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Abstract of Dissertation 

Communities of Practice as a Technical Assistance Strategy:   
A Single-Case Study of State Systems Change 

 
This study examined how one state approached the integration of policy and 

practice by forming communities of practice (CoP), defined as groups of people who 

share a set of problems and interact regularly to solve them (Wenger, McDermott, & 

Snyder, 2002).  Policymakers have created strategies known as technical assistance (TA) 

to bridge the policy to practice gap by helping states build capacity to assist local districts 

(U.S. Department of Education, 2006).  However, current TA is inadequate to meet the 

demands of complex systems (Danielson, Ryder, Brown, Chelemer and Hammond, 

2006).  State officials stress the need for an infrastructure that facilitates access to local 

expertise, and allows for customization of assistance strategies to sustain change 

(Markowitz, 2004).  Michigan formed a CoP to solve implementation problems and 

enable systems change. 

The design focused on the state-based CoP as the unit of analysis to answer these 

questions: (a) Why would a state choose to address persistent problems through CoP?; (b) 

How does the state enable a CoP to form?; (c) How does the CoP enable problem-

specification across general and special education environments?; and (d) How does the 

CoP support the articulation of actionable strategies?  A document review, expert panel, 

and interviews were used for triangulation of results.  The document review data was 

examined in relation to a theory-based logic model, and the expert panel validated the 

content analysis and interview protocols.  Two types of interviews were used to 

complement the content analysis: (a) elite informants with specific expertise on CoP, and 

(b) purposeful interviews with community conveners, reflecting on the CoP structure and 
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function.  The interview data review adhered to an a priori coding technique (Weber, 

1990) based on Parsons’ systems change framework (1997), connecting community 

activities to the outcomes sought.   

State policymakers’ reasons for forming CoP were consistent with existing 

research.  Strategies that enabled state communities to form are presented along with 

examples of actionable strategies for change.  Indications of success include (a) 

alignment of efforts across general and special education, (b) efficiency of policy 

implementation, and (c) student-centered policy changes that led to increased school 

persistence and higher course pass rates.  
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CHAPTER I: Introduction  

This study examines how the Michigan Community of Practice enabled problem-

specification across general education and special education environments.  A 

community of practice brings together “groups of people who share a concern, a set of 

problems, or passion about a topic, and who deepen their knowledge and expertise by 

interacting on an ongoing basis” (Wenger, McDermott, & Snyder, 2002, p. 4).  The study 

investigated how the community of practice approach is used as a technical assistance 

support to articulate actionable strategies for implementing federal policy in the state.  

The researcher employed a single-case study of systems change to answer the questions 

posed related to improving student results in one state.  Data collection was triangulated 

and analyzed to describe the way the state formed a community of practice to work 

through complex education problems.  

Today’s education problems are complex and interrelated.  Federal laws—such as 

the Elementary and Secondary Education Act (ESEA) (P.L 89-10, 79 Stat. 77, 20 U.S.C. 

6301-6514) and the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA) (P.L. 94-142, 20 

U.S.C. 1401-1487; H.R.5, 1997)—attempt to ameliorate inequities in educational access 

and disparate academic achievement among student groups.  Adapting the research and 

policies that guide enactment of federal law to local implementation practices requires a 

knowledge of complex issues (e.g., poverty, disability, finance, curriculum, and 

instruction) as well as an understanding of the local implementation contexts (e.g., 

technical assistance infrastructure, implementation partners, and specific demographic or 

geographic characteristics).  States have often relied on the assistance of “educational 

extension agents” or technical assistance providers (Hood, 2002, p. 20) to help mediate 
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the interrelated aspects of policy implementation.  However, these technical assistance 

efforts have been inconsistent in generating systems change (Danielson, Ryder, Brown, 

Chelemer, and Hammond, 2006).     

Because traditional technical assistance strategies are inadequate to solve complex 

problems (Conklin, Basadur, & VanPatter, 2007), some states are exploring the use of 

communities of practice as a technical assistance approach to systems change (Cashman, 

Linehan, & Rosser, 2007).  Communities of practice are believed to facilitate broad 

stakeholder engagement leading to improved problem-specification and the development 

of actionable strategies for change (Cashman et al, 2007).  The Michigan Department of 

Education staff convened communities of practice that provide many of the functions that 

states value for translating policy to practice (Helfer, 2006; Trohanis, 2001).   

The two main federal education laws that drive state policy are the ESEA and the 

IDEA.  Since ESEA was reauthorized and is popularly referred to as the No Child Left 

Behind (NCLB) Act (P.L. 107-110), the study used the alignment of NCLB and IDEA to 

represent the complex implementation problem of the study.  To integrate these policies, 

community of practice conveners brought together a range of stakeholders responsible for 

converting ESEA and IDEA policies into effective practices.  The community 

practitioners clarified the policy problems that needed to be considered across general 

education and special education to improve the teaching and learning process (Cashman, 

2008; Dunn, 1994, Mason& Mitroff, 1981).  The community then articulated plausible 

strategies to improve the education system.  By translating policy to practice in this way, 

the community members were believed to be building capacity for solving problems and 

spreading best practice to improve teaching and learning (Cashman et al., 2007).   
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The purpose of Title I of ESEA “is to ensure that all children have a fair, equal, 

and significant opportunity to obtain a high-quality education and reach, at a minimum, 

proficiency on challenging State academic achievement standards and state academic 

assessments” (P.L. 107-110, Sec. 1001).  The law paid particular attention to “meeting 

the educational needs of low-achieving children in our Nation’s highest poverty schools 

[and] … closing the achievement gap between high- and low-performing children, 

especially … between minority and nonminority students, and between disadvantaged 

students and their more advantaged peers,” as well as “providing children an enriched 

and accelerated educational program.” The IDEA, last authorized in 2004, was enacted 

“to ensure that all children with disabilities have available to them a free appropriate 

public education that emphasizes special education and related services designed to meet 

their unique needs and prepare them for further education, employment and independent 

living (P.L. 94-142, 20 U.S.C. 1474 (d)(1)(A)).   

As the current administration prepares for reauthorization of ESEA, Secretary of 

Education Arne Duncan challenged the public to “…build a law that brings equality and 

opportunity to those who are economically disadvantaged, or challenged by disabilities or 

background … a law that encourages educators to work with children at every level, the 

gifted and the struggling …” (Duncan, 2009, p. 4).  In order to meet this challenge, 

Secretary Duncan called on everyone “with a direct stake in the outcome” (Duncan, 

2009, pp. 3-4) of education to take responsibility.  The goals outlined in these education 

laws certainly meet the description of complexity provided by Mason and Mitroff (1981). 

These researchers outlined the characteristics of complexity in policymaking. 
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1.  Any policy-making situation is comprised of many problems and 

issues. 

2.  These problems and issues tend to be highly interrelated. Consequently, 

the solution to one problem requires a solution to all the other 

problems. At the same time, each solution creates additional 

dimensions to be incorporated in the solutions to other problems.  

3.  Few, if any, problems can be isolated effectively for separate treatment 

(pp. 4-5). 

When implementing the federal laws of ESEA and IDEA, issues of 

individual ability, family poverty, equity, and societal values and expectations 

arise and are interconnected.  Implementation of these polices requires an 

integrated and multi-faceted approach.  Wenger (1998) makes reference to the 

interpretation of legislation in his seminal book, Communities of Practice: 

Learning, Meaning and Identity while describing the way community of practice 

members express the meaning of their work.  Community members are said to 

“reify” learning by formalizing tacit knowledge in documents, tools, and other 

artifacts related to their joint enterprise (Wenger, 1998, p. 58).  Laws become a 

point of focus to communicate the values or beliefs of a society.  In this way, 

ESEA and IDEA give form to social beliefs of what is fair, just, or equal; and, the 

legislation outlines purposes and expected outcomes, in this case related to 

education.  Reification becomes a shortcut, in a sense, to the lengthy public debate 

that led to enactment of the law. Wenger is careful to point out, however, that 

reification and practice are closely intertwined, even symbiotic.  Thus, as soon as 
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knowledge is codified into law, it is again open for interpretation and must be 

translated into practice.  This is a continuous cycle, whether related to research or 

policy-to-practice.   

Sometimes, forward-leaning practitioners begin to innovate and outpace the 

current policy.  In these cases, good ideas spread because data or other practitioners 

recognize their contribution to practice.  Later adopters may be more reticent about 

change and resist a new policy or promising practice (Hall & Hord, 2001).  Social or 

legal pressure can be asserted as a way to encourage adoption of a particular change 

(Elmore, 1997). When there is a strong evidence base, or widespread public will, 

monitoring is sometimes required to confirm implementation of the change or evaluate 

the fidelity of the implementation (Greenlaugh et al., 2004). These examples demonstrate 

a distinction that Greenlaugh and colleagues make regarding diffusion of innovations.  

Diffusion suggests a more informal spread of innovation because it is deemed worthy by 

practitioners; it works. More formalized processes are used to spread codified policies 

and practices. This is referred to as dissemination (Greenlaugh et al., 2004).    

Since states are charged with implementing federal policy, officials are interested 

in the way policy is put into practice.  Diffusion and dissemination are important aspects 

of technical assistance delivery as states try to spread proven practices in order to 

enhance learning.  A point worth underscoring from the extensive research by Hall & 

Hord (1987, 2001, 2006), which is heavily influenced by Rogers (1995), is that systems 

change depends on individual change.  This study describes the process of using 

communities of practice as a strategy to clearly articulate problems, and identify ways to 

alleviate them in the context of implementing education laws, so that positive individual 
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and systems change occurs.  Within the community of practice described in this study, 

policy is translated into practice at the state level by bringing together a range of 

stakeholders who are responsible for converting NCLB and IDEA policies into effective 

implementation practices.   

This single-case study of the Michigan Community of Practice was used to 

investigate the way the community enables problem-specification across general and 

special education environments and how it supports the articulation of actionable 

strategies for change.  Michigan was one of the first states to join a peer-to-peer network 

convened by the National Association of State Directors of Special Education (NASDSE) 

and the Council of Chief State School Officers (CCSSO).  NASDSE and CCSSO are the 

professional organizations for state educational agency leaders, State Directors of Special 

Education and the Chiefs of the overall education system respectively.  These 

organizations sponsor projects that support their organizational missions and the goals of 

their members.  The peer-to-peer network formed when members of NASDSE’s IDEA 

Partnership and the CCSSO High-poverty Schools Initiative began to define shared work 

in support of school-wide programs in Title I schools.  The network became known as the 

Title I-IDEA Collaboration Community of Practice, which brought state policymakers 

together across general and special education divisions of the state agency (SEA) to 

explore provisions of the law that encouraged collaboration across service delivery 

systems.  The community evolved over time to include a broader array of stakeholders 

who shared an interest – and a stake – in issues of collaboration between general and 

special education.  As the community evolved, the name and number of states changed, 

but Michigan was consistently engaged in the work.  Some of the milestones of the 
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community of practice, currently referred to as the NCLB-IDEA Collaboration 

Community of Practice are outlined in table 1.0.  

Table 1.0 

The Evolving Work of the NCLB-IDEA Collaboration Community of Practice  

Date Event 

2000 Partnership defines shared work around new provisions in IDEA ’97 for 
use of funds in school-wide programs in Title I schools.  

2001 Six states meet together to determine real and perceived barriers to 
collaboration; they are joined by the Inspector General Office on Audit 
Resolution. The Office of Special Education Programs (OSEP) and the 
Office of Elementary and Secondary Education (OESE) jointly issue Dear 
Colleague letter to communicate the learning; states form a Community of 
Practice (CoP). 

 
2002 

Twelve states meet together and develop the infrastructure for cross-state 
learning,  federal-to-state learning and  practice–informed learning in the 
CoP. 

 
2003  

A unified IDEA Partnership is formed under NASDSE leadership; 14 
states meet together joined by 12 of the 55 national organizations newly 
united around shared work at the intersection of NCLB-IDEA in the 
Partnership.  They are joined by the Regional Resource Centers (RRCs).  

 2004 Fourteen states joined by the 22 national organizations reorganize the CoP 
under the frame of collaboration in support of school improvement under 
NCLB.  Monthly learning calls showcase state and organizational efforts. 

2005 Sixteen states joined by 22 national organizations link the emerging work 
on Response to Intervention (RTI) with the school improvement agenda 
and begin to develop common messages for the field.  Monthly Learning 
Calls promote a dialogue across groups and focus on common issues. 

2006 Eighteen states joined by 22 national organizations, 15 OESE-funded 
Comprehensive Centers, six OSEP-funded RRC and four OSEP-funded 
topical centers with related work scopes consider RTI implementation 
under the frame of School Improvement under NCLB.  Monthly 
Community calls showcase model approaches.  Comprehensive Centers 
replicate the Community meeting design; Partner organizations work 
together to develop the Partnership Collection on RTI to communicate  
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Date Event 

2006 (continued) common messages to the field. The Collection is promoted by 
national organizations to their affiliates, entered into the FRRC Matrix and 
shared with the National Dissemination Center. 

2007 

 

OSEP initiates a National Summit on RTI facilitated by the IDEA 
Partnership and the RTI Center and chaired by National Association of 
Elementary School Principals (NAESP), a partner organization.  Forty-
eight state teams attend.  The Partnership organizes the on-site 
arrangements, collaborative program development, orchestrates the design 
and development of state teams with CCSSO partner and administers the 
first large-scale collaborative funding of cross-project initiatives.   Partner 
organizations act as state team facilitators.  

2008 National organizations support the cross-stakeholder focus of the RTI 
Summit with high profile events at national meetings, dissemination of the 
Partnership Collection, materials from other TA Centers and onsite support 
of state affiliate meetings and trainings.  More than 5,000 CDs with the 
Partnership Collection and the resources from federal TA Centers are 
distributed by national organizations to local administrators, teacher and 
family leaders.  Coverage of RTI in organizational newsletters and events, 
together with the CD distribution, result in 12,633 downloads of the 
Partnership Collection by the field; more than 700 state and local leaders 
are oriented to the uses of the Partnership Collection and other federal 
resources on the CD.  

 With OSEP, the IDEA Partnership and the RTI Center organize a follow-
up meeting of OSEP and OESE TA Centers and national organizations to 
plan coordinated messages and aligned TA on RTI. 

 With OSEP, the IDEA Partnership and three other TA Centers develop the 
protocol for collaboration across all OSEP and OESE centers, national 
organizations and state education agencies in support of RTI 
implementation. The lessons of the Partnership work are the basis for the 
design.  

2009 OSEP funds the IDEA Partnership to continue coordination with other TA 
Centers in support of state implementation of RTI and other aligned issues 
of ESEA and IDEA that require collaboration across general and special 
education stakeholders.  

Note:  Adapted from “IDEA Partnership Proposal” by J. Cashman, 2008, US Department 
of Education, Office of Special Education and Rehabilitative Services, Office of Special 
Education Programs, p. 56.  Special Education-Technical Assistance and Dissemination 
to Improve Services and Results for Children: CF84.326A. 
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The community of practice took a systematic approach to implementing the laws 

in an integrated manner.  Using communities of practice for strategic advantage (Wenger, 

2004b) is unique because communities are generally described as self-organizing, 

informal, and self-regulated (Bozarth, 2008; Wenger, 1998).  Early anecdotes about 

communities of practice often cited an ethnographic study of copy repair technicians who 

formed communities in order to solve common problems in their work.  The technicians 

in the research ignored the elaborate manuals that were developed as a resource to them 

and, instead, relied heavily on their informal network of skilled colleagues (Orr, 1996).  

Since communities of practice share a joint enterprise and there is mutual recognition 

among members, they are sometimes thought to be consigned to role-alike groups.  The 

multi-discipline approach used by the IDEA Partnership is worth noting because it is a 

strategic feature of the communities.   

The IDEA Partnership at NASDSE promoted both a systematic and cross-

stakeholder approach to using a community of practice for strategic advantage (Wenger, 

2004b).  The Michigan community of practice was determined to be a unique case 

because it replicated the strategic and multi-disciplinary approach employed by the IDEA 

Partnership.  The various roles -- of NASDSE as the host organization, OSEP as the 

federal division that funds the IDEA Partnership project and the affiliation of 55 national 

organizations committed to mobilizing their state affiliates to work within the community 

of practice – are described in Chapter 3.  The rationale for the research design and 

methodology are also addressed more fully in Chapter 3; but, given the unique features of 

the community of practice, a qualitative design was required to better understand the 

phenomena under investigation (Yin, 1994).   
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Overview 

NCLB is intended to “ensure a quality education for all” students in the United 

States (Spellings, 2006, p.1).  Specifically, Title I (20 U.S.C. 6301-6514) of NCLB 

assists local education agencies (SEAs) “in addressing the needs of economically 

disadvantaged children” (Government Accountability Office, 1998, p. 67).  The IDEA is 

aligned with NCLB with a “focus on ensuring that students with disabilities are held to 

high expectations” (Spellings, 2006, p.1).  The purpose of the IDEA is “to ensure that all 

children with disabilities are provided with a free and appropriate public education and to 

provide financial support to states and districts for educating students with disabilities” 

(Government Accountability Office, 1998, p. 68).  Totaling approximately $13 billion, 

the federal allocations to implement these two laws represent the largest federal 

investment in education (Government Accountability Office, 1998; Wexler, 2006).   

Through NCLB and IDEA, the message from lawmakers, policymakers and 

educational advocates alike has been to raise expectations and increase academic 

performance for all students, including those with disabilities (National Council on 

Disability, 2004; Rudalevige, 2005; Center for the Study of Social Policy, 2009).  Current 

Secretary of Education, Arne Duncan, states that “[o]ur shared goals are clear: higher 

quality schools; improved student achievement; more students going to college; closing 

the achievement gap; and more opportunities for children to learn and succeed” (Duncan, 

2009, p. 3).  While the laws and related policies drive national efforts, state education 

agencies (SEAs) are charged with providing the services that facilitate the goals outlined 

in statute.  SEA and local education agencies (LEA) must report student performance in 

meeting the state standards.  The public reporting is mandated by the federal government, 
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requiring both aggregate and disaggregate data, in order to demonstrate annual student 

progress in relation to a benchmark proficiency level on the state-wide assessment.  The 

aim is for all students to perform at or above proficiency by 2013-14. (P.L. 107-110).  

The public reporting of assessment results has raised attention to gaps in 

performance among students.  The subgroups designated by NCLB for adequate yearly 

progress (AYP) data disaggregation are students living in poverty, students with 

disabilities, English language learners, Asian, Black, Hispanic and White student groups.  

If schools receiving Title I funds fail to meet AYP requirements (proficiency for the total 

population and each subgroup of students) for two years in a row, they are referred to as 

schools in need of improvement and face a series of consequences for each year they fall 

within this status.  The consequences and sanctions are increasingly restrictive over a 

period of five years, ending in school closure or take-over by an outside authority (P.L. 

107-110). 

 The attention to failing schools and underperforming student groups, has led to 

public pressure focusing on inequities within education systems.  Under increasing 

pressure themselves, SEAs in turn pass on accountability pressures to local schools and 

districts that are closer to students (Education Commission of the States, 2004).  As the 

education system has moved from a process orientation to one of accountability, states 

and locals have faced increased pressure to close achievement gaps among student groups 

(Holland, 2007).  

Lane and Garcia state that “[i]n the current context of standards-based reform and 

heightened accountability for school performance, SEAs have an important, but not yet 

well-articulated, role to play in local school improvement efforts” (2004, p. 85).  The 
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problems that underlie achievement gaps are complex and interrelated.  When attempting 

to solve problems in one area of educational need, the resulting policy options tend to 

affect other areas (Conklin et al., 2007; Mason & Mitroff, 1981).  Thus, gaining a full 

picture of the interconnected aspects of the problem is a necessary place for SEAs to 

start.  When someone who is analyzing a problem “develops a formal (logical or 

mathematical) representation of a substantive problem,” it is referred to in the public 

policy research as “problem-specification” (Dunn, 1994, p. 185).  

As states have worked to identify some of the most pertinent problems facing 

LEA, the emphasis has been on monitoring for compliance or relying on input from a 

limited range of stakeholders (CCSSO, 2006; Hanft, 2001).  On the special education 

side, input often is sought from special advisory groups or local directors of special 

education (Hanft, 2001); and, on the general education side, school leadership teams and 

Title I-mandated school improvement teams are often void of staff with knowledge of 

special populations (CCSSO, 2006).  This means that problem-specification is incomplete 

because it is being viewed with limited perspective and is mainly restricted to one level 

of the system, with little interaction among state and local representatives.  Because 

special education services are part of the broader general education system, isolated 

problem-solving strategies are likely to be insufficient.     

Angelle and Bilton (2009) report that reform efforts in both general and special 

education are seeking to create a unified system that serves each and every student. 

According to the Council of Chief State School Officers (CCSSO) 

ESEA and its implementation must evolve to fit with the next stage of standards-

based reform, shifting from the law’s current focus on prescriptive compliance 
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requirements to a law focused on providing real incentives for innovative state 

and local models along with fair and meaningful accountability for results…. Our 

goal … is to move beyond no child left behind and toward every child a 

graduate – prepared for postsecondary education, work, and citizenship in the 

21st century. (CCSSO, 2006, pp. 2-3)    

As noted earlier, the IDEA Partnership at NASDSE co-led a collaborative 

network with its general education counterpart, CCSSO.  This network is referred to as 

the National NCLB-IDEA Collaboration Community of Practice.  Figure 1.0 shows the 

federal partners, and SEA Title I and Special Education division staff members who 

represented the original six states in the national learning community.     

 

Figure 1.0:  National NCLB-IDEA Collaboration Community of Practice  

Michigan has been a long-standing member of the national NCLB-IDEA 

Collaboration community, the cross-stakeholder group working to align implementation 

efforts of policymakers, administrators, practitioners, and family groups.  In fact, 
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Michigan was one of six states that formed the national community to explore funding 

flexibility in using IDEA funds to provide school-wide Title I programs that continue to 

meet the needs of students with disabilities while serving other struggling learners, too 

(Cashman, 2008).  The Michigan team associated with the national NCLB-IDEA 

community explored issues of blending funds and also established a joint monitoring 

system at the state level.  The state monitors collaborate across divisions to work with 

local education agencies to meet accountability requirements (IDEA Partnership, 2005).   

 

 

Figure 1.1:  Federal and State Partners in NCLB-IDEA Collaboration Community of   
Practice 

In 2004, the state teams expanded to include representatives of national 

organizations and their state affiliates in Michigan who met to articulate the problems 

they faced in their practice and determine actionable strategies for change (Cashman, 

2008).  The changes resulting from Michigan state communities of practice were 
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expected to yield improved student results across the two largest federal investments, 

Title I of NCLB and IDEA.  In 2005, the state applied for $10,000 in direct technical 

assistance support to help them form a community of practice around professional 

development in the state.   The state received the IDEA Partnership financial support 

along with additional in-kind support (IDEA Partnership, 2005).  The state staff leading 

the coordination efforts made sure that all education and related initiatives were 

coordinated and aligned with the state goals for improving student learning (IDEA 

Partnership, 2006).  A broader cross-stakeholder group of state professional and family 

organizations, which closely mirrored the national IDEA Partnership affiliated 

organizations, was formed to work in a unified way to improve professional development 

and adult learning in Michigan (Michigan Department of Education, 2004).  Figure 1.2 

shows the stakeholders involved in this state-based community of practice work. 

 

  Figure 1.2:  Michigan Community of Practice 
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As the broad range of community stakeholders came together, a number of study 

groups and action teams formed. So, the state community of practice under study was 

actually a composite of Michigan state-based communities of practice. Given the state’s 

history of NCLB-IDEA alignment work, and the fact that many of the stakeholders 

viewed IDEA implementation as encompassed within the broader policies of NCLB 

(Bauer, 2006), this group also dealt with alignment of NCLB-IDEA within the scope of 

their work of translating policy to practice in a more unified way across groups in 

Michigan.  The Study Groups and Action Teams that emerged or became embedded 

within the Michigan Community of Practice are shown in figure 1.3. 

 
Figure 1.3:  Study Groups and Action Teams Forming Michigan Community of Practice 

The initial group evolved and the structure continued to change over the years, but 

the goal of aligning implementation efforts and the cross-stakeholder nature of the 

communities remained consistent.  The state-based community of practice shifted to the 

local level with the creation of the Michigan Reach and Teach initiative in 2006.  The 
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initiative was led by principals who organized building-based teams with cross-

stakeholder representation as shown in figure 1.4.     

 
Figure 1.4:  Reach and Teach for Learning Community of Practice 

The Reach and Teach initiative was first supported by the national IDEA 

Partnership and was later sustained by the SEA and Michigan Association of Secondary 

School Principals after forging a deeper relationship through collaboration (IDEA 

Partnership, 2006).  A number of core leaders developed an application that described 

their vision for the Reach and Teach for Learning initiative.  The application outlined the 

plan to create a state Reach and Teach for Learning Community. Each school was invited 

to form a school-based learning community that involved various stakeholders and to 

designate a community facilitator who would represent the school-based team in the state 

community of practice (personal communication, policymaker, September 2009).  Some 

members of the original Michigan Community of Practice completed one of the smaller 

on-going projects as part of their action teams, and then discontinued their involvement.  

In many cases, stakeholder representatives were asked to participate in other formal state 
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working groups, for instance participating on a referent group informing state data 

collection efforts (personal communication, policymaker October 2009), as they gained 

what Lave and Wenger (1991) term “legitimate peripheral participation” through their 

engagement in the community.  Legitimate peripheral participation is a key concept of 

situated learning theory, which grew out of research on learning within a variety of 

contexts.  In case-studies of novice workers, Lave and Wenger observed that learning 

occurred in the social environment while doing (1991), rather than through abstract and 

individual pursuits. In the studies, newcomers learned by modeling others and practicing 

the skills needed in their new roles.  The learning of new skills continues to evolve as 

innovations and efficiencies are shared among members of the community of practice.  

Many members of the original state-wide community of practice, commonly 

known as the Michigan Partnership, continued to work together as part of the state Reach 

and Teach for Learning Community as the community members shifted from problem-

identification to action in support of the building based teams.  A principal from each 

school, or a team member designated as the facilitator, attended regular meetings in 

Lansing, Michigan and then shared the state-wide community learning with the school-

based community.  The first cohort of schools and their principals are listed in table 1.1. 

Table 1.1 

Reaching and Teaching Struggling Learners' Schools First Cohort (2008, 2009, 2010) 

School Name District City Principal 

Atherton High School Atherton Burton Tom Devaney 

DeWitt Junior High DeWitt DeWitt Lori Webb 

Fruitport High School Fruitport Fruitport Jeff Haase 

Greenville Middle 
School 

Greenville Greenville Leigh Acker  

(continued)  
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School Name District City Principal 

Jefferson Middle 
School 

Lakeview Public 
Schools 

St. Clair 
Shores 

David Lavendar 

Kent Transition 
Center 

Kent ISD Grand Rapids Ray VeneKlase 

Morrice Jr/Sr High 
School 

Morrice Morrice Rob Alleman 

Northwest High 
School 

Northwest Jackson Scott Buchler 

Novi Novi Novi Carol Digilio (Assistant 
Principal) 

Suttons Bay High 
School 

Suttons Bay Suttons Bay Raph Rittenhouse 

Thurston High School South Redford Redford Bill Simms 

Waterford Mott High 
School 

Waterford Waterford Matt Wandrie 

Note: From Michigan Reaching and Teaching Struggling Learners (RTSL) Initiative, 
Michigan Department of Education, 2010, Available at the RTSL website 
(http://rtsl.cenmi.org/About/BuildingTeams.aspxa). 
 

Although families were acknowledged as important to implementation, and the 

Reach and Teach application suggested a family role for schools forming teams, most of 

the school-based teams did not have family representatives (IDEA Partnership, 2006).  

One of the school-based community members explained the lack of parental involvement 

on the team. 

In regards to community members, parents… I could tell you that on our original 

team, we had a parent involved, but again, that secondary tier has kind of fallen 

away, because they don’t have as much invested and they don’t want to involve 

the time and all of that.  A lot of what we’re doing is tied in with our school 

improvement efforts, so the parents are advised about exactly what it is that we’re 

doing through our school improvement committee meetings, we have a parent on 

http://rtsl.cenmi.org/About/BuildingTeams.aspxa
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that as well and PTSO [Parent-Teacher-Student Organization]. But again, we 

want to keep the confidentiality of our core kids, so we’re not getting into too 

much detail about those successes or failures right now (personal communication, 

teacher, 2009).  

State officials, principals, and other leaders recognized the need to create a forum 

dedicated to building the capacity of families to foster more participation.  The state staff 

worked with families and administrators to strengthen this aspect of the community 

(Gleason-Comstock, Scott, & Thompson, 2009).   

Statement of the Problem 

This section describes the problem created by gaps between policy and practice, 

and explains why there is a need to move from simple dissemination of information to 

deeper and more ongoing technical assistance efforts to support local education agencies.  

Innovative approaches to the scaling up of education reforms rely on the engagement of 

stakeholders who embrace the reform.  An infrastructure is needed to facilitate easy 

access to local expertise (Hood, 2002; Hall & Hord, 2006).  While typical technical 

assistance often discounts the values and biases of individuals when delivering a 

predetermined intervention plan (Johnson, Mellard, Fuchs & McKnight, 2006), a flexible 

structure allows for customizations and adaptation of assistance by sensing and 

responding to the local context. 

Implementation of current education laws requires moving from policy to 

practice.  A longstanding recognition of the need to bridge the gap between policy and 

practice has led policymakers to create strategies known as technical assistance.  These 

strategies are intended to help increase state capacity to assist local districts in meeting 
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academic achievement goals and to improve results for students with disabilities (U.S. 

Department of Education, 2006).  However, current technical assistance functions are not 

clearly defined and evaluation of their results on instructional improvement is limited 

(Helfer, 2006; Hanft, 2001; Government Accountability Office, 2004b).   

Typically, technical assistance involves dissemination of information and 

consultation with people who have expertise on priority and emerging implementation 

issues in response to a specific inquiry in education (Trohanis, 2001).  The focus on 

dissemination of knowledge to many people is no longer adequate for solving complex 

problems (Parsons, 1997; Hood, 2002).  Since the goal of dissemination is to fill the gap 

between research and practice, Hood (2002) suggests that the “Systemic Change Process 

Paradigm” is replacing the “Dissemination Paradigm.”  The Systemic Change Process 

Paradigm focuses on “knowledge use and production” in the same location and is 

described as “local, complex and dynamic” (p. 4).  This idea is reinforced by other 

researchers, who have learned that relying solely on transfer of information from one 

level of the system to another is inadequate (Kuhn, 2008).  

Studies indicate that it takes the range of stakeholders involved with 

implementation to accurately specify problems and generate actionable strategies for 

change (Agranoff, 2001; Hirota & Jacobowitz, 2007).  With the numbers of schools in 

need of improvement mounting, and many of the traditional technical assistance 

strategies from states to locals lacking (Hanft, 2001), there is a critical need to learn more 

about how to best assist a large number of schools and school districts in a short period of 

time (Education Commission of the States, 2004).  
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The current emphasis of technical assistance is on “scaling up” proven practices, 

or distributing practice from site to site with fidelity as a way of achieving large-scale 

adoption of an established innovation (Cashman, 2003; Danielson et. al, 2006; Fixsen, 

Blasé, Horner, & Sugai, 2009; Horner & Sugai, 2006).  States that are the intended 

beneficiaries of these technical assistance efforts report that “the scaling up process is 

greatly facilitated if there is cross-stakeholder ‘buy in,’ meaning that decision-makers, 

administrators, parents and service providers embrace the reform and are committed to 

scaling it up,” (Markowitz, 2004, p. 10) but it is difficult to document these results.  It is 

clear from such statements that more detailed research is needed to understand what 

facilitates the scale-up process leading to changes that positively affect student and 

system outcomes.   

Greenlaugh and colleagues (2004) make a distinction between dissemination and 

diffusion of innovation which could have implications for technical assistance delivery. 

Following a comprehensive review of the literature, these researchers describe 

dissemination as best suited for spreading an established innovation whereas diffusion of 

innovation is likely to spread quickly and informally among practitioners who endorse an 

idea that works, even if it is devoid of rigorous empirical evidence.  A better 

understanding of various technical assistance strategies could lead to more targeted 

responses to specific problems.  A dissemination approach to technical assistance might 

work for a particular situation, such as when there is a clear understanding of local need 

and an established innovation proven to meet the need. 

Trohanis (2001) stated that technical assistance works best when information is 

adapted to local need by those with an understanding of the context.  A community of 
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practice approach to technical assistance creates a structure by which policymakers, 

researchers, and implementers can come together to explore policy in the context of local 

practice.  In this case, a community of practice combines the expertise of those with 

content knowledge and those with understanding of the local context to make it more 

likely that established innovations are implemented to solve problems faced by 

community members.  As they formalize practices that are collectively supported, 

community members could be more likely to refine their own skills. They also could be 

encouraged to spread these approved behaviors to their peers and broader networks. 

There seems to be room for both dissemination and diffusion using a community 

of practice approach to technical assistance as community members explore their practice 

and endorse those that are sanctioned more formally by the community.  Individuals 

participating in the community could also voluntarily adopt proven practices as a result of 

their involvement. By learning more about the intricacies of different technical assistance 

strategies, providers will develop a clearer understanding of which approach is best suited 

for a particular situation. So, while a community of practice is only one approach of 

many technical assistance strategies, it is useful to study the functions of communities 

that promote successful individual and systems change.  

States also stress that it is important to have an infrastructure in place, resources, 

easy access to local expertise, and customizing options that allow local adaptations 

(Markowitz, 2004).  This suggests the need for careful surfacing of the problem across 

implementation roles and settings as a way to quickly hone in on the most important 

aspects of the problems needing to be addressed.  The single-case study of the Michigan 
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Community of Practice places these assertions about technical assistance in the context of 

state change.     

It is widely accepted within the field of education that it is important to more 

efficiently translate policy to practice to speed up the implementation process.  The 

widespread adoption of policy or proven practices is intended to change education service 

delivery in positive ways.  In the case of Michigan, the purpose of the change effort was 

“to improve learning results for students who are hard for us to reach and/or hard for us 

to teach” (McCall & Gallagher, 2006, p. 1).  This research describes the way the 

Michigan Community of Practice made the decision to design and implement the Reach 

and Teach for Learning initiative to enhance results for students who have the farthest to 

go to meet the state standards.  NCLB and IDEA policies were to be implemented 

according to federal requirements while improving student achievement was the expected 

outcome of the systems change effort.  In order to promote the intended systems change, 

a comprehensive approach to technical assistance was necessary. 

  Yet, the traditional expert model of delivering technical assistance is considered 

inadequate to address today’s persistent problems (Cashman, 2008).  While studies have 

shown that dissemination of knowledge is not enough to accomplish systems change 

(Helfer, 2006), and researchers have encouraged investigations into which technical 

assistance strategies prove to be effective in varying contexts (Buysse, Sparkman, and 

Wesley2003), there is still a dearth of evidence on which strategies increase the 

knowledge use and production that lead to improved practice.  

The IDEA Partnership is the Department of Education’s investment in stakeholder 

engagement using the states as the leverage point for change (Cashman, 2008).  The 
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Partnership promotes the use of communities of practices as a promising approach to 

reaching learners at a personal level.  However, despite emerging evidence that 

communities of practice add value and energy to the work of a wide range of participants 

(Bazarth, 2008), more study is needed to describe the way they enable stakeholders to 

consider the spread of established policies within the context of their practice 

(Greenlaugh et al., 2004).  Understanding the value that the learners place on information 

and the ways they interpret what they have learned is not clear from existing research.  

Because typical technical assistance approaches are said to overlook the values and biases 

of individuals (Johnson et al., 2006), a descriptive study of the roles and behaviors 

exhibited within a communities of practice approach is needed to gain a better 

understanding of the process and strategies used to improve learner and systems 

outcomes.  This study explored how the Michigan Community of Practice is addressing 

this critical need to deliver appropriate technical assistance, by building the capacity of 

LEAs to solve problems and generate positive changes that enhance student learning. 

Purpose and Research Questions 
 

This case study research was undertaken because there is a need to understand 

how a community of practice enables policymakers and implementers to focus on the 

most important facets of a policy problem quickly, and to consider the most appropriate 

implementation options.  Policy research suggests that this requires data, logic, 

experience, and consideration of various positions (Patton and Sawicki, 1993).  Within 

the community of practice, the emphasis on “problem sensing” and “problem-

specification” seems to be instrumental in accelerating systems change efforts (Cashman, 

2003; Dunn, 1994; Mason & Mitroff, 1981; Patton & Sawicki, 1993).  Another unique 
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feature of IDEA Partnership Communities of Practice is the active engagement of a range 

of stakeholders, especially the implementers, families, and students who are the intended 

beneficiaries of the change (Cashman, 2003).  This is particularly important when there is 

an emerging or complex problem with no expert to turn to for a solution (IDEA 

Partnership, 2005).  

The single-case study research describes how one state used a community of 

practice strategy to reframe its collaboration across general and special education to 

implement both NCLB and IDEA.  Ultimately, the collaboration is intended to reduce 

dropout rates by making staff connections with students more meaningful and improving 

teaching and learning.  Some examples of impact will be cited in later chapters, but the 

final impact data will not be available until Spring 2010.  In examining change in the 

context of this state example, the questions that guided this research were 

1. Why would a state choose to address persistent problems through communities of 

practice? 

2. How does the state enable a community of practice to form? 

3. How does the community of practice enable problem-specification across general 

and special education environments?  

4. How does the community of practice support the articulation of actionable 

strategies?   

