” a
statement clearly based in the logic of practice. A former district administrator praised the

DRC’s responsiveness and appreciated that the executive director held “listening
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sessions.” These sessions afforded her the opportunity to provide clarification and
feedback on research in progress so that the final project would better meet her needs.
Like others driven by the logic of practice, she did not value the DRC’s data for its own
sake but appreciated the executive director’s willingness to collaborate and provide her
with something she found usable.

The shift in logics had significant implications for the DRC as partners became
increasingly skeptical about its ability to meet new expectations. Partners began to
demand a higher level of engagement from the DRC, seeking closer collaboration,
solutions to problems of practice, and measurable impact on student outcomes. DRC
researchers, on the other hand, had been selected for a different set of knowledge and
skills. While they were qualified to meet the demands of the logic of research, they were
less prepared to address the challenges raised by a new set of expectations. This led to a
change in perceptions of the DRC’s legitimacy and effectiveness from partners across the
environment. DRC researchers thought of themselves as radiologists, but they were now
being asked to perform surgery.

While partners remained confident about the DRC’s ability to engage in certain
types of work, they questioned the organization’s ability to address some of their other,
newer demands. An HBU researcher, for example expressed admiration for her DRC
colleagues’ research expertise but went on to say “at the end of the day, if your research
is not actually impacting the people you’re researching, I’'m not sure if that’s effective” or
whether the DRC could be considered successful absent such impact. A program officer
at a local foundation who worked closely with the DRC provided another mixed

evaluation. She explained that one of her organization’s goals, for a certain data set to “be
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analyzed and published annually as part of a public accountability system” had been fully
met, while it was “harder to claim a victory or even see the direct impact” for the use of
that data to influence policies or practice. In other words, the DRC had been able to
achieve the goal aligned with the logic of research much more fully than the goal aligned
with the logic of practice. This, in turn, led the funder to wonder “if [the DRC] should
stay in its lane a little bit and just do what it does well.”

Several participants made reference to the DRC’s limitations and identified a need
for other partners to supplement what the DRC could provide. These statements generally
acknowledged the DRC’s strengths but also unequivocally pointed out significant
deficits. For example, one funder shared her opinion that the DRC was “good at data
matching and recognizing patterns and pointing those things out, [but] I don’t think that
they’re always as good at presenting the data that they see patterns in, in a way that
provides enough context” to fully understand and accurately interpret the results, adding
that “a lot of the stuff that they’ve done needs a lot of sort of back and forth” in order to
put the data in context. A community partner agreed, explaining that she would “go to
[the DRC] for the gquantitative research and data analysis, not for qualitative research, not
for a type of focus group, honestly, or community voice work.” Among the foundations,
“people [were] happy with the program evaluations [the DRC] has done, and a little bit
less so with the bigger longitudinal strategy projects that have to do with impacting
policy.”

Although DRC researchers were still praised for their ability to bring
organizations together and facilitate data sharing, those who espoused the logic of

practice expressed frustrations with the DRC’s limited capacity for deeper engagement
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and support. Partners described the DRC as unable “to play well with others... [or
demonstrate] a spirit of collaboration, being a partner, and realizing their best role in a
situation.” A community leader expressed her belief that the DRC intended to be
collaborative and support CPSD, “but it’s just not always felt that way.” The CEO of a
city agency expressed doubt that DRC researchers were intentional or effective in
bringing people together and felt that the researchers needed more robust procedures in
place to support the use of their data, saying that “every time they put something out
there needs to be a process where people have an opportunity to interact with the research
team. That you don’t just put [reports] out” but that users should receive support with
sense-making, something he saw as lacking in the DRC’s practice. Again, the skills
which had made DRC researchers valuable partners in an environment shaped by the
logic of research proved insufficient to address the demands of a new and vastly different
logic.

As a new definition of effectiveness emerged from the changing logics, doubts
about whether the DRC could be considered effective continued to grow. One of the
areas in which the DRC was viewed as falling short was in demonstrating impact on
student outcomes. When the logic of research prevailed, funders had acknowledged
impact on policy and practice as a secondary or longer-term goal, but as the logic of
practice came to the fore, funders began to demand explicit evidence of the impact of the
DRC’s work. In one particularly dramatic change, a funder initially expressed strong
support for the DRC and made it clear that evidence of impact was not her priority. Later,
this same individual described “pushing [DRC researchers] for more impact of the

research on decisions and practices within city schools” and expressed frustration
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because DRC researchers “need to realize when they need to have their work have more
impact.” Another large, local foundation that worked closely with the DRC reported
many of the same reservations, while a third said that she would like for the impact of
DRC research to be tracked and expressed frustration that DRC researchers seemed
unconcerned about whether their work was used to guide policy or practice.

The DRC also lost credibility with its partners due to its unwillingness to make
explicit recommendations and offer suggestions for action. One district administrator
glowingly described the work of a different partner and disparagingly suggested that the
DRC should take the hint from the “seven places at the end of that report that we could
start tomorrow...” Another administrator believed that “if you can’t do something about
[district problems] based off of the information, then it’s not worth the time” and felt that
users of DRC data “want to think about ‘Now what?’ [but] there was no ‘Now what?’” in
the information the DRC provided. A member of the DRC’s executive board shared this
frustration. Describing her own outburst during a board meeting, she reported saying
“We’re trying to solve problems here. Are we looking? Are we even setting up the way
we’re looking at work in a way that’s going to help us solve the problem?”

The extent to which the DRC’s standing was threatened by these perceived
shortcomings can be seen in the contrast between how two CPSD superintendents viewed
the partnership. The logic of research was embodied in the superintendent of CPSD in
2006 when the DRC was founded. This superintendent valued data but believed in
distinct and separate roles for researchers and practitioners; the DRC’s policy of
providing reports but not suggestions suited him perfectly. It was widely agreed by those

who worked for him that he was confident that he could find ways to use any data that the
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DRC presented to him, and he himself explained that the partnership was successful
because the DRC

“knew the pieces of the work where we had questions and what our questions

were. We were very | think transparent in providing that type of insight into how

we were thinking about the work. We were encouraging them to take up research
questions, or problems or practice that we thought were going to be generative
for us in terms of how we would approach the work in the future.”