While the source, method, and analysis for answering these questions are 

described in more detail in Chapter 3, the questions were intended to elicit a description 

of why Michigan education leaders decided to undertake a community of practice 

approach to address persistent problems in the state.  It also describes how the state 
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assists the community so that members can disclose the problems experienced by general 

and special education stakeholders when implementing state policy.  The final question 

was expected to draw out the implementation strategies that Michigan stakeholders agree 

to act on as a way to foster change.  Thus, the research sought to understand how one 

state uses a community of practices approach to offer technical assistance to local 

educational agencies (LEA), and how the state is informed about policy-to-practice 

considerations as a result of engaging with the community of stakeholders. 

Statement of Potential Significance 

Communities of practice have been used as a strategy for supporting employees 

within the business field for many years, and online communities are growing at a 

prolific rate (Seely Brown & Duguid, 2000).  However, studies of large-scale social 

learning systems and their relationship to individual learning experiences are only 

recently emerging as a research agenda (Wenger, 2004b).  Some elements of 

communities of practice are encompassed within examples of traditional technical 

assistance in the field of education (Trohanis, 2001, 2004), but communities of practice 

have not been applied in a focused and deliberate way on a large-scale until recently 

(Linehan et al., 2005).  Some cite the density of language in the Wenger study or the lack 

of a clear and valid framework as reasons for the paucity of primary studies (Borarth, 

2008; Li, Grimshaw, Nielsen, Judd, Coyte, & Graham, 2009).  Others have cautioned that 

the use of the term “community” can be confusing because some members do not 

purposely set out to form communities of practice and may not even be aware that they 

are using such an approach to learning (Contu & Willmott, 2003). This study has the 

potential to inform current technical assistance efforts by clearly identifying community 
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of practice features within the context of a state systems-change effort in education.  

Thus, a significant contribution of this study was to document the learning process in a 

single-case study of systems change in the state of Michigan, and to describe the features 

of the community of practice that enable problem-specification and articulation of 

actionable strategies for change.  

Michigan is one of the first states to be involved in the original NCLB-IDEA 

collaborative network. This case study research documents a major shift in the way a 

state educational agency (SEA) approaches complex, ill-structured problems across 

divisions of the SEA.  Danielson and colleagues (2006) asserted that policies cannot be 

implemented through dissemination alone, and noted that the biggest problem with 

implementation has been the “stove-pipes” that separate education agencies and divisions 

within those agencies, such as general and special education.  Communities of practice 

can provide a structure for bringing people together across boundaries or stove-piped 

systems.  Communities of practice, while informally used for centuries (Lave and 

Wenger, 1991), are still in the nascent years of formal development within the education 

field (Snyder, Wenger & deSousa Briggs, 2003; Bozarth, 2008).  So, despite being 

considered a leader among states, Michigan is still in the early stages of pursuing a 

community of practice approach to solving problems and building capacity state-wide.   

Since learning is a main function of communities of practice (Wenger, 1998), the 

findings of this study inform the work of the SEA as the staff reflects on its progress and 

decides whether to use communities of practice as a technical assistance strategy in the 

future.  By honing in on the features of the community of practice, the study findings can 

have a significant effect on the way the SEA organizes itself, engages stakeholders, and 
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delivers technical assistance to local districts.  The case study research in Michigan can 

serve as a record of the state efforts and results using a community of practice approach.  

The within-case data display described in Chapter 3 provides descriptions of the 

Michigan Community of Practice structure and how it transpired.  Thus, by collecting 

data, it is possible to make conjectures based on what was learned from the Michigan 

Community of Practice and explore the elements and processes in greater detail. 

The national NCLB-IDEA Collaboration Community of Practice co-facilitated by 

the Council of Chief State School Officers (CCSSO) and the IDEA Partnership at the 

National Association of State Directors of Special Education (NASDSE) involves four 

federal agencies, 18 states, 22 national organizations, and a number of national technical 

assistance providers.  The NCLB-IDEA Collaboration community is one of five national 

communities concentrating on various issues related to education: Autism, Creating 

Agreement, Behavior and Mental Health, Transition (to post-secondary environments), 

and NCLB-IDEA Collaboration.  The IDEA Partnership sponsors the communities of 

practice as one strategy to unite 55 national organizations, representing families, 

education practitioners, administrators and policymakers.  The communities are 

supported in various ways by IDEA Partnership staff and representatives of national 

organizations that voluntarily affiliate with the Partnership to enable transformation of 

learning within states (IDEA Partnership, 2006).   

At different phases of development, communities of practice can become derailed.   

Wenger and colleagues (2002) wrote about the developmental tensions when moving 

through the stages identified as potential, coalescing, maturing, stewardship, and 
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transformation (p. 69).  The authors described the way nurturing communities differs 

from implementing a traditional business plan 

…first, by striking a balance between discovering the natural networks and 

imagining the value of enriching those relationships; and second, by nurturing 

strong, lasting relationships while at the same time quickly demonstrating the 

value of communities.  Like human maturation, there are many variations in how 

communities deal with these tensions. By the end of the coalescing stage, the 

community has demonstrated that it is viable. It is up and running and has a good 

chance of survival (Wenger et al., 2002, p. 91). 

Guldberg and Mackness (2009) researched online communities of practice and found five 

key factors that enabled or constrained productivity:  emotions, technology skills, 

connectivity, member understanding of community norms and learning tensions.  In both 

studies, the role of the facilitator or community coordinator was considered critical.  The 

IDEA Partnership appears to be helping state-based coordinators develop new leadership 

skills by modeling the behaviors that have been found to coalesce, sustain, and transform 

communities of practice (Cashman et al., 2007).  Wenger and colleagues made some 

suggestions for keeping a community of practice active during the “stewardship” stage.   

The key domain issue in this stage of community development is to maintain the 

relevance of the domain and to find a voice in the organization….  The key 

community issue is to keep the tone and intellectual focus of the community 

lively and engaging….The key practice issue for communities in the stewardship 

stage is to keep the community on the cutting edge (2003, p. 104). 
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Michigan was one of six states described as having the potential to transform the 

state education system (IDEA Partnership, 2005).  Wenger defines a transformative 

community as “capable of redefining its environment and the direction of the 

organization” (2008, p. 5).  A panel of experts on state systems change and communities 

of practice identified Michigan as a state that is working at the transformation level 

within the national community of practice effort (IDEA Partnership, 2005).  The experts 

included a researcher of systems change and equity issues, a community evaluator, two 

community facilitators, and two former state directors of education who oversaw general, 

special and vocational rehabilitation systems. 

Of equal importance is the articulation of the policy and practice changes that 

were accepted and implemented by the Michigan community in an effort to collaborate 

across general and special education regarding NCLB and IDEA.  This too is of great 

value to other state education agencies seeking to create a more seamless education 

system (CCSSO, 2003).  According to some researchers (Snyder, Wenger & de Sousa 

Briggs, 2003; Bozarth, 2008), there is an absence of research on the practical application 

of communities of practice within the field of education.  This study provides important 

information on emerging methods and new tools, as well as how they are applied.  

At the same time, the community of practice focuses on NCLB-IDEA policy 

alignment as the complex problem brings increased attention to the needs of students who 

have traditionally been marginalized and who have been excluded from the education 

reform movement in large numbers until recently (Banks, 2009; Kozleski & Zion, 2006; 

Noguera, 2008).  The rich case study data that was collected and analyzed in this study 

could be useful beyond this study.  However, it would be important to combine it with a 
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larger body of evidence through replication studies in other states within the national 

NCLB-IDEA Collaboration Community of Practice.  Through ongoing research, there is 

potential for the education field to have a better understanding of which features of 

communities of practice offer new insight and approaches to persistent problems of 

implementation.  State policy is frequently diffused to neighboring states when a new 

innovation occurs. Given the fact that policy innovation is often diffused across states in 

this way (Rogers, 1995), the information gleaned from the current study could be 

combined with others to inform state efforts.  Communities of practice can be applied as 

a technical assistance strategy to a variety of policy-to-practice problems as they promote 

learning about a particular practice in relation to any domain of interest to the community 

(Wenger, McDermott, & Snyder, 2002).  However, without additional study, lessons 

learned from Michigan cannot by generalized beyond this one state. 

In summary, communities of practice are a promising vehicle for bringing people 

together to learn and solve problems across roles, agencies, and settings within the 

system.  In turn, the new learning created among community members is expected to lead 

to a better ability to address complex problems.  It is necessary to describe the features of 

communities of practice as applied in the context of the Michigan Community of Practice 

case to learn more about how the strategy enables this type of learning at the state level.  

While the Michigan Community of Practice members are not affected directly by this 

study, the findings could potentially impact technical assistance service delivery more 

broadly in the state of Michigan.  Furthermore, because Michigan is a part of other 

national networks, and community of practice strategies can be applied to any issue 

(Cashman, et al., 2007), these findings could transfer easily to other states and other 
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problems being addressed following additional empirical study.  About a quarter of the 

states within the United States are engaged in national communities of practice through 

the IDEA Partnership (Cashman, 2008).  Although the practice of adopting policy from 

neighboring states may not be valid from an empirical standpoint, it is occurring (Rogers, 

1995), which adds to the importance of building better understanding of the phenomena.  

Considering the number of states involved in the development of communities, the 

findings of this study have the potential to inform technical assistance delivery well 

beyond the state of Michigan once combined with evidence from additional empirical 

research. 

Conceptual Framework 

The purpose of undertaking this study was to provide the education field with 

greater insight into how a community of practice was employed as a technical assistance 

support within a state.  Communities of practice are believed to have potential as a 

technical assistance strategy leading to systems change (Lee, 2003).  These inferences are 

noteworthy because they suggest shifts in the way research-based innovations are 

disseminated from policy to practice and the way well-informed practice inspires diffusion 

of innovations across environments (Greenlaugh et al, 2004).  

The major theoretical constructs that guided this study are outlined in figure 1.5.  

At its essence, this research posits that community of practice theory helps mediate the 

tension that individual learners face as they navigate personal experience and socially 

defined competencies.   
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Figure 1.5: Conceptual map of theoretical constructs. 

Although figure 1.5 distills the theoretical constructs to the most basic premise of the 

study, any investigation of systems is inherently complex (Wheatley & Frieze, 2006).  For 

this reason, additional attention must be given to describing the broader literature domains 

that guide this investigation.  Figure 1.6 was designed to focus the reader’s attention on 

communities of practice theory at the center of the conceptual map.  The way the 

individual constructs meaning is important, but the individual learner is not central to the 

study.  The case is situated within a systems change effort.  Community of practice 

members combined their knowledge and made decision about where to focus their 

attention in moving policy to practice in Michigan.  The action steps the community 

members pursued together to enhance professional development and adult learning were 

expected to lead to improved student and system results.  Therefore, the large-scale impact 

of the change on individual learners was critically important to the success of the systems 

change effort, but the impact itself is not central to the study.  The unit of analysis is the 

Systems theory 

Community of 
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state-based community of practice in Michigan, whose members are dedicated to 

improving individual and system results.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 
Figure 1.6.  Negotiating learning at the individual and system levels. 

The conceptual framework first describes the way complex social problems are 

addressed using a community of practice approach and how communities enable learning.   

The theoretical foundation of the study relates to how communities of practice provide a 

structure for technical assistance, enabling learners to address complex social problems by 

sharing their collective knowledge and acting in unified ways to apply what they have 

learned about their practice (Wenger, 2005; Wheatley, 2006; Wheatley & Frieze, 2006).  

This relates primarily to the research questions of why a state would employ communities 

of practice as a technical assistance strategy and how the state enables communities to 

form.  

There are a number of assumptions, based on systems and learning theory, that 

undergird this study.  One assumption is that education reform is needed to improve 

outcomes for students with disabilities and other students who are underachieving in the 

current system (Banks, 2009; Noguera, 2008).  While there has been some disagreement 
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about how to best gauge student learning and which reforms work (Raber, Roach & 

Fraser, 1998), the NCLB policy spotlight on inequities within the system has reportedly 

led to increased achievement (Roderick, Jacob & Bryck, 2002).  Within the context of 

standards-based reform (Spady, 1994), some researchers have documented macro 

approaches to enabling change (Elmore, 1997; Elmore & Burney, 1999).  Others have 

concentrated on the individual learner by designing methodical approaches to enable 

individual learners to move through increasingly complex cognitive tasks, either 

individually or through social interaction with more experienced learners (Bloom, 1956; 

Bruner, 1996; Piaget, 1968; Vygotsky, 1978).  Integrating the micro and macro 

perspectives is thought to lead to a productive tension that enhances reform efforts when 

the emphasis is on instructional quality (Darling-Hammond et al., 2005) for all learners.  

The benefit of using communities of practice to address the complex issues of systems 

change is that elements of the macro and micro perspectives can be combined to create 

this kind of learning tension.   

Brofenbrenner (1979) studied the way individuals negotiate their roles and 

connections within various systems.  In his seminal research on the topic, he outlined four 

systems of norms and rules that influence the individual learner: micro, meso, exo, and 

macro systems (1979).  The microsystem is the most immediate environment that affects 

the individual and the mesosystem links different immediate environments such as home 

and school.  The external environment, such as society at large, comprises the exosystem; 

and, the broader culture which encompasses the individual is the macrosystem.  While all 

systems might be considered learner-centered, Brofenbrenner concluded that the more 

proximal environment has greater influence on the individual (Brofenbrenner, 1979).   
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In terms of Michigan’s work across the general and special education 

macrosystems, which each brings its own set of norms and expectations to the learner, the 

ecolology theory brings important contextual elements to the forefront.  The research 

raises important considerations about meeting the needs of students within complex, 

overlapping systems: microsystem (e.g., disability, mother’s education level, accelerated 

learner); mesosystem (e.g., religion, home, school, placement in education service 

environments); exosystem (e.g., socioeconomic and parental working conditions); 

macrosystem (e.g., immigration, multiculturalism).  Because these factors are nested and 

interrelated, negotiating each system becomes more complex as the learner moves from 

proximal to more distal environments (Brofenbrenner, 1979).   
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Figure 1.7:  Environments that impact learning according to Brofenbrenner (1979). 

Figure 1.7 shows the contextual influences that impact learning.  Each of these 

systems brings a set of values, beliefs, and expectations to the learning experience.  

Because this study concentrates on the process of forming and operating a community of 

practice, the research did not delve deeply into the underlying belief structures.  

However, the study did touch on this important element by describing the way the 
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community of practice brings proximal and distal systems together to mediate 

perspectives and align efforts.  Later sections describe the way community of practice 

members in Michigan used dialogue and joint action around shared issues to negotiate 

differing values and experiences. In this sense, the functions of the community of practice 

could provide a mechanism for addressing gaps in current technical assistance or provide 

information that could be useful in adapting existing technical assistance strategies 

beyond communities of practice.   

Recent research on state technical assistance delivery, which combined patterns 

found across three case-studies, reflected Brofenbrenner’s finding. Helfer (2006) found 

that learning transfers more readily when the relationship between the state and external 

provider is proximal and consistent (Helfer, 2006).  It may seem intuitive that the more 

immediate environment would have the most influence with the learner.  However, 

researchers have found that online communities of practice can be successful when 

participants (a) have the appropriate level of technical expertise needed, (b) feel an 

emotional connection to the online interaction, (c) adapt to the norms and any learning 

tensions, and (d) gain an understanding of the history and processes that enable 

community members to feel engaged enough in the material to examine their practice 

together (Guldberg & Mackness, 2009).  Online communities of practice and other 

technology tools (e.g., conference calls; web-enhanced meetings; asynchronous online 

discussion) have been applied as technical assistance strategies through a number of 

Office of Special Education Programs initiatives covering a range of topics (Linehan, et 

al., 2005; Trohanis, 2004).  For example, the technical assistance and dissemination 

network community of practice covering an array of issues can be accessed at 
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www.tacommunities.org.  The IDEA Partnership also offers space for states and 

organizations to share resources at www.sharedwork.org as community members connect 

from different locations.    

The concept of negotiating meaning among the various roles, norms, beliefs, and 

rules of systems elicited from Brofenbrenner’s theory - combined with Helfer’s 

exploratory findings related to proximal and distal experiences with technical assistance 

in three states – press the education community to consider the context in which large-

scale learning occurs.  As the landscape of large-scale learning adapts to technological 

advances, fluctuating economies, and changing work requirements, it becomes 

increasingly important to gain deeper understanding of the various technical assistance 

strategies available and how they can be best applied to facilitate learning to improve 

practice.  

Michigan state education leaders made the decision to form a community of 

practice in order to provide professional development to a range of stakeholders in 

Michigan (Michigan Department of Education, 2004).  While the term professional 

development is used interchangeably with technical assistance in the literature (Helfer, 

2006), for the purposes of this study, professional development refers to the interaction 

between a novice and more experienced learner at the micro and mesosystem levels and 

technical assistance refers to learning interactions occurring on the exo and macrosystem 

levels (Brofenbrenner, 1979).  These terms, and the reason for comparing them, is covered 

briefly in the next section, which describes the theoretical constructs in more detail and 

introduces some of the literature domains explored further in Chapter 2.  Figure 1.8 

represents this researcher’s image of the way a community of practice might assist both 

http://www.tacommunities.org/
http://www.sharedwork.org/
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individual learners and learners within systems negotiate aspects of their practice, 

depending on the context and intended purpose. 

The next section of the conceptual framework focuses on community of practice 

theory (Lave and Wenger, 1991; Wenger, 1998).  Within the system change context, the 

community of practice provides the structure in which learning occurs (Wheatley & 

Frieze, 2006).  Figure 1.8 represents elements of communities of practice theory that 

contribute to the conceptual framework for this study (Bozarth, 2006; Cashman, 2008; 

Wenger, 1998).  The top section of the visual depicts the overarching context of change 

in which the community is situated (Brown, Collins & Duguid, 1989; Dewey, 1916; 

Greeno, 1989; Lave & Wenger, 1991).  The Michigan Department of Education staff is 

charged with implementing federal policies in a way that is coherent with state 

educational agency efforts and the general direction of the state (personal 

communication, policymaker, September 2009).  Education agency leaders formed a 

community of practice to focus on dimensions of NCLB and IDEA policy 

implementation, with the ultimate goal of improving services for students described as 

hard to reach or hard to teach (Michigan Department of Education, 2005).  They engaged 

a range of stakeholders to clearly identify what the desired system outcomes would look 

like (Michigan Department of Education, 2004).  Then, community members examined 

the existing professional development and adult learning system in relation to the change 

they sought.  A number of policy and practice choices were presented to the full 

community and members acted in collective ways to implement the plans, some formally 

and some informally.  Literature on the way communities of practice are formed and 

managed is explored (Bozarth, 2008; Cross, Laseter, Parker & Valasquez, 2006; Lave & 
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Wenger, 1991; Lesser and Storch, 2001; Wenger et al., 2002), as well as the way 

community members interact to create a vision for change (Au, 2002; Greeno, 1989).  

Figure 1.8 highlights the descriptive elements of communities of practice applied by the 

IDEA Partnership at NASDSE and replicated in Michigan. The community of practice 

elements are denoted by the description in the center of the oval section of the visual aid.  

These elements are explored more within the review of literature in Chapter 2, and 

contribute to the data analysis by guiding the a priori coding of data as discussed in 

Chapter 3.   

Implementation of ESEA and IDEA is a complex and inter-related problem.  

Figure 1.8 shows how the state educational agency enabled problem-specification across 

general and special education environments by forming a community of practice to focus 

on collaboration across divisions.  Later, the state staff engaged a range of stakeholders 

who came together to address common implementation challenges.  The community of 

practice invited state affiliates associated with the national organizations represented in 

the IDEA Partnership to work together on professional development in Michigan.  These 

state affiliate representatives discussed problems and offered solutions to improve 

teaching and learning. The community was expected to surface multiple perspectives and 

promote interaction among stakeholders (Cashman, 2003; Mank & Buckley, 1992).  

Individual community members each used their current knowledge to contribute to a 

fuller collective understanding of the complex social problems under investigation 

(Wenger, 2005).   
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Figure 1.3: Visual Depiction of State-wide Community of Practice  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 1.8: Descriptive elements of Michigan Community of Practice.  

The community promoted learning in the context of real implementation 

examples faced by the state, which are discussed in later sections.  Shared decision 

making is a key “output” of the community.  As state officials found success using the 

community of practice strategy, they supported replication at the local level.  The 
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conceptual framework describes how using communities of practice can build capacity 

for state change by coalescing groups around an agreed upon set of actions.    

A benefit of involving leaders from a range of roles is that they can work with the 

networks that trust and rely on them for translating policy to improve practice 

(Greenlaugh et al, 2004; Short, Dalton, Henderson, Domalewski, Amsters, 2006).  This 

section of the conceptual framework responds to the question of how a community of 

practice approach enables a shared vision and purpose (Snyder, Wenger, & de Sousa 

Briggs, 2003; Wenger et al., 2002), across general and special education environments, 

with the potential for other practitioners to take action in similar ways to improve the 

system.  The community approach is believed to facilitate the development of policy 

options that are enhanced by the perspectives of various stakeholders (Mason & Mitroff, 

1981). Together, community of practice members can anticipate obstacles, opportunities, 

consequences, and possibilities in order to decide on a course of action to improve 

learning (Wenger et al., 2002).  

 The process by which community members generated their policy and practice 

choices, as well as the decision-making process that led them to act collectively to 

implement the changes they sought, is central to this single-case study.  The community’s 

plans, communication artifacts, meeting process agendas and summary notes and other 

document analysis data are outlined in the Methodology section, found in Chapter 3.  

Data from the document analysis and interview data collection process are described in 

Chapter 4 and the research findings are presented in Chapter 5.  Although extending 

beyond the scope of this study, examples of how community members have begun to 

build capacity to scale-up the systems change effort, and the impact of the learner-
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centered approach that was taken by local community of practice members, are also 

presented in Chapters 4 and 5. 

Finally, the conceptual framework delves into some aspects of technical 

assistance service delivery.  Although there is not a single definition of technical 

assistance that is agreed upon nationally (Helfer, 2006), it is important to touch on some 

of the common strategies in order to highlight the unique features that communities of 

practice add to enhance systems of support for teaching and learning in states.  The 

purpose of including technical assistance as a domain within the literature review is not to 

compare technical assistance strategies or approaches.  However, the IDEA Partnership 

uses communities of practice as a technical assistance approach to support states and 

national organizations as they work to improve student learning results.  In turn, 

Michigan replicated the cross-stakeholder approach when it employed a community of 

practice at the state level.  Thus, a brief introduction to some typical examples of 

technical assistance strategies presented in Chapter 2 was necessary.  

The distinctive feature of the IDEA Partnership communities is the articulation of 

the stakeholder role in education service delivery (Cashman, 2008).  As mentioned 

previously, the Michigan Community of Practice has been adapting this approach at the 

state level.  As the state leadership interacts with local schools and community 

stakeholders, the outcome envisioned by the researcher was a move away from 

“institution-oriented systems” to a predominance of new “community-based systems” 

(Parsons, 1997) that take a learner-centered approach to service delivery in Michigan.  

An example from Parsons’ Full Continuum of System Change in Education and 

Human Services can be found in Appendix A.  It demonstrates how system leadership 
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ranges from (a) “maintenance of the status quo” via hierarchical, bureaucratic approaches 

to (b) a vision of the desired system in which the shared leadership guides collaborative 

action.  The case study of Michigan was expected to elicit attributes of communities of 

practice that emphasize the “predominance of the new system,” valuing consent over 

compliance, and promoting joint enterprise instead of top-down decision-making and 

communication.  A theory-based logic model was used to demonstrate how the elements 

of the research design fit together to reach the intended outcomes of systems change.  

Table 1.2 is a logical representation of the Michigan case.  It is like a road map that 

directed the study.    

The theoretical constructs formed the assumptions of the logic model and guided 

the literature review.  The resources that were committed to forming the state-based 

community of practice continue the logic and relate directly to the research question on 

how the state enabled the community of practice to form.  The activity under 

investigation is the community of practice, which is the unit of analysis for the Michigan 

single-case study.  The outputs of the community of practice generated the data to answer 

the research questions related to problem specification and the articulation of actionable 

strategies used by the state to assist local schools.  Thus, the theory-based logic model is 

a critical component of the research design.  It shows the rationale for applying the 

community of practice activity to achieve the systems change impact and describes how 

the state is expecting to move from assumptions of how to solve implementation 

problems to achieve intended results by pulling resources together and forming 

communities of practice.  The “activity” and “outputs” columns in table 1.2 are the focus 

of this study.   
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The logic model and systems change framework anchor the research along the 

continuum, beginning with theory on why a community of practice strategy was 

employed to the results that were achieved.  The reason that the logic model and systems 

change continuum are so important is that they outline the a priori categories that became 

the basis for coding content analysis and interview data within the context of systems 

change.  The logic model was used to code content analysis and interview data.  Then, 

Parson’s Continuum of Systems Change was used to describe the community of practice 

strategy and functions within the context of complex systems change. Thus, these two 

main anchors provided the categories for compiling and organizing data. However, this is 

a descriptive study of the Michigan Community of Practice as the unit of analysis.  So, 

the activity functions and outputs are the most important aspects of the logic model.  This 

process is described briefly in the next section and elaborated upon in Chapter III.  
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Summary of Methodology 

This study used a single-case research design with the Michigan Community of 

Practice serving as the unit of analysis.  The case study was used to determine if the 

Michigan Community of Practice invites diverse stakeholders into the process of 

identifying, negotiating, and solving complex problems.  Specifically, the researcher 

investigated how the community of practice helped to specify the dimensions of complex 

problems and articulate concrete strategies to be carried out by community members.  

The study also explored whether member interaction led to a clear vision and actionable 

strategies that helped distribute the effort further.  Some motivations for promoting the 

agreed-upon strategies were noted in relation to the literature (Bozarth, 2008; Stewert, 

1996).   

Because this study was based on social learning theory (Bandura, 1977a; Bruner, 

1996; Vygotsky, 1978), which seeks to explain changes in behavior based on observation 

and imitation of others within a social milieu (Bandura & Walters, 1963), a qualitative 

paradigm is appropriate.  The qualitative paradigm is an inquiry process that assists the 

researcher in understanding social problems (Cresswell, 1994).  Education problems are 

complex and social in nature (Wheatley, 2006).  Therefore, a qualitative design was 

employed because it gives a multidimensional picture of a complex process (Fraenkel & 

Wallen, 1996).  

A single-case research design has been employed because this type of research 

permits intensive study of unique phenomena (Shaughnessy, Zechmeister, & 

Zechmeister, 2002), and may have more practical application than other designs (Jones, 

2005).  A qualitative study does not state hypotheses up front, but the components of the 
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conceptual framework allow the researcher to forecast some patterns and then compare 

these patterns to the Michigan Community of Practice activities and events (Miles & 

Huberman, 1994).  In defining the terms and features of communities of practice, the 

study translated theory into behaviors and processes that are described in document and 

interview data related to the Michigan case.  This information was then used to describe 

the process of problem-specification and identification of actionable strategies for change 

within the Michigan Community of Practice, which is working as a state-sponsored 

systems change effort.  

The major research questions are descriptive rather than causal, but a number of 

linked predictions form the logic model presented in table 1.2.  The framework attempts 

to demonstrate the logic of states using a community of practice approach to technical 

assistance in order to enable change.  The conceptual framework outlines the main 

constructs, and the logic model illustrates how the research questions drive the study.  

The primary methods in the case study include document analyses, expert panel 

validation, and interviews, which are triangulated to enhance the validity of the 

qualitative study (Guion, 2002).  The document analysis and expert panel confirm the 

major themes that direct the elite (Dexter, 1970) and key informant interviews. A matrix 

was developed from the logic model in order to code the content analysis data.  It can be 

found in Chapter 4.  This document analysis information was validated by the panel of 

experts and compared with the interview data.  In this way, the data was triangulated to 

establish the validity of this qualitative study (Guion, 2002), which is described further in 

Chapter 3.   
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Table 1.3 

Bringing Stakeholders Together in NCLB-IDEA Collaboration Community of Practice 

 

Sponsor 
Convene 
Support 

 

Learning Community  
Focused on Issue/ Domain 
at Various Levels of Scale 

 

Expertise 
Perspective 
Advocacy 

 

 
Federal Partners from U.S. 
Department of Education: 

Office of Elementary 
and Secondary 
Education (OESE).  

Student Achievement 
and School 
Accountability 
Programs (SASA), 
formerly Compensatory 
Education Programs 

The SASA office 
promotes improved 
achievement in schools 
that serve low-income 
children and English 
language learners. 

Office of Special 
Education and 
Rehabilitative Services 
(OSERS) 

The Office of Special 
Education Programs 
(OSEP) supports 
programs and projects to 
improve results for 
infants, toddlers, 
children and youth with 
disabilities. 

 

 

 
State-based Community of 
Practice Team Members:  
 

School Improvement 
Division of the SEA 
 

Title I Division of the 
SEA 

 

Special Education 
Division of the SEA 

  
Local Administrator 
from Central School 
District Office 

 

Practitioner from Local 
School Building 

 

Family representative of 
Local School 
Community 

 
Goal: To specify the 
problems and articulate 
actionable strategies across 
general and special 
education to implement  
NCLB and IDEA in a 
manner that promotes 
positive outcomes for all 
students and closes 
achievement gaps among 
groups of students. 

 

 
Members of National 
Community of Practice on 
NCLB/IDEA Collaboration: 

18 States including 
Michigan 

 
National IDEA Partnership 

22 National Organizations 
representing  
administrators, families, 
policymakers, teachers 
and related services 
providers 

 
Technical Assistance Centers 
working on issues of NCLB-
IDEA Collaboration: 

Comprehensive Centers 
funded by OESE 
Regional Resources 
Centers funded by 
OSERS 

Parent Technical 
Assistance Centers 

Content Centers dedicated 
to NCLB-IDEA issues 
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The researcher adhered to rigorous qualitative research methods for in-depth 

interviews and reviews.  Open-ended questions with a semi-structured format were used 

to seek understanding and interpretation (Guion, 2002).  Data displays and analyses 

featured within case responses, including those for all stakeholders and role-alike 

groupings.  Data also is displayed and analyzed for comparisons across roles.  

Limitations and Delimitations  

 The following section summarizes the decisions that were made in determining 

the scope of the research and describes the parameters of the research design.  

Delimitations 

The study was delimited to the state of Michigan Community of Practice.  Using a 

community of practice strategy for technical assistance is important to the SEA, as 

evidenced by Michigan’s involvement in the national Community of Practice on NCLB-

IDEA Collaboration.  The National Community of Practice is a network of state teams 

dedicated to learning with and from each other to better understand the issues that 

challenge all states in meeting the needs of struggling learners.  These state teams 

collaborate with federal agencies, technical assistance centers, and national organizations 

to align programs for more effective service delivery in meeting the needs of struggling 

learners.  Focusing on a state within the IDEA Partnership’s National Community of 

Practice helps to delimit the study because participating states have already identified 

themselves as using the community of practice strategy as an approach to technical 

assistance for systems change in their states. 

George and Bennett (2005) also support this method of choosing the appropriate 

case in situations where single cases are being studied along with other case studies.  In 
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the future, replication studies could be undertaken and compared to this case.  The IDEA 

Partnership staff was studying a number of states that are engaged in the national 

community of practice network, and a group of external evaluators and consultants 

formed an expert panel convened by the IDEA Partnership to determine each state’s level 

of engagement in the community (IDEA Partnership, 2006).  This external group 

understands the context of the Michigan community as a technical assistance strategy 

related to systems change and is best suited to select the case (Stake, 1995).  The issue 

around which the community of practice was formed, NCLB-IDEA Collaboration, also 

helps to delimit the study.  Thus, an additional benefit of using the Michigan IDEA 

Partnership as the unit of analysis for this case study was that it made the effort more 

manageable by defining the limits of the study.   

Limitations 

This study describes elements of the Michigan Community of Practice and the 

specific conditions within the community that enable problem-specification and 

identification of actionable steps.  Because this is a single-case research study, the 

findings cannot be generalized to other states or other community of practice efforts 

without additional confirming studies.  While the results might inform the research 

design of future studies, it is important to note that states vary greatly in their technical 

assistance structure and capacity to replicate the Michigan Community of Practice design.  

The complexity of the proposed study and the geographic dispersion of participants 

presented challenges for the researcher.  Because the researcher is not a member of the 

state-based community of practice, the study relied on the accuracy of the materials used 

for the document analyses and the memory of the interview participants for collecting 
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data on the conditions of the community of practice that enable learning.  Another 

possible limitation to this study is the fact that state community of practice member 

interview responses rely on the participants’ ability and willingness to provide 

information.  Interviews and document analyses that emerge from the state community of 

practice add a certain amount of bias to the study, because the participants may have a 

vested interest in the success of the community of practice activities.  Additionally, the 

researcher is a member of the IDEA Partnership staff, funded by the Office of Special 

Education Programs and housed at the National Association of State Directors of Special 

Education, and is actively engaged in using the community of practice approach to 

technical assistance. As discussed in more detail in the section dedicated to controlling 

bias, the researcher’s role and connection to the IDEA Partnership may have had both 

positive and negative implications for the study.   

Definition of Key Terms 

It is necessary to define key terms as a way of devising a common language for 

discussing some of the more complex issues addressed.  The following list of key terms 

acts as a guide for discussing terminology:   

Actionable strategy. A systematic plan of action, using available resources to implement 

the plan as effectively as possible to improve student and system results on a large scale 

within the state.   

Community of practice. A way of organizing a group of people into a social structure to 

explore a topic of shared interest or concern.  When seeking answers to a problem or set 

of problems, community members deepen their understanding by interacting in 

meaningful and ongoing ways (Wenger, 1998; Wenger et al., 2002). 
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Dialogue guides. The IDEA Partnership tools used to translate information to target 

audiences and create dialogue on issues across groups and levels of scale are known as 

dialogue guides. They are models for conducting interactive discussions across 

stakeholders for the purposes of examining assumptions, seeking common ground, 

supporting consensus, and encouraging dialogue participants to reflect upon what they 

learn in terms of their practice.    

Education environment. The terms education setting and education environment represent 

the various places in which learning occurs.  Data is displayed by the level of the system 

to which it refers (i.e., individual, local school or district, and state level) and also across 

divisions or environments (e.g., home, community, special or general education setting).  

Education reform. Systematic education reform is described as a comprehensive effort to 

improve education from the bottom up and the top down (Fullan, 1994) in order to 

support learning. It is a coordinated effort by state leaders to generate widespread support 

for an agreed upon set of principals, goals, and norms of behavior in order to improve 

learning and build human capacity. There is shared leadership and collective 

responsibility that is cultivated and communicated through state policies and practices 

that support change at the local level (Parsons, 1997).  

Ill-structured problem. This term is used, along with wicked or tangled problems to 

represent a complex problem that has many possible solutions but no best solution.  

These problems are usually represented as open-ended questions with no clear answers.  

Various assumptions are justified by reasons or evidence and plausible solutions are 

posed (Mason & Mitroff, 1981). 
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Outcomes. For the purposes of this study, improved outcomes for students with 

disabilities is defined as increasing “child/student development (IDEIA 636(d)), 

academic achievement and functional performance” [614(d)(1)(A)(i)(I)-(II)].  The term is 

used interchangeably with “improved student results.”  Outcomes based education uses 

learning standards to demonstrate what learners are expected to know and be able to do 

by the time they graduate.  After clearly defining results and holding all students to high 

expectations, educators are supposed to offer many opportunities for all students to 

succeed.  When planning instruction, educators work backward from the desired outcome 

as they introduce content and lend support in guiding student learning.   

Problem-specification. The formal representation of a core problem is referred to as 

“problem-specification” (Dunn, 1994). 

Scaling up. Scaling up or building capacity for implementing a particular innovation or 

research-validated practice is defined as “[t]he process of replicating innovations on a 

larger scale.”  That is, “…taking an innovation that works on a small scale and making it 

work in more places and/or for more people” (Markowitz, 2004, p. 1).   

Stakeholder.  Anyone who is affected by the policy problem and has a stake in its 

solution is considered to be a stakeholder.  For the purposes of this study, particular 

attention was paid to those concerned or interested in education policy implementation, 

including the individuals most affected by the problem or the policy devised to address it.  

Individual learners in Michigan, their family members, education practitioners, higher 

education faculty members, administrators, and policymakers are all examples of 

stakeholders.  
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Systems change. Transformation of the state system according to the assertion by 

Garmston and Wellman (1995) that improving services requires the dual focus on the 

capability of the practitioner who is delivering the service and the capacity building of the 

encompassing environment, such as the school, community, local school district, or state. 

Technical assistance. Hood (2002) describes technical assistance providers as 

“educational extension agents” (p. 20) who help mediate the interrelated aspects of policy 

implementation.  The “traditional” notion of technical assistance relies on this reference 

to external agents who provide advice, assistance, or training to guide the delivery of 

appropriate education services.  The research describes a shift from dependence on 

“external agents” to recognition of the tacit knowledge that Michigan community 

members bring to improving student services and system results.  The next chapter 

elaborates on these terms and extends this discussion.  
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CHAPTER II: Review of the Literature 
 

The research determines whether the community of practice approach in one state 

helped specify the dimensions of the problems that emerge from NCLB-IDEA policy 

integration.  The case study reveals whether community members are able to articulate 

actionable strategies that could be applied in Michigan to benefit teaching and learning.  

The study draws on theories of organizational learning and systems change to ascertain 

the answers to the main research questions:  

1. Why would a state choose to address persistent problems through communities 

of practice? 

2. How does the state enable a community of practice to form? 

3. How does the community of practice enable problem-specification across 

general and special education environments?  

4. How does the community of practice support the articulation of actionable 

strategies?   