In contrast a new superintendent, who entered into the role in 2016 was deeply
grounded in the logic of practice, repeatedly and broadly questioned the DRC’s
legitimacy. This leader openly expressed a preference for organizations that co-
constructed a research agenda with the district or let the district take the lead. Unlike her
predecessor, she was unwilling to work to find relevance in data that didn’t clearly meet
her needs. She made it clear that her interest in collaborating with the DRC extended only
as far as their research aligned with her priorities and stated that the DRC needed the
district more than the district needed the DRC. It was her belief that “if the actual core of
what you are able to do...does not match what my most pressing need is,” a partnership
did not merit allocation of her time or resources. She adamantly declared her intention to
seek out partners who she felt provided something of value.

These examples are emblematic of shifting logics. Across the environment,
partners began to express reservations about engaging with the DRC and supporting DRC
projects. When asked about whether they would consider funding the DRC in the future,
representatives from a large, local foundation stated that “it depends on the project” and
elaborated that they would only consider the DRC for the type of work with which they

had been successful in the past, work seen as “in their wheelhouse.” These individuals

had been “profoundly disappointed” when the DRC either “just didn’t want to, in the end,
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or they couldn’t” take on an expanded role in a project that was evolving to meet the
demands of the logic of practice.

The DRC’s standing with its partners was also diminished due to the increased
demand for research grounded in the local context and seen as respectful of city residents.
One district administrator was emphatic in her view that DRC researchers were “acting
on” students rather than working with the district and its staff, viewing the school system
as a source of subjects for research rather than as an equal partner. She reported telling
the DRC’s executive director “you have just reinforced why communities of color do not
trust people like RU” and used metaphors of slavery and colonialism to describe the
relationship. A community leader believed that the DRC could increase its legitimacy
among stakeholders by establishing “a racial equity committee, that literally was made of
people with that set of expertise” to guide the research process. A funder provided further
evidence of this view, noting that some community partners were becoming less involved
with the DRC because “it doesn't feel [to them] like this is important work that's going
on.” Although some still saw the partnership as legitimate, it was becoming clear that its
position was becoming tenuous and that the DRC was no longer suited to its
environment.

DRC Response to Changes

DRC researchers were aware of the increasing dissatisfaction among their
partners and considered whether and how to address the concerns. One wondered
whether there was a need for the organization to adapt, saying “ultimately, that’s the
million-dollar question.” He referred to critiques from district leaders and admitted that

“how to understand them and take action on them or not, is not 100% clear to me.” He
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described challenges from the district as something “I think we struggle with all the
time,” debating whether a research alliance like the DRC was “meant to be a singular
thing till the end of time, or [if not] how does it change? How does it adapt?” Another
researcher noted that “there are lots of potential audiences, and we can’t serve them all,”
agreeing with his colleague that these were issues that the DRC was struggling to
address. Around the time that the predominant logic began to shift, the DRC took the step
of hiring a consultant to help them determine their best role and the most appropriate
audience for their work.

Despite the lack of fit between the DRC and its new environment, researchers’
response was inconsistent. In several instances, they expressed the need to find a balance
between continuing to fill roles in which they had been successful and changing to meet
the new demands now placed on them. They agreed that there was “room for
improvement” in what they offered, acknowledging that the DRC could “refine [their]
process if the goal is to have some very clear, tangible action step at the end” but at the
same time maintaining that “all research doesn’t end in a tangible action step.” In
response to district requests for more collaboration, one researcher asked “on the one
hand, are you too close? Are you not close enough?”” Perhaps most important, DRC
researchers were aware of their changing relationships with funders and the implications
of those changes. The executive director described a relationship with a major funder as
“sour” and said that the “blowup has made all of us really cautious....so, we as a group
have agreed to start to look outside of [the city] for more sustainable funding.”

Researchers were also ambivalent about how to address changing expectations

related to their preference for providing data-driven analysis absent recommendations or
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suggestions. While some were open to including more concrete recommendations along
with their traditional research reports, others continued to maintain that it was simply not
their role. One researcher agreed that “we were less thinking of ourselves potentially as
advocates — and we still feel sticky about that — but, [are comfortable] just serving the
research role, conducting the types of studies that professor types like to do.” When asked
about the possibility that the DRC should offer this type of support, another researcher
rhetorically addressed the superintendent, saying “Yes, that’s what I do. I make
diagnoses. I’m thin on recommendations.” Describing a contentious meeting with the
superintendent, a researcher identified ambivalence in his team’s response, saying “I
don’t think we explicitly sat down and tried to make sense of that [critique], although I
think we often struggle in the sense of thinking about [questions like] how does that
impact the questions we ask? How do we go about doing the work? [These] are not trivial
questions and are ones that we have to keep asking ourselves.”

The DRC’s initial response to criticism from the district, funders, and other
partners, however, was largely defensive. Researchers were confident in their strengths
and frequently expressed their preference for continuing the type of work they did well,
which one researcher defined as “K-12, administrative data, [rigorous] methodology,
easy to read reports.” Another researcher drew a distinction between the DRC’s position
as “members of an academic community” and other organizations willing to engage in
any type of work that clients were willing to fund, seeing merit in the DRC’s adherence
to an identity which had brought success in the past. They found fulfillment in their role
as diagnosticians, asserting the value of providing reliable data and continuing to

guestion whether their expertise allowed them to make valid suggestions about policy or
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practice. As one researcher said, “there is research and then there is advocacy, and I’ve
never thought of myself as an advocate.”

Researchers maintained that their tried-and-true strengths could benefit the school
system and others. One said that she felt the DRC had “a unique skill set to take data that
are being collected for multiple...reasons” and share their analysis with the district. She
also expressed willingness to take on research that was not directly actionable because “I
think the topic is important, [for example] understanding the economic wellbeing of
students who went through city schools and what their future educational opportunities
are.” Implied in this statement was the understanding, based in the logic of research, that
others could take that work and determine the most appropriate actions to take using
DRC findings. Another researcher referred to the DRC’s initial mission of informing the
public, noting that the organization was “a little bit more dangerous” to the
superintendent because it had been created “to be this independent voice that could hold
them accountable.”