Introduction 

One of the nation’s most pressing education policy concerns is the persistent gap 

in achievement among student groups (National Governors Association, 2009).  This 

education challenge crosses the nation, where non-disabled, white students are 

consistently found to outperform their peers with disabilities (Center on Education 

Policy, 2006, 2009).  Minorities and disadvantaged students are performing at a lower 

level on standardized tests than their white counterparts, even when their parents have the 

same education level (Ferguson, 2006).  A heightened recognition of student achievement 

gaps has contributed to a shift in emphasis from educational processes to accountability 



 

 

58

 

for results (National Governors Association, 2009; Spady, 1988). As previously 

discussed, both NCLB and IDEA are intended to help eliminate these disparities by 

encouraging SEA and LEA to implement appropriate strategies, while holding them 

accountable for raising student achievement and improving schools.  The era of 

accountability, combined with changing needs for teaching and learning in the 21st 

century, require new models to enhance learning (Gloeckler, 2006).   

It is widely acknowledged that complex problems, such as closing the 

achievement gap and learning within the 21st century “information age,” make it 

necessary to structure problem-solving in new ways.  According to Wenger (2005), new 

models are emerging:  

In the last decade, for instance, communities of practice has inspired people and 

organizations across all sectors to explore new ways of supporting learning.  It is 

time to take a systematic look at what is happening, analyze what we are learning 

about learning, and explore where this could lead us” (2005, p. i).   

Wenger (2005) is interested in the IDEA Partnership as one emerging model in 

support of learning among diverse groups and across education settings (Cashman et al., 

2007).  The IDEA Partnership is a federally-funded project that is part of the network of 

technical assistance and dissemination projects supported by the Office of Special 

Education and Rehabilitative Services, Office of Special Education Programs (OSEP).  

The project began in 1998 as four distinct centers that were linked through a partnership 

coordinating council (PCC). The purpose of building the collaboration was to deliver a 

common message about IDEA implementation to the audiences they served: 

administrators, families and advocates, policymakers, and teachers and related services 
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providers (Council for Exceptional Children, 2002).  Leadership of the PCC rotated 

among the four partnership centers each year until the Partnership was restructured as one 

unified IDEA Partnership in 2003.  One of the four original centers, the Policymaker 

Partnership, was housed at the National Association of State Directors of Special 

Education.  Like the other three centers, the Partnership Project supported local and state 

level constituents as they implemented IDEA.  The main accomplishments of these 

technical assistance providers related to building relationships across roles at the national 

level and creating a dissemination structure for spreading accurate, reliable and user-

friendly information about the law to all stakeholders, with special efforts to reach 

underserved populations (Council for Exceptional Children, 2002).  Several noteworthy 

contributions were made during this phase of the Partnership: (a) sponsoring the first 

national summit on IDEA which brought stakeholders together around issues; (b) 

creating the IDEA National Resource Cadre to build understanding and leadership 

capacity among practitioners; (c) improving resources to families and the general public 

by providing brief information in a simple format that made it more consumable to the 

range of stakeholders; (d) exploring the intersections between issues that various groups 

cared about, such as coordinated services or the links that join families, schools and 

mental health practitioners; and (e) convening peer-to-peer networks as a technical 

assistance strategy to support state teams as they work together to define and solve 

implementation problems (Council for Exceptional Children, 2002).  All the strategies 

that were generated from the first funding cycle transferred to future iterations of the 

Partnership in 2003 and 2008.   
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The Partnership approach to problem-solving was based on the seminal work of 

Rittell (Rittel & Webber, 1973).  Rittell coined the term “wicked problems,” which 

describes the complex, ill-structured problems that are exacerbated when many 

fragmented groups attempt to tackle them in isolation from one another.  Social 

complexity makes wicked problems even more difficult to tackle.  In 2000, the 

Partnership offered peer-to-peer learning opportunities so that state teams could come 

together to identify the problems they faced in their practice and structure some plausible 

solutions.  The Partnership co-leaders from CCSSO and NASDSE developed their peer-

to-peer technical assistance skills with state leaders, along with help from the Institute for 

Social Policy. 

In 2003, the project was restructured as a unified partnership that encouraged 

cross-stakeholder collaboration among the various roles (Cashman, 2008). Currently, 

state and organizational partners are working within state-based communities of practice 

that are supported by the IDEA Partnership.  Members of these communities collaborate 

to solve complex problems for which current approaches have not yet yielded satisfactory 

results (Cashman, et al., 2007).  The evolving work that began as the peer-to-peer 

network of states defining shared work across general and special education law and 

funding was outlined in figure 1.0.  The Michigan Community of Practice serves as the 

case study for understanding how issues are prioritized and acted upon by community of 

practice members to ameliorate complex problems such as achievement gaps. 

Purposes and Methods of the Literature Review 

The purpose of this review was to summarize previous bodies of research and 

studies that were conducted related to systems change, communities of practice, and 
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individual learning.  Studies that described state technical assistance were also reviewed 

to examine strategies that states have used to promote wide-spread adoption of practices 

proven to enhance student learning.  Studies about state strategies for implementing 

large-scale change were used to learn more about why a state would choose to address 

persistent problems through communities of practice.  The keywords used during this 

initial search were “systems theory,” “social theory,” and “systems change,” along with 

the search terms “state” and “state educational agency.”  More refined searches on the 

topic of “complex problems,” “ill-structured problems,” and “ill-defined problems” were 

explored as part of this first review of the literature. While there were some important 

works by Fullan and Senge found in the “systems” category when searched with the term 

“education,” the researcher had to turn to the fields of systems management, political 

science, and computer systems to find more detailed studies related to problem-

specification when working with “complex” or “tangled” problems.   

In order to understand how communities of practice are formed, the second 

question of the study, a review of the literature on organizational learning and other fields 

was explored.  Although the literature on communities of practice was found mainly in 

the fields of business and organizational learning, a fast-growing body of research is 

emerging in areas such as medicine and education, which put a strong emphasis on 

applying knowledge.  For example, in a study by Bozarth in 2008, the research conducted 

a search of the terms “Wenger” and “communities of practice” using the Google Scholar 

search engine, generating “nearly 15,000 citations” (Bozarth, 2008, p. 11). When the 

search was replicated by this researcher in 2009, a list of 21,400 studies was generated. 

And, a search of “Wenger communities of practice” elicited 35,700 references. The 
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review of communities of practice was refined further and used to shed light on (a) how 

community members come together around a particular issue or problem, (b) what 

facilitates their shared learning, (c) how they interpret the dimensions of a problem, (d) 

how they create new knowledge together, and (e) typical ways in which they act on what 

they learn to enable systems change. Since “communities of practice” theory is based in 

situated-learning and action theory, these terms were used during the search as well, 

which led to a more in-depth look at learning and meaning-making.  

The researcher compared and clustered studies that explained how individuals 

learn and integrate new knowledge.  This led to a historical review of the epistemology of 

learning, major learning theories, and investigation into the various perspectives on how 

learning is internalized and translated into a revised set of practices.  Research on how 

individuals negotiate meaning with others, as they interpret new information or consider 

various perspectives, was of particular importance.  This information was used to inform 

questions three and four of the study, which relate to the way individuals make meaning 

out of what they learn and apply it to their practice.   

The library and computer searches clarified the quality of the literature available 

in the field of education related to technical assistance that is provided from states to 

districts and local schools.  Taking unified action on a new policy or research finding 

often requires large numbers of people to make behavior changes (Hord, Rutherford, 

Huling-Austin, & Hall, 1987).   However, there are limited studies available giving 

insight into the way policymakers and practitioners structure and act on what they learn 

together when dealing with complex problems.  Using the search terms “education 

policy,” “practitioner,” and “implementation,” and concentrating on studies of complex 
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problems rather than those focused on implementation of a specific education program, 

produced an adequate amount of information.  

Part of the research review was dedicated to classifying the various research 

perspectives on the main concepts (i.e., systems theory, communities of practice, and 

individual learning theory) and examining the common characteristics found among 

quality studies.  The literature review process continued with keyword searches of the 

major assumptions of the study.  This was a useful starting point because it clearly 

established the research paradigm, allowing reflection on the study and a departure for 

evaluating critical or contrary perspectives that had not been considered by the researcher 

previously.  

Scope of the Literature Review 

  An overarching assumption of this study is that education reform is needed to 

improve outcomes for students with disabilities and other struggling learners.  Thus, 

systems change to improve learning results is central to this study. The systems change 

result under investigation was whether a community of practice approach to technical 

assistance articulates actionable strategies that facilitate alignment and coherence within 

state efforts.  Because of the broad nature of systems change, and the fact that many 

variables affect learning, measuring change can be a daunting task.  It was necessary to 

bind the study in a way that was clear and simple to understand.  A broad outline of the 

purpose of education laws in the United States, along with a cogent picture of how the 

current technical assistance network operates, was used to sort through the complexity of 

the education change process for the reader.  
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 A literature review template was developed as a way to graphically organize 

research studies from the past 15 years.  Generally, studies that are included prior to the 

mid-1990s are seminal research on key pieces of the study or underlying conceptual 

framework.  That time period was chosen because much of the education reform 

literature occurred in conjunction with the standards movement (Spady, 1988) of that 

time.  During the literature review, consideration was given to: (a) epistemology, theory 

perspective, conceptual framework; (b) research paradigms, methods used, strength of 

results; (c) extent of problem, underlying causes; (d) results of the major contributions of 

studies; (e) similarities; and (f) departures such as reasons that researchers criticized 

community of practice theory, a main theoretical construct. 

Keyword searches were conducted using the online research database at The 

George Washington University (GWU), which is an intercollegiate collection of 

university resources that includes Academic Search Premier, Business Source Premier, 

and Education Abstracts.  The online ERIC database, Dissertation Abstracts 

International, and Google search engines were also used.  Searches of refereed journals 

from the GWU Institute for Knowledge and Innovation and other online references to 

knowledge and systems management were also undertaken.  However, during these 

searches, the focus was on studies dedicated to “understanding complex systems” of 

knowledge and learning, and “applying learning to practice.”  Thus, all general searches 

were reviewed through a particular lens that helped bind the literature. 

A comprehensive collection of books, publications, and other education materials 

from the National Association of State Directors of Special Education library 

complemented the university resources and contributed to the literature review.  The 
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keywords used during this initial search were “systems theory,” “social theory,” and 

“systems change.”  More refined searches on the topic of “complex problems,” “ill-

structured problems,” and “ill-defined problems” were explored as part of this first 

review of the literature. 

“Situated learning” and “communities of practice” are the final keyword 

searches used in the broad-based literature review.  Although closely related to 

constructivism because of its emphasis on authentic problems and solutions, the 

research on communities of practice and situated learning delve more deeply into 

the way learning can be structured or organized by members of a community 

within the context of their practice.  Specifically, research studies that emphasize 

learning as the main function of the interaction, and consider the knowledge 

domain to be central to the community of learners, were chosen from keyword 

searches from the body of literature on these topics.  An assumption of the study 

is that learning that promotes meaningful engagement of stakeholders is social 

and contextual.   

 The next cluster of the literature review focused on the way learners make sense 

of new information and decide to learn more about a particular issue that has meaning to 

them.  This is based on the research assumption that broad stakeholder involvement is 

needed to ensure access and improve outcomes.  Keyword searches on “meaning-

making,” “negotiated meaning,” “cognitive theory,” and “constructivism” were followed 

by reviews of the literature on “social constructivism” and “constructivism.”  

Constructivism is closely related to “situated learning” theory and included the seminal 

work of researchers Vygotsky (1978) and Dewey (1916).  Particular attention was paid to 
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references to “activity theory,” “authentic learning,” and “authentic problems,” as well as 

the process of “reflection” which the individual learner uses to develop coherence when 

negotiating between his or her personal experience and environment.     

Theoretical Foundation 

The education community is struggling with many problems for which no one has 

satisfactory answers and on which there are no clear “experts.”  These problems often 

require integration of information across roles or disciplines.  At the same time, states are 

faced with the need to quickly scale up evidence-based research and best practices 

(Elmore, 1996; Markowitz, 2004), which requires reaching many people in a short time. 

It has become clear that the traditional one-way, top-down approach to policy and 

information dissemination alone is ineffective (Fullan, 1994). 

Research has shown that solving complex social problems demands an investment 

in learners who work in different roles and settings to jointly create shared meaning and 

solve persistent problems (Hesselbeim, Goldsmith, & Beckhard, 1997).  Historically, 

implementers have tried to induce change through coercion or the use of power, by 

sensible requests based on the self-interest of the practitioner, or by appealing to the 

social norms and values of a proactive group of change agents seeking to fulfill a 

particular need (Havelock, 1971; House, 1979; Sashkin & Ergermeier, 1992).  

Some approaches to change are cited in the literature as “transactional,” meaning 

that behavior is expected to match a particular organizational goal and is viewed as an 

exchange between a leader at the top and those lower on the hierarchy (Lambert et al, 

1998).  More recent literature, such as that of the past 15 years, rarely points to these 

more traditional linear fixes to ameliorated complex problems.  When a linear approach is 
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used, it comes in response to simple, well-structured problems in areas where standards 

have been firmly established, such as fields of study where specific taxonomy and 

classification systems exist (Conklin et al., 2007).  

The traditionally linear approach is juxtaposed with the “transformational” 

approach to change cited by Parsons (1998), who conducted 20 evaluations of education 

and social services systems change initiatives and found that “transforming social 

systems requires understanding the context of the system as well as the system’s 

components and general systemic characteristics” (1998, p. 1).  People create a common 

vision and set of goals; they then decide upon some strategies for moving from the old to 

a “predominance of the new system.”  During this transition stage, they make 

commitments to changing their practice.  Finally, as they find alignment of themes across 

systems, evidence follows that change is occurring.  This research asserted that mixed 

groups of stakeholders transformed the way they operated together both individually and 

collectively.  Parsons emphasizes “the importance of considering the forces for and 

against change, clarity of purpose, power dynamics and stages of change” (p. 9).  In the 

book The Constructivist Leader (1995), Lambert and colleagues demonstrate that, by 

valuing the collective growth of all learners and their individual differences, it is possible 

to create meaningful interactions that promote change.  

Social Learning and Social Cognitive Theory 

Learning is considered to be a social process that meets an individual 

psychological need.  The notion of incorporating culture, language, and other 

environmental tools to improve performance builds on the social constructivist theory 

pioneered by Vygotsky (1962).  This is in contrast to the traditional view of learning as 
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something that is transferred from an external source, such as a teacher, in order to meet a 

practical need.  For example, Horace Mann argued that education leaders could decide 

upon a set of democratic values that could help civilize the uneducated masses so that 

they could compete with the educated wealthy citizens of the day.  The idea was that the 

poor could acquire a higher position in life through learning.  Mann and other early 

American education leaders viewed learning as something that could transform individual 

people (Eakin, 2000).  Others contended that behavior modification learned through a 

reward system was enough to change one’s practice.  This is based on the idea that 

knowledge can be broken down into discreet pieces and learned through an incentive 

system such as Skinner’s classic Verbal Behavior espoused (1957).  

Both retention and transfer were important concepts for these early theorists.  

Thus, rote learning alone was not endorsed.  Rather, Mann stressed the importance of 

seeking principles and relationships as a way of understanding the world and approaching 

learning as a duty for conducting business in a practical manner (Eakin, 2000).  So, 

although Mayer (1992) describes the presence of both learning retention and transfer as 

“meaningful learning”—and learning was also believed to be transformative—these 

researchers stopped short of exploring the idea of the “expert” learning from the learner.  

Therefore, the idea that new knowledge is created through two-way exchanges and social 

interaction is a unique aspect of communities of practice.   

Communities of Practice 

Lave and Wenger (1991) developed communities of practice theory through a 

cross-disciplinary effort to better understand adult learning in various contexts.  Although 

the term “community of practice” was used more readily within business, the theory is 
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built on the foundations of social learning and social cognitive theory, which introduces 

learning through observing and modeling others (Bandura, 1977, 1986, 1989).  

Learning communities facilitate the kind of social interaction that comes through 

peer-to-peer engagement (Vygotsky, 1978; Glickman, 1993; DuFour, 1997).  In studies 

of peer-to-peer learning (Center for the Study of Social Policy, 1998), joint problem-

solving has been found to be more accurate and efficient.  Therefore, community of 

practice theory is often referred to as social learning theory (Lave & Wenger, 1991; 

Brown & Duguid, 1991; Wenger, 1998), which implies the use of a participatory process.  

As Ruuska states, “learning takes place in the context of communities” (2004, p. 4).  

Communities of practice offer a structure for pulling people together around an 

issue of interest or concern (Wenger et al, 2002).  Cross-stakeholder groups are uniquely 

poised to illuminate the various facets of a problem because of the diversity of 

perspectives and experiences they offer to a joint problem-solving endeavor.  In 

particular, communities of practice can facilitate learning within and across various levels 

of the system (Wenger, 2005).   

Interpretation of the Literature 

This study focuses on systems change related to aligning general education and 

special education services to improve individual and system outcomes.  The state of 

Michigan is promoting the use of communities of practice as one approach to technical 

assistance that aligns initiatives across systems. 

Complex Social Problems and Systems Change 

There has been a shift away from the industrial era problem-solving model of 

dissecting the whole to study its parts in order to understand it (Wheatley, 2006).  Trends 
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outside the field of education have helped explain how leaders can work through the 

complexity of social problems to guide positive change. The traditional 

compartmentalized approach has been challenged by advances in disciplines from 

organizational development to quantum physics (Wheatley, 2006; Fullan, 1993; Senge, 

1990).  The more linear “scientific method” approach of defining the problem, gathering 

data, analyzing data, and formulating and implementing a solution is still preferred for 

solving simple problems (Johnson, Rusmussen and Kantor, 1998; Conklin et al., 2007).  

However, according to Conklin and colleagues (2007), recent cognitive studies have 

found that many people do not think or learn in linear ways and it is now widely 

recognized that complex problems require a different approach.     

Complex problems.  Through the work of researchers such as Senge (1990) and 

Wheatley (2006), the social science field has begun to add new dimensions to the 

developmental, or linear, approaches.  There have been many contributions to the 

literature on complex problem-solving in the last decade, but developing a process for 

managing and disseminating new knowledge can be challenging (Leonard, 2005).  

Furthermore, information does not always reach the people who need it most within the 

field of education—the implementers and consumers of programs and services 

(Cashman, 2003; Fixsen, 2009).  This requires communication and relationship building 

that crosses roles and learning settings.  

The stove-pipe, or silo, approach to solving contemporary problems is being 

criticized by many researchers (Parsons, 1997; Popper, Bankes, Callaway, & 

DeLaurentis, 2004).  There seems to be almost universal acceptance of the need to 

replace existing silo systems with opportunities for “horizontal learning,” learning that 
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crosses roles and settings (Lave & Wenger, 1991).  In education, to involve both 

consumer and implementer is critical in reducing the time it takes to define problems and 

generate viable solutions (Mason & Mitroff, 1981).  Forging pathways for new learning 

is necessary and a community of practice approach is a viable opportunity to do both of 

these things (Wenger, 2005).  Strategies that eliminate silos and involve key stakeholders 

require a constructivist approach (Senge, 1990; Wheatley, 2006; Lambert et al., 1995).   

The complex problem of NCLB-IDEA alignment.  The two main federal 

education laws are the No Child Left Behind (NCLB) Act, which reauthorized the 

Elementary and Secondary Education Act in 2001, and the Individuals with Disabilities 

Education Act of 2004.  These two major statutes represent a federal investment of 

approximately $35 billion in education for 2008 (U.S. Department of Education, 2008).  

About $25 billion flows directly to states in the form of grants to support implementation 

of these policies in local education agencies. According to the official website of the U.S. 

Department of Education (2008), the mission is “to promote student achievement and 

preparation for global competitiveness by fostering educational excellence and ensuring 

equal access” (p. 1).  The excerpt below describes the federal role in education. 

The Department carries out its mission in two major ways.  First, the 

Secretary and the Department play a leadership role in the ongoing 

national dialogue over how to improve the results of our education system 

for all students.  This involves such activities as raising national and 

community awareness of the education challenges confronting the Nation, 

disseminating the latest discoveries on what works in teaching and 

learning, and helping communities work out solutions to difficult 
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educational issues … Second, the Department pursues its twin goals of 

access and excellence through the administration of programs that cover 

every area of education and range from preschool education through 

postdoctoral research (ED, 2008, p. 1).  

The level of change required to implement NCLB and IDEA to improve student 

outcomes can be daunting considering the number and range of stakeholders involved.  

Since implementers are said to be political actors in their own right as they interpret and 

implement policy according to their own perceptions of the goals, technical assistance 

providers can no longer rely on traditional strategies to solve persistent education 

challenges.  The creators of policies cannot always guarantee that policy will be 

implemented as they envisioned, even with traditional sanction or monitoring approaches 

(Martin, 2007).  By coming together to make meaning out of static information, 

stakeholders create new knowledge together grounded in the context (Lave & Wenger, 

1991; Nonaka, 1994; Wenger et al., 2002).  This is referred to in the literature as 

“knowledge creation” (Nonaka, 1994).   

Systems change.  Other social science literature supports the idea of moving 

beyond isolated learning to learning within communities that are focused on building 

consensus around a particular domain or approach (Mason & Mitroff, 1981).  Building 

consensus across disciplines or divisions that share common goals can lead to alignment 

(Parsons, 1998). Fuhrman, Massell, and their colleagues (1992) assert that today’s 

policymakers must “[c]onsider systemic reform as a process of integration, an organizing 

principle, at work in various ways and degrees and at an early stage of exploration and 

development” (p. 2). 
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State educational agency staffs are in the position of overseeing the state system 

and are responsible for aligning initiatives to meet the needs of students and families in 

their state.  At the same time, they have to respond to the sometimes competing demands 

of state leaders while attempting to meet student needs.  These leaders are calling for 

flexibility and state authority over implementation decisions in their states (National 

Governors Association, 2005).  According to a policy analysis by the National Governors 

Association (2005),  

Aligning education reform efforts in a comprehensive manner creates a more 

seamless education system, eliminates gaps in education programs through 

coordinated transitions, reduces duplication in education programs, aligns 

learning with teacher practices, improves system-wide accountability, strengthens 

teacher training, and expands diverse learning opportunities for students (p. 1). 

From this report, it can be inferred that state strategies to serve all students should engage 

both general and special education.  

Stakeholder Role in Solving Complex Problems 

In 2002, the Office of Special Education Programs (OSEP) at the U.S. 

Department of Education recognized the importance of involving stakeholders in 

knowledge creation and using the state as a leverage point for change by allowing 

NASDSE to host the IDEA Partnership.  The IDEA Partnership is OSEP’s investment in 

cross-stakeholder engagement within and across states around critical issues (Cashman, 

2008).  The mechanism for stakeholder engagement used by the IDEA Partnership is 

communities of practice. A community of practice, defined previously as bringing 

together “groups of people who share a concern, a set of problems, or passion about a 
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topic, and who deepen their knowledge and expertise by interacting on an ongoing basis” 

(Wenger et al., 2002, p. 4), differs from typical technical assistance, which relies on 

transferring information from a recognized expert to a targeted group of practitioners 

with the goal of increasing their knowledge of the issue.   

State educational agency personnel are charged with translating federal mandates 

into state policies and action initiatives across the country.  However, as explained in the 

previous section, specialized divisions of education are often isolated from one another, 

trying to ameliorate complex problems from within their own stove-piped sections.  

Although these silos are considered problematic and counterproductive to policy 

implementation, alternative approaches to traditional technical assistance methods are 

scarce.   

For example, education stakeholders are increasingly aware of Adequate 

Yearly Progress (AYP) provisions of NCLB that highlight the performance of certain 

subgroups of the population, including students with disabilities and those considered to 

be economically disadvantaged under Title I (Center on Education Policy, 2008; 

Redding, 2006).  Practitioners and other education leaders are critically aware of state 

curriculum standards and the need for all students to reach at least the minimum 

standards set by the state.  However, the practical work of translating these policies into 

widespread behavior changes requires new technical assistance methods in order to 

significantly improve practice (Christie, 2007; Erpenbach, Forte-Fast, & Potts, 2003).  

Leaders understand that it is not enough to simply mandate the presence of the general 

education teacher in the Individualized Education Program meetings required to support 

students with disabilities.  Ongoing collaboration is needed to ensure full access to the 
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general education curriculum for students with disabilities so they can become employed 

and live independently. 

Practitioners recognize the importance of working across roles to ensure that 

students with disabilities have access to the same standards as their general education 

peers and are on a learning trajectory toward mastering state standards (Marzano, Waters, 

& McNulty, 2005).  Normally, special and general educators appreciate the contributions 

of their colleagues in regard to content knowledge or pedagogy, but many factors 

influence their ability to work across roles.  Some of these functions are beyond the scope 

of this research. However, the broad engagement of stakeholders across roles and 

environments is believed to help identify and define pressing education issues.  

According to Conklin and colleagues (2007), this is an opportunity-driven process 

grounded in real-world problems.  Together, stakeholders learn the way various aspects 

of the problem interact and they develop plausible action steps for ameliorating the 

problem (Hirota & Jacobowitz, 2007).  This process is often referred to as problem-

specification. Some studies have described the elements of communities of practice that 

enable various constituents to structure the problems (Gasson, 1994) that could be 

applied across general and special education policy implementation to improve practice. 

First, they learn from one another in the process of sharing their different 

perspectives.  There are many organizational problems that can be solved simply by 

creating alignment.  For example, cooperation is a lesson that is often learned by people 

who recognize that they belong to different interdependent parts of the same system.  

Second, people learn together by submitting their shared vision to testing (Parsons, 

1997).  When complex dynamics exist, a robust shared vision allows organizational 
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members to examine assumptions, search for leverage points, and test different policy 

alternatives (Larson et al., 2002, p. 13).   

Community of practice literature needs to be explored to describe the shared 

purpose that results when individuals come together to solve a common problem or reach 

a shared goal.  Table 1.3 depicts how the IDEA Partnership brings stakeholders together 

to identify and solve problems.  The IDEA Partnership staff extends invitations to state 

teams to attend an annual meeting and participate in activities throughout the year, such 

as monthly conference calls to learn about a particular topic, share ideas, and update one 

another on state progress in meeting their goals.  Some parameters are set regarding the 

roles and amount of funding support that the teams will receive.  For example, states are 

encouraged to invite representatives from across divisions of the state educational agency 

(SEA) as well as local representatives from various roles depicted in the center of table 

1.3.  The IDEA Partnership organizations that lead the NCLB-IDEA Collaboration 

Community (i.e., CCSSO, NASDSE, and NASTID, the National Association of State 

Title I Directors) work with the federal project officers to arrange an array of interactions 

between the federal, state, and local partners to create opportunities for horizontal 

learning. Horizontal learning is interaction that promotes learning across roles and 

agencies, valuing peer-to-peer interaction over the one-way flow of knowledge from 

expert to learner (Wenger, 2004).  The federal agency partners depicted in table 1.3 may 

open the meeting with encouraging remarks, provide guidance on policy during a session, 

convey priorities that inform the direction of the community work, meet with state teams 

or representatives to clarify state-specific questions, or discuss strategies for aligning 

http://home.nycap.rr.com/klarsen/learnorg/index.html#lev
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federal, state, and local efforts to improve student and system results (IDEA Partnership, 

2007).   

On the right side of table 1.3, the IDEA Partnership is represented as the national 

technical assistance center that convenes representatives with the various perspective and 

expertise necessary to collectively understand implementation challenges and 

opportunities. Of the 55 national organizations affiliated with the Partnership, there are 

22 engaged in the NCLB-IDEA Collaboration Community.  They are: (a) 100 Black Men 

of America; (b) American Association of School Administrators; (c) American 

Federation of Teachers; (d) American Occupational Therapy Association; (e) American 

School Counselor Association; (f) American School Health Association; (g) Council for 

Exceptional Children; (h) Council of Administrators of Special Education; (i) Council of 

Chief State School Officers; (j) Learning Disability Association; (k) National Association 

of Elementary School Principals; (l) National Association of School Psychologists; (m) 

National Association of Secondary School Principals; (n) National Association of State 

Directors of Special Education;  (o) National Association of State Title I Directors; (p) 

National Conference of State Legislators; (q) National Council on Independent Living; 

(r) National Education Agency; (s) National Fiesta Educativa; (t) National School Board 

Association; (u) PACER Center Alliance of Parent Information and Training centers; and 

(v) School Social Work Association of America.  The representatives of the national 

organizations add the perspective to the national activities and work with their state 

affiliates to broker relationships between practitioner and family leaders and the state 

community effort.  The national center representatives add a wealth of expertise related to 

content, facilitation of the process, and understanding the context of individual states. 
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In the context of the NCLB-IDEA collaboration network, evidence of community 

of practice–informed policy might include changes in policymaker judgments or state 

policy related to implementation of the federal laws and regulations of NCLB and IDEA.  

The broader learning that occurs within states as a result of the community of practice has 

the potential for igniting systems change in education.  An example of joint policy 

guidance that was released from the U.S. Department of Education as a result of 

community collaboration can be found in B.   

An excerpt from the policy guidance letter follows. 

It has come to the attention of Department of Education officials, 

however, that eligible schools participating in schoolwide programs are 

not taking advantage of the flexibility provisions of Title I and IDEA to 

combine funds from many sources into a single accounting fund.  In 

particular, it appears that LEAs have been reluctant to blend IDEA Part B 

funds with other funds into a schoolwide account for fear of violating 

audit and program reporting requirements.  Therefore, the intent of this 

letter is to reiterate the Department's position that blending a portion of 

IDEA Part B funds, as authorized under IDEA, with other Federal, state 

and local funds is perfectly acceptable under Federal law as long as 

students with disabilities, included in such schoolwide programs, receive 

services in accordance with a properly developed IEP and are afforded all 

of the rights and services guaranteed to children with disabilities under 

IDEA (Warlick & LeTendre, 2001). 
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 The example of the guidance letter is one that emerged from state educational 

agency staff experiences in working with local education agencies that questioned the 

legality of blending funds.  For this particular problem, special expertise was needed and 

obtained by the Inspector General Office on Audit Resolution, with federal staff working 

through the policy-to-practice problems in partnership with state and local district leaders 

from the community. Once the community members gained clarity into that issue, the 

Inspector General’s Office was less involved.  Checking whether the barriers that 

community members identified as impediments to implementation were rigid or illusory 

became important in determining the level of resource integration that was possible.  In 

some cases, traditional practices were just never questioned.  In other situations, 

understanding of the implementation environment or trust across roles needed to be 

developed.  Some policy-to-practice discussions were informed by national organization 

representatives and local practitioners participating in the community of practice with 

state staff for the first time.  For example, the challenges of offering consultative services 

within school-wide programs, rather than individualized services provided to a child with 

a disability, led to suggestions for states to look into billing for services based on work 

load instead of caseload (IDEA Partnership, 2005).  Thus, solutions to complex problems 

are informed by practitioners from all roles and levels of the education system.  The 

horizontal learning structure provided by communities of practice offer opportunities to 

combine expertise across these roles and levels to uncover problems and find solutions, 

with the potential to offer more effective and efficient solutions.  

The community of practice strategy is already considered a promising approach to 

improving technical assistance delivery to states (Lee, 2003; Trohanis, 2004), but 
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validation of the strategy could not be found within the scope of this literature review in 

relation to helping members specify the dimensions of complex problems and articulate 

actionable solutions.  The community of practice is expected to build coherence across 

systems by involving various stakeholders in efforts to improve student outcome data.  

The community members identify how different constituency groups can contribute in 

unique and meaningful ways; they broker connections with stakeholder networks that 

make interaction more routine and collaborative.  The community members translate 

education policy into clear and consistent messages to align and inform state practice.  

When stakeholder leaders work with their constituency groups to understand their 

role in the systems change process, it is referred to as “constituency building.”  While the 

scope of this literature review is limited to the way individuals in the system use 

communities of practice as a vehicle for creating shared meaning, and taking collective 

action on what they learn, there is the potential for constituency building or networking 

across groups to assist with scale-up efforts.  According to Wheatley and Frieze (2006), 

this type of local interaction can stimulate a powerful system for scaling-up innovations.  

Change begins as local actions spring up simultaneously in many different areas.  “If 

these changes remain disconnected, nothing happens beyond each locale.  However, 

when they become connected, local actions can emerge as a powerful system with 

influence at … a larger scale….” (2006, p. 3).   

Community of Practice as a Technical Assistance Approach 

In 2004, CCSSO defined the greatest challenge for the next decade as “helping 

SEAs get better at delivering technical assistance to LEAs” (Bonner-Tompkins, 2004).  

Recently, the practical benefits of using communities of practice as a technical assistance 
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strategy within the field of education have been explored by a number of providers 

(Linehan et al., 2005; National Center for the Dissemination of Disability Research, 

2009).  Over the past decade, technical assistance efforts have evolved from studies of 

remote tools and strategies to the interaction between strategies and the implementation 

environment.  However, these typical approaches to technical assistance sometimes 

overlook the important underlying values and biases held by individuals involved in the 

change process (Johnson et al, 2006).   

Furthermore, typical technical assistance efforts often fail to acknowledge 

changes in roles or behaviors that are needed to act on the information learned.  

Understanding a particular policy does not automatically lead to the changes in behavior 

needed to implement that policy.  More recently, researchers and technical assistance 

providers have recognized the need to delve into the human aspects of implementation 

that undergird the strategic elements of change (Hood, 2002; Kuhn, 2008).  Given the 

articulation of the ongoing challenges of supporting states, innovation of technical 

assistance can promote efforts to specify problems and develop actionable strategies to 

improve learner and systems change outcomes.  

The NCLB-IDEA Collaboration Community of Practice is used as a strategy for 

bringing together people who often have diverging perspectives about implementation.  

Within the NCLB-IDEA network, individuals and organizations come together for 

different reasons that are meaningful to them; however, shared concern and interest or 

passion over an issue is the driving force that pulls them together in this social learning 

process of communities of practice.   
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The state educational agency role is to provide leadership that guides improved 

student results (National Association of State Directors of Special Education, 2005). 

Education leaders are responsible for improving access for students who have 

traditionally been left out or have lagged behind other students within the education 

system, and for promoting excellence for all students.  In this regard, leaders fulfill a dual 

role as they are charged with enforcing compliance with state and federal education laws 

while also providing support for continuous improvement.  This dual role is felt at each 

level of the education system, from local communities to the top echelons of the U.S. 

Department of Education (Education Commission of the States, 2002; National 

Governors’ Association, Council of Chief State School Officers, & National Association 

of State Boards of Education, 2007).  

This literature review mainly focuses on the continuous improvement aspects of 

state work, but the dichotomy of the state staff role in both monitoring and assistance is 

important to consider (CCSSO, 2003).  Communities of practice allow a way to structure 

improvement efforts in a loosely coupled way that helps distinguish state monitoring and 

assistance functions (IDEA Partnership, 2005).  The Michigan Community of Practice is 

dedicated to improving education practice (Michigan Department of Education, 2004).  

So, while community members must always be sure that the practices are compliant with 

education laws, the emphasis is on articulating how the policies can be translated into 

practices that improve individual student learning and systems results.  

The IDEA Partnership work builds on Glasser’s contribution to psychological 

research (1965, 1969), which emphasizes stimulating action through consent rather than 

control.  The IDEA Partnership role with states is similar to that of a counselor working 
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with individuals to develop a plan that can be implemented to get what they want.  The 

IDEA Partnership supports states and stakeholder efforts to implement IDEA and related 

policy.  States are required to comply with these federal statutes and policies in return for 

funding.  In summary, although this kind of control, through fiscal or legal means, is 

sometimes needed to preserve justice, promote equity, or ensure fairness (Parsons, 1997), 

it is helpful to have a vehicle for working together on implementation outside the formal 

federal monitoring structure.  Communities of practice become a safe place for diverse 

stakeholders to come together, situated within practice but apart from the mandated 

structure, to test their innovative ideas or solutions (Snyder et al., 2003).    

As noted in earlier sections, the traditional one-way, top-down approach to policy 

and information dissemination is ineffective (Fullan, 1994).  When considering education 

reform efforts, states are not interested in the same approaches to technical assistance that 

have been used since federal education laws were first enacted 40 years ago (Hall & 

Hord, 2001).  State educational agency staffs are looking for new alternatives to adult 

learning that eliminate silos and support increased student performance (IDEA 

Partnership, 2006).  James (2002) determined that communities of practice can help 

organizations share knowledge across barriers of existing multidivisional structures  to 

create organizations that learn, which supported earlier finding that communities of 

practice provide a structural form for organizing learning according to a strategic agenda 

(Wenger et al., 2002).  

In a study of the relationship between technical assistance delivery and outcomes 

of one federally-funded program known as the State Improvement Grants (SIG) program, 

Helfer (2006) noted examples of the best technical assistance strategies, such as (a) 
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ongoing support, (b) modeling, and (c) coaching.  Supporting stakeholder engagement in 

technical assistance efforts, Helfer writes that her study “yielded that TA services for 

school personnel (e.g., administration, teachers and related personnel) should become a 

consistent component of SIG projects” (2006, p. 216).  When the education literature is 

viewed in tandem with examples from the Helfer study, it is clear that the community of 

practice strategy offers a structure for the type of ongoing support cited by the technical 

assistance research.  Thus, states and technical assistance providers are turning to 

communities of practice as an emerging approach to support learning as the main 

function of cross-stakeholder interactions to improve student results (Trohanis, 2004).  

Although this study specifically describes the Michigan Community of Practice as 

applied within the context of the SEA effort to “transform [the] system into a more 

comprehensive integrated adult learning system,” the underlying concepts of 

communities of practice theory remain intact.  Communities of practice are social 

structures that focus on knowledge and explicitly enable the management of knowledge 

to be placed in the hands of practitioners (Wenger, 1998).   

The three key elements of communities of practice are the domain or set of issues, 

the people who form the community, and the shared practice they employ to implement 

what they learn together (Wenger et al., 2002).  The elements described by Wenger, 

McDermott, and Snyder in their book, Cultivating Communities of Practice (2002), were 

chosen from the literature review because the authors “shifted their focus from 

individual’s learning and identity development on to providing a tool for organizations to 

manage ‘knowledge workers’” (Li, Grimshaw, Nielsen, Judd, Coyte, & Graham, 2008).    
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In a marked departure from the previous publications, which suggested that CoP 

groups emerge spontaneously, this work suggested that organizations can 

engineer and cultivate CoPs to enhance their competitiveness…. Rather than 

centering on the performance of daily office work, this book portrayed CoP as the 

means to foster innovation and creative problem solving. (Li, Grimshaw, Nielsen, 

Judd, Coyte, & Graham, 2008, p. 6).  

The IDEA Partnership works primarily with organizations and states seeking a structure 

in which to solve problems and act in innovative ways to promote student learning and 

system improvement.  The communities of practice convened through the IDEA 

Partnership are formed for strategic advantage (Wenger, 2002).  Although individual 

learning and identity elements described in Wenger’s earlier work (Wenger, 1998; Lave 

& Wenger, 1991) are critical to communities of practice, this study concentrated on the 

mediating nature of the community of practice as a technical assistance strategy for 

systems change.  Therefore, the broader description of community of practice elements 

were used in this study: domain, community, and practice.  These elements align with the 

dimensions of IDEA Partnership communities of practice as the issue, relationship, and 

action.  According to the Partnership, these need to be balanced to achieve the goals of 

shared implementation of NCLB and IDEA (Cashman, et al., 2007).  “Relationships are 

built as participants interact regularly and engage in joint activities that build trust and a 

common identity.  The emphasis is on looking at mutual interests rather than differences. 

… Participants build their capability by taking action on the issue.” (Cashman et al., 

2007, p.).  Table 2.0 compares the elements of communities of practice as described by 

Wenger and colleagues (2002) to the dimensions of IDEA Partnership communities of 
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practice (Cashman et al., 2007). The IDEA Partnership guidebook, Communities of 

Practice: A new approach to solving complex educational problems summed it up this 

way: 

In the Communities of Practice approach, a shared interest in the particular 

issue brings stakeholders together. Stakeholders are asked what they think 

and are asked to do something in relation to the issue. Individuals build 

relationship by working on the issue together (Cashman et al, 2007, p. 11). 

In Chapter 3, the elements of domain, community, and practice are explored 

through the Michigan Community of Practice when describing the study 

population.   
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One of the purposes of this literature review was to uncover reasons that a state 

would want to pursue a community of practice approach to address persistent problems.  

The case study examination of the Michigan Community of Practice elicits reasons state 

leaders value a community of practice approach to providing technical assistance and 

how state leaders enable the community to form.  As noted earlier, there is evidence that 

communities of practice facilitate “horizontal learning,” described as promoting learning 

across roles and agencies, valuing peer-to-peer interaction over the one-way flow of 

knowledge from “expert” to learner (Wenger, 2004).  When members of the community 

cross the boundaries of their existing roles or organizational affiliations, they learn from 

one another in new ways.  These understandings are addressed in the literature.   

However, large-scale applications of communities of practice as technical 

assistance approaches to systems change are found mainly in the literature on business 

and organizational learning (Li et al., 2008).  While researching alternatives to typical 

adult learning approaches, Lave and Wenger (1991) discovered that learners adapt within 

a traditional “expert model,” such as the master-apprentice system, by augmenting their 

experiences with peer-to-peer exchanges.  This seminal work noted that apprentice-

workers learned from each other when not under the direct instruction of the master.  

More surprisingly, the master also learned, albeit perhaps not as much as the apprentice, 

from co-participation in the learning process.  The resulting research series introduced 

many elements of communities of practice and served as a precursor to more detailed 

study of the nuances of communities.  

Lave and Wenger complemented the work of other researchers.  For example, 

two-way and horizontal learning elements reinforced the work of Argyris (1993), who 
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studied the way organizations used existing knowledge and generated new knowledge 

through interaction with others.  Lave and Wenger findings furthered the concept of 

individuals negotiating learning within the social milieu.  From this perspective, the 

emphasis shifts from a focus on the individual toward creating an optimal environment 

for situated learning between or among people.  In essence, a community of learners 

enhances the individual and collective experience.  

Situated Learning and Communities of Practice 

While the focus on experience and practice is well documented within education 

theory (Dewey, 1944; Rogers, 1969), community of practice theory moves beyond 

making sense of concrete experiences (Kolb, 1984; Lewin, 1935) to the idea that 

knowledge is acquired by doing.  Lewin (1951) also introduced the concept of 

participating in different ways depending on the influence of various environments such 

as the family or job “life space.”  A shared knowledge and common language develops 

out of this type of situated learning (Lave & Wenger, 1991) that varies across 

environments.  “Communities of Practice are social structures that focus on knowledge 

and explicitly enable the management of knowledge to be placed in the hands of 

practitioners” (Wenger, 1998).  

Within the national NCLB-IDEA Collaboration  network of state-based 

communities, communities of practice are used as a vehicle for bringing people together 

through voluntary affiliation around a topic about which they all share concern or 

interest.  This is directly in line with community of practice elements of informal, 

voluntary participation (Wenger et al., 2002).  It also highlights another key element of 

communities by embracing “legitimate peripheral participation” (Lave & Wenger, 1991), 
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which values the participation of newcomers or novices within the community.  These 

notions—of who is accepted, who belongs, and who has agency in decision making—are 

a major departure from traditional education system behavior and beliefs.  Communities 

of practice provide a useful context for learning, mainly because the community pulls 

members together around a particular issue of concern.  Systemic education reform has to 

be based on systems thinking—namely, no one aspect of education should be changed in 

isolation because the component parts must be in alignment if the system is to improve 

(Fullan, 1997), and “on the assumption that all students can learn and that curriculum, 

assessment, instruction, and professional development must be consistent” (1997, p. 8). 

Negotiated meaning is well documented in the literature as the way individuals 

adjust their beliefs based on new experiences.  As they interact with others and their 

environment, community members gradually build a repertoire of shared knowledge.  

Their identity plays an important role as they move from being boundary observers to full 

participants in the community (Wenger, 2005).  For example, Buber (1958, 1972) 

recounted the process by which individuals filter learning through their identity as they 

negotiate learning and problem-solve with others.  In this research’s single-case study, 

community members seemed to be struggling through and negotiating difficult questions 

of implementation of the laws as document and interview data analysis revealed.  

Although the role of identity is crucial (Wenger, 1998, 2005), the main emphasis of this 

study is on how large numbers of individual practitioners adjust their behavior based on 

policy.  The widespread behavior change is expected to result in both individual and 

systems change.  In a nutshell, individual change is needed for systems change (Hall & 
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Hord, 2001; Hord, 1987; Parsons, 1997).  “Nothing happens without personal 

transformation” (Demming as cited in Chawla & Renesch, 1995, p. 16).   

While evaluating six years of data from an evaluation of three projects, Hirota and 

Jacobawitz (2007) used a grounded theory approach to demonstrate three paradigms 

representing the integration of policy and widespread engagement of individuals in order 

to enhance reform efforts. According to the researchers, 

Sustainable and systemic school reform demands the integration of policy 

work and constituency engagement. …[I]n combining constituency 

building with policy work, advocates aim to do more than just achieve 

specific reform policies; they also seek to foster the public’s will to 

support and monitor policy implementation, demand accountability, and 

conduct ongoing oversight in order to ensure quality and equitable 

education for all children (Hirota & Jacobowitz, 2007, p 26). 

Visual depictions of the three paradigms that emerged from this study can be 

found in figures 2.0 through 2.2 showing the way policy work and constituency building 

can join stakeholders in shared accountability for implementation.  In the first iteration of 

the IDEA Partnership, the work of the four, linked projects most closely resembled 

Paradigm 1: Broadening constituencies, found in figure 2.0.  The Partnership, funded by 

OSEP from 1997 to 2003, drew the attention and cooperation of a diverse group of 

stakeholders.  The 106 national organizations affiliated with the Partnership across all 

four Projects had an influence on policy and a role in implementation. The researchers 

involved in the Constituency Building and Policy Work study found that  
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[S]olid constituency support can be both effective and sustained … [and] works 

best when it …has a meaningful connection to the reform issue at hand, and links 

communities with policymakers. Similarly, a constituency that connects the 

community with policymakers creates a critical link between the need for reform 

and the power to respond. (Hirota and Jacobowitz, 2007, p. 26). 

During the first IDEA Partnership, which was created to deliver a common 

message on implementation of the law, the main constituencies (administrator, family, 

policymaker, teacher and related service providers) brought practical goals, perspectives, 

insights, concerns, and implementation barriers to the forefront of their dialogue and 

collective work.  By considering these factors in the context of policy debates, 

stakeholder groups are said to contribute “substantively to the shape and meaning of 

reform, as well as to its visibility and legitimacy” (Hirota & Jacobowitz, 2007, p. 26). 

 

Figure 2.0: Paradigm 1, Broadening constituencies (Hirota and Jacobowitz, 2007, p. 26) 
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However, these policy debates often take place among lobbyist, government relations 

staff, or advocates working within the policy arena, somewhat removed from the day-to-

day practices of implementing the law.  Therefore, although the visibility, legitimacy, and 

cohesion among groups that develops from this type of constituency building represent 

progress, increased opportunities for situated learning strengthen reform efforts, as 

indicated by Hirota and Jacobowitz.    

These paradigms demonstrate how policy work and constituency building can 

operate in tandem, informing and strengthening one another. … Broad-based 

community and organizational involvement in a reform effort can create the 

necessary ongoing and long-term continuity to sustain change in bureaucratized, 

entrenched, and often highly political public systems such as public education. … 

Each paradigm reflects a different stage of progress toward policy reform. 

…Taken together, the paradigms show an evolution from early stages of policy 

change work—broadening constituencies—to later stages, in which constituent 

capacity is built and the reform landscape is altered. (Hirota and Jacobowitz, 

2007, p. 26). 

From 2003 through 2008, the second iteration of the Partnership allowed all 

stakeholder groups to engage in the peer-to-peer learning opportunities that became 

known as IDEA Partnership Communities of Practice.  Through the Policymaker 

Partnership communities of practice work funded from 1997 to 2003, state teams 

developed plausible solutions to complex problems such as NCLB-IDEA 

implementation, resulting in policy guidance clarification (Warlick & LeTendre, 2001) 

and extensive exploration and sharing of promising practices.  The unified Partnership, 



 

 

94

 

funded in 2003, further tested the main tenets of the community of practice strategy 

applied by the Policymaker Partnership, such as the way the Partnership engages various 

stakeholders by (a) highlighting the way organizational priorities could be aligned, (b) 

finding out what individuals care about and showing them how activities might 

personally fulfilling to them, or (c) showing how shared work can benefit student 

learning – a central theme for all groups affiliated with the Partnership. (Cashman et al, 

2007).   

The Partnership pursued these value-added themes by situating the collaborative 

work in the context of state change, closer to practice (Cashman, 2003).  During this 

phase of the work, additional stakeholder representatives such as families and teachers 

were invited to join the NCLB-IDEA Collaboration Community.  So, beginning with the 

second five-year cycle of grant funding from OSEP in 2003, all major stakeholders were 

asked to forge new relationships in order to bridge policy-to-practice gaps. The 

organizing structure for mediating policy work and constituency building was the 

community of practice approach. Thus, the advantages of moving to Paradigm 2: 

Building constituent capacity, depicted in figure 2.1, help explain why a state would form 

communities of practice as a technical assistance strategy to enable systems change.   
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Figure 2.1:  Paradigm 2, Building constituent capacity (Hirota and Jacobowitz, 2007, p. 

26). 

The next section examines how communities of practice are formed.  Later 

sections will document the way participation in the national NCLB-IDEA Collaboration 

Community of Practice led Michigan state officials to pursue the community approach in 

their state, leading to increasing levels of shared responsibility for all students. This shift 

is represented in Paradigm 3: Shifting accountability in figure 2.2.   
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Figure 2.2:  Paradigm 3, Shifting accountability (Hirota and Jacobowitz, 2007, p. 26) 

The Hirota and Jacobawitz (2007) three paradigms on how policy work and constituency 

building work in tandem were developed in order to give new insight to evaluation of 

such efforts.  In brief, the success of the national community lent credibility to the 

technical assistance strategy and communities of practice were adopted by state leaders as 

a viable approach to assisting local education agencies in their state.     

Forming Communities of Practice 
 

After delving into more depth about the motivations state leaders have for 

pursuing communities of practice as a technical assistance strategy for addressing 

persistent problems, the next step was to examine the literature on how the state enables 

communities to form.  

As determined earlier, communities of practice are often used as a lever for 

bringing diverse groups together to learn and solve problems.  The national NCLB-IDEA 

Collaboration Community engages state teams for the purpose of improving service 
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delivery across the range of federal programs.  This national community brings people 

together from across divisions of the state educational agency as shown in Table 1.3. 

These programs and people represented in table 1.3 serve the students who have 

the furthest to go in meeting the standards due to individual or family conditions.  Other 

roles represented by community members include higher education, local 

superintendents, school principals, families, teachers, and other practitioners interested in 

finding ways to better serve struggling students and families.  The national community of 

practice does this by focusing on the largest federal investments in education, NCLB and 

IDEA, and the stakeholders who care about translating these federal policies into 

improved practice at the local level.   

States that are affiliated with the national community of practice then replicate the 

strategy at the state level to align statewide technical assistance and program delivery to 

improve student services across districts and school buildings.  These states bring an even 

broader range of stakeholders together to identify concrete steps for changing practice 

that the whole community supports.  Although each statewide community of practice is 

tailored to its unique context, both the national and state communities create an 

environment in which problems can be addressed in innovative ways by capitalizing on 

the collective expertise of the stakeholders.  

Structuring Complex Problems Using Communities of Practice 

The social science fields are consistently challenged by the need to translate 

knowledge acquisition into a change in behaviors that represents effective practice 

(Kuhn, 2008).  Implementers act on what they are told and what their experience tells 

them (McLaughlin, 1992, as cited in Cashman, 1998).  The IDEA Partnership project, 
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which co-leads the NCLB-IDEA Collaboration Community, is the federal Office of 

Special Education Program’s investment in stakeholder knowledge and expertise 

(Cashman, 2003).  The IDEA Partnership encourages state involvement through “calls 

for proposals” that can lead to customized technical assistance and direct support to states 

working with statewide networks of policymakers, administrators, teachers, practitioners, 

related service providers, and families in meaningful ways.  

Michigan responded to one of these calls for proposals and formed the Michigan 

IDEA Community of Practice to engage the range of stakeholders in solving state 

implementation problems.  The assumption is that broad stakeholder involvement is 

needed to manage complex problems in ways that align programs to ensure access and 

improve outcomes for students.  According to public policy researchers, issue 

specification occurs when multiple perspectives are surfaced and the most current 

knowledge in the field is used to illuminate facets of the problem, which promotes shared 

learning (Dunn, 1994; Mason & Mitroff, 1981).  

The IDEA Partnership works across roles and settings to address problems in a 

coordinated manner and build capacity by working and learning together.  Conklin  

(2005) asserts that “the Holy Grail of effective collaboration … is in creating shared 

understanding about the problem, and shared commitment to the possible solutions” (p. 

14).  He describes Rittell’s solution to wicked problems as a “structure for rational 

dialogue among a set of diverse stakeholders” (p. 7).  The IDEA Partnership provides 

such a structure in bringing together the 55 national organizations around education 

issues (Cashman, 2003).  According to federal education leaders and others (e.g., Lee, 

2003; Wenger, 2004), this collaborative network appears to be the first group to use 
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community of practice as a vehicle for states to address ill-structured problems with the 

goal of improving student outcomes (IDEA Partnership, 2005).   

Articulating Actionable Strategies to Improve Results 

As stated earlier, shared knowledge and common language develop out of situated 

learning (Lave & Wenger, 1991).  Generally, groups that meet regularly to discuss the 

literature on best practices are referred to as communities of learners.  This is because 

they are in fact discussing the practices of other people.  There is more emphasis on 

critical appraisal of studies than there is on personal practice.  On the other hand, 

community of practice members meet together regularly to talk about their own daily 

practice and share live successes and challenges.  To quote Peter Senge: “The 

juxtaposition of vision (what we want) and a clear picture of current reality (where we are 

relative to what we want) generates … creative tension … The essence of personal 

mastery” (1990, p. 142).  Thus, talking about and reflecting upon one’s own practice is 

thought to create the tension to seek a better practice.  

In a study of doctors who regularly came together to reflect on practice, 

Parboosingh (2008) found that doctors feel more comfortable talking about the literature, 

which relates to other people’s practice, than about their own practice.  The research 

found that relation-building was needed to spawn dialogue in their meetings.  Systems 

change depends on many individual changes in practice, which need to spread among 

numerous practitioners.  

Strategic alliances can be effective in scaling up innovative practices that impact 

the system and practices that center around helping good innovations diffuse rapidly 

(Nork, 2005).  In many ways, communities of practice are a form of strategic alliance.  
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However, with strategic alliances, the focus is on a common set of goals rather than 

transformative learning.  So, while informed action is linked to values (Friere, 1970) in 

the concept of “praxis,” alliances around a set of goals is limited compared with the 

developing consciousness that arises from learning in the process of doing.  According to 

research by Paulo Friere (1970), who became involved in literacy efforts aimed at 

empowering agricultural workers, consciousness-raising has the power to transform 

reality.   

In summary, it is important to learn how the features of communities of practice 

support better understanding of implementation challenges and new implementation 

approaches.  A recent empirical study by Hemmasi and Csanda (2009), emphasized that, 

althouth the literature on communities of practice is growing rapidly, most studies are 

anecdotal and do not provide empirical evidence of the benefits in forming communities 

or determining their effectiveness.  Communities of practice are believed to provide the 

infrastructure for confronting implementation challenges for the purpose of systems 

change and education reform.  However, in a search of the education literature, no 

empirical studies could be found related to communities of practice from a systems 

change perspective.  In Michigan, communities of practice serve as a conduit for working 

across general and special education to search for ways to better serve students in the 

context of education reform.  Questions of why people join communities of practice—

and how they structure the important dimensions of an implementation challenge in order 

to create actionable steps to improve practice—emerge as the accountability principles of 

NCLB propel states and locals to look for new strategies to ensure the success of all 

learners.  Perry and Zender (2004) found that communities of practice can be formed and 
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supported by organizations for strategic advantage, and a study of government sponsored 

communities by Kranendonk and Kersten (2007) indicated that communities provided a 

useful structure for solving complex problems.  This study set out to describe a large-

scale application of communities of practice for strategic advantage in order to fill a gap 

in the body of literature on this topic.  Specifically, community of practice theory is 

investigated in the context of mediating individual and systems change.  Thus, the 

contribution of this study comes from learning more about the application of the a 

community of practice strategy and the functions that enable problem identification and 

the development of an action plan to improve education service delivery as intended by 

federal and state policy.  
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CHAPTER III: Overview of the Methodology 

This was a descriptive case study of how Michigan Community of Practice 

members identified problems across general and special education, and how the 

community members came together to articulate actionable strategies for change.  The 

Michigan Community of Practice participants worked to implement policy across general 

education and special education environments.  A community of practice approach is 

believed to facilitate stakeholder engagement in order to improve learner and systems 

outcomes (Cashman, 2003).  Although the results of this particular study cannot be 

generalized to other cases, the rich information gathered from the in-depth single-case 

analysis of Michigan’s Community of Practice may be extrapolated to better understand 

current and future technical assistance approaches (Patton, 1990).  

Purpose and Research Questions 

Communities of practice are believed to offer a promising approach for states in 

delivering technical assistance to local districts and/or schools (Redding, 2006).  The 

contribution of this study is the description of how Michigan communities of practice 

brought people together to share responsibility for improving practice and generating new 

knowledge on which community members could act together.  Community members 

identified the various aspects of complex education problems and jointly devised a plan 

to ameliorate them.  This collaborative problem-solving approach was used by the 

Michigan Department of Education to translate state policy to practice, and then to 

inform future policy based on what they learned from local implementation. 

The study records how communities of practice members developed a structure 

for deciding when to act on the new knowledge that was created in the context of their 
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shared work.  The study documents the way stakeholder interaction informed their 

individual and collective practice, leading to systems change.  The changes that 

community members made were said to enhance teaching and learning, which lead to 

signs of improved individual and system results.  The research questions under 

investigation in this study were: 

1. Why would a state choose to address persistent problems through communities of 

practice? 

2. How does the state enable a community of practice to form? 

3. How does the community of practice enable problem-specification across general 

and special education environments?  

4. How does the community of practice support the articulation of actionable 

strategies?   

Summary of Research Design 

The case study design focused on the Michigan Community of Practice as the unit 

of analysis, and included the following data collection designs: 

1) Document analyses.  

a) Document review of the guidance letter distributed to state education agencies 

from the U.S. Department of Education identifying communities of practice as a 

promising new approach to technical assistance, and Project Forum document on 

communities of practice that are sponsored by the U.S. Department of Education.    

b) Document review of publicly available information produced by the Michigan 

Community of Practice, including evaluation tools that validate the group as a 

community of practice based on a self-assessment undertaken by community 
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members.  The IDEA Partnership Living Records, available to the public at 

www.ideapartnership.org, summarize the ongoing activities of the community.  

These Living Record documents include subgroup reports on specific activities 

pursued by community members in response to the persistent problems they faced 

in Michigan. 

2) Expert panel validation of the document analyses and interview protocols.  The expert 

panel members are Dr. Ellen Romett, Ms. Debra Grabill, and Dr. Judy Smith-Davis.  

Dr. Romett has experience administering communities of practice as a statewide 

technical assistance strategy through the Pennsylvania Training and Technical 

Assistance Network (PaTTAN).  Ms. Debra Grabill, the former State Director of 

Special Education for the New Hampshire Department of Education, is acutely aware 

of the role state educational agency staff play in enabling communities of practice to 

solve complex education problems.  Dr. Judy Smith-Davis has directed multiple 

federally-funded technical assistance efforts and contributes to data collection and 

other evaluation processes related to state-based communities of practice.    

3) Semistructured interviews with Dr. Etienne Wenger and Dr. Joanne Cashman. 

a) Elite informant interview with Etienne Wenger, who coined the term communities 

of practice and is now investigating their use, and Joanne Cashman, who is an 

authority on the subject of applying communities of practice to state educational 

agency work because of her role as Director of the IDEA Partnership. 

b) In-depth interviews with key informants and a purposeful sample of individuals 

who are asked to reflect on the structure and function of Michigan’s Community 

of Practice. 

http://www.ideapartnership/
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 Design and Epistemology 

Communities of practice are only recently being formalized as a new way of 

providing technical assistance to states working on complex policy implementation 

problems (Hood, 2002).  The community of practice approach is believed to facilitate 

problem-specification and support strategies that members can implement to achieve the 

desired change.  Because this study describes how a community of practice approach can 

be used as a technical assistance support for aligning programs intended to implement 

federal policy in Michigan, a qualitative design was needed to “obtain a more holistic 

picture of what goes on in a particular situation or setting” (Frankel & Wallen, p. 12).  

Rationale for Design 

The Schematic of the Research Design in figure 3.0 unpacks the conceptual 

design and pragmatic application of research methods.  The simple schematic depicts the 

way the research design follows the logic of the study to describe how a community of 

practice approach can be used for technical assistance to states.  As discussed in Chapter 

1, the federal technical assistance network was developed in response to the policy-to-

practice gap found when attempting to implement education laws (U.S. Department of 

Education, 2006).  However, the evolution of research has demonstrated that the 

traditional function of disseminating information is not sufficient for solving complex 

education problems (Hood, 2002).  Therefore, it is important to investigate the use of 

technical assistance strategies that move beyond the “information dissemination 

paradigm” to a more dynamic “systemic change process paradigm.”  This design, 

accompanied by the underlying theory and data collection process, illuminates a path 

through which the story of Michigan’s Community of Practice learning unfolds. 
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As detailed in Chapter 2, communities of practice are grounded in social learning 

theory.  Schumacher and McMillan (1993) describe a qualitative paradigm as explaining 

the socially constructed realities of multiple individuals who contribute to a collective 

knowledge.  Conditions of a community of practice are believed to facilitate shared 

learning to improve outcomes for struggling learners.  In order to understand these 

conditions, it is necessary to explain the way members describe the problem from their 

varying perspectives, regardless of the system in which they are anchored (i.e., general or 

special education).  This is described by Mason and Mitroff as “stakeholder generation” 

(1981, p. 95), which is needed to surface the assumptions and/or behavior changes that 

people would have to uphold in order to successfully implement an action plan.  The 

learning evolves from the various perspectives community members bring to the policy 

problems of NCLB and IDEA Collaboration.  The community members agree on a series 

of steps or behavior changes that are needed to improve student learning in Michigan. 

The research design that guides this study is shown in figure 3.0. 

.   
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Figure 3.0. Schematic of the research design. 

Epistemology 

Research methodologists stress the importance of stating an epistemology, or 

“way of knowing.”  In stating the epistemology of this study, Miles and Huberman 

(1994) might describe it as “transcendental realism” when they assert that “social 

phenomena exist … in the objective world—and that some lawful and reasonably stable 

relationships are to be found among them” (p. 4).  The stability comes through recurring 

order, or cycles.  By examining the linked patterns, the researcher draws out the 

underlying constructs of the social phenomena under investigation.  This understanding 

guides the investigation of communities of practice as an approach to technical 

assistance. 

Triangulation of: 

Document   
analysis 

Expert panel 

Interview data 
analysis 

Expert panel 
review of 
document 
analysis 
 

Interview data 
analysis 

 
 
 
 
 
Interview data 
analysis  

D
at
a 
 

C
ol
le
ct
io
n 
 

How does the 
CoP enable 
problem 
specification 
across general 
and special 
education? 

How does the 
Michigan CoP support 
the articulation of 
actionable strategies 
for general and special 
education policy 
integration? 
 

Problem: Current technical assistance is not sufficient to solve complex problems.  
R
es
ea
rc
h 
 

Q
ue
st
io
ns
  

Why do states 
choose to address 
problems through 
CoP? 
 

How do states 
enable CoP to 
form? 



 

 

108

 

Document analyses determine whether state-level change is enhanced through a 

community of practice approach to technical assistance.  The qualitative information 

chronicles the actions taken by community of practice members and informs the 

semistructured interview protocol.  Key informant interview data is used to tease out how 

the community of practice formed and to describe the functions of communities of 

practice.  The study used elite interviews to describe the benefits of using a community of 

practice strategy to provide technical assistance.  Some patterns can be anticipated based 

on elements of communities of practice as described by Wenger and colleagues (2002), 

but more specific details, or subpatterns, are expected to emerge from the document 

analyses and interview data. 

Logic Model 

Within this research, the logic model in figure 1.4 was used to explain the 

underlying assumptions.  The logic model shows how community members move along a 

dynamic continuum, from initially seeing only part of a problem from one perspective to 

understanding the complexity of the full problem.  This is referred to as “strategic 

assumption surfacing” (Mason & Mitroff, 1981).  Once community members see the 

breadth and depth of a problem, they begin to identify ways in which they can act 

collectively to lessen or resolve it.   

At first glance, laying out a logic model of systems change suggests a linear 

approach.  However, the logic model simply provides the analytic frame for the 

qualitative data that builds on it (Miles & Huberman, 1994).  The logic model represents 

the systems change theory, connecting community of practice activities to the outcomes 

the community seeks.  It provides a lens through which the problem can be unpacked in 
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relation to the underlying theories, and gives perspective to the data collection process 

(Coffman, 1999) by directing the reader to the central questions under investigation.  The 

logic model begins with a set of assumptions.  For example, one supposition is that the 

state is the appropriate leverage point for change.  A resource that the state brings to bear 

is the authority to sponsor the community of practice as a technical assistance strategy 

and to provide a structure for interaction among stakeholder groups.  The resulting 

activity, a state-sponsored community of practice, is believed to facilitate shared 

knowledge and learning among relevant stakeholder groups.  

Research Procedures 

Because of the multifaceted nature of this study, a holistic approach was taken.  

Since the study is essentially a description of the Michigan Community of Practice as the 

phenomenon under investigation, the aim of the research is heuristic (Miles & Huberman, 

1994).  The community of practice was the independent variable and the study generated 

hypotheses related to the way a community of practice enables problem-specification 

across general education and special education environments.  The nature of the 

community of practice, and the complex problems the community works to address, 

required consideration of extraneous variables that might affect the study.  The researcher 

had limited control over the research context, but some parameters were set as part of the 

national IDEA Partnership request for proposals to which Michigan responded for 

technical assistance.  The explicit purpose of the IDEA Partnership technical assistance, 

including $10,000 in direct funding, was to enable state education agencies to establish a 

community of practice that  
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[g]rounds the commitment to cross-partner work in the state, including: (a) 

describing the SEA and/or Lead Agency intent to pursue shared work as a 

core strategy to achieving better implementation of IDEA; (b) committing 

to deep levels of cross-partner work; and (c) stakeholder support for deep 

levels of collaboration that are sustainable (Cashman, 2003, p. 1). 

Michigan state staff declared their intent to put these assertions into practice by 

responding to the request for proposals.  Thus, this study set out to describe the 

process of addressing persistent problems in the state by using a community of 

practice approach to coalesce stakeholders that assists with improving IDEA 

implementation.  

Site Selection 

The case study focused on the Michigan Community of Practice as a subset of the 

larger statewide technical assistance structure in Michigan.  Michigan is one of the 

original six states that formed the peer-to-peer network known as the national NCLB-

IDEA Collaboration Community of Practice.  In addition to joining the national 

community of practice, Michigan formed a state-based community of practice that 

replicates the national model by engaging stakeholders as a main learning function of the 

community.   

The Michigan Community of Practice was selected for this study by an expert 

panel.  In 2006, two outside consultants working with the IDEA Partnership came 

together for a meeting in with the staff and evaluator to review all the states working 

within the IDEA Partnership-sponsored communities of practice.  The meeting was held 

in Alexandria, VA at the office of the National Association of State Directors of Special 
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Education.  Of the 32 states involved at some level, five states were selected according to 

the criteria outlined for states with the potential to transform their systems.  The expert 

panel consisted of two former state directors, one consult with expertise on systems 

change, one community evaluator, and three community facilitators.  

The researcher received the approval of the Michigan State Director of Special 

Education and the Community of Practice coordinator in order to carry out a study that 

describes the core work of the state.  If approval was not granted within Michigan, the 

next state prioritized by the expert panel as using a community of practice strategy for 

transformational change would have been asked to participate.  A number of states were 

listed according to the potential for their community of practice efforts to improve 

individual and systems results.  Currently, there are 18 state teams affiliated with the 

NCLB-IDEA Collaboration Community: Colorado, Connecticut, Georgia, Hawaii, 

Illinois, Indiana, Kansas, Louisiana, Maine, Maryland, Michigan, Minnesota, New 

Hampshire, North Carolina, Pennsylvania, Vermont, Wisconsin, and Wyoming.   

Although there were other state communities of practice that could have served as 

the case for this research, the long history of Michigan’s engagement with the national 

IDEA Partnership, along with the rich data that has been accumulated as part of ongoing 

documents, materials, and tools from the national effort, positioned the Michigan 

Community of Practice as the priority case study. If it was necessary to choose another 

state, the expert panel members would have been asked to select the next state from the 

list of NCLB-IDEA Collaboration states.  
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Participants 

As established in earlier chapters, the engagement of a range of stakeholders is 

believed to enable problem-specification and articulation of actionable strategies for 

change.  Some characteristics of the study population needed to be described during data 

collection, such as the level of the system at which each person practices (e.g., state, 

district, local school, or community) and the person’s centrality to the core community of 

practice team (e.g., core planning team, broader CoP member, boundary spanner, 

intended audience).  These general characteristics are vital for depicting the level of 

engagement and interaction at different levels of the system to triangulate within case 

data. 

Data Collection 

This section gives a more detailed picture of the procedures for collecting data.  

The data was organized to describe the conditions of the community of practice that lead 

community members to bring to the surface the most salient issues they face in their 

practice.  Although there may be some disagreement among community members 

regarding the priority issues, or strategies for addressing them, the researcher was more 

concerned with examining the decision-making process of the community than the 

particular strategies chosen.  The community members made decisions about which 

actions were needed and how they planned to act together to realize the agreed-upon 

changes. The process and outcomes of these community action steps were documented 

and organized in this study. During the spring and summer of 2008 and a chronology of 

decisions and actions was compiled.  
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The logic model predictions undergirded the design and data collection methods 

of this study because key elements of the logic model help to bind the study and are 

critical in defining the focus.  Dunn (1994) notes that “classificational analysis”—

described as “logical division and classification of concepts”—is the accepted method of 

structuring the problem when clarifying concepts is the main aim.  Therefore, the logic 

model in figure 1.4 is used to demonstrate the overarching problem that state education 

agencies face: traditional technical assistance structures and processes have not proven 

sufficient to solve the ill-structured problems or build capacity across levels of the system 

for systems change (Lane & Garcia, 2005; Education Commission of the States, 2002).  

This means that state policy is not being translated into practice and applied in school 

buildings and classrooms to support student learning.  In this study, the systems change 

effort took place within the context of state-level education reform, particularly related to 

the intersection of NCLB and IDEA legislation and its practical applications to the 

teaching and learning process at the local level.    

In terms of the logic model in figure 1.4, the “activity” that was expected to help 

facilitate the change was the Michigan Community of Practice.  The activity, or 

community of practice, was thought to produce the “outputs” described earlier as issue 

specification and actionable strategies.  Issue specification is the process of sharing 

current knowledge and making decisions by engaging a range of stakeholders (Mason & 

Mitroff, 1981).  Actionable strategies are determined through shared learning and 

interaction among stakeholders within authentic education experiences.  Stakeholders 

include all those with the interest and authority to affect the desired system change.  
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Initially, the researcher sent an electronic mail message to the Michigan State 

Director of Special Education, Dr. Jacquelyn Thompson, and former Deputy Director 

Beth Steenwyck.  The message asked permission to work with the community of practice 

leaders, Dr. Frances Loose and Leisa Gallagher, to coordinate and carry out the case 

study research plan (see appendix C).  Data collection began with document analyses and 

continued with the expert panel review and purposeful interviews of community of 

practice members.   

Document Review 

Once permission was granted, a document analysis was used to trace 

interconnected activities and events using planning notes such as annotated meeting 

agendas, facilitated discussion notes from community activities, and progress reports.  

These are summarized in “Living Record” documents (IDEA Partnership, 2005).  A list 

of documents reviewed for content related to pertinent issues, decision actions of the 

community can be found in table 3.0. 

Table 3.0 

Documents Reviewed for Content Analysis 

 
Document Type 

 
Reviewed 

 
Relevant to 

Study 

 
Content Examples 

 
Michigan Directory,  
Michigan Department 
of Education (MDE) 
 
 
 
 
 
Focus on Results, 
MDE  

 
26 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
56 

 
18 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

44 

 
Map of Michigan 
Intermediate School Districts 

Initiatives and Mandated 
Activities 

Michigan Agencies, 
Associations, and 
Organizations 

Standards 

Adequate Yearly Progress  
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Document Type 

 
Reviewed 

 
Relevant to 

Study 

 
Examples 

   (continued)  

School Improvement 

Response to Intervention 
 
Leading Change, 
MDE 

 
11 

 
11 

 

Ensuring Excellent Educators 
Leadership 

High School Redesign II –  
Best Practices 

School Improvement 

Other Documents and 
Materials from MDE 
Website 

20 3 School-wide Positive 
Behavior Support (PBS) 
Implementation Guide 

State Events and 
Conferences, MDE 
Website 

 

26 3 Michigan Association of 
Middle School Educators 
Annual Conference  

 

IDEA Partnership 
Living Records on 
Communities of 
Practice and 
Proceedings 
Documents from 
Community Meetings 

31 7 NCLB/IDEA Timeline 

Title I-IDEA Collaboration 
Community Renewal 

Public Statement of 
Affirmations, Objectives, and 
Goals for Improving Results 
for At-Risk Students 1999 

Michigan Professional 
Development and Adult 
Learning 

Michigan IDEA 
Partnership Funding 
Reports 

4 4 Participant Attendance 
Tracker (17 Meetings) 

Conference Call Notes  

Meeting Agendas and Process 
Notes 

Title I, Title III, Special 
Education Dialogue Guide 
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The researcher reviewed more than 170 documents and used 90 of these to conduct a 

content analysis.  Through a more careful analysis of Living Records and proceedings 

documents from state community meetings, the researcher was able to form a chronology 

of decisions and actions undertaken by the community.  The document review data 

display included the subcategories of themes that surfaced from interaction among 

community members and described the actions they took together.  An excerpt of the 

results that became apparent through the content analysis can be found in the sample data 

display matrix in table 3.1. 

Table 3.1 

Sample Data Display Matrix   

Question 2:  How does the state enable a community of practice to form? 

Logic Model 
Outputs 

Community of Practice 

          Plans                              Decisions 

Theme from Data 
Analysis 

Shared vision and 
purpose 

Gather stakeholder 
input through CoP to 
address gaps and 
inequities;  

Combine 
knowledge/expertise 
and experience to 
enhance practices 
(MDE proposal) 

Align laws, PD vision 
and standards, 
National Staff 
Development Council 
Standards;  

Add to list of 
invitations (8/27 
meeting purpose) 

Learn with 
stakeholders;  

Brokering support 
among existing 
networks; 

Documenting shared 
support and alignment 
(Function of CoP); 

Build sense of shared 
belonging (Function 
of CoP) 

Issue specification Introduce state data;  

Invite guest with 
expertise on data and 
key state issues to 
stimulate discussions 
(8/31; 9/10; 9/21; 
9/23; 10/7; 10/29; 
11/23; 12/10 mtg.)  