Despite confidence in their traditional ways of working, researchers considered
that district administrators might misunderstand or underestimate their abilities. One
researcher described the superintendent’s admiration for the Carnegie Foundation, saying
“I think she sees Tony Bryk as a shoulder-to-shoulder partner, someone who really
understands schools, isn’t strictly an academic” but denied that this assessment was much
of a contrast with DRC researchers, adding “I don’t think any of that is right. I mean, I'm
not strictly an academic.” She felt that the tensions with the district were due more to a
lack of familiarity than to weakness on the part of researchers, saying “I just don’t think

that she knows us, and she probably doesn’t have time to get to know us personally. I
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think she would like all of us. I don’t think she would distrust us or our motives. Our
motives are pure.”

In other regards, the DRC was simply resistant to change. After a contentious
meeting with a funder, DRC researchers met to discuss the implications of the
disagreement. According to the DRC’s executive director, DRC staff “agreed to get in
our lane, do what we do, do it as well as we possibly can, and let the rest of it just fall out,
which is what we've done since.” Outright resistance to change was most prominent
when researchers perceived changing demands as threatening the DRC’s independence.
One described meeting with a district leader who suggested that the DRC’s agenda
should be more closely aligned with district priorities and said that he “darn near walked
out of there” because he found the request so inappropriate. He also reported reminding
district administrators that “some of the things that they may want to know the answer to,
we are not in a position to address. We are not a satellite research arm for City Schools
that follows their direction.” Another researcher seemed almost offended at the
suggestion that the DRC might be expected to change its role, saying “yeah, so our lane is
not to do what the district asks. Our lane isn't to make our superintendent happy.”

A DRC researcher affiliated with HBU described another instance when her
colleagues unconditionally rejected the suggestion that they needed to adapt. The
consultant hired by the DRC to help the organization create a communication plan shared
community feedback that “people feel like the work is not solution driven” and “like the
work blamed the parents and blamed families and blamed their conditions, and didn't
really pose any solutions and recommendations.” The HBU researcher described her

colleagues’ dismissive response, reporting that their reaction was to say
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““If they think that we're supposed to pose solutions and pose recommendations,
they don't understand who we are because that's not who we are.” They kept
saying, ‘How do you measure impact? You need to be able to show impact and
that's important in terms of funding, it's important in terms of action. How do you
do that?’ They said, ‘It's not a priority for us.” They kept saying, ‘It's not our job
to communicate to these people.’”

DRC researchers were willing to make concessions to requests from their partners
in instances that did not demand major shifts in their practice. A district administrator
described the partnership as “a work in progress” but saw the relationship as evolving in
ways that allowed her to approach “a point of understanding around how these multiple
objectives can sort of coexist.” She nevertheless expressed that researchers’ flexibility
was limited, saying that the DRC’s response to one of her requests was “no, that was not
the type of work that [the DRC] would typically lead.” She noted another time when
researchers had said that they were willing to “give consideration to actually covering
some of those projects” that she had suggested, but added that this was “not a significant
concession by any means.” The DRC also responded positively to partners’ interest in
improvement science, something that practitioners saw as practical, actionable research
and which had the support of major, national funders such as the Carnegie Foundation.

As the new logic coalesced across institutions in the DRC’s environment,
however, it became clear that DRC researchers simply did not have the skills or
knowledge now demanded of them. A community leader addressed the increased tensions
in the environment, advising that the DRC “has to understand its limitations as well. It
can’t do it all, and it doesn’t have the capacity. Sometimes, it doesn’t have the capacity

meaning staff, and sometimes, it doesn’t have the knowledge and skill set to do it all.”

One funder described discovering the DRC’s limitations when negotiating the expansion
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of a long-term project, explaining that “what we initially thought was capacity for the
DRC to lead the [project] has ended up not being the case, and it's been very surprising to
learn....There seemed to be a lack of willingness on the part of the DRC's part to shift out
of that traditional research role.” They suggested that the DRC lacked the capacity to
“break out of...staying in the old lane of research versus this more...comprehensive kind
of approach around...data sharing and managing of partners and relationships.” Many
partners seemed to agree, echoing the common belief that the DRC “needs to decide
which lane they’re going to be in,” and then “stay in [that] lane a little bit and just do
what it does well.”

As pressure grew, the DRC began to plan for a significant restructuring that
would result in a new incarnation of the research alliance. The new design for the DRC
was clearly influenced by the logic of practice and the need to meet the demands of that
logic. The DRC ultimately made sweeping changes to its structures and practices, entirely
reconstituting its executive board, its membership, and the structures through which its
agenda was set. Despite an initial inclination to “stay in her lane,” the DRC’s executive
director explained that her team had “done a real...rethinking of our lane, what we want
to do and what we want to be.” She explained that the DRC’s executive board would be
dissolved and reformed into three new structures. One of these would be called the
“university committee,” which would include the deans of the schools of education at
both RU and HBU as well as the superintendent of the school system and “about four or
five [other] universities that are definitely interested.” The goal of this committee was to
“get more engagement out of higher level [institutions] and more awareness,” and it was

envisioned as a way to expand the DRC’s reach “to anyone who’s interested in doing the

130



research.”

The university committee would preside over a research committee made up of
researchers representing each partner university. The purpose of the research committee
would be to approve or deny potential research projects; their criteria would be whether
the project “[met] a district need, is it rigorous enough and do we have the data or the
data collection plan to actually be able to answer” the proposed research question.
Approved projects would be forwarded from the research committee to a third committee
made up of the district’s accountability office and the DRC’s executive director. This
third committee would meet regularly with district leaders and be “very topic focused.”
Meetings were to begin with a short presentation by DRC researchers followed by
questions from district leaders which would support them in using the research and also
help the DRC better understand the district’s needs. The DRC’s executive director
expressed her belief that the new structure would be “a benefit to the district on multiple
levels from my perspective and a benefit for all the researchers.”