Facilitate smaller 
group discussions;  

Form practice groups 
on emerging CoP 
issues (attendance 
tracker; and 11/10-
1/25 subgroup work  

Learn with 
stakeholders;  

Brokering support 
among existing 
networks (practice                     
groups report back to 
CoP) 
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Question 2:  How does the state enable a community of practice to form? 

Logic Model 
Outputs 

Community of Practice 

Plans                            Decisions 

Theme from Data 
Analysis 

Multiple perspectives Proposal to build a 
collaborative PD 
system;  

Input from 50 
members (MDE 
proposal); 

 Special Education 
Advisory Council;  

Continue to ask “who 
is not here” and add 
members (e.g. 100 
Black Men org.) 

 

Established 
commitments;  

Clarified a structure;  

Analyzed group 
representation and 
considered additions 
to core planning and 
implementation team 
(8/20 purpose of 
meeting);  

Core planning group 
set environment for 
inquiry 

Learn with 
stakeholders;  

Invite stakeholders in 
all planning from 
beginning 

Find intersections of 
work among 
stakeholders to build 
shared lessons, shared 
language (CoP 
Function) 

Use of current 
knowledge 

Explore national 
partner ideas for 
building community 
of practice;  

Invite guests from 
inside and outside 
CoP with expertise on 
issues;  

Develop/ prioritize 
strategies to engage as 
CoP 

Guests shouldn’t just 
speak and leave but 
should be part of 
discussion/ 
negotiation;  

The CoP participants 
add perspective and 
expertise;  

Everyone begins with 
a base understanding 
of the issue and state 
context (11/10 mtg.) 

Inviting stakeholders 
into the planning; 

Brokering support 
among existing 
networks 

Reducing overlap by 
complementing and 
aligning work (CoP 
Function) 

Shared decision-
making 

Invited stakeholders 
to series of phone 
calls and meetings  

Updated work to full 
community;  

Documented decisions 
/recommendations 
back to core planning 
team 

Inviting stakeholders 
into planning;  

Developing inclusive 
scope of work (CoP 
Function) 

Actionable strategies Develop CoP and 
practice group; 
Michigan Education 
Agency as fiscal 
agent;  

Data reviews to 
identify needs/discuss 
leverage points 

Practice group recom-
mendations and plans  

Dialogue Guide  
recommendations; 
Parent & Administrator 
workshop;  

Reach & Teach 
proposal 

Learning with 
stakeholders 

Documenting interest/ 
role of each member 
of CoP andspecific 
practice group in data 
base/attendance 
tracker (CoP Function)  
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Question 2:  How does the state enable a community of practice to form? 

Logic Model 
Outputs 

Community of Practice 

Plans                            Decisions 

Themes from Data 
Analysis 

Learning situated in 
practice 

High school 
standards;  

Technology 
integration;  

PD Vision and 
Standards;  

Resource mapping;  

Visit model sites 

8/31 (functions in 
practice); 11/10; 1/25; 
12/20 progress report 

Organize activities 
that optimize learning;  

Go to the various 
networks (e.g. confer-
ences, meetings) and 
engage them on their 
“turf” and work (1/25 
meeting report);  

See promising 
practices in context 
and develop into work 
plans (12/20 progress 
report and 1/25 
meeting report) 

Brokering support 
from existing 
networks; 

Importance of balance 
among domain, 
community and 
practice (CoP 
Elements) 

New knowledge based 
on interaction 

Build structure for 
interaction;  

Facilitated discussion;  

CoP with practice 
groups 

Changed name to 
encompass “adult 
learning” to include 
families in PD;  

Practice group plans / 
recommendations 

Leaders emerge from 
issue strands/ practice 
groups (CoP 
Function); 

Divide tasks/leader-
ship among members 
of CoP who volunteer 
(CoP Function); 

Develop inclusive 
scope of work (CoP 
Function) 

Changes within 
existing structures 
based on input 

Work with national 
partner organizations 
to identify/engage 
state affiliates;  

Fiscal leadership 
given to Michigan 
Education Agency 
partner;  

Reach out to 
Michigan Education 
Alliance network; 
Stress importance of  

Invited national 
partners to CoP 
meetings to validate 
importance of work 
and stimulate 
interest/enthusiasm 
from affiliates;  

Formed main Cop 
informed by deeper 
work of practice 
groups (two-way  

Inviting stakeholders 
into the planning;  

Brokering support 
among existing 
networks 

Dedicated facilitator 
(CoP Element) 

(continued) 
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Question 2:  How does the state enable a community of practice to form? 

Logic Model Outputs Community of Practice 

Plans                            Decisions 

Themes from Data 
Analysis 

 facilitation to keep 
connected to growing 
number of 
stakeholders and 
practice groups 

learning structure); 
Decision to involve 
both the usual rep. to 
state work and the 
person recommended 
by national partner; 
Assign specific person 
to facilitate small 
group dialogue and 
interaction as well as 
practice groups 

State infrastructure for 
cooperation and 
communication (CoP 
Function) 

  
The chronology of community activities that unfolded through the content analysis was 

used to complement the semi-structured interview protocol.  Because the researcher was 

familiar with the series of plans and community decisions, it was easier to build on the 

interview responses and make appropriate prompts as needed to gain more depth in the 

inquiry. 

Expert Panel Review 

Five members of an expert panel reviewed the elements of the document analysis 

to assess the quality of the research.  The panel members are researchers and practitioners 

with expertise in the content, including the role of the state educational agency, elements 

of communities of practice, technical assistance approaches, and evaluation research 

related to communities of practice used as an approach to state technical assistance.  

Once the initial chronology of events related to the change were extrapolated from the 

data and documented, the logic model and analysis were sent to two panel members with 

expertise in systems change.  The systems change researcher and evaluator reviewed the 

document in comparison to the logic model and checked for consistency.  Two additional 
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experts, who had facilitated state communities of practice, looked for continuity and 

discontinuity of the document analysis in relation to their experience with state systems 

change using a community of practice approach. These two reviewers had extensive 

experience in statewide systems change efforts using communities of practice as a 

learning structure, one as a former state director of special education and manager of the 

statewide systems of care grant, and the other as director of a state-wide technical 

assistance network serving local education agencies on behalf of the state.  One panelist 

recommended adding a question about intentional communication mechanisms that were 

used as part of the interview protocol and another had a question about the involvement 

of families.  The researcher complied with the suggestions made by the expert reviewers.  

The panel determined that the document review was of merit and could be accepted with 

faith (Langfeldt, 2002).  The panel also validated the interview protocol for content and 

reliability.  More specifically, the experts determined if the order and structure of the 

interview protocol was likely to elicit the descriptive information needed to answer the 

research questions posed.  

There were substantive recommendations from three of the four reviewers and all 

the input was incorporated into a revised interview protocol.  For example, one expert 

panel reviewer asked about a theory of change associated with community of practice 

research.  To address this gap, a question was added to the semistructured interviews with 

Drs. Cashman and Wenger.  Another suggested adding questions about information 

“feedback loops,” which were implied but not addressed directly in the instrument.  A 

question was added to specifically address whether there was a mechanism for local 

learning to feed back to the state.  The semistructured interview protocol was 



 

 

121

 

administered to Michigan Community of Practice members.  The instrument is described 

in the next section.  

Interviews 

The conveners of the Michigan Community of Practice were mainly state 

educational agency staff, but the interviews encompassed all levels of the education 

system (e.g., state, district, local).  The interviews began with the state leaders and 

participants were recommended by others through the purposeful interview sampling 

technique.  Most of these interviews took place by phone.  Two in-person interviews 

were arranged during one of the frequent national education meetings held in the 

Washington, D.C., area, so these were more direct. 

In summer 2009, the researcher contacted Dr. Joanne Cashman and Dr. Etienne 

Wenger to set interview dates and times to discuss the use of communities of practice as a 

technical assistance strategy for solving complex problems.  Drs. Cashman and Wenger 

were interviewed about the ways that communities of practice are convened, grown, and 

sustained in order to add value to an organization.  

Both Dr. Cashman and Dr. Wenger agreed to participate in this study as elite 

interview informants, and the researcher worked with the George Washington University 

Office of Human Research guidelines to formalize all interview participation after the 

proposal had been accepted.  The elite interviews took place at the researcher’s office, 

one in person and one by phone.  Most of the key informant interviews were conducted 

in-person via telephone from the researcher’s office at the National Association of State 

Directors of Special Education to take advantage of available conference call 

transcription tools. However, the researcher interviewed two state education officials in-
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person at local hotels in Washington, D.C., where they were attending national meetings.  

All data analysis was completed in Alexandria, Virginia, and at The George Washington 

University campus in Washington, D.C.  Although the researcher agreed to keep the 

names of key informants anonymous and confidential, table 3.2 includes the stakeholder 

roles represented and the identification tag used for coding each key informant interview.  

Table 3.2 

Key Informant Information Used for Organizing and Coding Interview Data 

Stakeholder Role Data Tag 

Policymaker – Community Coordinator P1 

Policymaker – State Leadership Team Leader P2 

Policymaker – Special Education Leader P3 

Policymaker – State Board Member P4 

Policymaker – Special Education Team Member P5 

Policymaker – School Improvement Leader P6 

State Association Leader - Teachers SA-T1 

State Association Leader – Administrators SA-A1 

School Administrator – Secondary Principal A1 

School Administrator – Secondary Principal A2 

School Administrator – Secondary Principal A3 

School Administrator – Middle School Principal A4 

Teacher – Science (General Education) T1 

Teacher – English (General Education) T2 

Teacher – Math (Special Education Teacher & Math Department Chair) T3 

Teacher – Language Arts (Facilitator &School Improvement Chair) T4 

School Counselor R1 

School Social Worker R2 

School Social Worker R3 
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Following each interview, the researcher immediately made notes that were pertinent to 

the study.  When the interview transcriptions arrived within one or two days of the 

interview, the researcher analyzed and coded the data, adding memos to the data coding 

sheets to refer during future analysis.  

Members of the Michigan IDEA Partnership completed a document describing 

the elements, functions, and processes of the community of practice that was formed to 

represent stakeholders from across the state.  This document helped inform the elite 

interview protocol and data collection.  The interview protocol was reviewed by an expert 

panel and can be found in Attachment C.  The elite interview data was used to enhance 

the data display tool found in Attachment D.  The data display tool outlines the elements 

of community of practice in relation to system change theory in education.  It was critical 

that the tool be both clear and comprehensive because the interview data was used to 

describe the elements of the Michigan Community of Practice that facilitate the 

articulation of problems and a clear set of actions to alleviate them. 

In the summer of 2009, the researcher continued to conduct purposeful interviews 

by phone or in person.  State educational agency staff worked with the researcher to 

determine which Michigan Community of Practice members were best suited to 

participate as key informants in the purposeful interviews.  The researcher then sent an 

electronic message to each potential interview respondent regarding their participation 

and coordinated a date and time for the phone or in-person interview.  There was nobody 

who refused to participate but one call had to be rescheduled and one respondent was 

busy traveling so she asked to be interviewed a week later.  Follow-up questions were not 

needed to answer the research questions under investigation.  However, it would be 
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helpful to retrieve more in-depth information as part of the recommendations presented in 

Chapter 5.  All data collection was finalized in fall of 2009.  

Since the research on complex social problems tells us that our understanding of 

the problem evolves the more we learn about it (Conklin, 2005), both the researcher and 

the interview respondents were expected to be affected by the data collection and analysis 

process.  As the researcher discovered new insights and new linkages throughout the 

investigation, new avenues for research and additional research questions emerged about 

the ways in which communities of practice contribute.  These were systematically 

recorded, refined, and translated into recommendations for future investigations, and are 

captured in Chapter 5. 

Data Management 

Document analysis data was organized in display tables according to the research 

questions.  The document files were saved to an external drive and also backed up on the 

computer server at the National Association of State Directors of Special Education 

(NASDSE).   The files that contain the results and data display tables were safeguarded 

each evening as part of general office procedure at NASDSE and the information will be 

destroyed once the dissertation approval process is completed.   

In-person interviews were recorded with audio recorders and phone interviews 

were transcribed on operator-assisted conference calls with participant approval.  Each 

audio tape and file was labeled with the interviewee role, the date of the interview, and 

the question numbers that were covered during the interview.  All information was 

converted to text through transcription and printed out on paper.  The data was coded by 

highlighting the text according to the a priori categories of the logic model.  A different 
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color was chosen to highlight each category and then the color-coded categories were 

grouped in a separate document to review the data again once it was grouped.  An 

example can be found in appendix F.  The complete data was archived for regular 

retrieval until the data collection phase of the study was completed in October 2009.  

Then, the data was entered into the predesigned data display and analyzed for a third 

time, more thoroughly, once all the data had been collected.   

Data Analysis Methods  

The study was pragmatic in the sense that it identified what happened through the 

perceptions of those who participated in the community of practice and the change 

process in Michigan.  A phenomenological approach to data analysis was used with 

multiple reading and rereading of the data.  By gaining a practical understanding and 

capturing the “essence” of the community of practice, the researcher can use the study 

findings to inform technical assistance support to states when undertaking systems 

change efforts.  A case study design was used to investigate how the community enabled 

problem-specification and actionable strategies across general and special education.  

These methods adhered to the underlying theoretical assumptions of the study which state 

that (a) complex problems evolve as the learner further defines and specifies the problem, 

(b) multiple stakeholders are needed to solve problems and increase capacity to deal with 

them, and (c) communities of practice provide an infrastructure for addressing complex 

problems.  

The design of the study drove the research procedures, data collection methods, 

and procedures.  The research design focused on the changes that can occur within the 

education system when a community of practice strategy is employed.  Data were 
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collected to describe the way the community of practice formed to analyze and solve 

education problems in Michigan.  This section describes the way the data were analyzed 

to form the conclusions of the study. 

An overview of the research design can be found in figure 3.0.  The case study 

uses a combination of document analyses and semistructured interviews.  There were two 

different types of interviews used, elite interviews (Patton & Sawicki, 1993) and 

purposive interviews with community of practice members representing a variety of 

roles.  Key information was extrapolated from the document analysis to develop the 

interview protocols for purposeful and elite interviews (see appendix E).  The expert 

panel reviewed the protocols and instruments for soundness. 

The purposeful interviews with key informants in the Michigan Community of 

Practice members began with the coordinators.  The state staff person who initiated the 

community of practice work, and the state staffer who now oversees the progress of the 

community, were interviewed.  All of the potential interviewees were reached via 

electronic mail to arrange a time and date for their interviews.  During the telephone 

interview, the researcher used probes to elicit additional details or encourage the 

interview respondent to elaborate and clarify points within the discourse (Patton, 1990).  

An interview protocol was developed from the document analysis data and reviewed by 

the expert panel (see appendix E).   

The researcher asked for recommendations from each interviewee to follow a 

chain of knowledgeable sources that can identify information-rich subjects (Miles & 

Huberman, 1994).  The interview was recorded and transcribed to capture the exchange.  

Each interview transcription was proofread for accuracy immediately following the 
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telephone call.  When interview data were collected from two people representing each of 

the critical IDEA Partnership roles (i.e., administrator, family, policymaker, and 

practitioner) or recommendations cycled back to the same people, the researcher 

considered the sample to be sufficient.  A list of the roles represented in the interviews 

can be found in figure 3.2 and a more detailed description of each data collection design 

follows.  

The study relied on qualitative analysis of themes emerging from field notes.  The 

field notes were gathered from the document analyses and interviews on conditions of the 

community of practice that enabled problem-specification and actionable strategies for 

change.  The data were displayed according to the elements of communities of practice 

within a systems change dimension, as detailed in Chapter 2.     

Document Review 

This stage of the research describes how community of practice members 

approached the integration of NCLB and IDEA and formulated a strategic approach to 

achieve the desired change.  The document analysis and interview data complemented 

one another by offering deeper exploration of the phenomena under study.  Together, 

they allowed the researcher to examine the structure and function of the Michigan 

Community of Practice.  

A review of documents that were attributed to, or associated with, the Michigan 

Community of Practice was used to verify it as a community of practice.  The content 

analysis for these documents adheres to an a priori coding technique (Weber, 1990) 

because the categories were determined from the research questions as outlined in the 

study design plausibility matrix.  To show why a state would use communities of practice 
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to address complex problems, the study design outlined the question, required elements, 

source, method, and analysis.  For example, a memorandum written by the U.S. 

Department of Education’s Office of Special Education Programs Director, Dr. Stephanie 

Lee (2003), described a community of practice as a promising technical assistance 

strategy and the Michigan community leaders outlined the elements, functions, and 

processes of their state community of practice.  

Adhering to the research on communities of practice, the study design involved 

data collection through a range of publicly available documents developed by the state 

educational agency and community, including the national NCLB-IDEA Collaboration 

Community, and Michigan state–based community of practice.  Document analysis of 

protocols, processes, and outcomes were used to create a chronological analysis of the 

change process in Michigan.  Specifically, the articulated actions reported by community 

members were organized to demonstrate the results achieved in the state of Michigan 

using a community of practice strategy.       

A review of the source documents from the NCLB-IDEA Collaboration 

Community was expected to unveil patterns that were consistent with other communities 

of practice described in the literature.  For example, the IDEA Partnership compiled 

Living Records of the major activities of each community of practice.  The Living 

Records were written by a contractor who is knowledgeable about all aspects of 

education policy, as well as systems change theory and the state contexts in which 

systems change is carried out.  The proceedings documents from cross-state meetings, 

and the summary of responses from a dialogue tool used for cross-stakeholder 

engagement in planning activities, were used to verify and cross-check information.  
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The documents were examined as a way to tell the story of who was involved in 

the Michigan IDEA Partnership and other Michigan Communities.  The researcher 

recorded who was involved and detailed how the participants described the process and 

resources that were used, looking for the different and common patterns that emerged.  

The guiding questions for the document analysis follow. 

1) What reasons does the state give for forming communities of practice to solve 

persistent problems?  

a) How do state general and special education policymakers describe the policy 

problem arising from state efforts to better serve students with disabilities? 

b) What does the state hope to accomplish by convening communities of practice? 

c) What reasons does the state give for involving a range of stakeholders in 

communities of practice to solve persistent problems? 

2) How does the state enable communities of practice to form? 

a) What stakeholders are involved in the community? 

b) How do they describe the main issues of the community? 

c) How do they describe the elements, functions, and processes that are used? 

3) How does the state enable problem-specification across general and special education 

environments? 

a) How do states structure the problem of NCLB-IDEA policy integration? 

b) What policy claims are made by the various stakeholder groups? 

c) How do they describe their practice in the context of NCLB-IDEA 

implementation? 

4) How does the community of practice support the articulation of actionable strategies? 
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a) How did the community of practice approach integration of NCLB and IDEA? 

b) What was the strategic approach the community of practice took to integrate 

NCLB and IDEA to achieve the desired change? 

c) How did community of practice members choose specific technical assistance 

strategies—or one strategy over another—to solve persistent problems?  

5) How is special education policy informed about barriers and facilitators to systems 

change in relation to implementation of NCLB and IDEA for students with 

disabilities when applying the community of practice strategy? 

a) What policy-to-practice claims are made by the various stakeholder groups?  

b) How do they describe their relationships with other members? 

c) How do they describe their practice? 

6) How is special education policy informed of service delivery for students with 

disabilities through a community of practice approach? 

a) How is special education policy informed of service delivery for students with 

disabilities through the use of communities of practice?  

b) How are policy choices expected to bring about change? 

c) What are the potential implications of state policy choices for students with 

disabilities? 

The accuracy of the interpretations relied on substantial reading and rereading of 

document analysis and interview response data to find a clear path through the 

complexity.  The data were assigned to a priori themes and categories to clearly denote 

the different examples summarized in data display tables.  The document analysis was 

completed within Alexandria, Virginia, where the researcher both lives and works.  The 
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design and plausibility matrix (see figure 3.0 ) outlines the questions that guided the 

analysis, as well as the sources and methods that were used for the analysis.  All of the 

documents could be accessed through electronic files and examined using the matrix as a 

guide. 

In summary, the document analysis and interview data were distilled to note the 

process community members used when they decided to act on specific issues of NCLB-

IDEA integration.  By collecting data on the way the community of practice was used to 

identify problems and provide technical assistance, the document analysis helped to relate 

the compelling story of the study. 

Interview Procedures 

Qualitative data were collected on the ways in which communities of practice 

were formed in Michigan to implement policy, and the study describes functions of a 

community of practice that are used to address complex education problems.  The elite 

informants verified the Michigan IDEA Partnership as a community of practice and 

helped illuminate the recurring patterns of change by describing the Michigan 

Community in relation to other communities, as well as by other technical assistance 

strategies.  Since current technical assistance delivery is not clearly defined and 

evaluation of improvement results is limited (Helfer, 2008), it is helpful to understand 

how communities of practice can cooperate with traditional technical assistance 

approaches and surpass typical results.  

 The interviews served two functions.  First, the interview response data was used 

to verify the accuracy and quality of the document analysis data.  Second, the purposeful 

interviews provided the opportunity to pinpoint the conditions that enabled learning 
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across roles and levels, by building on the document analysis findings and asking more 

targeted questions during the interview process.  This allowed the researcher to delve into 

“how” the community enabled shared learning and described the movement to actionable 

strategies.  This is important because it is not possible to study a particular case outside of 

the social and physical context in which it takes place (Miles & Huberman, 1994).  The 

procedure of reading and re-reading the rich interview data allowed the researcher to 

present the picture as described by the array of stakeholders rather than the sole 

perspective of one person.    

Purposeful interviews.  Purposeful interviews of key informants were conducted 

with the Michigan IDEA Partnership coordinators and other key members of the core 

planning group.  The roles were chosen because of their day-to-day involvement with the 

convening and facilitating functions of the community of practice. Additionally, a state 

board member, a local principal, and a teacher representative were interviewed because 

each “acted as a broker across boundaries” (Wenger, 2005, p. 26) of roles or levels of the 

learning system.  These semistructured, key informant interviews are necessary because 

the researcher ascertained that they are the most appropriate for obtaining the five types 

of information needed for policy analyses as discussed by Pattan and Sawicki: “(a) 

historical data, (b) basic facts, (c) political information, (d) forecasts and projections, and 

(e) additional contacts and materials” (1993, p. 99).  The interview participants were 

asked to recommend others with knowledge of the Michigan IDEA Partnership 

Community of Practice who might lend insight into the conditions of the community of 

practice functions that led to changes in policies or practices that led to improved 

education service delivery.   
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The data were first extrapolated in response to the research questions and then 

coded in a particular color.  The colors corresponded to the linked elements of the logic 

model.  For example, orange was used to represent data describing the way the 

community of practice formed and was structured.  Other colors and the coding used to 

highlight the relationship to the logic model include: yellow = roles; red = resources; 

green = activity; purple = outputs; pink = outcomes; and blue = impact.  The outcomes in 

the logic model corresponded to Parson’s continuum of systems change framework.  The 

systems change framework was used as the a priori coding technique to organize the 

results of the study.  Thus, the data coded in pink and blue were the basis for much of 

chapters 4 and 5.  An example of how the data was coded follows. 

 On the team, we meet every Tuesday.  I usually try to come up with an 

agenda just to kind of have a starting point and get us on task.  And I think 

one of the specific examples as far as collaboration is it’s been a real give and 

take and we’ve had one teacher who was really hooked on summative 

assessment… ‘I'm teaching this lesson and I'm finding out how these kids are 

doing and if they can’t do it then I don’t know what the problem is and I 

don’t know how more specific I can get, I give them outlines, I give them 

generals’… and we just kept for two years, trying to explain to her the 

difference between a struggling learner and a kid that just comes in the 

classroom prepared and ready to learn and how that doesn’t work for them.  

I’ve had actual groups for some of her class papers because the kids were 

having such a hard time.  And overtime, through hearing her and then 

modeling the collaborative work, she… it’s just been amazing to watch her 
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come around and she does alternate assignments for kids, she has really done 

a 180 to the point where she’s even talked about it in staff meetings and 

we’re just thrilled because she’s going to kind of be able to move the other 

staff in that direction, because she, herself, evolved to that point and we even 

talk about the evolution, she’s even aware of where she was in the beginning 

and where she is now.  And I think that’s through listening to her, hearing 

her, sharing ideas, reflecting back on how she was feeling and thinking about 

things and then presenting new ideas for her.   

The previous example was from an interview with one of the community facilitators.  

The data below was taken from a teacher interview and the coding example follows. 

Well, we kind of look at all the data, everybody has kind of a different 

perception of that student, so we all talk about that.  There’s one person that 

does a particularly good job of reframing and bringing us back to look at it a 

little differently and that’s helpful, that team setting and we’re all kind of 

burnt out on a kid that’s just… We have struggling learners and then we 

have non-learners, kids who have just learned how not to learn and are really 

good at it.  In fact, one of them just came in today and asked if he could see 

his web grade and he went from doing all zero’s to all these A’s in his 

assignments.  And I said to him what happened and he’s like; well I don’t 

know… he just kind of shook his shoulders and smiled… But, things are 

starting to happen, it’s really late in the year.  But, I think it’s just reframing 

and supporting each other when we come up against those kids we kind of 

want to give up on, that somebody else on the team is not ready to give up on 
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them… And then another time when I feel like I'm the only cheerleader for 

these kids and I'm burnt out, I'm always surprised because one of the team 

members will always say something to you that makes me look a different 

way.  So, we support each other in that way, we don’t ever let it get to the 

point where we’re all feeling like the kid is going to be a failure.   

Once the data were coded, they were sorted according to the research questions they were 

intended to answer.  Table 3.3 shows how the data was grouped to answer question two,   

Table 3.3 

Data Analysis Display Sorting Interview Data by Research Question 

Question 2:  How does the state enable a community of practice to form? 

Interview Data Data 
Tag 

We began by having the Title I come up, it came up frequently in terms of 
issues, both in terms of, you know, what they were allowed to do and could 
do and needed to do and it was felt very much that there was not as much 
coordination as there needed to be.....and then the next year I, intermediate 
school districts were used and intermediate school districts in Michigan are 
literally in between the state and the individual districts, and they provide 
services sometimes themselves and sometimes they just coordinate you 
know, and help the districts that way. 

P5 

It would’ve been nice to pull in some sixth and eighth grade teachers in our 
building.   T1 

I think we’re all equal.   A2 

It depends on what action is being taken.  People will volunteer to take on a 
role.   R3 

So, it’s just kind of a voluntary thing that people just step up and take on a 
role when an issue comes up.   T4 

We went through and looked at and balanced new people with those who 
could facilitate in small groups so it was appearing as I look at it with my 
seating chart you know, we had them, when we were doing the mixed group 
we wanted to have them have experience with lots of different folks so we 
wanted to have like there were groups who, A through H you wanted to 
have a mix of those. 

P2 



 

 

136

 

I understood the general concept, I wanted it, I was excited about it, but you 
learn as you go and that’s true of many things.   

T3 

We meet on an as needed basis.   T2 

A lot of the team members wear a lot of different hats like I said, most of the 
team members… We have all the department heads on the team and we’re 
busy dealing with our teams and then we have the regular staff meetings 
and things like that, so…  

T1 

So, as a team, it’s been difficult to try to get everybody on the same page 
and understand that we need to be positive and we need to be cheerleaders 
about the things that we’re initiating.  And if we’re not on board, then why 
aren’t we on board and why aren’t we talking about it at meetings?   

R2 

I really focus on my ability to maintain individual relationships, but also a 
collective culture is important as well.  ,,, I spend a lot of time just asking 
questions of them; like ok what might we have done a little differently; if 
given the chance, how would you react the next time this comes up.  What 
are two or three positive things that we can take away from what so and so 
had to say about this.  So, asking a lot of leading open-ended questions to get 
them to maybe process it a little bit differently and perhaps see it from a 
broader perspective.   

R2 

We’re real comfortable with each other and we’ve been going down to these 
trainings and staying in hotel rooms together and so, every Reach and 
Teach training that I go to as a facilitator, we spend the beginning on norms 
of collaboration.   

T2 

And to make sure that you know, that, and that way doing it that way 
people did get divided up if you will, into groups I’m looking and we have 
them kind of by role to have cross, cross role or across the different levels of 
the system maybe or… 

P5 

If something doesn’t come back in a timely fashion, I put out the request 
saying again; is this done, can you get back with me? 

T3 

Right. In, well and the way this was the groups that I read to you earlier 
those study groups were the basis of this, that you wanted someone from the 
parent group but you didn’t want all parents, you wanted parents and you 
wanted a tech that people from the tech group and you wanted the disability 
group represented and you wanted the standards represented, you know, so 
we just made sure that, or as much as possible that each group had 
representation from each of the different groups. 

P2 

I think that’s true. I think some of them did work in work groups, did do 
you know, other things I mean they had other jobs obviously and so these 
were working together and then coming back together and sharing and the 
ultimate outcome was the reaching and teaching, struggling learners model 
which originally called reach and teach. 

P2 

We’ve been trying to implement a small learning community for the ninth T3 
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graders for students that are at-risk.  We’re trying to select a core group of 
kids and then we’ve been just trying to strengthen that as far as the team 
goes and getting it more of a small learning community where this is the 
second year that we’ve been doing the small learning community and it 
looks a little bit differently and then again, with layoffs and things like that, 
the make-up of that team has even changed because of the layoffs… We’re 
not even consistent in that, so we’re just trying to get that to go 
The other piece is that PLC work can’t be part of the evaluative process.   A3 

In fact, one of our PLC’s strictly collects data A3 

I know that they want to work on pulling together some quadrant D lessons.  
So, I think for them to start presenting that to the staff.  And I know one of 
the goals we have with that is to… that we’ve talked about… again, these 
are just kind of out there, just formational ideas.  But, to maybe have a 
contest or just even to get access to the broader base of… because once you 
present one of them to the… get one into the system, then we would have 
access to a wide range of lesson plans.   

T4 

I just feel like I need more in the how to deal with difficult people area.  Just 
personally, I need more in how to sell the idea.  I mean, it really sells itself 
but in a kind of a situation like ours, I guess I need more help in that area.   

R3 

And I feel like the professional development I’ve received for this, has been 
a lot more worthwhile than the professional development I’ve received for 
the school improvement, because I’ve been doing both at the same time.  
And I think it’s helped me in leading a group and I think it’s helped me to 
balance being that kind of dual personality in the school…. That would be 
wonderful if everyone in our building had that professional development 
training.  
 

T1 

We have about twenty staff members.  We only have five on the team.  We have 
a couple other teachers who are helping that aren’t technically on the Reaching 
and Teaching group.  But they’re still helping us in the classroom with cohort 
information.  They don’t have as much responsibility. 

A2 

One of the things we did this year, that was different from last year that I 
think was very helpful is that the team began to introduce new ideas, new 
thoughts, rather than the administrator and I think that was a huge positive 
for other teachers to hear things that they weren’t real comfortable with, to 
come from the leadership team within our building rather than the 
administrator.  It felt a little less directed and more shared 

T5 

And as we identify more members to include in our school improvement 
team, I think it will be just a matter of me saying in a staff meeting, because 
I’ll have enough key players on board and really as a building leader you 
have to look at the two more important words in your career will be critical 
mass 

A1 

I think the information that we got through ICLE has been helpful too, the rigor A4 
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and relevance framework.  It’s the International Center for Leadership in 
Education.  Reach to Teach used part of the grant money for our schools to be 
members and have access to the information.  They do the model school’s 
conference.  So we went to the conference and learned a great deal about how 
other schools are becoming successful 

The only thing that I would be able to say is that we’ve tried to take as much out 
of it as we can.  We kind of have approached everything that we’ve learned in 
that respect.  And since we’re also the school improvement team, we’ve taken a 
lot of what we’ve learned and that’s helped to drive our school improvement 
goals.  That’s developed us professionally as well to help us work on our school 
improvement team together and use that information in more than one setting. 
 
Some of the facilitator training with the collaborative inquiry and the 
relationship building has been helpful.   

T1 

A learning community, to me, is a group of colleagues wanting to improve 
student learning in their classroom, building, and grade level.  Learning 
communities can look different.  For example, I would consider Reaching and 
Teaching to be a learning community.  But each of us is part of another learning 
community in our disciplines.  The science is a learning community.  Language 
arts is a learning community.  And then I would take a step further and say 
within our building, the seventh grade is a learning community. 
 

R2 

So instead of going into professional learning communities we tend to get 
into departments 

T2 

Collaborative, everybody has got equal say; ideas are presented openly and 
accepted.  That people learn from one another, develop skills… Like, in 
particular, within our school setting, you’ve got departments and so I know 
that like one of the things that’s most very effective is like in our math 
department, when there’s a new teacher that’s hired in, what they did last 
year was they prepared the lesson plans for those teachers for the year.  
And to support them; to support them because they know that a first year 
teaching is so difficult.   

T2 

I think it’s pretty simple.  Some clichés… Ten heads are better than one.  
Teaching is a very isolated practice and it has been for many years and we 
used to joke all the time, we’re not independent contractors that share a 
common parking lot, we truly have a singular purpose and breaking 
down… that’s a huge paradigm shift for people.   

T6 

Personal experience would be… engaged, concerned, wanting to know 
what’s not working, what is working… Interested in seeing results in the 
data.  I think it’s a small group of staff that meet together and try to better 
educate themselves and provide ways that they can become better teachers. 
I think my definition of a professional learning community is a group of 
educators that has the same goal in mind and is going to work together to 
achieve that goal.  So, it’s not necessarily according to subject area… it’s 

T4 
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not necessarily according to grade level.  And I feel like our core team is a 
learning community and I feel like I want to expand that to our staff and 
that’s the struggle. 

With a purpose, if we’re talking about assessment, if we’re talking about 
sharing practice, if we’re doing those kinds of things, if we’re talking about 
ordering books, no.  If we’re talking about materials we need, no.  So with 
an educational purpose as far as an outcome base kind of thing, that would 
be a professional learning community, as we do when we do our team.  We 
have specific target goals that we want to go after.   

T5 

We’ve got the building leadership team and that’s across curriculum.  Our 
administrator for the RTSL is… he sees RTSL as becoming BLT. 

R2 

I would say the learning communities would consist of the department, 
English, social studies, science, math and then there would be the small 
learning community that we have for the ninth graders.  So, they would 
meet with both the department and the learning community as well.   
 
Every year we have to do professional goals.  And last year, he, the old principal, 
really was interested in us having professional learning communities.  He talked 
to us about what they were.  For instance, I worked with the math teacher.  And I 
know that a couple teachers worked on discipline.  And I know that some of the 
other teachers were interdisciplinary.  I’m not sure what all of their projects 
were.  They were pockets.  They weren’t things that we came together for and 
discussed as a whole.  And then when we started this year, we were looking 
more towards having our goals have more to do with assessment.   

R3 

 
Key informant interviews.  Key informant interview data were used along with 

document analysis to describe the stated purpose for using a community of practice 

approach to specify problems across general and special education in Michigan.  In order 

to uncover how the community of practice members formally illustrated the problem with 

alignment of service delivery across education systems, the research design used 

document analyses of team protocols, processes, and outcomes to determine (a) how the 

Michigan Community of Practice members proceeded toward the goal of policy 

coherence, and (b) how the community of practice supported the steps identified by 

community members.  Thus, the main emphasis of data collection with key informants 

relates to how the community of practice operates as a unique form of technical 

assistance.  The logic model (see table 1.2) outlined the role of the community of practice 
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within a systems change effort and was used as a content analysis tool to interpret 

interview data.  An example can be found in the data coding section.   

Elite informant interviews.  This study focuses on the relationship between the 

state technical assistance and communities of practice.  The main problem of putting 

policy into practice is that current technical assistance is not sufficient to solve complex 

problems.  The data collected from elite interviews helped to unpack the logic of the 

study by answering the fundamental question of whether communities of practice offer a 

promising approach to technical assistance. The answer to this question was necessary 

because technical assistance is the federal government to bridge policy and practice.  If 

the community of practice approach is not a viable technical assistance strategy to help 

states enable local education agencies to meet academic achievement goals, it would not 

have been useful to pursue more in-depth data collection efforts into how the community 

of practice functions.  

The research design included two elite informant interviews, one with the 

researcher who first described the term “communities of practice” and the other with a 

federally-funded project director who is considered an expert on the application of a 

community of practice approach within and across states.  Because of their specialized 

knowledge of IDEA Partnership initiatives, community of practice theory, and the use of 

communities of practice to enable learning across roles and levels of the education 

system, Etienne Wenger and Joanne Cashman were interviewed as elite informants.  

Patton and Sawicki describe the practicality of using elite interviews in situations when 

“nonstandardized information is collected by the analyst from selected, key individuals 

who have specialized knowledge of an event or process” (1993, p. 97).  
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Dr. Wenger’s extensive research on all aspects of communities of practice makes 

it possible for him to quickly identify the elements and validate the Michigan IDEA 

Partnership as a community of practice.  Dr. Cashman established the national NCLB-

IDEA Collaboration Community of Practice and is a nationally recognized authority on 

both the content and structure of communities of practice.  Both Wenger and Cashman 

have studied the use of communities of practice to enable learning across roles and levels 

of the system.  Data derived from interviews with Drs. Wenger and Cashman contribute 

to our understanding of the policy-to-practice gap and how communities of practice 

might alleviate this problem.   