As of this writing, it was unclear whether the DRC would be able to change
enough to meet the demands of the new logic. Multiple partners questioned whether the
DRC had the “capacity in terms of skill sets” to take on new roles such as supporting
partners in interpreting and using DRC research, sometimes saying that conversations
with DRC researchers about potential support “didn’t really seem to go anywhere.” A
member of the DRC’s executive board noted that its researchers had not initially been
asked to do more than provide information, even if the founders envisioned the research
alliance playing an active role in guiding policy decisions. She speculated that it had

never been possible for the DRC to have clear, measurable impact and went on to add
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that the DRC “and its staff right now doesn’t have the expertise to be able to do that next
step. Because I think at the heart of it, and I don’t think they would disagree, they are
researchers” rather than advocates or practitioners. While some of these partners were
disappointed by this lack of capacity, they accepted their evaluation as accurate; even
significant structural changes might not be enough to restore partners’ faith in the DRC’s
ability to meet their needs.

Conclusion

While it would be easy to fault DRC researchers for resisting what might seem
like a simple request to change, this response would be unfair. The researchers did, in
fact, take steps to accommodate partners’ changing needs within the confines of their
existing skills and knowledge. Not only that, but they were eventually willing to make
sweeping changes to the structure and function of their organization in an effort to better
meet partners’ new demands. The fact that making a full transformation into an entirely
different type of organization may have proved beyond their capacity is not something
for which they can be blamed.

The DRC was designed and created in an environment permeated by a very clear
institutional logic that produced consistent demands for an organization with a specific
set of strengths. As shown in the data above, the DRC’s creators successfully created
such an organization. Individuals reflecting the logic of research spoke in glowing terms
about their partnership with the DRC and were satisfied with every aspect of their
interactions with DRC researchers, from how the agenda was set to what type of research
was conducted to what type of products were created and how they were disseminated.

For almost a decade, the DRC was an excellent fit with its environment.
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For the DRC to abruptly and dramatically change into an entirely different type of
organization, one capable of meeting a vastly different set of demands, would be a major
undertaking. It would require either that researchers quickly develop a new set of
competencies or that an entirely new staff be hired. As much as DRC researchers wanted
to support their partners and provide research that could, as their mission states, support
improved educational and life outcomes for children, they were also self-aware. For the
most part, they expressed a clear understanding of their own capacity. In addition, as
academics and researchers, it stands to reason that their values would reflect the logic of
research. Despite the shifts in the environment around them, they remained committed to
its principles, still seeking to provide clear, objective data that could inform the public
and guide policy decisions. Fully responding to the demands resulting from the shift in
logics across the environment would require not only fundamental changes in the DRC’s
working procedures, skills, and knowledge, but also that individual researchers undergo a

change in how they viewed the world.
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Chapter 5: Interpretations and Conclusions
The purpose of this case study was to investigate how a research alliance is
influenced by the institutional logics present in its environment. This dissertation uses
data collected from 2015 through 2018 to examine the research alliance from its founding
in 2006 through the end of data collection. The analysis presented in this chapter
demonstrates that the institutional environment plays a crucial role in both shaping the
design of research alliances and determining their success.
The case study was guided by the following research questions:
1. How was the DRC’s original design a reflection of the institutional environment?
2. How did the institutional environment change and what were the implications for
the DRC?
3. What steps did the DRC leaders take to better align the organization with its new
environment?
In Chapter 4, | analyzed the ways in which the institutional logics found in the
DRC’s environment shaped its practice and impacted its legitimacy. I found that the
DRC’s major partners viewed the organization as legitimate so long as the prevailing
logic was one that prioritized the types of work the DRC was created to do. As the
predominant logic shifted, the DRC faced increasing challenges and struggled to meet the
changing demands placed on it. Ultimately, the DRC tried to reshape itself to serve a
somewhat different function. In this chapter, I consider the implications of the DRC’s
experience for the larger question of the role that RPPs can and should play in the
education sector. In particular, | argue that the logic of research and logic of practice
speak to vastly different organizations. For an organization aligned with the demands of

one logic to effectively serve the needs a new logic would require it to significantly

expand its capabilities and alter its identity. An organization aligned with the logic of
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practice would need different structures, different practices, and different set of
competencies. Understanding the underlying reasons for these differences is important
for policy makers, funders, and school system leaders.

The following chapter is organized around three major takeaways. First, a shift in
the predominant logic creates pressing challenges for RPPs. While an RPP might be able
to successfully navigate an environment in which the institutional pressures mostly align,
as those pressures shift, negotiating the conflicting demands can place a significant strain
on the RPP as an organization. Next, the existence of multiple logics in the environment
of an RPP suggests not that partnerships are impossible to form but that differing
definitions of effectiveness imply a need for different types of RPP. Because these
different types of RPP call for such different structures, resources, and knowledge, it may
be difficult for a single organization to meet all needs present in the environment or to
quickly pivot as logics shift. Finally, different types of RPPs have different strengths and
vulnerabilities. They place different demands on key environmental stakeholders such as
funders, the school district, and community leaders. The varying capacities of the RPP
and demands made of partners should be considered when designing an RPP.

Changes in Logics Create Challenges

The shift from the logic of research to the logic of practice observed in this case
appears to be part of a larger trend. In the present case that is the subject of this
dissertation, demands for the DRC to address a different set of expectations came not
only from district administrators but from the DRC’s other partners including influential,
local foundations. This may not be an anomaly. Even within this case, there were

indications of a more extensive shift in logics, as CPSD leaders and DRC researchers
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sought the support of the Carnegie Foundation, described by one district administrator as
“the impetus for pushing the improvement science research partnership side of things.” In
other words, members of this partnership were aware of the larger shift toward the logic
of practice.

The notion that the trend towards the logic of practice is a broad shift is supported
by several other examples as well. The first of these is the increasing interest in
networked improvement communities (NICs). NICs are a newer form of RPP, and they
are seen as valuable enough that influential organizations such as the Carnegie
Foundation for the Advancement of Teaching have given them considerable support
(Penuel & Gallagher, 2017). NICs, which bring researchers and practitioners together to
collaboratively design and test solutions to “a specific, persistent problem of practice”
(Penuel & Gallagher, 2017, p. 28), are better aligned to the logic of practice than the logic
of research. The Carnegie Foundation and the Institute of Education Sciences (IES) have
allocated resources to support the use of improvement science, another process grounded
in the logic of practice. Rather than focusing primarily on traditional research alliances,
these stakeholders are seeking new alternatives that bring a different set of strategies and
processes to bear on improving public schools.

The Carnegie Foundation is not the only major funder evidencing a shift towards
the logic of practice. While RPPs across the country are still the recipients of millions of
dollars of funding, there are increasing questions about their effectiveness (Schneider,
2018). The leadership of IES, which invests over forty million dollars per year on RPPs,
has expressed doubts about their efficacy, pointing out that research has not “helped

identify the functions, structures, or processes that work best for increasing the impact of
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RPPs” and calling partnerships “mostly hope-based” (Schneider, 2018). They have noted
the limited evidence of RPP impact and called for an evaluation of RPPs funded by
Regional Educational Laboratories, one of the largest RPP initiatives that has created
over one hundred partnerships (Schneider, 2018). The fact that multiple influential,
national organizations are shifting their support in these ways indicate the extent of the
shift in logics across the field of educational improvement. The emergence of new forms
of RPP designed around competencies such as these demonstrate the power of
institutional logics to influence the design and structure of RPPs, as this newer form of
partnership has the potential to meet some of the goals that research alliances are not
designed to accomplish.

The strengths that make an RPP a good fit for one environment become
vulnerabilities in another. The DRC is a good example of this. Its strengths were widely
acknowledged by its partners, even after the shift in logics. These included researchers’
methodological rigor, objectivity, skill with statistical analysis, and an ability to “gather
and package data in a way that helps people understand what they didn’t understand
before,” as one DRC partner described it. These strengths, common to researchers in
research alliances, were what allowed the DRC to thrive when the logic of research was
prevalent. Not only did the perceived value of these skills diminish as logics shifted,
however, but in many cases what had once been seen as strengths were cited as reasons
that the DRC was ineffective. As discussed in Chapter 4, the DRC’s independence,
initially built into its structure as a guarantee of objectivity and reliability, came to be
cited as evidence that researchers were disinterested in or incapable of meaningful

collaboration. This example seems to be representative of larger-scale changes in the
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view of RPPs, as organizations such as the William T. Grant Foundation shift their focus
from “understanding how and under what conditions research is used to understanding

how to create those conditions” (http://wtgrantfoundation.org/focus-areas) and prioritize

partnerships that form close connections between researchers and practitioners. While the
organizations’ strengths remain constant, stakeholders’ perceptions change in ways that
may threaten the existence of the partnership.

Based on this case and on larger trends it might seem that the outlook for RPPs is
grim. As data collection for this case study concluded, the DRC was facing immense
challenges. Its major partners--the school district and local foundations--were questioning
the value of the partnership to the extent that DRC researchers were reevaluating their
organization's role, structure, and practice. A pervasive, lasting shift towards the logic of
practice could have negative implications for some RPPs, particularly research alliances.
If they are increasingly asked to take on roles for which they are not optimally designed,
research alliances may find their future in question. Established partnerships might be
unable to sustain themselves, and support for the creation of new RPPs could diminish or
disappear. Research alliances, for many years favored by funders and policy makers,
could fade into the background, the latest in a long history of educational innovations that
disappear after the initial glow wears off. It is also possible that funding and support for
research alliances would continue in some form, but that these partnerships would be
expected to reinvent themselves as the DRC has attempted to do. It is conceivable that
some will succeed in doing this, but organizational theory suggests that an organization’s
initial “imprint” is a source of considerable stability for most organizations.

Organizations can reinvent themselves, but few do (Aldrich & Pfeffer, 1976). Thus even
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if funding continues, the magnitude of the change required could still lead to a decline in
the prominence of research alliances as new types of RPP emerge and become more
common.
Multiple Possible Structures

Perhaps the best outcome for research alliances would be for stakeholders to
acknowledge a need for multiple types of organization to meet multiple social and
educational needs. Research alliances such as the DRC may simply not be able to be
effective in environments where the logic of practice predominates. While their strengths
are well suited to settings characterized by a strongly research-based logic, they may lack
the capacity to affect the change that is at the heart of the logic of practice. Unlike the
logic of research, which allows researchers to engage in traditional roles and maintain a
degree of separation from district dysfunction, the logic of practice prescribes that
researchers should actively work to influence policy and support district learning. The
skills required to do so are not those associated with traditional academic research.
Participating in any type of RPP involves a steep learning curve (Coburn, Penuel, & Geil,
2013; Henrick et al., 2017), but the demands of the logic of practice are considerably
more complex and difficult for researchers to meet. To do so would require researchers to
develop a theory of district improvement, build expertise in organizational learning, and
create systems to address the well-known organizational deficiencies that characterize
school districts. Research alliances are not optimally designed to meet demands such as
these, and it may not be realistic to expect them to do so.

These limitations do not negate the benefits of research alliances. While research

alliances are not typically designed to address the logic of practice, they can nevertheless
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provide value to the communities they serve. Even in the case of the DRC, where the
shift in logic was pervasive, there were individuals and organizations that continued to
value and use DRC data. Many individuals who expressed doubts about the DRC’s
legitimacy nevertheless acknowledged a need for the type of data which DRC researchers
provided. While the DRC faced challenges to its legitimacy, it and research alliances
such as the Chicago Consortium were able to survive in difficult environments for many
years not because the research and funding communities were misguided but because
research alliances provided something of value. Districts and city agencies need reliable,
objective data. Statistical analyses, implementation studies, and other types of data that
research alliances typically provide have value to decision-makers. There are multiple
instances, for example, of CPSD administrators who were able to interpret DRC research
and appreciated having it available to them. Additionally, CPSD and other districts
sometimes lack the capacity to conduct their own statistical analyses beyond the bare
minimum required for state accountability reporting. Organizations such as the DRC can
supplement districts’ capacity to conduct this kind of research. As individuals from
across the DRC’s network would agree, there is also a need for external organizations
that can inform the public about the workings of the school system and hold district
leaders accountable for their policies and results.