The data were likely to elicit some predictable patterns from the theory and its 

application, and this allowed the researcher to organize the subsequent purposive 

interview data collection in a more effective way.  The elite interview data provided a 

useful picture of where communities of practice fit into larger systems change efforts.  In 

addition to the elite interviews, the research design also includes document analyses of 

federal investments in communities of practice as a technical assistance approach to 

solving complex problems, which helps build a broad understanding of communities of 

practice as a technical assistance strategy for change.    

Instruments and Tools 

Consistent with qualitative research procedures, the study is informed by the rich 

interview data.  A protocol was developed from the design and plausibility matrix in 

order to organize the themes that emerge from the document analysis.  This information 

was used to create categories and questions for the semistructured protocol, ensuring 

appropriate probing cues and other techniques while interviewing community members.  
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In addition to providing general oversight, an expert panel was asked to examine 

all tools and protocols for content validity.  The panel reviewed the introductory message 

and questions to be sure the instrument followed a clear and logical format.  The results 

of the document review were used to further refine the instruments, as noted in a previous 

section.  Triangulation of document analysis, expert panel reviews, and interview data 

was used to establish the validity of this qualitative study (Guion, 2002), and is described 

in more detail below. 

Controlling for Bias 

In qualitative research, multiple realities are acknowledged. The researcher 

attempted to adequately represent these various viewpoints in a credible way by 

collecting data according to different methods and by using a variety of sources and 

questions (DelSiegle, 2007).  When the data are compared across divergent methods and 

demonstrate similar “constructions of reality” (DelSiegle, 2007, p. 2), the findings are 

considered more trustworthy.  Thus, the validity of qualitative research is derived from 

the credibility, or trustworthiness, of the inquiry.   

The researcher’s connection to the IDEA Partnership and Michigan Community 

of Practice also needed to be considered in relation to potential bias and ethics 

precautions.   The qualitative researcher has been referred to as the “human instrument” 

(Creswell, 1994, p. 145) mediating data during the collection process.  There is no doubt that 

the researcher supports, and is actively engaged in using, a community of practice strategy 

for assisting state efforts for systems change.  The choice of a descriptive study, rather than a 

causal study design, was a conscious decision on the part of the researcher.  A descriptive 

study was thought to contribute to a better understanding of communities of practice without 

making a claim that it is better than any other type of technical assistance.  In fact, the 
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researcher claims that a community of practice approach is just one more strategic tool in the 

repertoire of a technical assistance provider.   The study did not seek a judgment on a better 

or best approach to technical assistance.  Instead, the goal was to describe a state effort in 

detail to help gain insight into why state officials decided to form a community of practice 

and learn more about the way the community functioned as a technical assistance strategy for 

systems change.   

The fact that the researcher has worked with community members, even indirectly, 

could be viewed as a detriment to the study.  On the other hand, it could be argued that the 

researcher’s familiarity with the topics, discussions, member interactions, events, work 

scope, and activities actually facilitated data collection. The researcher had a sense of where 

to find documents for analysis, could navigate official approvals more efficiently and could 

conduct interviews more effectively since there was less need to interrupt participants clarify 

simple logistical points or references.  Of course, there is a worry that the more familiar 

relationship of researcher and respondent could cause interview participants to reply in a 

more positive manner in an effort to please the researcher.  Since we all bring our own 

perceptions of truth and reality in the retelling of events, there is no way to completely 

guarantee that the interviewee, or interviewer for that matter, could remain 100 percent 

neutral.  In fact, it could be argued that community members participated because they felt 

positively about the experience.  To address this potential bias, the researcher chose a 

purposeful sample of key informant interview participants.  Through the selection process, 

the researcher reached out to interview respondents who might not have seen that value in a 

community of practice strategy based on their lower attendance rate at community meetings.  

During some interviews, respondents asked the researcher if they could speak frankly 

and then shared a specific example that could be construed as negative, indicating that the 

interview participants were trying to be as honest as possible.  In other cases, the researcher 
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was surprised by particular recounting of events and disagreed with the assessment of an 

activity or interaction as explained by the interviewee.  However, the data were recorded 

exactly as expressed by the interview recording data and the researcher carefully adhered to 

the data.  Attention also was given to data analysis protocols well in advance of data 

collection and an a priori coding technique was used to further eliminate any researcher bias.  

Rather than generate categories based on the themes that the researcher observed in the data, 

a conscious decision was made to assign data based on the theory-based logic model and a 

systems change framework developed and validated by independent researchers. 

Addressing Validity and Reliability Issues 

Within this study, methodological triangulation was proposed through the use of 

multiple methods of document analysis, expert panel reviews, and interviews.  Because 

Michigan community members represent various roles within the education community, 

there is a natural within-case data triangulation opportunity as well.  The study was 

designed to include a balance of family members, service providers, administrators, and 

policymakers when collecting data.  This allowed the researcher to extrapolate insights 

by looking at data results across stakeholder roles and settings.  Agreement among 

stakeholder groups strengthens the findings (Del Siegle, 2007).     

Unlike traditional quantitative studies, which seek to prove that formal 

instrumentation is dependable over time or that a study is replicable according to a 

particular deductive reasoning, qualitative design is inductive.  Because the outcome of 

this qualitative study cannot be generalized beyond the Michigan Community of Practice 

case, reliability is not an issue in the traditional sense.  Thus, reliability of a qualitative 

study design is often subsumed under its validity. 



 

 

145

 

Some experts recommend an outside examination of the research process and 

evidence that determines the dependability of the qualitative inquiry (Lincoln & Guba, 

1985).  In response, efforts were made to provide evidence that a similar study, with 

comparable subjects and context, would lead to somewhat analogous results.  An expert 

panel, convened by NASDSE, selected Michigan as one of at least five states that the 

panel considered to be working through communities of practice at the transformational 

level of systems change.  The state of Michigan’s Community of Practice was 

consistently rated by all five expert panel members.  An expert panel was utilized 

whenever review or validation was required. 

An expert panel reviewed the semi-structured protocols for both the elite and 

purposive interviews.  The evaluators are uniquely qualified to review the instruments 

because of their knowledge and expertise related to (a) communities of practice, (b) the 

use as communities of practice as a technical assistance strategy for states, (c) systems 

change, and (c) interview methods.  This panel also reviewed the researcher’s 

documentation of the process for internal coherence to determine how dependable it 

would be if repeated by another researcher under related circumstances.  The researcher 

also consulted expert panel members about the potential bias of involving Joanne 

Cashman, Director of the IDEA Partnership, as an interview participant given the 

potential for bias and ethics considerations raised earlier.  The consensus from the expert 

panel members was that the contributions to the study would outweigh the problems 

because so much tacit knowledge about the community of practice strategy resided with 

the Director.  The researcher decided to clearly identify Drs. Cashman and Wenger as 

elite interview participants and state their roles and expertise upfront.  Therefore, unlike 
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the Michigan community of practice members who remained anonymous, Drs. Cashman 

and Wenger were identified by name to acknowledge their relationship to the work.  In 

the end, the research and expert panel members agreed that the benefit of their expertise 

warranted the risk.  The expert panel reviewed the interview protocol conscious of the 

need for the researcher to remain as neutral as possible during the elite interview process.   

Piloting of Instruments 

The purposeful interview protocol was piloted with two coordinators and two 

members of other state-based communities to judge whether the proposed research 

instrument was appropriate and clear (VanTeijlingen & Hundley, 2002).  Two expert 

panel members, a former state director of special education and a former director of 

statewide technical assistance, had already reviewed all instruments associated with this 

study.  They also reviewed the content analysis summary, which was used to inform the 

development of the instruments.  Both expert panel reviewers were leaders in the IDEA 

Partnership Transition and Mental Health Communities of Practice.  Additionally, one 

had worked with the Professional Development and Adult Learning efforts in one state 

and the other was knowledgeable about her state’s NCLB-IDEA Collaboration work, 

although she was not directly engaged in that community.   These leaders reviewed the 

instruments, lending the perspective of the state official and convener to the study.  

Additionally, a teacher actively engaged in the Transition Community of Practice and 

parent who lead the Professional Development and Adult Learning in one state reviewed 

the protocol to gain insight into the instrument from other stakeholder perspectives. 

The pilot test subjects examined the semistructured interview protocol for format 

(e.g., question order) and content (e.g., clarity of questions).  Although no questions were 
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changed, one was eliminated and the order of questioning was changed slightly.  Some 

flexibility in the question order was left to the discretion of the researcher so that the flow 

of the conversation was more natural and built on the responses of the interviewees.  

Once the adequacy of the instrument was determined, it was used to loosely structure the 

interviews with the Michigan coordinator, facilitator, and other key informants.  The 

results give the researcher an indication of question reliability because they were tested 

with interviewees who share the same roles as Michigan community members: a state 

coordinator, facilitator, principal, family member and teacher.  Although they shared the 

same role as their Michigan counterparts, the questions were tested by community 

members in New Hampshire and Pennsylvania, two other states that participate in the 

NCLB-IDEA Collaboration Community. 

Human Subjects and Ethics Precautions 
 

There were limited risks to those involved in this study.  The purposeful 

interviews were anonymous.  There were no names or locations attributed to their quotes.  

The elite interviews include names because of the unique contribution that the subjects 

make to the study.  However, the information is limited to the content, structure, and 

patterns of the community of practice strategy.  The subjects were not asked to make 

conjectures or add their opinions about the Michigan initiative.  Therefore, all interview 

data describes the structure, dynamics, and trends related to how the community of 

practice approach is used as a technical assistance support in Michigan. 

It is possible that interview participants might have feel some negative effects 

from having participated in this study or in reading subsequent findings.  However, since 

individuals are not identified by name, it is unlikely that they will experience any 
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personal ramifications.  Communities of practice are said to help protect people from 

“groupthink” or authoritarian approaches from the funding entity because they fall 

outside the organizational structure (Wenger et al., 2002).  Still, the fact that the 

Michigan Community of Practice is endorsed by the state could have posed a risk to state 

staff or others who disagree with the community of practice approach.  In order to 

mitigate these risks, the interviews are anonymous, in that no name or location is 

attributed to quotes.  Another precaution to ensure informed consent includes 

confirmation from each key respondent regarding his or her agreement to participate in 

an interview, which was received via email and confirmed at the beginning of each 

interview.  The interviews were transcribed by the telephone service used and notes were 

made available to the researcher within two days of the interview.  Finally, data was 

housed and analyzed outside of the state and not shared without permission of the study 

participants. 

There were a few potential conflicts of interest that might have influenced the 

research.  The researcher is external to the state activity, but affiliated as a national 

technical assistance provider working with select states.  More specifically, the researcher 

works for the IDEA Partnership at NASDSE, which endorses and actively supports the 

use of communities of practice.  On the other hand, the researcher benefited most from a 

balanced and neutral study of all community of practice conditions, so there was little 

personal bias involved.  As someone directly involved with providing technical 

assistance, it is to the researcher’s benefit to learn more about the pros and cons of using 

a community of practice strategy.  The IDEA Partnership at NASDSE, and the Office of 

Special Education Programs (OSEP) which funds the project, can obtain valuable 



 

 

149

 

information from this study, and may make more informed decisions about the way a 

community of practice approach can be used to surface pertinent issues quickly, leading 

to actionable strategies for change.  At the same time, it is important to note that all 

research was conducted on personal time and in-kind donations from NASDSE are 

documented.  This research was intended to supplement the existing grant requirements 

and did not supplant the efforts already underway by the IDEA Partnership at NASDSE.  

Any risks that have been overlooked or could not be anticipated will be reported 

to the George Washington University Committee on Human Research Institutional 

Review Board, the research advisor, and other committee members for guidance on the 

appropriate actions to take to assuage or remedy the risk situation.  The research methods 

and procedures were carried out as planned and the next chapter presents the results. 
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CHAPTER IV: Results  

This single-case study research describes how one state used a community of 

practice strategy to reframe its collaboration across general and special education to 

implement NCLB and IDEA policy directives.  The research examined the way a 

community of practice was used as a state technical assistance strategy that generated 

broad agreement about a logical path of change.  The cross-stakeholder work was 

expected to illuminate this path to the desired system change, which was intended to 

enrich teaching and learning experiences in Michigan.  

The major themes of the document analysis directed the elite and key informant 

interviews.  The document analysis presented the plans and decisions associated with 

Michigan communities of practice efforts.  The content analysis was used to trace the 

interconnectedness of community activities, events, and decision points.  Annotated 

meeting agendas, notes from facilitated discussions, and progress reports were used to 

form the chronology of decisions and action undertaken by the community.  Since the 

accuracy of the materials relied on the information provided in community records, and 

the interpretation of the researcher, it is important to note that there may be additional 

details or perspectives that were inadvertently excluded.  

To mitigate the risk of overlooking any important information, the document 

analysis data was used to develop a semi-structured interview protocol.  The interview 

protocol was then reviewed by an expert panel for content, flow of questions, and 

reliability in eliciting answers to the research questions.  The protocol instrument was 

used to interview community members.  The resulting interview data allowed the 

researcher to validate the document information collected and fill in any gaps in 
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understanding the conditions that enabled community learning in Michigan.  The 

questions that guided this study were  

1) Why would a state choose to address persistent problems through 

communities of practice? 

2) How does the state enable a community of practice to form? 

3) How does the community of practice enable problem-specification across 

general and special education environments?  

4) How does the community of practice support the articulation of actionable 

strategies?   

Before the NCLB-IDEA Collaboration Community was established, 

Michigan was one of several states that worked within a peer-to-peer learning 

network of state teams sponsored by the IDEA Partnership to examine 

collaboration across divisions of the state educational agency when using IDEA 

funds for Title I school-wide programs (Cashman, 2008).  In 2001, Michigan 

joined five other states to form the first national community of practice sponsored 

by the IDEA Partnership, co-led by CCSSO and NASDSE.   The state team 

members began working with federal policymakers from the Office of Elementary 

and Secondary Education (OESE), Office of Special Education Programs (OSEP) 

and the Inspector General Office on Audit Resolution to “determine real and 

perceived barriers to collaboration” on funding issues.   

 Over the years, the community grew to include more state teams and built 

an infrastructure for “cross-state learning, federal-to-state learning and practice-

informed learning in the CoP” (See table 1.0).  By 2003, 12 national 
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organizations, as well and regional and national technical assistance centers, 

worked together to identify the most critical aspects of implementation problems 

in their states.  Cashman described the invitation of organizations and technical 

assistance centers to join state work as intended to “model a new way of working 

that permits us to go beyond the typical organizational boundaries and coalesce 

around the issues that we care about.” (Cashman, 2006, p. 1).  The national 

community structure included annual face-to-face meetings and monthly 

conference calls to discuss problems, seek solutions, and share ideas.  The annual 

meeting generally opened with a welcome dinner and statements from federal 

policy leaders from general and special education divisions of the U.S. 

Department of Education.  During the working meeting, there were general 

sessions, state team planning time, and opportunities for more informal meetings 

with federal policymakers or personalized consultation time with technical 

assistance providers and others with special expertise, including other attendees.  

The meeting coordination and brokering of relationships were handled by staff 

from CCSSO, IDEA Partnership at NASDSE, director of the National Association 

of State Directors of Title I (NASTID) and the Partnership’s federal project 

officer from the Research-to-Practice division of OSEP (Federal Resource Center, 

n.d.). 

 Following reauthorization of ESEA, 18 states and 22 organizations 

reorganized the community of practice in support of school improvement under 

NCLB.   The NASTID staff took a more active role in leading the community of 

practice along with CCSSO and NASDSE’s IDEA Partnership.  Monthly calls 
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included team progress updates, learning exchanges, featured state examples, and 

presenters on special topics of interest to the community with discussion to 

follow.   Increasingly, emphasis was placed on preventative and early warning 

approaches that addressed the needs of a wide range of students, such as universal 

design for learning, culturally responsive systems, early intervening services and 

response to intervention focusing on core subjects like reading and math, as well 

as positive behavioral interventions and supports.   

The Michigan state team participated in all of the activities that involved states as 

noted in the timeline of the national NCLB-IDEA Collaboration Community in table 1.0.  

These activities, as well as the interaction with the other state teams, national 

organizations, and technical assistance providers that joined the collaborative effort, 

informed the future work in Michigan. An extensive document analysis was undertaken 

to determine the reasons that Michigan state agency staff decided to address education 

problems by convening communities of practice.  The a priori categories for the content 

analysis (Weber, 1990) were guided by the research questions, as well as the required 

elements and source documents outlined in the study design plausibility matrix.  The 

document analysis information was validated by a panel of experts to determine if the 

patterns that emerged resonated with their experience convening and participating in 

other communities of practice.  Specific questions were suggested by one expert panel 

member in response to the document review and these questions were added to the 

interview protocol.  The document analysis and expert panel confirmed the major themes, 

which then directed the elite and key informant interviews.  Interviews and additional 

qualitative analysis were used to determine how community members supported 
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actionable steps to elicit the changes they envisioned.  Following a brief review of the 

problem, this chapter presents the major themes confirmed by the document analysis and 

interview data reviews. 

Problem  

Current federal and state technical assistance is inadequate to meet the demands 

of complex systems.  Parsons (1997) describes the way bureaucratic and professional 

system models have inadvertently placed control over change beyond the reach of those 

who are supposed to benefit from it.  When the change effort is void of local support, it is 

unsustainable.  According to Parsons, current technical assistance is an outgrowth of the 

evolution from manufacturing to the service industry.  

The professional model relies on people with specialized knowledge and skills.  It 

defines “clients” as those in need of a particular service or product and 

“professionals” as the experts who can provide what the clients need.…  A major 

community-building issue is finding the appropriate balance between professional 

services and community-based caring and action (Parsons, 1997, p. 16). 

 Typically, federal technical assistance providers wait for official policy guidance 

from the U.S. Department of Education, which is then transferred from these “expert” or 

“professional” extension agents to the states.  In turn, the state staffs review state policies 

in relationship to the federal changes and communicate the ensuing changes, within the 

state technical assistance structure, to the local education agencies.  While the technical 

assistance infrastructure varies among states, the general process of passing on guidance 

through intermediary education units, higher education consortia, or directly to local 

districts follows a familiar transfer of information from one level to the next.  This 
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process of technical assistance delivery, which is expected to trickle down from the 

federal to state to local level, is usually a one-way roll-out of information and has proven 

ineffective (Cashman, 2007; Corcoran, Fuhrman & Belcher, 2001).  

The transfer across the various levels of the system takes time and does not lend 

itself to interaction between policymakers and local practitioners or families.  In a study 

of three districts trying to scale up education reform initiatives, Corcoran and colleagues 

found that schools that were invited by the district to participate in a specific restructuring 

initiative with incentives viewed the program as a mandate.  “…[S]ince it described a 

three-year roll-out of the program … the schools’ response was less than enthusiastic, and 

district officials had to ‘recruit’ participants.” (Corcoran et al., 2001, p. 80).   These 

researchers found that practitioners generally adopted practices endorsed by their peers or 

sought research evidence that supported their preferred practices.  Rather than carefully 

defining the problems they faced and exploring evidence-based practices in response to 

the stated problem, the study found that the district and school staff adopted practices 

based on “… whims, fads, opportunism, and ideology.” (Corcoran et al, 2001, p. 80).  So, 

although those at the local level are often quickly able to surface barriers or 

enhancements to policy implementation because of their close proximity to the learning 

environment, it is important to ensure ample opportunity for them to clearly identify the 

problem with others who have a stake in it.  Furthermore, in light of the findings by 

Corcoran and colleagues, it is critically important to make sure implementers have access 

to the evidence and expertise that can inform practice decisions.  Thus, policy changes 

that trickle down through layers of interpretations can hinder the accurate transfer of 

policy to practice and should consider the informal networks people rely on for 
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information, especially if the traditional approach to technical assistance overlooks the 

underlying values and biases held by individuals involved in the change process (Johnson 

et al, 2006).   

Forecasted Patterns 

As implied by Johnson and colleagues (2006), technical assistance efforts should 

acknowledge the changes in attitudes, roles, or behaviors that are needed to act on policy 

information learned.  A community of practice acts as a vehicle that allows individuals to 

combine their knowledge of the domain, and its relationship to practice, within a social 

learning environment.  Therefore, because of the individual contributions that reveal a 

clearer picture of a complex problem, the community comes to a better understanding of 

the social phenomena under investigation.  

 The logic model forecasted the interaction of community of practice members 

within a systems change framework (Parsons, 1997).  The following community 

“outputs” were expected to facilitate the “outcomes” that moved the state effort from 

maintenance of institution-oriented systems to a predominance of new community-based 

systems: (a) increased involvement of stakeholders; (b) issue specification; (c) shared 

vision and purpose; and (d) actionable strategies.  Together, the study design matrix and 

logic model help tell the story of the Michigan state systems change effort involving a 

community of practice approach to technical assistance.  The next section outlines the 

reasons the state staff convened communities of practice.  Later sections show how 

community members formed a shared vision and purpose, ultimately helping them to 

specify the problem upon which they decided to act.  
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Question 1: Why Would a State Choose to Address Persistent Problems Through 

Communities of Practice? 

Social learning theorist Etienne Wenger, who is well known for his research and 

writing on communities of practice, wrote the following excerpt for an IDEA Partnership 

document. 

Implementation of the IDEA involves a complex and dynamic portfolio of issues. 

These issues do not fit neatly within existing institutional frames.  They cut across 

governmental agencies, research organizations, advocacy groups, school districts 

and families.  They cover multiple levels of scale at once, from very local 

practices to national policies.  They can only be addressed by a correspondingly 

complex constellation of communities of practice.…  The Office of Special 

Education programs (OSEP), The National Association of State Directors of 

Special Education (NASDSE), The Council of Chief State School Officers 

(CCSSO), other important stakeholder organizations and state education agencies, 

through their participation in the IDEA Partnership, are pioneering a thoroughly 

collaborative way to address such a large-scale learning challenge (IDEA 

Partnership at NASDSE, 2007). 

Michigan was one of six states that began to explore complex education issues 

across agencies, divisions, and levels of scale with the IDEA Partnership.  These states 

came together to form the Title I-IDEA Collaboration community, which now 

encompasses NCLB and IDEA.  As discussed in earlier chapters, the federal Title I 

program gives financial assistance to local education agencies with high numbers or 

percentages of children living in poverty, and the Individuals with Disabilities Education 
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Act (IDEA) is the law aimed at improving results for infants, toddlers, children, and 

youth with disabilities.  These pioneer states came together to explore the intersection of 

the two education laws, and the Michigan team took a proactive approach to integrating 

the two systems in their state.    

Joint problem-solving.  In 2000, the state pilot tested a joint monitoring system 

to align special education monitoring with standards-based reform efforts.  During the 

same year, the state implemented unified school improvement plans by applying flexible 

Title I funds in support of co-teaching models.  This encouraged an increase in the 

number of special educators working as co-teachers in general education classrooms.  

The following year, the core State team established data-driven pilot projects for 

collaboration in six schools.  There was an increased emphasis on professional 

development for teachers in order to help students with disabilities succeed in general 

education classrooms.  By learning and practicing strategies together, general and special 

educators were said to have built relationships and become more comfortable learning 

from each other.  The flexible use of IDEA and Title I funds enabled teachers to work 

with all students by significantly increasing the amount of co-teaching.  Initial data 

showed that the pilot states were building systems to support sustained progress in 

student achievement, and the state worked to combine early childhood and school-age 

program monitoring to ensure continuity across the system.  Part C of IDEA funds infants 

and toddler programs and Part B funds are used to deliver services to school-age students.   

Mapping knowledge and identifying gaps. By 2002, the joint monitoring plan 

for Title I and IDEA was in place to focus on continuous improvement. A State-initiated 

grant supported a web-based data analysis system (SWIS) that expedited data collection 



 

 

159

 

for schools.  In 2003, the state team began to branch out to key stakeholder groups to 

increase the reach of their collaborative efforts.  The Michigan Special Education 

Advisory Committee, the Title I Advisory Committee, the official parent centers, the 

Michigan Council for Exceptional Children, and several other state organizations that 

represented affiliates of national organizations were brought into the State's planning and 

implementation processes to bring the family, practitioner, administrator, and 

policymaker roles together.   

Surfacing multiple perspectives. The timing for Michigan’s focus on including a 

broader array of stakeholders coincided with the funding of the unified IDEA Partnership 

in 2003, as well as the release of federal education policy guidance to states.  The 

Elementary and Secondary Education Act (ESEA) had been reauthorized as No Child 

Left Behind (NCLB) in January 2002 and the regulatory guidance was released in 

December 2003.  As demonstrated by their response to state invitations to join cross-

division efforts, it appears that many of the national organizations affiliated with the 

Partnership were eager to support NCLB-IDEA Collaboration.  The Michigan Title I-

IDEA core members were reconnected with other states in the network when they met 

together in June 2004.    

The unified partnership, which included state agencies and 55 national 

organizations, offered to fund the participation of additional team members.  This 

broadened participation to a greater range of stakeholder groups and was a major shift 

from previous meetings.  Past gatherings had been more inclusive than most national 

conferences because they consisted of policymakers from across divisions of the SEA 

working in conjunction with federal staff, technical assistance partners, and some district 



 

 

160

 

or local education staff.  However, the range of related services providers, families, and 

other groups were not usually included.  Under the newer arrangement, the NCLB-IDEA 

Collaboration teams sponsored by the IDEA Partnership comprised of three or more team 

members representing state special education and Title I directors (or high-level 

designees), district personnel, parents of children eligible for special education or Title I 

services, and other stakeholders.  While certain roles were encouraged, the team 

composition was left to the discretion of the state staff, and most states included only 

state staff from across divisions of the SEA.  The national organizations were represented 

at the meeting by 22 IDEA partnership affiliates (e.g., national associations representing 

families, teachers, administrators, and policymakers).  The representatives came from the 

national headquarters of the organization or were state affiliate leaders recommended by 

the national office liaison to engage states, and other organizational partners, as allies in 

support of IDEA and NCLB collaboration.  These partners participated in the meeting 

generally and joined all sessions except the team planning time.  During the state 

planning time, the national partners engaged in activities to build relationships across 

organizations, and with technical assistance providers, as they considered collaborative 

approaches to working together in states. 

Learning from the experience of others.  The meeting schedule was 

orchestrated to allow for gradual integration of learning among the various groups so that 

states could benefit from their specific team planning time, as well as from opportunities 

for cross-stakeholder engagement.  Federal partners from the Office of Special Education 

Programs, Office of Elementary and Secondary Education, and the Inspector General’s 

Office - as well as federally-funded technical assistance providers from the Regional 
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Resource Centers, Comprehensive Centers, and Parent Technical Assistance Centers - 

continued to work with the states and organizations.  Since all of these federal and 

regional entities have a relationship with the states, the meeting served as a place for the 

aligning separate work and building relationships across stakeholder groups, sometimes 

jointly and sometimes in role-alike parallel sessions.  So, there was time built into the 

meeting when all the groups came together to surface the perspectives, expertise, and 

practice considerations that were important to their constituents.  By convening the 

meeting with this new approach, the Partnership co-led by the Council of Chief State 

School Officers (CCSSO) and the National Association of State Directors of Special 

Education established its new role as a unified Partnership.  It was now dedicated to 

opening the core work of the state to a broader array of stakeholder groups, building 

relationships across roles and levels of the system.   

The NCLB-IDEA Collaboration states had built a foundation for their cross-

divisional work during the previous 5-year funding cycle.  Now, these communities were 

making inroads to involve a greater range of stakeholders with potential to help states 

tackle complex problems and build capacity to expand their reach to local districts, 

schools, and families.  Together, state staff and national organization representatives 

discussed challenges and shared successes among the various roles (e.g., administrators, 

practitioners, and community/parent-based groups) in jointly implementing NCLB and 

IDEA.  They also voiced their challenges and technical assistance needs to federal and 

organizational partners who had a role in technical assistance and professional 

development efforts related to implementing IDEA and NCLB.  This was an early 

example of convening all the partners with a stake in providing leadership on the 
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implementation of a newly reauthorized IDEA and of the way special education services 

and supports fit into the overarching School Improvement agenda put forth by general 

education policy under NCLB.   

By surfacing multiple stakeholder perspectives, the teams were expected to gain a 

fuller understanding of the policy-to-practice problems they faced in their states.  State 

teams and national partners were encouraged to concentrate on areas of agreement for 

improving implementation and develop a common agenda for furthering Title I and 

IDEA Collaboration.  The state teams were also expected to develop individual state 

agendas to further their collaborative work across general and special education 

environments.  The next section delves more deeply into the ways the state enabled 

communities of practice to form; it also highlights some critical points about 

communities of practice that were underscored in the Michigan case study.  

Question 2: How Does the State Enable a Community of Practice to Form? 

Shortly before the NCLB-IDEA Collaboration meeting—which tested the unified 

Partnership approach to collaboration among states and national organizations—a request 

for proposals was distributed by the Partnership.  The IDEA Partnership at NASDSE was 

promoting an opportunity to build a collaborative professional development (PD) system 

within 10 states.  This was the first joint initiative of the newly formed unified IDEA 

Partnership to invite affiliates of the national organizations to collaborate with state 

agencies in support of shared priorities.   

By the end of June 2004, Michigan had submitted a proposal under the signatures 

of the Superintendent of Public Instruction and the Michigan State Board of Education 

President endorsing State Director of Special Education Jacquelyn Thompson’s 
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leadership in “Building a Michigan Personnel Development System that Supports Shared 

Implementation of the IDEA … to help all teachers teach and all students learn” (June 30, 

2004).  

The measureable outcomes of the grant include a PD [professional development] 

community of practice with established commitments, purposeful PD integration, 

clarified structure and communication practices that will impact statewide 

implementation of the IDEA.  Approximately 50 members of an emerging PD 

Partnership contributed to this proposal’s design (Michigan Department of 

Education, 2004, p. 1).  

As part of the professional development initiative, education leaders wanted to 

build on the Michigan Professional Development Vision and Standards for Michigan 

Educators that had recently been adopted by the State Board of Education as a framework 

for helping districts meet NCLB and IDEA professional development requirements 

(personal communication, policymaker, 2009).  The most recent National Staff 

Development Council Standards were at the core of the state guidance and the state 

expressed a desire to partner with stakeholders to address state and local professional 

development gaps and inequities.  The state presented a plan for reaching out to other 

stakeholders with an interest in the topic (i.e., community domain) and proposed a 

number of “first steps in community building …” and “first steps in enhancing practice 

…” (Michigan Department of Education, 2004, pp. 4-7).  During an interview, a state 

policymaker described how the stakeholders came together to coordinate agendas and 

develop a unified action plan guided by the more detailed work of the practice groups.  
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In a general sense we had a lot of agendas and planned meetings. … [W]e were 

looking at Michigan’s vision and standards for professional learning and the link 

to and with the IDEA reauthorization which was taking place at that time as well. 

Adult learning that fosters implementation of IDEA was one of the topics. So 

again, … we looked at the links you know, and the kinds of things that were going 

to help people understand how to implement IDEA...  

Stakeholder engagement as a guiding principle. It is clear from the proposal 

that the state staff already planned to involve stakeholders in implementing the 

Professional Development Vision and Standards, regardless of whether or not they 

received Partnership funding.  This is evident from the document analysis data outlining 

the next steps of the state plan.  If the state leadership did not value the participation of 

implementers and consumers learning with the state, the success of the community was 

highly unlikely.  However, submitting for a small amount of funding from the national 

Partnership project gave the state staff an external reason for reaching out, which offered 

some leverage to state officials with the state organizations.  It also supplemented state 

human resources capital in terms of support from national partners who could stimulate 

interest and enthusiasm from their affiliates.  The collaborations also offered some minor 

accountability to stay on track with outreach efforts.  The application for assistance was a 

public commitment to engage the range of stakeholders in creating a professional 

development system to promote understanding and application of the standards. 

Inviting stakeholders into the planning from the beginning. Once the SEA 

leadership authorized the coordinator to proceed with the proposal development, the team 

that attended the NCLB-IDEA Collaboration Community meeting used some of their free 
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time together to draft a beginning plan.  The initial planning team members represented 

the following roles: family, local administrator and state organizational partner affiliate, 

and two state education policymakers—one from general education division and one 

from special education.  Following the meeting, the coordinator, Dr. Fran Loose, sent 

invitations to more than 100 people to give input on the design.  Throughout the month of 

June 2004, she convened three conference calls, scheduled one meeting, and 

corresponded via email and phone with various individuals to gather input on the plan.  

The following groups were consulted: (a) [IDEA] Part B State Advisory Panel working 

on behalf of students K-12; (b) [IDEA] Part C State Interagency Coordinating Council 

working on behalf of infants and toddlers; (c) State NCLB special education cadre; (d) 

Members of the state Comprehensive System of Personnel Development team; (e) State 

Board of Education Universal Education Referent Group core planning team; (f) 

Leadership of several IDEA Partnership state affiliates; (g) Michigan Staff Development 

Council board members; (h) Great Lakes Area Regional Resource Center staff; (i) State-

contracted facilitator; (j) Representatives of the Michigan Department of Education 

(MDE) and State Improvement Grant–funded Professional Development initiatives; and, 

(k) employees and contractors with Professional Development responsibilities in various 

Michigan Department of Education offices. 

Although there was heavy representation from the Special Education division, 

other key stakeholders were involved, such as families, service providers, administrators, 

policymakers, and state technical assistance providers.  Within one month, the state had 

garnered participation from about 25% of the state affiliates of the national Partnership 

and 20% of the regional Intermediate School Districts (ISD) in the state.  An ISD is a 
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county agency that is part of the state government, sometimes serving multiple counties 

by collecting data on behalf of the state educational agency and offering services to assist 

local educational agencies. There are 57 ISD in Michigan and each of these county-level 

Boards of Education is comprised of member of the local district Boards of Education.  

So, the ISD system provides a mechanism for crossing levels of scale. 

The state projected more involvement from state affiliate organizations, with 50% 

anticipated, and declared that the diversity of Michigan (e.g., geographic, racial, and 

ethnic) was represented.  Inviting all stakeholders in at an early stage proved to be 

important for a number of reasons.  First, families were not put in the position of either 

“rubber stamping” a plan that had been developed without their input or appearing to be 

an adversary from the outset if a concern needed to be raised late in the process.  Second, 

consideration was given to engaging traditionally underrepresented groups by providing 

childcare or other necessary supports.  

Brokering support among existing networks.  One of the strategies that the 

Michigan coordinators used to build their community was reaching out to existing groups 

and networks of key stakeholders with a shared interest in the professional development 

domain.  The state approached the Michigan Education Association, a group with which 

they already frequently collaborated, to serve as the fiscal agent.  Presumably, this move 

had the added benefit of saving time navigating the state approval process.  Given the 

relatively small amount of funding and the cumbersome state fiscal process, the more 

expedient approval process allowed the Michigan state staff to begin tapping into its 

expansive professional development / adult learning system more quickly.  
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Many of the planning partners had an established or developing relationship with 

the state already, through the Education Alliance of Michigan (e.g., administrators, 

teachers), the Special Education Advisory Committee (e.g., administrators, teachers, 

State administrators of vocational rehabilitation, special education administrators, special 

educators and related services providers, learning disabilities association and higher 

education consortium representatives), and the implementation team (e.g., supervision 

and curriculum representatives, special educators and administrators, early childhood 

representatives, learning disabilities association and higher education consortium 

representatives and state general education agency staff).  The implementation team 

members were involved in the original state community of practice on NCLB-IDEA and 

the Professional Development and Adult Learning community that worked with the 

IDEA Partnership in earlier iterations of the community work. 

Among those who helped formulate the initial plan, there were approximately 20 

groups representing business leaders, families, higher education faculty, teachers, 

administrators, and other practitioners that exceeded the reach of the national IDEA 

Partnership networks.  Policymakers from six additional Michigan state offices (e.g., 

Administrative Team, Field Services Unit, Office of Early Childhood and Family 

Services, Office of Professional Preparation Services, Office of School Improvement, and 

Office of Special Education and Early Intervention Services), two staff development 

groups (Michigan Collaborative for Advancing Quality Professional Development, 

School Improvement Facilitators’ Network) and two regional technical assistance entities 

(Mid-Michigan Consortium, Northville Public School Instructional Consultation Teams).  
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Over the first year, the Michigan team continued to reach out to stakeholders in 

the field through the state affiliates of national IDEA Partners and tapped into existing 

relationships in the state to build human capacity.  National partners (e.g., CCSSO, 

NASP, CASE, LDA, and NEA) demonstrated their support by attending some state 

meetings and planning calls to offer assistance or direction as possible.  A list of the 

Michigan partners, including those that paralleled the national organizations affiliated 

with the IDEA Partnership, can be found in appendix B.  Some negotiation of roles took 

place during this period, and served as reminders of the delicate balance of the domain, 

community, and practice when developing communities.  For example, sometimes the 

state has a relationship with a person who often represents a particular role on state 

committees. When the national organization liaison was helping to make connections to 

people who represented current best practice in a particular area, there were some 

difficult negotiations that had to take place.  Sometimes, both the person with the strong 

state relationship and leadership “title” and the person representing best practice were 

included in the work.  In some cases, one representative of the two would emerge as more 

engaged in the learning of the community.  The practice knowledge that one 

representative brought could be enhanced by the knowledge broker role that the person 

with the relationship and title offered as the community moved forward to spread the 

effect of their learning.      

Examples of forming other communities of practice in Michigan were less 

complex, but by and large followed the same process.  Generally, the complexity of the 

issue determines the complexity of the community (Wenger, 2007).  When tackling 

complex issues that rely on multiple people and systems to untangle them, it can be 
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helpful to ask who else has a stake in the issue and can influence practices.  Later 

examples will shed more light on the way individuals and “constellations of 

communities” can interact with one another in complex systems.  However, it is first 

important to discuss some of the common elements, functions, and processes of these 

communities.  