Research alliances such as the DRC draw on existing capacity, making them
relatively straightforward to create. Because the logic of research is closely tied to the
structures of traditional academic research, partnerships designed to meet the demands of
this logic can be centered around universities and university researchers. While these

researchers have to adapt to participating in a partnership, they do not need to develop a
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completely different set of skills and knowledge, and there is a ready supply of university
researchers with an interest in education research.

Research alliances are also structured in ways that allow them to endure through
the turnover and turbulence common in school districts. The independence that is
intended to provide objectivity also serves to buffer an RPP from the district’s often rapid
changes in leadership and priorities. The DRC was not reliant on CPSD for funding, and
it intentionally built provisions into the process for setting the research agenda so that
once topics were chosen, “the school system couldn’t decide not to release it or couldn’t
change the questions.” While these strengths hold particular appeal to partners guided by
the logic of research, they are beneficial in any environment. There is a role for stable,
independent partnerships that can provide reliable data to school districts and other
partners.

Other types of RPP may be able to fill some of the needs that research alliances
leave unmet. These other forms, such as NICs or design-based partnerships, grow out of
the logic of practice just as research alliances are the product of the logic of research.
These organizations may have more capacity to impact district learning and perhaps even
student outcomes. Partnerships aligned to the logic of practice build in structures and
practices designed to address these goals. Where research alliances are structured to be
independent and objective, other types of RPP are designed to either identify and
leverage external sources of content expertise or develop it in their members (Coburn,
Penuel, & Geil, 2013; Penuel & Gallagher, 2017). In fact, some members of these
partnerships may be chosen specifically for their ability to support district learning

(Coburn, Penuel, & Geil, 2013; Penuel & Gallagher, 2017).
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Consistent with the logic of practice, design-based partnerships and NICs focus
on creating concrete solutions to problems of practice that can be used by educators “on
the ground.” They typically use a process of “iterative design and testing of supports for
implementation of classroom innovations” (Penuel & Gallagher 2017, p. 26) and attend
to contextual factors that may influence the success of those supports. Design-based
organizations such as the Strategic Education Research Partnership (SERP) have
supported districts in developing, implementing, testing, and scaling up specific
interventions that are used in partner districts and shared publicly (Penuel & Gallagher,

2017; Penuel, Coburn, & Geil, 2013; https://www.serpinstitute.org/collaboration-

process). Their process has the dual benefit of providing concrete tools, programs, and
practices that can be used in schools while also building district capacity to address future
problems outside the scope of the partnership.

While NICs and design-based partnerships address some of the shortcomings of
research alliances, they too have limitations. First, they are considerably more complex
than research alliances and demand a broader range of ability from members; to meet this
need, they may also require more members on the research side of the partnership
(Penuel & Gallagher, 2017). Where research alliances can be formed with as few as two
or three dedicated researchers, other types of partnership may need to include individuals
with content expertise in various areas or people whose role is solely to manage the
collaborative process.

These partnerships are also more vulnerable to turbulence within the district.
Because their work is so closely tied to priorities identified by district administrators, the

partnership may abruptly lose its standing when leadership or leaders’ priorities change.
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If outside researchers are brought into a partnership for specific content-area expertise,
their contributions may no longer be needed if a problem in a different area were to
become a priority, possibly leading to high turnover within the research side of the
partnership and the resulting need for continual relationship building. It could also lead to
bloated partnerships employing an unwieldy number of researchers in an attempt to
prepare for any possible change in direction.

Scaling up partnerships aligned to the logic of practice could also be challenging.
After the Chicago Consortium on School Research was founded, its perceived success
“spawned the development of research alliances in cities across the country” (Coburn,
Penuel, & Geil, 2013, p. 4). This was possible because of the extent to which research
alliances take advantage of existing structures and capacities. Other types of partnership
do not have this advantage. Schools of education prepare future researchers for the type
of work done by research alliances, not by other types of partnership. University
incentives are not designed to reward participation in a practice-centered partnership.
Funders seeking a different type of partnership may need to invest in creating a pipeline
for a different kind of researcher and structures to support them. In short, it may require
changes across the entire field to create a robust system of practice-oriented partnerships.

The instability inherent in partnerships oriented towards the logic of practice also
requires funders and other partners to accept a fairly high degree of uncertainty and even
failure. The traditional, independent, quantitative research conducted by many research
alliances offers more of a guarantee; while partners might not like the results such
research produces, they will at least receive those results. The DRC and other research

alliances may lack the ability to provide the level of direct, ongoing support provided by

143



NICs, but they have endured through multiple transitions in leadership, budget cuts,
changing policies, and other obstacles. The research conducted by organizations tied
more closely to practitioners may well be derailed by such changes within the district,
leaving funders with little to show for their investment. If funders desire greater impact,
they will need to tolerate the uncertainty and complexity that comes with that. While
newer types of RPPs may have the potential to impact policy and practice, the challenges
facing them are substantial.

There are multiple ways that research can contribute to educational improvement
and to society as a whole and multiple challenges to their ability to do so. Because RPPs
can take different forms with widely varied structures and strengths, they have the
potential to offer distinct types of value, each fitting into the larger environment in
different ways. The structure of new RPPs may often be based on the prevailing logics in
the environment, as the DRC was at its founding, but even when a single logic dominates
there may still be a benefit to the existence of multiple types of partnership to meet
multiple needs. There is not necessarily a “good” or “bad” model, but just different types
of organization that do different types of work and serve different social purposes.