Elements of the community of practice.  Because of the broad scope of this 

study, the research questions did not focus on specific elements of the Michigan 

Community of Practice.  The literature on elements of a community of practice—domain, 

community, and practice—are well documented in the research literature (e.g., Bozarth, 

2007; Wenger, 1998) and public press (e.g., Fortune Magazine, Harvard Business 

Review).   

Of the themes that emerged specifically from a review of community documents 

(see table 3.1) within the Michigan case, some elements seemed to promote noteworthy 

conditions for change.  The overarching elements that appear to enable problem-

specification and actionable strategies for systems change are: a) having a dedicated 

facilitator or coordinator; b) organizing activities that optimize learning; c) involving 

members with influence or authority within the system; and d) identifying a domain that 

is clear and personally meaningful to members (personal communication; Focus on 

Results; IDEA Partnership Living Records; Michigan IDEA Partnership Funding 

Reports).  

The research on communities of practice points to some examples of communities 

that function without a designated facilitator such as when colleagues gather at lunch in 

an office to talk about their practice (Wenger, 1998).  However, the Michigan 
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communities reviewed in this study usually relied heavily on a coordinator, facilitator, or 

lead member who adopted this kind of role.  Some of the tasks that the coordinators 

carried out were sending reminders, inviting and orienting new members, organizing 

speakers, securing meeting space, informally checking in with members between 

community activities, taking notes, sharing tools, brokering connections, circulating 

documents for review, and creating communication mechanisms to keep people informed 

(personal communication; IDEA Partnership Living Records; Michigan IDEA 

Partnership Funding Reports).  The learning activities varied based on a number of 

factors, such as community member preference, availability, commitment level, and role.  

Some examples of activities that facilitated learning were joint data reviews, resource 

mapping, in-person meetings, purposeful conference calls, visits to model sites, and work 

with external communities.  Finding out who else has a stake in solving the problem, and 

engaging them in the learning process can be critically important, especially when they 

have power over a particular leverage point in the system. For example, a principal 

described the leverage that the department head of the school’s learning resource center 

brought to the community of practice and the importance of involving the school 

counselor in the community work at the local school building. 

And so, to have representation… And from a scheduling perspective, we’re going 

to be implementing new programs as a result of our involvement in this initiative.  

They’re the experts in that regard.  I need them to offer advice and input relative 

to; ok it’s a great idea, but here are the realities of the logistics in terms of actually 

implementing a particular program.  Here’s what it would conflict with and so… 

that’s really their function.  And also, they play a big role in not only identifying 
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the students that we were going to focus on in the initiative, but facilitating… 

because the two teachers I have on the team, wouldn’t necessarily have all those 

students in class.  So, the counselor serves as kind of the touch point that we can 

all refer to.  The two teachers I have are department heads and curriculum leaders 

in my building … (personal communication, school administrator, 2009) 

A teacher, who acts as the community facilitator at another school, highlighted the 

principal role in helping to solve problems faced by the community even when all 

members feel as though they are equally respected. 

I don’t think…  I think we’re all equal.  I might put a facilitator hat on just to keep 

the focus, but as far as having specific roles, the only person we might turn to for 

something specific would be the administrator just to clarify if in fact this would 

fit, maybe more nuts and bolts kinds of things.  But as far as having specific roles, 

it changes.  We divvy it up, we divide and conquer (personal communication, 

teacher, 2009). 

Some members with particular influence or authority make contributions to the 

efficacy of moving from problem-identification to actionable steps for change.  Garnering 

the attention of those who authorize policy or applying leverage at an optimum time can 

increase momentum for change (personal communication, policymaker, 2009).  Of 

course, history has documented paradigm shifts that were the result of collective leverage 

or a robust tension within the system, such as the Civil Rights or Disability Rights 

movements that mobilized large numbers of people (e.g., Civil Rights march on 

Washington, DC) or high profile attention to inequities (e.g., people with disabilities 

chaining themselves to buses to protest inaccessibility of public transportation).  Finally, 
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the need for individual members to find meaning or value in the community domain is 

essential to building commitment and collective purpose.  For example, the Michigan 

Collaborative Professional Development and Adult Learning Community involved an 

expansive list of members and focused on the wide-ranging topic of professional 

development.  Yet, many community members seemed to struggle with how the broad 

community domain related to their practice (IDEA Partnership Living Records).  It was 

not until the group identified specific subtopics, or practice groups, within the community 

that they began to build relationships and endorse a series of activities that they could 

pursue together.   

Functions of the community of practice.  A number of functions were described 

in the qualitative review of field notes related to the Michigan Community of Practice.  

Many community functions related directly to the reasons the state chose to address 

persistent problems through communities of practice in the first place: documenting 

alignments, finding intersections on which to build, sharing lessons learned, and reducing 

gaps or redundancy.  Additional nuances arose from the document analysis, too.  Some 

represent an attention to detail, such as the importance of building a shared language or 

understanding the role and potential contributions of each member.  Although not stated 

directly in the document analysis, it would seem that this type of close attention and 

responsiveness to the needs of community members would build a sense of belonging.  

These tasks can seem mundane or overly meticulous to some community members, but 

their importance in building a “shared repertoire” is well documented in the literature on 

communities of practice (Wenger, 1998).  
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Some of the more overarching functions noted in the analysis included (a) 

creating a shared inquiry to explore what collaboration and collective action might look 

like; (b) developing a state infrastructure for cooperation and communication; (c) finding 

mechanisms to measure the impact of current initiatives and identify potential strategies 

that can be integrated or expanded; and (d) identifying an inclusive scope of work, and 

realistic division of labor that is prioritized within a set of community actions.  This is 

supported in the literature on communities of practice as described in the theory-based 

logic model.  The community of practice “activity,” as outlined in the logic model, 

enabled members to learn together, feel a sense of belonging, and develop shared 

knowledge about how they could contribute to the transformation of the state personnel 

development system to improve personnel practices and student achievement.      

Question 3: How Does the Community of Practice Enable Problem-Specification 

Across General and Special Education Environments? 

One of the main purposes of undertaking this case study was to gain insight into 

how a community of practice learns, and how this shared learning enables policymakers, 

implementers, and consumers to (a) focus on the most important facets of a policy 

problem quickly, and (b) consider the most appropriate implementation options available 

to improve individual and system outcomes.  Based on research and practitioner 

experience, this study forecasted that an emphasis on “problem sensing” and “problem-

specification” was critical to enable systems change efforts (Cashman, 2003; Dunn, 1994; 

Mason & Mitroff, 1981) using a community of practice approach. 

An ill-structured problem has many possible answers but no best answer (Mason 

& Mitroff, 1981).  The questions that arise from this type of problem do not have a clear 
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right answer.  The Michigan Community of Practice members were seeking to clarify the 

ill-structured policy problems that exist across general and special education, and come 

up with action steps to improve individual and system outcomes.  The various 

stakeholders gathered to consider solutions that they justified by reason or evidence.  

Earlier sections presented some of the functions found in a qualitative review of 

Michigan documents.  Some community of practice functions that are central to 

specifying the issues are: a) revealing perspectives, b) utilizing current knowledge, and c) 

sharing decision-making.  These “outputs” of community member interaction are noted in 

the logic model and were evident in the document analysis.  This section details some of 

the strategies that seemed to help Michigan community members focus on the most 

important facets of a policy problem quickly according to Parsons’ (1997) system change 

model. 

Principles/behavior. Parsons described the behavior norms found among 

members of community-based systems.  Sharing leadership, respecting other ideas, and 

using an expanded definition of stakeholders are common behaviors found in 

community-based systems.  Community members also focus on long-term capacity 

building over short-term results (1997).  

These norms grow out of a new set of principles that serve as the 

foundation for social systems: (a) a purpose and results-orientation both in 

terms of products and processes that contribute to the well-being of 

children and families as well as the community at large (b) focus on 

interconnectedness and dynamic relationships (a systemic approach) and 

(c) an orientation to community building, recognizing assets of all citizens 
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and the importance of developing shared responsibility and leadership 

with a sense of equality among all participants (Parsons, 1997, p. 48).  

 At the outset of their work to identify problems of general and special education 

integration that impede teaching and learning, Michigan leaders used tools and strategies 

to encourage community members to examine their underlying principles and beliefs 

about programs and service delivery.  In one case, a state “dialogue tool” was used to 

“build understanding, commitment and strategy” (Michigan’s response, Title I/Title 

III/Special Education Dialogue Guide, 2005, p. 1) regarding collaboration across IDEA, 

Title I and Title III in order to reach federal policy goals.  An excerpt of the state 

dialogue guide tool can be found in appendix G. 

The questions led the group through the process of identifying traditional roles 

and thinking about what could be gained by working together to improve student results.  

Examples included, “[c]ollaboration and communication with all professional who are 

providing services to the child” and “[e]arly intervention to prevent early learning failure.  

Positive, sound literacy programs focused on individual needs must be initiated in 

preschool and kindergarten and below so that these failures do not occur” (Title I, Title 

III, and Special Education Dialogue Guide, 2005, p.3).  Patterns emerged as they 

generated ideas about how to use available data in ways that helped them understand 

needs across service programs.  For instance, the dialogue guide participants suggested 

using “attendance data”, district-wide common assessments”, and “curriculum-based 

assessments” such as “…Dynamic Indicators of Basic Early Literacy Skills”, “Michigan 

Literacy Progress Profile”, and “Language Essential for Teachers of Reading and 

Spelling …” (Title I, Title III, and Special Education Dialogue Guide, 2005, p. 5). 
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The teams were also prompted to consider how they could build connections 

among people and programs at the building level in the context of School Improvement.  

In addition to collaboration, communication and early intervention in literacy, dialogue 

guide participants noted the following reasons to work together to improve student 

results:  “access for all to standards-based curriculum”, “analysis of data identifies 

additional at-risk students that need quality instruction”, “coordinating funding sources to 

address common instructional goals”, and “alignment of curriculum, assessment, 

instruction” (Title I, Title III, and Special Education Dialogue Guide, 2005, p. 3).  

Together, team members identified barriers to collaboration across programs.  For 

example, participants noted that special education services can “help all students be better 

served in inclusive classrooms, [as it] enhances all students’ learning” but a barrier is that 

“differentiation is difficult for the general education teacher” (Title I, Title III, and 

Special Education, 2005, p. 3).  They were also asked to imagine themselves designing a 

collaborative system, including a description of important elements that would need to be 

included.  After mapping policy initiatives that promoted or impeded collaboration 

among programs, and highlighting successful practices working within the various 

regions, the team members identified data that would need to be collected to prepare for 

future collaborative work.  They created a list of important messages that would have to 

be communicated from the state educational agency, and identified the people and actions 

necessary to accomplish dissemination of broad messages.  Then, they repeated the 

process of coming up with clear messages, followed by brainstorming on who needs to 

embrace and deliver the messages at the local level.  Finally, action steps from the local 

level were developed and all the information was considered in relation to program 
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alignment and improvement (Title I, Title III, and Special Education Dialogue Guide, 

2005).    

Some of the outcomes of the dialogue helped the community specify problems 

that might be alleviated by better general and special education alignment.  The group 

decided on some important joint messages and actions as part of the dialogue guide 

activity.  Some selected examples of community affirmations of the principles and beliefs 

expressed during the dialogue and obtained from the document analysis are  

Staff development should be done by region/not by department; State 

needs to provide stability as far as possible in terms of forms and 

processes; Strong support for staff development for all staff to install and 

instill a collaborative approach; The state should develop/maintain a 

centralized school improvement format with related data input; We are all 

responsible for all the children (Title I, Title III, and Special Education 

Dialogue Guide, 2005, p. 33).  

One of the messages, “State needs to provide stability as far as possible in terms of forms 

and processes,” seems to be an attempt to maintain “institution-oriented systems” but 

there seems to be a predominance of “community-based systems” belief statements in the 

data from Michigan’s dialogue tool.  This section discussed one example of the work 

done to surface perspectives, which is a central function of the community that is 

expected to assist with accurate specification of the problem.  The next section continues 

to explore the central functions of the community: (a) surfacing perspectives, (b) utilizing 

current knowledge, and (c) sharing decision-making.   
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Vision and goals.  In their funding proposal for “Building a Michigan Personnel 

Development System,” the Michigan state staff expressed that the intent was to  

contribute to the transformation of the state personnel development (PD) 

system in order to build capacity for shared implementation of the IDEA, 

impacting personnel practice and student achievement  (State of Michigan, 

Department of Education, 2004, p. 2). 

Although the emphasis on shared implementation is congruent with a community-based 

system, this purpose appears to be aimed at the immediate goal of complying with the 

recently authorized legislation of the time.  Parsons describes this as inward thinking, 

“with priority given to the organization or group itself rather than those it is intended to 

serve” (1997, p. 49).    

After meeting with the partners, elements of personnel development and student 

achievement continued to be stressed, but a slightly revised purpose emerged as 

stakeholders worked together.  The revisions reflected more of a community-based 

systems approach. 

Establish and engage the implementation team as a community of practice 

that identifies the components and criteria of a personnel development 

system that is flexible, evidence-based and includes all necessary partners 

for the purposeful integration of activities that support child/student 

achievement.  (Michigan IDEA Partnership, 2005, p. 1) 

After working together, the purpose evolved and became more reciprocal.  A state 

policymaker who was interviewed, explained the process.  
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We took our standard, the standards we had in the [National Staff Development 

Standards] and it looks like each of them were broken down into looking at what, 

and then so what, why it was important and where are we now, what practices, 

what accountability. … So it was, I think always we were asking folks, within 

groups and within their area of expertise of interest, to respond to things like that.  

… where are we relative to the standard, what practices? ... Looking at what sort 

of practices should be a part of this system of adult learning.  So a lot of it was 

interactive, which is what a learning community is all about (personal 

communication, policymaker, October 2009). 

Parsons writes about the way system leaders adjust their vision as they begin to operate in 

new community-oriented ways. 

…The goals that derive from the vision involve flexibility, analysis of 

prevailing conditions/contexts, and relevant interventions based upon 

controllable factors.  Since these conditions/contexts affect many services 

and people, the move is toward a cross-sector approach that is both client- 

and community focused.  As people work through the states of change, 

clients and other stakeholders become increasingly involved in the 

creation of the vision and all other levers as they are the keys to real 

change (Parsons, 1997, p. 49). 

The document analysis data revealed consistent examination of state vision statements, 

strategic plans, and other education policies in relation to the personnel development 

system work of the community.  Efforts to align the State Universal Education Plan, State 

School Improvement Plan, and High School Graduation Requirements with the NCLB-
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IDEA Collaboration and Professional Development work helped community members 

see coherence within the complexity of the education system.   

[Question: And then still be aligned with your state’s vision and standards for 

learning?]  Exactly. Which were by the way very much embedded in the learning 

community concept. It is one of the strands so it was there. And [universal] 

education that came about also during that time.  We had support for it [from the 

State Superintendent and State Board], yes, absolutely. But it came about as a 

result of looking at who was our audience in terms of work that we were doing 

and we didn’t, we tried to make something that wasn’t just Special Ed only that 

was actually a much broader effort.  And so in making it a cross office kind of 

thing within the Department had people working together... It’s the people that 

were involved, specific people … who had a tremendous amount of experience 

with homelessness and kids who were homeless, it became very clear that it 

wasn’t just Special Ed kids who could be alienated, isolated and not part of things 

so … it was a decision to involve you know, families and admin team and policy 

makers and people and that represented those things but we would, were acting on 

behalf of and that was the Universal Ed piece. …  

On one hand, a shared vision and collective efficacy was developing from a broad 

systems perspective.  On the other hand, the intersections of roles and purposes were 

magnified and could be addressed in a more intentional way.  The state policymaker 

interview statement continued with the following example of exploring the alignment of 

roles. 
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And we also, we also did self-assessment, too, so that the IDEA partners who are 

not school-based might find items more relevant to their role. So it’s a three, four-

page document getting their input on these things on where they … could see 

where they fit in…. What applicability it had to some of the people that weren’t 

school-based or... sort of translating the education language to the interest that 

somebody might have that doesn’t sort of use that same language or jargon 

(personal communication, policymaker, October, 2009). 

The next section shows how community members began to examine their roles in 

relationship to the shared vision.  It also describes some strategies employed by the 

Michigan Community of Practice leaders to begin focusing “on moving people toward 

critical analysis of problems and issues to understanding and addressing root causes ...” 

that they can begin to challenge “head-on” (Parsons, 1997, p. 49). 

Stakeholder roles.  While building partner relationships around professional 

development and adult learning, the Michigan core team also worked on the “next steps” 

it set for itself following the statewide dialogue on NCLB-IDEA Collaboration.  The 

community identified and built on existing initiatives as resources.  For example, 

Universal Education, Personnel Development Vision and Standards, Instructional 

Consultation Teams/Child Study Teams, and the School Improvement Framework 

provided guidance in formulating a clearer path through the complexity of systems 

change.  As the group mapped the policy terrain, and began to see where their practice 

intersected with the system, the community coordinator created matrices of member 

interest, involvement, roles, and expertise.   
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 The process of mapping areas of interest led to the development of action teams 

that promoted deeper interaction among stakeholders with shared interest or expertise.  

This is a cognitive-behavioral approach to problem-solving that is similar to the 

individual therapeutic technique developed by Glasser (1965) as part of his “choice 

therapy” approach.  Basically, the technique involves posing questions that help 

individuals to envision what they want.  The focus is on creating the vision for a better 

future rather than focusing on past problems.  The next step is to build coherence in the 

behaviors or actions that are necessary in moving toward the desired result.  So, the 

solutions are generated from the perspective of the individual rather than the “helper.”   

[W]e reached out to a variety of folks that we knew that could represent various 

perspectives, it was very deliberate to look at the list of who was participating in 

the grant at that time. …Yes and I think that the grant kind of outlined the 

different partners that the IDEA partnership work with and then there was some 

sort of working across the, you know the group. So and some of them you 

might’ve already known people and talked directly to them… If you know [the 

state policymaker who coordinated the work] she’s got matrices, and we have a 

lot of them and I’m looking and one of the things we did was look at what people 

represented, what the organizations or … in other words you wanted to have 

people that represented across a broad spectrum.  And so we really made sure that 

folks were represented, that we had someone that would represent those things 

and then we had action team that were divided up and it looks like there were I 

don’t know... there was one still Title I and NCLB, there was ... Universal 

Ed...school improvement framework, technology, standard study, we had lots of 
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focus groups back then that were studying the standards and then the high school 

initiative which eventually became the reaching and teaching and struggling 

learners unit...team and there was a family involvement study group.  I think 

people, my hunch is, knowing the way we operated at that time, it was probably a 

self-selection.  And so they would choose the areas of interest, I know that we did 

that at various points ... [the strands] would’ve emerged from the thing that folks 

were caring about.  

This element of personal control in solving the problem is critically important.  Other 

essential elements are building trust and a sense of belonging, allowing freedom in 

making need-fulfilling choices, and some fun or learning that enhances the experience 

(Glasser, 1965).  The individual is encouraged to act on what is in his or her control 

rather than complaining or making excuses about aspects of the problem that are out of 

the direct control of the individual.  From a systems approach, every individual becomes 

a participant in the systems change process as their practice intersects with the system.  

Parsons describes the difference in stakeholder roles when comparing institutional and 

community systems. 

In institutional systems (both formal and informal), people with power – 

professional staff (instead of beneficiaries), administrators (instead of 

frontline workers), parents (instead of children) – are traditionally viewed 

as the key stakeholders and the ones primarily involved in decision 

making.  Citizens, clients, and workers who are at lower levels of the 

system hierarchies have little or no involvement in the decision-making 
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process.  Decisions are “delivered” to the community and others, and 

support for the decision is taken for granted. 

When community systems arise and reach the Predominance of 

Community-Based Systems stage, citizens, beneficiaries, and other 

stakeholders become equal partners in decision-making. They are 

empowered through involvement.  Authority within systems is more 

distributed, and systems are more interconnected through the overlap of 

stakeholder involvement across systems.  A mutual respect evolves, with 

each seeing the other as making a valuable contribution (Parsons, 1997, p. 

50).  

Communities of practice form because individuals want to fulfill a need.  And, at 

the same time, each individual makes an important contribution to the learning 

needs of other community members.  

From a community of practice perspective, stakeholders are not 

just there to represent an organization, perspective, or interest; they 

come as engaged practitioners, and thus as experts in their own 

context, whether they are professionals, politicians, activists, 

parents, students or citizens.  The self-governing nature of a 

community of practice capitalizes on this wealth of experience: it 

places them in a position to direct and organize the learning they 

need to do. (Wenger, 2007, p. 1) 

Capitalizing on the self-organizing nature of communities, Michigan leaders 

began to promote the development of “action teams”—also referred to as “study 
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teams” or community “practice groups.”  The next section describes these groups 

in more detail.  

Projects, programs, and initiatives.  As established earlier, it is the “pull” of the 

problem, rather than the “push” of a predetermined solution, that draws the individual to 

a community of practice.  This distinction is helpful in separating communities of 

practice from typical work groups or action teams that are charged with accomplishing a 

particular task.  Practice groups often use current knowledge to contribute to a fuller 

collective understanding of the complex social problems.  Such groups can complement 

one another or the larger community.  There are mutual benefits between communities 

and “practice groups.”  The community of practice keeps members focused on the big 

picture of the learning system and the complex problem it is trying to address.  So, one 

type of group is not better than the other, just different.  The practice groups help clarify 

the dimensions of the problem, and offer an opportunity to delve deeper into learning 

about specific details or nuances of the issue under investigation (Cashman, 2005).  

This image of practice groups nested in the community also transfers to a system-

wide approach. In community-based systems, “[p]rojects are likely to be embedded 

within broader initiatives that are defined primarily by community-building 

assumptions—purpose and results-oriented” (Parsons, 1997, p. 51).   

Within community-based systems, projects, programs, and initiatives are 

key levers during the change process.  They keep the focus on desired 

results.  They look for linkages – cross-agency and/or cross-community – 

and are likely to have multiple purposes.  They are designed for both 

short- and long-term results and emphasize building human assets at the 
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same time they are accomplishing visible community improvements (i.e., 

processes and products).  They use the assets of persons within the 

community as well as those outside.  Evaluations look at a full range of 

results (in terms of process and product) and help evolve the theory of 

change guiding the initiative.  (Parsons, 1997, p. 51) 

In Michigan, Community members helped specify the dimensions of the problem 

by identifying a number of practice groups that included the following: (a) Core Planning 

Team; (b) Family Involvement Action Team/Study Group; (c) High School Student 

Support and Intervention Action Team; (d) NCLB/IDEA Action Team; (e) Standard 

Study Group/Action Team; and (f) Technology Study Group/Action Team.  There was 

also a Universal Education study group charged with providing informed feedback on 

field review items related to the State Board of Education framework (see appendix H).  

Some examples of the various practice groups associated with the Michigan Community 

of Practice help describe the learning structures and strategies that were integrated into 

the state work.  The next section integrates findings from questions three and four of the 

research study.  As community members began to see where their practice fit into the 

overall picture of change, a path of action began to develop.   

Question 4: How Does the Community of Practice Support the Articulation of 

Actionable Strategies? 

The previous section focused on the way communities of practice help illuminate aspects 

of the problem in order to see the big picture.  Smaller “action teams,” or practice groups, 

examined the intersections of practices within the Universal Education system and other 

policy initiatives in Michigan.   
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An actionable strategy was defined earlier as a systemic plan of action, using available 

resources to implement the plan as effectively as possible, to improve student and system 

results on a large scale within the state.  The actionable strategies were intended to 

accomplish specific goals related to implementation of the Individuals with Disabilities 

Education Act, which is part of the general Universal Education system in Michigan.  

The goal of forming communities of practice as a technical assistance strategy was to 

articulate a shared agenda, identify the partners that can act on pieces of the agenda, and 

stay connected in carrying out the scope of work.  In short, the community was 

addressing the policy-to-practice gap. 

Core planning group. The core planning group members guided learning 

opportunities for the practice groups and the larger IDEA Partnership group.  This group 

often consulted with outside “experts” and coordinated presentations to stimulate the 

thinking of the full Partnership.  They kept a record of the purposes, processes, and 

products related to each practice group and facilitated communication among members, 

groups, and outside consultants.  Their consistent contact with the various aspects and 

members of the community put them in the role of “scanning the environment” 

(Cashman, 2003) for new issues arising from the members.  These issues could be related 

to the domain, community, or the practice of the community.  The core group shared their 

learning about the elements and functions of the Michigan communities and the 

interaction among the parts.  Together, the core members planned and debriefed the 

various meetings and discussed any formative or summative information needs. 

Technology study group/action team. The Technology Study Group members 

described the purpose of their learning and action as “[u]sing a data driven approach, [to] 
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identify an array of strategies and resources that can enhance the delivery and impact of 

PD, relative to infants through young adults with disabilities” (Michigan IDEA 

Partnership, 2007, p. 2).  This practice group considered the State of Michigan Education 

Technology Plan and developed a statewide technology survey that was disseminated to 

administrators and service providers.  They surveyed stakeholders about exemplary uses 

of assistive technology as well as the barriers to further use of technology in Michigan 

schools.  The survey results were analyzed and used to guide adult learning with the 

Michigan IDEA Partnership organizations.  This group provided resources on video 

conferencing facilitation and practices to the broader community of practice.  They also 

helped build capacity among groups learning to facilitate video-based meetings to 

interact with others across the state.  

Family involvement action team/study group. The family action team posed a 

set of considerations and developed “strategies for more consistent and substantive 

family involvement” in policy implementation (Michigan IDEA Partnership, 2007).  The 

group developed a survey that was administered to parents of children with disabilities.  

The survey was carried out online, via telephone, and in person during parent workshops.  

The community spent time discussing a term that would be more inclusive than 

professional development and adopted the term adult learning to more fully reflect the 

desired partnership. The Family Involvement Action Team/Study Group contributed 

strategies to ensure consistent and substantive family involvement within the application 

of the Michigan Department of Education Standards for Professional Learning for 

Michigan educators.  Family representatives participated in a review of the State Board’s 

universal education and principles and gathered input through their organizations. Family 
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representatives presented their role in state collaborative efforts at national and state 

conferences, during cross-stakeholder presentations that modeled the shared work of the 

Partnership.  They were also asked to review the Michigan School Improvement 

Framework in relation to students with disabilities and participated on the workgroup that 

developed the State Professional Learning Strategic Plan adopted on April 24, 2006.   

High school student support and intervention action team. While working 

with other groups following the release of the state high school graduation requirements, 

the High School Action Team was invited to join a broader cross-divisional effort of the 

state educational agency.  The group that began as part of the Michigan IDEA 

Partnership was expanded and renamed the High School Student Support and 

Intervention Action Team in 2005, working under the umbrella of the Michigan High 

School Initiative.  The group offered recommendations regarding supports and 

interventions for “at risk” students while considering the education community culture, 

the experiences of students who are considered to be at risk, and the professionals who 

serve them in the context of rising high school expectations.  This group accessed 

additional resources through their association with the Michigan High School Initiative 

(e.g., assessment, content expectations, promising redesign practices and 

secondary/postsecondary transitions, professional development, communication and 

outreach strategies).  

Standards Study Group/Action Team.  The Standards Study Group outlined a logic 

model and created a rubric that unpacked the elements of the model in more detail as the 

group focused on “strategies to support the [Michigan] Partnership’s effective use of 

adult learning standards in order to support IDEA implementation and improve learner 
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achievement.”  The standards interacted with other practice groups, such as the High 

School Action Team, to examine practice in relation to the professional development 

standards.  One of the interviews captured the work to integrate initiatives. 

…there seemed to be some nice energy and engagement on the people who 

wanted to look at serving all students.  There had been a universal education 

vision and principles policy statement passed through the board [State Board] that 

also supported that.  It’s as if there were four of five things going on 

simultaneously that led to the, you know, the pilot of Reach and Teach for 

Learning” (personal communication, policymaker, September 2009) 

NCLB/IDEA action team.  Some of the Michigan IDEA Partnership core 

planning team members participated in the National NCLB-IDEA Collaboration 

Community along with 17 other state teams.  In fact, the Michigan NCLB-IDEA team 

members—consisting of family, administrator, and policymaker representatives—

initiated the Michigan Community of Practice proposal and reached out to other 

stakeholders to inform the development of the community.  Some of the NCLB-IDEA 

team members continued as part of the core planning team that facilitated the Michigan 

Community of Practice.  

A noteworthy example of the way the core planning team worked across practice 

groups to align issues of shared interest followed the National NCLB-IDEA 

Collaboration Community meeting, held in June 2005.  These stakeholder leaders 

reflected on the challenges they faced in integrating the requirements of NCLB and IDEA 

during the meeting.  The teams were asked to share their experience at the meeting by 

tailoring the activities to the work of the state.  Around that same time, the State 
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Superintendent was asking the state leadership to consider “each child” and the State 

Board charged them with describing the principles of Universal Education.   

They directed the superintendent to develop a paper with vision and principles 

and align it with statutes and bring it back to the Board. … When the paper came 

back to the table, it was well researched, very solid, evidence-based kind of 

practices.  … And then they …tasked [the State Director of Special Education] to 

develop a reference group to do this, to develop the vision and principles, align 

with statutes, and bring it back to the Board.  So this – the genius of [the State 

Director] was that she knew there would only be one bite at this apple. This is 23 

years we’ve been working on this.  And so she also knew there were lots of other 

populations who experienced barriers to access the public education and the 

benefits of it.  So, that reference group, it’s another community of practice, that 

reference group included people who prepared – university people who prepared 

people to be educators, educators themselves, school administrators, parents, 

students, representatives of the kinds of groups that experienced – gay/lesbian 

kids, pregnant teens, runaways, all those populations that experienced [tend to be 

marginalized?] Right. Well, when you look at the graphic on universal education, 

it isn’t just about special ed.  Although that was the driving force beginning in 

’83, it really included everybody. So that was a major thing (personal 

communication, policymaker, October 2009). 

As part of the state team’s response to the need to collaborate across offices, they 

decided to initiate a state dialogue using a tool that the IDEA partnership had developed 

to stimulate cross-agency communication across programs (i.e., Title I, Special 
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Education, Title III, School Improvement, Curriculum) at the state, regional, and local 

school district levels.  They requested, and received, support to attend a national training 

by a group dedicated to facilitating difficult community conversations.  Two NCLB-

IDEA Community members attended the Study Circles training. Study Circles, which has 

since been renamed Democracy Now, specializes in helping diverse groups of people 

change their communities by talking and working together for civic engagement.  They 

try to solve complex problems on behalf of others.  The IDEA Partnership was promoting 

the use of dialogue to translate policy to practice so the Michigan team members attended 

the training on behalf of the national community of practice and reported back to both the 

national and state community in exchange for funding support beyond the direct technical 

assistance funding awarded to the state.  Representatives were sent to learn more about 

the Study Circle process of convening and facilitating dialogue to see if it would be a 

worthwhile investment for building state-to-local and local-to-state learning.  In the end, 

the Michigan representatives recommended that the IDEA Partnership undertake the 

dialogue guide activities without consulting with Study Circles (personal communication, 

policymaker, October, 12, 2009). 

Building on the expertise of each group, the core team coordinated the effort 

through the Technology and NCLB-IDEA Action Teams to convene simultaneous 

meetings around the state.  Some regional teams attended a central meeting and others 

got together in their own regions, coming together at designated times to share their 

learning through video conference sessions.  While the IDEA Partnership had encouraged 

all the state teams to begin a dialogue using the policy tool, Michigan took a much more 

proactive and comprehensive approach than the national community facilitators 
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envisioned by arranging multiple sites across the state linked by technology.  Each site 

convened a dialogue discussion and then the results were shared and compiled by the 

core group of community leaders.  The Michigan dialogue guide was patterned after the 

national community of practice tool distributed by the IDEA Partnership and a sample 

tool can be found in appendix H. 

The state used the dialogue guide tool and $2,500 in support funds from the 

Partnership to create a forum for conversations among personnel with similar roles, 

responsibilities, and concerns (IDEA Partnership, 2005).  The goal of the team was to 

broaden understanding across program areas.  Taking advantage of the momentum that 

had built across divisions of the state agency, team members embraced the opportunity to 

break down barriers across programs and services.  The response from stakeholders from 

the various regions was compiled in a comprehensive 35-page report summarizing 

recommendations for data sources, partners, unified messages for communication to 

various groups and prioritization of action steps (Title I, Title III, and Special Education, 

2005).  A core group of leaders formed an action team from the Michigan’s IDEA 

Partnership that came together with the help of the professional development community 

and built on existing efforts.  Thus, the NCLB-IDEA group became embedded in the 

community as a practice group and continued to make connections across the various 

practice groups.  

The core state leadership team extended far-reaching invitations through the 57 

intermediate school districts (ISD) in Michigan to encourage their networks to participate 

a cross-state dialogue on NCLB-IDEA Collaboration.  Nine of the 57 ISDs worked with 

the state to establish one primary site and six video conference sites across the state.  The 
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state leaders distributed resource materials that included a modified version of the 

dialogue planning tool developed by the IDEA Partnership.  The Dialogue Guide tool 

was tailored for Michigan by filling in pertinent state information and presenting the 

work through the lens of Michigan’s Universal Education framework.  

Each group was facilitated by someone in a leadership role from one of the key 

divisions involved in School Improvement efforts, and the facilitators were supported 

with a process agenda developed by the core team.  Each participant was also given a 

Dialogue Guide Facilitator handbook that had been written by the national IDEA Partners 

so they would have some tools for replicating the dialogue locally.  The statewide 

dialogue provided an opportunity for the Michigan team to look at the potential fit of 

each of these three programs within school improvement efforts and the state’s 

commitment to quality education for each of its students.  In addition to facilitating 

policy alignment, it also helped frame next steps for the Michigan IDEA Partnership 

work.  This practice group analyzed the priorities listed during the statewide Dialogue 

Guide meeting and worked together to act on the recommendations outlined earlier in this 

section.  

Thus the practice groups complemented the work of the community—or other 

practice groups within the community—by undertaking needs assessments, reaching out 

to constituent groups whose voices are often underrepresented (e.g., practitioners, family 

members), sharing expertise, and raising the profile of the community in the broader 

context of the state.  Opportunities such as this have the potential to strengthen 

relationships and create synergy across groups, regions, and levels of the education 
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system.  It demonstrates a wide view of human capital that can be summoned in support 

of state goals.  The next section describes human capacity building as a lever for change.   

Human Capacity Building 

According to Parsons’ systems change approach (1997), in outdated institutional 

systems, people seek support from outside the community rather than inside the 

community.  They also do not invest in developing individual capacity.  In contrast,  

[i]n the new systems, building social capital is stressed.  Leadership is 

developed through training and support.  Volunteerism is used as a way to 

incorporate stakeholders and keep systems flexible and dynamic.  

Technical skills used in community building are taught and practiced in 

the community-development process.  Communities organize their own 

community building activities.  This strengthens the capacity of local 

people individually and collectively to nurture and sustain positive 

community change. (1997, p. 51). 

A review of Michigan community documents revealed a shift from relying on 

outside experts to capitalizing on the combined expertise of community members.  

During early community meetings, planning was done in conjunction with a paid 

consultant who also facilitated the meeting.  This independent consultant from a nearby 

state often facilitated state work. There was usually a guest presenter who came to 

Michigan to present to the group and, while there was always some time for interaction 

among community members, the conversation was directed by the main speaker.  In the 

beginning, it may have been necessary to work with a facilitator to help with problem-

specification and identifying steps for change.  However, after the community members 
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had forged some relationships and, perhaps, acquired some skills through interaction with 

the facilitator, they realized that most of the community resources were being spent on an 

outside consultant (personal communication, policymaker, September 2009).  They 

decided the community members could organize their own activities and use the funds 

designated for the consultant’s fee to support school teams forming their own 

communities of practice.  A state leader explained this during her interview. 

One of the things that was interesting that was different that we did with Reach 

and Teach was that in the previous years we had paid a lot of the $10,000 to an 

external facilitator. And, we got to the point where we were like, ‘you know, we 

could do this.’ [And you did that yourself then?  You facilitated?] Uh huh. So, 

you know $10,000 went a whole lot further when we weren’t paying most of it to 

a facilitator.  I mean it’s not that we were necessarily quite as good as some of 

these external folks. I mean [facilitator] is wonderful but it just seemed like, you 

know, we’ve learned enough that we felt like we could do it. And that would be 

more money that we could allocate to some other things more directly to the 

school (personal communication, policymaker, September 2009). 

Similarly, the presenter may have helped to inspire a vision for the future and 

stimulate initial discussions among stakeholders.  But over time, the group began seeking 

insights from forward-leaning individuals and groups within the community (personal 

communication, principal, October, 2009).  Thus, they recognized that the community 

could build its own capacity for change.  The researcher and Etienne Wenger discussed 

when an outside expert can encourage or guide the learning community.  
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I want to quickly come back to the thing you said earlier about bringing in 

an expert to kind of trigger some thoughts.…  Because my sense for that is 

that it’s a delicate balance between seeing the learning and thinking in the 

community and seeing that the danger of any learning systems is that it 

becomes closed, you know? … And so the great usefulness of bringing a 

trigger from the outside to – assuming that the knowledge is outside and 

we just need to pull it in, you know what I mean? … But to me that is 

something that I have come to appreciate.  And kind of like for instance 

working with some communities in Eastern Europe, where there is a big 

difference in energy in the room when it’s the assumption that an expert 

that is going to pool their knowledge in.  So we are learning from you, we 

are learning and a bit of external input is really useful … different experts 

have different capabilities to engage in that kind of provincial profession. 