There are many challenges facing RPPs, and each type of partnership has a
different set of strengths and weaknesses. Each type may also be better suited to a
different institutional logic. The fact that prevailing logics are subject to change has
implications for those seeking to create or sustain partnerships. One possible way to
address potential changes in the environment would be to build flexibility into a
partnership. This might entail combining characteristics of different types of partnership,

for example creating a research alliance that employs members whose role is to facilitate

144



the process of research use as is currently more common in design-based partnerships and
NICs. Because this aim may be difficult to accomplish, a more practical strategy could be
to simply be aware of and plan for the challenges facing the type of partnership to be
formed. Research alliances such as the DRC, for example, might still be created to
conduct strong, reliable research with a focus on informing the public and various
stakeholders. Rather than trying to change the nature of the partnership itself, its backers
might instead identify sources of funding that support this type of work and focus on
building networks with relevant agencies outside of school districts. This approach entails
recognizing what each type of RPP does well and removing obstacles that would prevent
a partnership from engaging in that type of work.
Demand for Flexibility

The stark differences between the various types of RPP may make it difficult or
even impossible for a single organization to meet all partners’ needs. The types of
organization that meet the needs of the two logics seen in this case require very different
structures, practices, and skills. An organization structured to meet the demands of one
logic is unlikely to have the structures, practices, or staff necessary to meet the demands
of a different logic and cannot be expected to suddenly develop into an entirely different
kind of organization. Even if it is possible to build an organization that encompasses all
of the requisite skills and knowledge, it would require a great deal of effort, coordination,
planning, and resources. It is difficult to conceive of a single organization that is both
independent and closely enmeshed with a district, focused simultaneously on creating
objective reports and making specific policy recommendations based on a deep

understanding of district context. The logics speak to such different organizations that it
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would be difficult, albeit not impossible, for a single organization to meet such disparate
needs or to pivot quickly to address shifting logics in the environment.

In order to capitalize on the potential value of RPPs, then, some flexibility on the
part of funders and other partners may be required. While one type of RPP may match the
prevailing zeitgeist at any given point in time, aligning all RPPs solely to that prevailing
logic may not be the most beneficial strategy. Having a variety of partnerships, each
making its own contributions, or designing more flexible, hybrid partnerships could
maximize RPPs’ value and provide more stability as logics shift. It is also important to
consider the strengths and vulnerabilities of the different types of RPP and balance the
need for independence and embeddedness. RPPs are designed to bridge a longstanding
gap between research and practice, but partnerships rooted too deeply on one side or the
other of that gap may lack the ability to reach across it. Research alliances may not have
the capacity to reach deeply into practice, while other types of RPP run the risk of
becoming so intertwined with their practitioner partners as to expose themselves to the
pathologies of public education.

Further, what it means to bridge the divide is in part a function of the larger
environment in which individual RPPs are located. The process of linking research and
practice is inextricably linked to the capacity and expectations of both partners. In the
case of the DRC, neither researchers nor district administrators were able to take
responsibility for supporting practitioners in the interpretation and use of DRC data.
While some districts have the org resources to marshal this capacity, CPSD did not.

Similarly, the DRC was unable, due to its small size and limited nature of researchers’
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expertise, to actively support district learning. In this instance, it may not be so much the
case that either the DRC or CPSD failed as it is that they were poorly matched.

The gap between research and practice exists in part because acquiring and using
research requires a high degree of resources, effort, and capacity. CPSD is a resource-
poor district with a high degree of turnover and organizational instability, while the DRC
is a small organization with few dedicated staff members, none of whom were chosen for
their knowledge of organizational learning. Neither organization was able to take on the
role of supporting the interpretation and use of knowledge in ways that fostered
organizational learning. A more stable, better financed district would have been able to
dedicate human and fiscal resources to support the use of research, whereas a different
type of research organization could have employed its own staff members for the same
purpose. Although it may not be easy to determine where this division of expertise should
fall or to create a partnership where the needs and abilities are perfectly matched, doing
S0 may be necessary to the success of the partnership.

Finally, policy makers, funders, and other stakeholders would benefit from a
better understanding of the benefits and challenges of various types of partnerships, and
perhaps to temper expectations for what they can accomplish. While RPPs can play
valuable roles in supporting districts, it is unreasonable to expect them to address all of
the problems of a complex system engaged in a long-term transformation process.
Improving such systems to meet modern demands of equity and rigor is not a simple task.
Doing so requires contributions from stakeholders across multiple sectors including state,
federal and local governments, private firms, non-profit firms, higher education and

others. Teacher training programs, social service agencies, and companies that create
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educational materials also play a role in creating an equitable and effective educational
system. RPPs, including research alliances, have the potential to be one piece of this
puzzle and can offer valuable input and support to school districts. While they cannot
single-handedly “fix” public education, RPPs can nonetheless contribute to this important

process.
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Appendix A: Timeline of Interviews and Meetings

Source Participant 2015 2016 2017 2018
MEETING n/a 9 7 1
DRC TR 1

DRC CM 1

DRC FC 1 1

DRC GP 1
DRC JG 1 1 1
DRC MS 1 1
DRC RD 1 1
DRC SG 1
DRC SP 1

CPSD AA 1

CPSD AB 1

CPSD BF 2

CPSD BP 1

CPSD DH 1

CPSD HN 1

CPSD JB 1

CPSD JBE 1 1

CPSD JL 1

CPSD KW 1

CPSD LJ 1

CPSD LO 1

CPSD LS 1

CPSD LW 1 1

CPSD MN 1

CPSD MT 1

CPSD PG 1

CPSD RP 1
CPSD RR 2
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CPSD SC 1
CPSD SM 1
CPSD SS 1
CPSD TE 1
CPSD TJ 1
OTHER RESEARCHER SD

PARTNER: CITY RD

PARTNER: CITY SBC

PARTNER: FOUNDATION AJ 1
PARTNER: FOUNDATION BL 1
PARTNER: FOUNDATION DBM

PARTNER: FOUNDATION GO

PARTNER: FOUNDATION JR 1
PARTNER: FOUNDATION JS 1
PARTNER: FOUNDATION SG

PARTNER: FOUNDATION TH

PARTNER: NGO CB 1
PARTNER: NGO CM 1
PARTNER: NGO HS

PARTNER: NGO JB 1
PARTNER: NGO JR 1
PARTNER: NGO MH 1
PARTNER: NGO MW 1
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Appendix B: Interview Protocols

Interview Protocol for CPSD
(start with a general explanation of why we re interested)

I. Priority/Alignment
Categories of priorities: division priorities, district priorities as defined by top
leadership (which we will have to determine by other means), and district
priorities as understood by other district leaders.

1. How would you describe the priorities for your division/office? Who sets these
priorities?

2. Have the priorities been influenced by transitions in leadership? If yes, how?

3. What big questions or problems is your division/office trying to address?

4. What information do you need to answer those questions? (probe for whether and
from where that information can be obtained)

Il. Integration/professional network
We want to understand connections and barriers that exist within the district
and how these connections and barriers impact data use--including DRC data
and internal data.

1. How would you describe your professional network within the districts? With
which colleagues do you work most closely?

2. Describe your interaction with these colleagues. (probe for: how often, how
agenda is determined)

3. How did that network develop? (personal connections, district reorganizations,
formal v. informal connections) [probe and listen for degree of isolation;
who does respondent not speak with as well as who s/he does speak with]

I1l. DRC
We want to understand interactions with the DRC and DRC data. This
includes awareness of the DRC, interpretations, perceptions of relevance, and
specific changes as a result.

1. To what extent are you familiar with the DRCs research? In what ways have you
personally interacted with the DRC?

2. Are you aware of (name of relevant report)? (If no, probe for other reports or
data)
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7.

(assuming some familiarity with at least one DRC report) (probe for specifics--
including details from relevant reports if participant knows those reports)

a. What would you say are the most important findings from this report?

b. Did anything here surprise you or contradict your own understanding?
Did the findings or analysis have any implications for your work or that of your
department?

a. If so, ask about the following:

i.  New materials
ii.  Routines
iili.  Priorities and points of focus
iv.  Partnerships with other orgs
v.  Partnerships in the district, including relations to schools
b. If not, then:
I.  What about section x. Do you see any implications there?
[probe on specific parts of report]
ii.  Why did the report not lead to any changes in your work?
Is there some way this information more useful to you? (probe even if the answers
above suggest DRC data was useful)
Have you talked with anyone about this research, either formally or informally?

a. How do you identify people to share it with? (probe for structures in place

to find the “right” people)

b. What was the specific nature of that discussion?

c. Did it lead to any particular conclusions or plans?

d. Are there any individuals or groups that you would like to share this with,

but that you haven’t had the chance or have been unable to reach?
With whom do you share this information? To what extent does this information
inform your agenda? (tie this back to the questions in section 1 above)

IF NOT FAMILIAR WITH THE DRC:

1.

2.
3.
4

Does this research (DRC report) seem useful to you? (have points highlighted)
Do you use other research? (probe further--what, how, where does it come from?)
What kind of research would be useful to you?

Do you see research as relevant to your job?
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Interview Protocol for Community Partners (CPs)
(start with a general explanation of why we re interested)

I. Purpose of the CP and its role in the city’s CP-network
We want to understand the goals and domain(s) of the CP, who the CP
interacts with and in what capacities. How closely are they working with other
CPs, do they collaborate in pursuit of a larger goal? How does the DRC fit in?

1. Tell me about your organization (goals, mission, history).

2. What other organizations do you interact with? How?

3. What role, if any, does the DRC play in these interactions? (e.g. do they
facilitate, set research agenda, provide data, etc.)

4. How did you first learn about/get involved with the DRC?

Il. Relationship with the DRC (including role this CP and the DRC play for
each other)
Who drives research questions, data sharing, dissemination, teamwork
regarding district efforts or communication.

1. Describe your relationship with the DRC.
a. Role(s)
b. Decision-making
c. Benefactors of the work
d. Dissemination of results

I11. Knowledge/Data accumulation and usage
Not only DRC data -- whether the CP seeks and uses data and if they share it.
Do they find it actionable, and if so, what/how actions have been taken, DRC
data versus other. (may be closely tied to #I1 above)

1. How do you characterize your organization’s relationship to data? How do you
use it? Generate it?

2. We often hear that research data isn’t actionable. How would you characterize
DRC data? (possible probe for what would make the research more useful if the
answer is negative)

3. What do you view as the DRC’s main goal/mission?

How does this fit in with your organization’s goal/mission?

5. In what ways does the DRC’s data/work inform your work?

B
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IV. CP interaction with the District
Influence, contacts, data-sharing, interdependence, How does the DRC fit in?

1. To what extent does your organization have a relationship with CPSD?
Priorities/focus/ Influence? Data sharing?

2. Are you working with the “right” people? Who are they? How do you know they
are the “right” people? How did you find them?

3. How do you see the role of the DRC in CPSD?

4. How do you see CPSD working with other community partners?
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Appendix C: Final List of Codes

1 Activation Triggers

la External

1b Internal

2 Problem Definition

3 Acquisition

3a Research Partner selection of research team

3b Selection of RPP partner

4 Interpretation: Assimilation and Transformation

5 Use: Interpretation, Assimilation, and Exploitation

5a Routines and practices

5b Materials and artifacts

5c Culture, norms, beliefs

5d Student level outcomes

5e Expectations and goals

6 External Knowledge Sources

6a Additional (research/non-research) partners

6c Membership to professional associations, networks (e.g., NCTM)

6d Other connections with institutions and individuals that have exposed
the district to research knowledge, and/or the process of interpreting
and using knowledge.

7 Knowledge Complementarity

7a Beliefs, values, norms

7b District prior knowledge and experience that relates to the new

knowledge in question.
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7c New knowledge characteristics

8 District Social Integration Mechanisms

8a Direct Involvement with RPP

8b Formal structures, routines, processes

8c Informal social networks

8d Norms and culture of sharing, information exchange, collegiality
8e Politics, culture, and power relations

9 Organizational Memory

9a Operating procedures and materials

9b Individual experience

9c A culture of “how things are done here”

ad Routines and structures

10 Competence Traps

11 Socioeconomic Factors: Race and Class

12 District context and history

12a Problems

12b Policies

12c Priorities

12d Successes

12e Leadership History

12f Informal Networks

12¢g City environment

13 Research Partner Context, Organization, History, and Strategy
13a RP experiences and lessons learned from the city and elsewhere

162



13b RP formal structure and roles

13c RP's articulated strategy and process

13d structures/processes to be learning organization
13e RPP comparisons

14 Expectations among partners

14a District expectations of DRC

14b External partner expectation of DRC

14c Actionability of DRC data

15 Community Partner (CP) Context

15a CP Goals and Strategies

15b CP Relationship with School District
15¢ Description of CP Network

15d CP Use of RP(P) Data

163