(personal communication, E. Wenger,  October 12, 2009) 

The community also began taking responsibility for building capacity across 

groups, and community members prepared presentations about their joint work that they 

delivered to various stakeholder groups.  They worked together to learn more about the 

domain of interest, build community, and share what they learned about their practice 

with others.  This process helped the study teams refine their vision and communication 

message while also building capacity of the core members.  It improved communication 

and networking as well.  
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Communication and Networking 

The community developed an extensive list of organizations and groups that they 

felt shared their interest or concern.  This enhanced the strategic intent of their work.  

Previous examples, such as creating alignment among initiatives, were strategic in the 

sense that they helped the community “find a legitimate place” (Wenger, 2004) in the 

state policy agenda.  By articulating their position in the context of overarching state 

work, and expressing connections among issues, the community was establishing their 

value.  They were identifying problems and, at this point, the community members 

recognized the need to leverage the knowledge of others who had a stake in the problem 

(IDEA Partnership, 2005). 

One strategy for increasing opportunities to align NCLB-IDEA, and address some 

of the other professional development and adult learning action steps, was to pursue more 

presentations at professional association meetings.  Since many of the partners held 

leadership positions in the state organizations, it was natural to reach out to some of these 

familiar networks.  They also looked into other approaches and opportunities, such as 

association and advisory meetings.  Some examples included local Board of Education 

meetings, joint calls as a part of regularly scheduled parent network conference calls, 

school district meetings, and workforce development council community meetings.  By 

leveraging regional and role-alike opportunities (e.g., superintendent and administrator 

meetings), as well as intentional infusion of messages into existing processes (e.g., school 

improvement team work, creative promotion to summer leadership groups), the 

community began to see how they could move beyond typical conference presentations to 

“find venues with ongoing learning and supports” (Michigan IDEA Partnership, 2005).  
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Sometimes the communication and networking strategy was as simple as making sure 

that participants remembered to debrief what they learned and shared ideas with others 

following a face-to-face meeting.  Other times, more intricate coordination was needed.  

Along the way, the smaller trust- and habit-building efforts often added up to larger 

rewards down the line.    

The community paid attention to communication efforts across divisions within 

the state educational agency.  Members noted the importance of continuing 

communication approaches with a number of groups as they came to the end of the first 

phase of the initiative.  Together, the community of practice represented a range of 

stakeholders.  According to the statewide Center for Educational Networking publication, 

One hundred twenty-five individuals associated with more than 175 

different agencies or organizations, each with its own goals and 

expectations, comprised an emerging community of learners… all of 

whom have professional learning leadership responsibilities in their 

agencies and organizations.” (Michigan Department of Education, 2006, p. 

10)  

 
A list of the state agency groups was generated by members of the community of 

practice and many members offered to share a joint professional development message 

with a group that considered them an affiliate member (see Appendix B).  From these 

examples, it seems that the Michigan Community of Practice members saw the 

importance of combining the “push” strategy of getting information out to prepare new 

environments for change with the “pull” strategy of deepening partnerships for two-way 

information exchange.  The document analysis data revealed plans to develop simple 
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one-page documents to inform broad constituency groups (Michigan Department of 

Education, 2006), while also reaching out to cadres of stakeholders who would deliver a 

common message from the community to various audiences.  Some of the “next steps” 

opportunities listed by the community included:  (a) begin conversations with higher 

education teacher preparation faculty; (b) bring together the Michigan teacher affiliates of 

the National Education Association who received grants to share information; (c) reach 

out to state affiliates of the national IDEA Partnership to connect with partners who have 

birth to age three as their focus; and (d) develop a cadre of various stakeholders who can 

deliver the same message regarding IDEA implementation (Michigan IDEA Partnership, 

2005).  Additionally, targeted marketing and public information action strategies were 

noted, such as communicating and working with the public through local cable shows, 

churches, and community forums.  Spreading positive stories from the education 

community by writing opinion editorials for newspapers and other print media were 

suggested as communication action items, too (Michigan IDEA Partnership, 2005).  

Finally, community of practice members recommended a list of Michigan state partner 

newsletters as another vehicle for sharing unified messages related to the Professional 

Development and Adult learning action team goals (e.g., Learning Disabilities 

Association of Michigan).  These articles targeted the following education audiences:  

families, teachers, and school health practitioners.  The state agency publication serving 

special education and early intervention personnel was noted as a way to reach audiences 

interested in related topics such as transition, self-determination, and skill-building in the 

area of developing friendships (Michigan Department of Education, 2005). 
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The Michigan core team consistently appeared open to learning with and from 

others.  While state teams sometimes isolate themselves and hunker down in planning 

during national meetings, Michigan seemed to balance team time and networking 

opportunities.  For example, they embraced opportunities for cross-state learning among 

the 11 states involved in the Collaborative Professional Development Community of 

Practice, the 18 states in the national NCLB-IDEA Collaboration Community, and the 

network of State Improvement Grant states funded by the federal Office of Special 

Education Programs (IDEA Partnership Living Records).  After learning about work in 

other states, Michigan visited Ohio to learn more about their professional development 

approach to addressing implementation of NCLB and IDEA legislation.  Although 

Michigan understood that the integration of these laws required stakeholders to forge new 

relationships, and they had already done much work in this area, they were interested in 

their neighboring state’s approach because it seemed more student-centered than other 

examples they had observed (personal communication, policymaker, September 2009).  

The state negotiated some funding support from the IDEA Partnership to explore this 

cross-state learning opportunity, and the state colleagues in Ohio expanded their own 

learning circle to welcome the Michigan team with onsite logistics and support at no cost.   

A cross-stakeholder team represented the Michigan community of practice by 

traveling to Ohio for this “learning excursion.”  The Ohio initiative focused on building 

principal-led teams at the school level to improve learning results for middle and high 

school students who are difficult to reach and/or teach.  Although many aspects of the 

Ohio work seemed to be underway in Michigan already, the team was struck by the 

individualized approach to building student capacity.  A Michigan state leader explains. 
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In our office it was the piece that ‘this is really going to get to the kids.’ What we 

had been doing felt good, we were learning, adults were learning, but we really 

didn’t have the sense that, other than incidentally, it was necessarily getting to the 

kids. We really felt we had to document that in terms of what kinds of practices 

were making a difference for kids. And Reach and Teach just seemed like the way 

to do it.  That was the selling point. [And that resonated with everybody … the 

student-centered piece and the enthusiasm?] Oh, absolutely. And then I think [the 

leader of the teacher organization and the leader of the principals’ organization] 

they saw this as a really good fit for them because they had also been doing the 

sort of ‘the conference’ and the feeling was like ‘we really need to be showing the 

direct impact.’ So that went there and then [teacher leader] helped us make 

connections to this group that involves all the major education organizations in 

Michigan [Education Alliance].  

The team returned to Michigan to share what they had learned about the Ohio initiative.  

The Ohio work reflected many elements of the priority actions surfaced by the practice 

groups.  The issues surfaced by the NCLB-IDEA, Standards and High School practice 

groups were embodied in the school-based model.  The community members embraced 

the model but adapted it to fit the Michigan state context.  Together, a core group of 

community members drafted the design and criteria in an application that was distributed 

through the Michigan Association of Secondary School Principals to all secondary 

principals.  The collaborative effort was launched as the Reach and Teach for Learning 

Pilot Initiative and was referenced in both the State Performance Plan and NCLB 

Accountability Notebook as a strategy being used to improve student and system results.  
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Governance and Leadership 

Because the community kept members focused on solving problems within the 

“big picture” of state systems, there was already congruency among practice group 

activities.  The collaborative work that the community members undertook to identify 

and address the problems together led to increased trust and shared decision-making. 

Parsons (1997) described the leadership structure found in community-based systems. 

In community-based systems, distributed/shared decision making is valued 

both within systems and across systems.  Community residents and clients 

participate in the decision-making process.…  These governing groups 

create a web of connections that results in all community stakeholders 

being involved in significant decision making and policy making.…  

Governance and leadership are viewed as keeping the system responsive 

to, and in tune with, the needs and vision of the community, rather than 

micromanagement of the system (p. 53). 

Once the decision had been made to launch a pilot initiative, it came together quickly 

because of the commitment that has already been generated through the community.  The 

Michigan Association of Secondary School Principals, Michigan Elementary and Middle 

School Principals Association and the Michigan Deputy Superintendent / Chief 

Academic Officer began promoting the initiative and distributing the application, which 

included some recommended resources and a small amount of funding support.  When 

the school teams came together for the initial kickoff meeting, however, the state 

education association had a lot of information that they wanted to share.  It seems as 

though the team reverted back to a traditional “roll-out” model of presenting information, 
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rather than transferring the community culture that they had worked so hard to build.  

After that first meeting, some members of the state staff felt that adjustments had to be 

made to the agenda to allow the school-based teams to share their experiences, and offer 

insights and solutions.  One state staff member described this shift. 

Because what happened was we didn’t like the July kick off, that seemed like a 

dog and pony show for the schools.…  And we were quite concerned that if we 

kept going in the direction of just bringing in state people to talk about different 

pieces of information, we were really going to have a huge attrition by the end of 

the first semester.  And we could tell it in October….  So we regrouped and 

instead of using it as a dissemination venue,…[with the] idea that we sort of kick 

out a lot of information.…  So we retooled and said, let’s use the school 

improvement strands as a theme and let people share their experiences with each 

theme and turn it into a real learning community and move towards a community 

of practice.  And when we did that, because we really were not happy with how 

October went, we had just an incredible December and then and incredible 

February and … April.  And we saw schools do things we things we thought we’d 

never see and do….  So there was this shift in really opening our hands to kind of 

co-create what reaching and teaching was.  And then the payoff was so big, we 

kind of couldn’t believe it.  And so we – it bonded us (personal communication, 

policymaker, September 2009). 

Without being fully aware of what they were doing, the state staff was building an 

appreciation for two-way learning.  By promoting a two-way learning approach, 

policymakers are able to learn more about the context of implementation and improve 
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their understanding of how the policies intersect with procedures.  At the same time, 

practitioners and consumers of education services gain insights into the intent of policy 

and begin to see themselves as leaders within their role.  The community of practice has 

the potential to speed up the policy-to-practice cycle.  When many stakeholders come 

together in a community of practice, their unified action can be used as a systems change 

lever.  

In Michigan, a critical shift occurred when state policymakers were willing to 

move away from this transactional approach.  Because of their openness to learning from 

the intended beneficiary of state assistance, rather than lecturing on what has worked in 

the past, state leaders entered a transformational dialogue about how they could support 

the exploration of local-led change efforts. 

I mean, I guess, personally that’s what I’m most proud of, is that we 

stopped being knowers, and were just interested in being learners, it really 

started to take off.  Because we had – all of us, all the planners had to – I 

have to say all of us had a strength based approach….  There was no way 

we could decide that these schools didn’t know what, it was more that they 

knew so much. It was our job to kind of dial into what they needed.  

(personalcommunication, policymaker, September 2009) 

Another approach was to embed their efforts in core School Improvement, Special 

Education, and Early Intervention documents and field procedures.  The team was 

beginning to seek the leverage of the state’s overarching school improvement efforts.  

This led them to capitalize on timely opportunities to develop School Improvement 

Framework “tools” that included students with unique needs, and to explore shared 
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access across state databases to collect and validate data with broader audiences.  The 

next section outlines some of the human and financial resources that came with the 

intentional alignment of state initiatives and the move toward a more collaborative, 

community-based systems approach to stakeholder engagement. 

Financial Resources  

When individuals and systems operate in isolation from one another, they are 

more likely to experience competition for limited funds.  Parsons (1997) explained that in 

institution-based systems, “categorical funding is typical, and the categories are defined 

at locations outside the community.  There is an emphasis on bringing in outside 

resources …” (p. 54).  In contrast, as mentioned in the previous section, a community of 

practice approach “pulls” together people with shared interest.  Once community 

members forge relationships and develop a united purpose, joint funding can become 

more common.  The community visualizes the desired outcomes together.  Members 

consider the most appropriate implementation options together.  Thus, when it comes to 

funding the strategies believed to facilitate positive results, everyone has a stake in the 

success.   

The IDEA Partnership funding of $10,000 leveraged double that amount from the 

secondary principals’ organization.  Additionally, the Michigan Education Association 

lent funding support and a number of in-kind resources to the initiative.  In fact, there is 

evidence of in-kind support from Michigan IDEA Partners found throughout the 

document analysis data.  Communities of practice that involve people with influence or 

authority—working along side practitioners, families and other stakeholders—can look 

within their sphere of influence for solutions.  Members are more likely to discern how 
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the state can best implement these policies together within the context of their state.  This 

goes a long way toward eliminating turf issues because cross-stakeholder communities 

have already developed a rationale for their actions.  Interview data with Michigan 

stakeholders repeatedly circled back to the importance of making student-centered, data-

based decisions.  Again, Parsons (1997) described the community-based system 

approach. 

In a community-based system, budgeting and funding is driven by the 

results sought.  ‘Budgeting for results’ becomes the watch phrase.  Desired 

results are defined, and then budgets are designated to achieve each of the 

results.  Some funds may be allocated specifically in ways that help to 

build linkages across systems, providing better support to communities (p. 

54)  

In the quote above, Parsons advocates funding to build linkages across systems.  While 

this seems to be a valid recommendation given the positive experience of Michigan 

learning from other state experiences, it could be difficult to know which potential 

linkages will lead to new innovations or enhance learning.  However, there are 

advantages to using a community of practice approach for   technical assistance because 

members can envision a desired outcome, forecast problems that might interfere, and 

determine the plausibility of success when they work together.  Trust and cooperation 

across members of the various systems is helpful in knowing when to reach out and act in 

support of a desired change.  

The Parsons quote also raises questions about evaluation of results and return on 

investments made from external agencies.  Outside funding entities should consider 
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evaluation data that is related to the outcome that the grantee seeks, rather than judge the 

success of the investment on predetermined categories defined outside the community 

context.  Those who are implementing policy through their teaching practices are best 

suited to comment on the plausibility of a particular action leading to change.  And, 

perhaps more importantly, the beneficiaries of the work - families and students - are well-

suited to participate in the evaluation of the initiative’s success.  

 In Michigan, the relationship building that occurred among policymakers, 

administrators, families, and practitioners led to a number of in-kind contributions to the 

community from the networks with which they affiliated.  The meeting space, 

amplification equipment, staff time, copying, videoconferencing, and refreshments were 

all in-kind donations from various state agencies, organizations, and divisions.  The bulk 

of the IDEA Partnership funding went to the meeting facilitator, who was also paid out of 

State Improvement Grant funding as the groups worked together on shared activities.  

While the facilitator was helpful in planning, implementing, and debriefing the 

community meetings with state leaders, they began to realize that, if the state staff 

undertook the meeting coordination, they would have more funding available for local 

school teams.  As mentioned earlier, the state reassessed the costs and, as the community 

made the transition to the Reach and Teach initiative, they no longer used the consultant 

services.  The capacity of the community was stronger, and the community members 

thought the funding should be applied to the local Reach and Teach schools instead of 

continuing to pay for facilitation services.     

The IDEA Partnership funding of $10,000 leveraged double that amount from the 

secondary principals’ organization.  Additionally, the Michigan Education Association 
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reallocated grant funding to support the collaborative effort and also offered a number of 

in-kind resources to the initiative.  In fact, there is evidence of in-kind support from 

Michigan IDEA Partners found throughout the document analysis data.  The 

organizational sponsors of the Reach and Teach for Learning initiative are listed in table 

4.0.   

Table 4.0:  Sponsors of the Michigan Reach and Teach for Learning Initiative 

 

Organizations Sponsoring Reach and Teach for Learning 

American Federation of Teachers - Michigan 

Michigan Association of Administrators of Special Education 

Michigan Association of Secondary School Principals 

Michigan Department of Education 

Office of Special Education and Early Intervention Services 

Office of School Improvement 

Michigan Education Association 

Michigan Elementary and Middle School Principals Association  

National Association of State Directors of Special Education through the IDEA 

Partnership to the Michigan Department of Education  

The Reach and Teach for Learning pilot program combined the learning of 

multiple practice groups and became an actionable step to improve individual and system 

results.  

The particular dialogue I, and we, were focusing on is the –how to reconcile the 

directives from No Child Left Behind with the directives of IDEA….  And one of 
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the things that emerged from the IDEA leadership dialogues was that we needed – 

the hope was that we would like an initiative to reflect our learning. So the – out 

of the IDEA Partnership work came this need for secondary redesigns so that 

schools were more sensitized that special education students were general 

education students, and that there a tremendous amount of collaboration and 

integration that needed to curve for the co-teaching and the kind of culture change 

that needed to happen within schools to serve not only students with disabilities 

but all students.  (personal communication, policymaker, September 2009) 

According to information presented by Gallagher and McCall (2006), the year-long 

Reach and Teach for Learning demonstration project showed “how our work is a value 

added to school improvement” (p. 3).  The Reaching and Teaching Struggling Learners 

initiative, described as “A Whole Student, Whole Team, Whole Building Approach” 

(Michigan Department of Education, 2010), convened a cohort of 15 middle and high 

schools during the 2007/2008 school year.  Once the demonstration project was 

integrated into the state high school redesign and dropout prevention work, the state 

agreed to provide 3 years of support to the cohort of 15 schools.  This decision was based 

on lessons learned from the initial year of exploration.  By this time, the initiative was 

sustained by funding from the state educational agency and its partners.  Based on 

previous years, the direct cost is estimated at between $20,000 and $30,000, with 

additional in-kind donations used for items such as space and materials copying.  

Many of the features found across the schools are described in the community-

based systems change framework (Parsons, 1997).  Some examples related to the 

literature review are that the community work is student-centered, strength-based, and co-
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constructed with the learner (Bruner, 1996; Dewey, 1944; Vygotsky, 1978).  The teams 

are multidisciplinary and multidimensional, and they make decisions based on data.  The 

Reaching and Teaching Struggling Learners work stressed the importance of 

collaborative coaches who helped create and environment of learning by negotiating and 

guiding the content of the work.  These school-based communities of practice found 

mechanisms for working together in meaningful ways and the coaches met every other 

month as a community of facilitators dedicated to sharing and learning with one another 

to improve the results of their school communities.  Onsite, common planning time was 

recommended for community members in order to promote more communal organization 

of staff, which is said to reduce school risk factors for student dropout (Michigan 

Department of Education, 2010).  The theory of action for the initiative was developed 

with the help of the Mid-continent Research for Education and Learning (McREL) 

research and development organization, which supports states in bridging research and 

practice.  
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Figure 4.0:  Reaching and teaching struggling learners initiative’s theory of action. 

Facilitator Training 
 

Work session 1: Collaborative Data 
Inquiry 
Work session 2: Dialoguing 
Work session 3: Fostering a Professional 
Learning Community 

Building Team Training 
 

• Introductory webinar 
• Work session 1: Introduction to the Reach and 

Teach for Learning Vision 
• Work session 2: Secondary Redesign Principles 
• Work session 3: Rigor and Relevance 

Framework 

School Implementation 
 

• Formation of building team during application process: include school improvement 
coordinator, academic faculty, socioemotional faculty, and other staff 

• Data inquiry process with MDE to determine school-specific causes for dropout rates 
• Additional school goal setting from inquiry into dropout and literacy/mathematics data 
• Use of rich data (student work, socioemotional data) to identify at-risk students 
• Student-focused approach to determining schoolwide needs 
• Vision, goals, and plan communicated to teachers 
• Adaptation of professional development plan to new goals 

School Organization and Cultural Outcomes  
 

• Presence of active multidisciplinary team 
• Learning community (deprivatization of teaching practices, increased 

collaboration, reflective dialogue, teacher-teacher trust, teacher-leader 
trust) 

• Use of a universal screening tool to assess incoming and all students 
• Processes for group data inquiry and data-driven decision making 
• Changes to professional development plans 
• Implementation of goal-related programs (literacy, mathematics) 

Instructional Outcomes 
 

• Greater use of effective teaching practices 
• Literacy across the curriculum (in some schools) 
• Use of formative assessments to inform instruction 
• Tiered support for students 
• Students-centered practices and processes with individualized support 

Student Academic/Behavioral Outcomes 
 

• Decrease in dropout rate for core group of students and school level 
• Decrease n disciplinary referrals for core group of students and school level 
• Increase in core learning (course taking ) for core group and school 
• Better student sense of belonging and confidence with core group and school 
• Better relationships between students and peers and students and teachers for core 

group and school 
• Increase in attendance and graduation rates for core group and school 
• Increase in performance on state and national assessments for core group and school 
For middle schools in the program, student outcomes in year 3 should be modified to 
substitute early warning signs for dropout or risk calculator for dropout 



 

 

213

 

The theory of action that was developed by the core Reach and Teach coordinators with 

the regional research lab supporting Michigan explains how the state provided technical 

assistance to the 17 local education agencies that joined the community of practice.  A 

facilitator from each local school-based team attended a series of facilitator training 

sessions in Lansing, Michigan.  The facilitators then convened their teams to discuss 

what was learned and exchanged among all the local facilitators, state, and organizational 

coordinators, and others with specific expertise that was requested by the school-based 

teams. The school organization and cultural outcomes served as indicators off the change 

that that was occurring at various school sites following the formation of the local 

communities of practice.  These changes led to the instructional outcomes and school 

successes in relation to student behavior and learning improvements.   

Some of the successes documented by the schools over the first two years of the 

cohort include were highlighted in FOCUS on Results, a publication of the Michigan 

Office of Special Education and Early Intervention Services Guidance and Technical 

Assistance Center for Educational Networking.  One middle school adopted a schoolwide 

literacy approach that involved 30 minutes of sustained reading by every student and led 

to more items being checked out of the school library in 1 month than borrowed over the 

course of the previous year.  Schools worked with the International Center for Leadership 

in Education to learn from the best practices of model schools, especially related to 

personal and social skill development, engagement of students, core academics, and 

stretch learning (personal communication, policymaker, September 2009).  According to 

the author, “[a]ll the RTSL teams collected and analyzed more comprehensive data, 

which better reflected the needs of the whole child.…  This approach to data analysis is 
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consistent with the literature in Breaking Ranks and dropout prevention research” (2009, 

p. 3).  All the schools found ways to build in additional supports. 

One high school targeted students in the last semester of middle school and 

intervened over the summer to help them prepare for entering the next environment.  The 

core school team also paid close attention to the students’ schedules and arranged a class 

at the end of each day in which staff could lend additional support.  The students were 

achieving at higher levels than they had experienced since elementary school.  As a 

result, the high school community decided to revisit their school improvement plan and 

practices based on what they learned.  In fact, all the schools were encouraged to review 

their school building data and consider a Response to Intervention approach (personal 

communication, policymaker, September 2009; Michigan Department of Education, 

2010), which is a more systematic way of organizing services and supports in a 

multitiered framework that supports student learning and growth.  In another case, the 

staff recognized a discontinuity between the curriculum and the community culture.  

Most of the students were Native Americans but the teachers realized they did not know 

enough about their culture to make meaningful connections to the curriculum.  They 

began to work with tribal elders to gain a better understanding of their students.  The 

following excerpt from the FOCUS on Results article elaborates on the way school teams 

tried to incorporate families and communities into their efforts. 

Social cohesion seems to improve parent involvement.  [School staff]  

conducted home visits for all of the students enrolled in their guided 

academics class, Kent Transition Center has a clothes and school materials 

closet (run by parent volunteers), Morrice [school staff] asked a parent to 
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serve on their Reaching and Teaching team, Greenville parents raised 

money to buy more AR [Accelerated Reader] quizzes since demand has 

exceeded the school’s budget, and Suttons Bay had improved relationships 

with their Native American students’ families and tribal elders (Michigan 

Department of Education, 2010, p. 6). 

The Reaching and Teaching Struggling Learners Initiative enabled the 

development of a shared vision and purpose across general and special education 

environments.  And, the results of the initiative led to the Dropout Challenge, which is 

trying to build capacity for change by affiliating with school networks and other groups 

for state systems change.  The next chapter continues to describe the results of 

Michigan’s approach to technical assistance to local education agencies by: a) forming a 

community of practice to address the complex problem of NCLB and IDEA policy 

integration; b) specifying the problems related to policy integration that affect teaching 

and learning; and c) agreeing on a set of actionable steps to integrate state policy 

initiatives in order to improve individual and systems results in Michigan.  

Limitations and Problems 

There were a few limitations and problems with this study that are worth noting. 

On the content side, the researcher faced some problems gaining the family perspective.  

On the process side of the study, the time lapse between community of practice activities 

and researcher interviews with community conveners may have limited the study.  First, 

there was not enough data regarding specific examples of family involvement or 

engagement of individuals with disabilities to represent their perspective or make claims 

regarding their contributions.  The state made efforts to engage families, but involvement 
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of families did not appear to be a key component of local school implementation efforts 

as substantiated by interviews and document analysis.  As highlighted in an earlier 

section, the Michigan community of practice coordinators and core team tried various 

strategies for involving families in meaningful ways.  The full community explored 

questions related to family engagement and how to best involve parents and community 

members. 

Community of practice leaders requested and received additional funding from 

the IDEA Partnership to conduct a study to evaluate a series of leadership sessions that 

used a dialogue-style format in which parents and administrators came together to build 

on foundational skills of communication, problem-solving, and collaboration (Gleason-

Comstock, Scott, & Thompson, 2009).  The activity was evaluated by Wayne State 

University faculty, who provided an end-of-year funding report to the Michigan SEA and 

IDEA Partnership.  

The inclination to use facilitated conversations as a way to build learning 

communities among parents and school leaders was in line with the Michigan work.  In 

fact, the program overview described by the Wayne State researchers refers to facilitated 

conversation pre-learning sessions as “designed to assist participants in preparing for 

facilitated conversations by addressing educational environments, teams, critical 

friendships and competing values,” and stressed the importance of an evaluation that 

considered the “different perceptions, expectations, and knowledge bases” (Gleason-

Comstock, Scott, & Thompson, 2009, p. 6) of educators and parents.  However, the pre-

learning workshops appeared to focus only on parent “skill-building,” such as the topic 

“Translating Complaints and Criticisms into Specific Requests.”  In the end, the study 



 

 

217

 

informed program improvements related to the state Special Education Advisory 

Committee but did not seem to make any significant contributions to the interaction 

among families and school leaders associated with the Michigan communities of practice.  

This is mainly due to the small number of participants and the fact that families did not 

necessarily interact with the administrators associated with their own child’s school.  

Although touched on only in a tangential way in this study, the concept of authentic 

learning, which focuses on the real problems of the community, is stressed in the 

literature on communities of practice.  

Because most of the building-based teams that the Reach and Teach community 

of practice comprised did not involve families, only limited information could be 

obtained about the family role.  However, in one case, the school staff decided that they 

needed to visit the homes of the students who were being served by the community of 

practice efforts at their school.  The principal recounted what they learned by engaging 

families in a two-way exchange. 

…what we did is that last year and this year too, it was during the summer, we 

took our Reach and Teach group and for these students that we identified, we had 

the parents or the single parent, or the relative that was raising the student come in 

for a meeting so that we could explain why we are putting them in this class.  

What the purpose was.  Kind of open the door as far as with our kids or with our 

parents or whoever was raising them … to say, you know, we’re here to help.…  

We want school to be a positive thing for your students.  And this is what the 

class was about.  And these two teachers that were also part of this are going to be 
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giving you calls on things that are going well; things that are not going well 

(personal communication, principal, October 2009). 

 Following the home visits, the community of practice put a program in place 

called ASAP (after school systems program), through which the students who did not 

complete their homework assignments are assigned to receive extra support from 

volunteer teachers working after school.  If the students attend, they can get full credit for 

it instead of getting a zero, which would often contribute to a failing grade and possibly 

dropping out of school.  

A limitation related to the time lapse between some of the activities and the 

interviews conducted in conjunction with this research study.  In some cases, people had 

to remember activities that occurred up to five years ago and the accuracy of this study 

relied on their memory of events.  On the other hand, the interview data generally 

confirmed the results of the content analysis that was undertaken previously.  In some 

cases, interview respondents relied on their personal notes about particular events and the 

researcher sometimes prompted the respondent based on the semi-structured interview 

protocol developed from the chronology of events outlined in the document analysis.  

Although these occurrences may limit the study in some ways, the time lapse also 

allowed the researcher to describe a more complete picture of state change.  If the study 

had been completed before this year, the findings would be limited.  Because of the long-

term review of activities, the study was able to demonstrate the full continuum of 

change—from forming the community and specifying the problem, to generating action 

steps, studying promising practices related to intervening based on early warning signs, 

and challenging other local education agencies to learn together and scale up promising 
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practices through the state Dropout Challenge.  Thus, studying the series of linked 

communities led to a more complete picture of a policy-to-practice-to-policy cycle that 

the community of practice approach to technical assistance seemed to facilitate.  Despite 

the problems caused by lapses in time, the Reach and Teach for Learning results 

informed the State Superintendent’s Dropout Challenge and will continue to promote 

future learning related to state technical assistance.  This time, the learning will relate 

more to large-scale implementation of the community of practice approach to technical 

assistance.  One way to assuage the time lapse difficulty might be to pursue yearly 

evaluations of the change and then compare results over time.   
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CHAPTER V: Conclusions and Recommendations 

The Michigan community was selected for this case study because the state team 

has been involved with the national NCLB-IDEA Collaboration Community of Practice 

at the “transformational level” (Cashman, 2006).  A transformational systems change 

effort was described as states and organizations (a) committed to working across IDEA 

and Title I of NCLB to improve adequate yearly progress for students with disabilities by 

improving instruction and creating greater access to the general curriculum; (b) 

articulating barriers to understanding and program alignment that must be addressed; (c) 

addressing barriers by convening a state team with designated participation by Special 

Education, Title I, School Improvement, and local level professional and family 

representatives; and (d) sharing new knowledge by engaging contacts from national 

organizations and connecting through their state affiliate networks to reach key 

stakeholder groups (Cashman, 2006).  

Michigan expressed a commitment to community-building by working to clarify 

structures and communication practices that would impact policy implementation.  An 

expert panel that had been convened by the National Association of State Directors of 

Special Education (NASDSE) professional organization identified a select number of 

states working at the transformational level.  The Michigan Community of Practice 

systems change effort was delineated as such by the expert panel according to an 

established set of criteria.  The expert panel included two former state directors of special 

education, a systems change researcher, and staff from the IDEA Partnership and the 

Council of Chief State School Officers.  Michigan was selected as a case study 

examining the use of communities of practice as a technical assistance strategy that 
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enables systems change by specifying problems and articulating action steps to address 

them.  

 This chapter reviews the purpose and significance of the case study.  It also 

summarizes the results and discusses the findings.  The limitations of the study are noted 

as a caution when interpreting results.  This was a study of one state’s approach to 

systems change using a community of practice approach.  Results of the study should not 

be generalized without additional research.   

Purpose and Significance of the Study 

The significance of this study comes from uncovering a promising infrastructure 

for addressing complex problems in a state.  Communities of practice offer another 

option to state leaders seeking to build a structure for learning across roles and levels of 

the system.  By studying communities of practice as an approach to technical assistance 

in one state, this research attempts to translate the theory into observable behaviors and 

processes by describing the terms and features of the Michigan community.  Traditional 

transfer of information from one level of the education system to another is inadequate 

(Kuhn, 2008).  A significant aspect of this study is that it provides an example of a state 

that is moving away from outdated strategies such as simply disseminating information or 

consulting with outside experts.  Instead, the state is pursuing a structure that enables 

learning as a means for improving practice.  Markowitz (2004) notes that states expressed 

the need for an infrastructure that provides resources, access to local stakeholder 

expertise, and options for customization or adaptation.  This study contributes an example 

of one state structure that addresses this state need by using a community of practice 

approach to make connections among parts of the system.  The study describes features 
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of communities of practice that help state leaders hone in on problems within the context 

of Michigan’s systems change efforts. 

 Michigan used a community of practice approach to offer technical assistance to 

local education agencies, and the study explains how the state was informed about policy-

to-practice considerations as a result of engaging with community stakeholders.  The first 

section reviewed how the state staff enabled communities of practice to form.  The 

purpose was to identify strategies that were used to convene communities of practice 

learning opportunities that can inform future efforts.  The Michigan community built on 

existing networks for support, recognized the importance of strong facilitator skills, and 

promoted meaningful and responsive learning activities.  Other key strategies included 

involving members with influence or authority within the system, and identifying a clear 

learning domain that stimulates interest among community members to improve their 

practice.    

The next section examined the way people expressed policy-to-practice problems 

they encountered in their work, and how the state enabled this kind of learning.  The 

study forecasted that, as various stakeholders articulated their roles in education service 

delivery, they would gain a more comprehensive understanding of the complex problems 

they faced.  

Developing a shared vision, and examining practices in relation to that vision, was 

believed to enable the community to devise a logical chain of action to ameliorate 

fractured and outdated systems approached.  The theory-based logic model projected that 

community members would value consent over compliance, and would mobilize in 

support of a shared vision or joint enterprise rather than the typical top-down approach to 
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launching policy initiatives.  While the logic model could not predict a causal 

relationship, it laid out the theoretical foundations and interrelated aspects of the study.  

Community members used data and experiences to deepen their understanding of the 

problem, identified promising practices to share and emulate, tested out their new 

approaches, and reflected on the results for continuous improvement.  A systems change 

model was used to demonstrate Michigan’s move from examples of institution-oriented 

systems to community-based systems.  Features of community-based systems were 

described in terms of eight levers of change: shared principles/norms; vision and goals; 

stakeholder roles; projects, programs, and initiatives; human capacity building; 

governance/leadership; communications/networking; and financial resources. 

The research described a shift from dependence on “external agents” to 

recognition of the tacit knowledge that Michigan community members bring to 

improving student services and system results.  This study related to the community 

elements, processes, and functions that enabled change.  It was not a study of impact.  

Yet, strategies were described in terms of improving service delivery for students who 

have the furthest to go in meeting the state standards.  Thus, the study gives some 

attention to the needs of marginalized groups, and the action steps identified by the 

community have the potential to inform future state policies and practice beyond the 

scope of this research.  The key is to focus on creating an environment for learning, rather 

than teaching, at every level of the system.  The next section discusses this further. 
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Interpretation of Results 

State technical assistance efforts should concentrate on creating a social learning 

system that changes and adapts.  There are three essential principals necessary to rebuild 

communities for systems change.  Parsons (1997) writes 

The first concerns systems thinking and learning.  This includes looking at 

systems holistically – not only at the parts but also at the relationships between 

the parts – as well as seeing that systems are ever changing.  This requires that we 

see ourselves as ongoing learners and adjusters of systems.  The second principle 

concerns the purposes of our systems (and the results expected from them).  This 

purpose must be emphasized and, in many cases, redefined.  The third principle 

concerns reshaping community, grounded in the strengths, needs, hopes, and 

dreams of its residents. (p. 12) 

Complex systems evolve as learners define them.  Multiple stakeholders are 

needed to solve complex problems because they help the learning community understand 

the various parts of the system and see how they fit together.  When aligning service 

delivery systems (e.g., general and special education) to improve individual and system 

results, it helps to bring together representatives of the various groups who have a stake 

in the practice.  At all levels of the system, individual people will have to learn and grow, 

but it is critically important to involve  practitioners and consumers in the decision-

making about systems change because they are the linchpins to understanding the current 

practices and the changes needed to reach the shared vision for improved practice.  

 Innovative new practices cannot survive within an old system (Fixsen, Blasé, 

Horner, & Sugai, 2009).  By involving people across roles and levels of the system, it is 
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easier to build constituency capacity to deal with problems at every level (Hirota & 

Jacobowitz, 2007).  These diverse groups should clarify the purpose of their work 

together by envisioning the desired change and operationalizing the steps needed to move 

from current practice to the desired state.  As the stakeholders develop plausible 

solutions, they should concentrate on articulating the connections between policy and 

practice initiatives, especially at the intersections of systems (e.g., general and special 

education; education and health; early childhood and school-age services).  

 Some of the building level teams found new approaches to meeting policy goals 

by involving various stakeholders in the community of practice.  The following example 

shows the way one school shifted from strict monitoring of school policies to an 

implementation approach that valued stakeholder input and tested out innovative 

solutions. 

I have been promoting the idea for next year that we actually get student 

involvement on our School Improvement Team, and that they can actually come 

to some of our PLC [personal learning community] meetings to offer input. 

Student leaders miss out—and not just leaders but kids from all strata levels- if 

they don’t hear how the teachers talk about certain issues then that can be played 

in a negative way. We want it to be an open, transparent process and get more 

student involvement in school decision-making. And even to get teachers to be 

willing to do an anonymous survey of their teaching practices where kids can fill 

out at the end of the year. Collecting that information, not as a self-flagellation 

kind of thing but to see if students are experiencing a certain thing in a certain 

kind of way.  For example, the Board of Education said: “no electronic devices in 
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the school.” OK, and they said if devices are seen, staff should collect them.  I 

knew that implementing that policy was going to be an interesting challenge. The 

intent was that we do not want students checked out on iPods, where you say “hi” 

to them and they don’t even answer. That was the intent. But the way the kids 

experienced it, they saw the administrators using cell phones and felt that it was 

rude that they couldn’t use them but staff could. I told them, “I have to educate 

you about how we are using this device. Who do you think I’m talking to on this 

phone? Teachers are e-mailing me. Other principals, my superintendent and 

parents, are contacting me. I’m picking up the phone to be accessible to those 

school constituents. It’s a work device.”  This is an example of how easy it is to 

miscommunicate when you are implementing a policy.  Sometimes the person 

who has to implement the change is the one who recognizes some of the problems 

with it. 

I said, “What if we took your cell phones and had an elective next year where you 

could do a threaded discussion using your cell phone and we  projected that  

threaded discussion using cell phone apps? You guys could use your own 

personal technology to make that happen.” They said, “Wow! That’s really cool!” 

The discussion is not over about how we use technology. Don’t assume that you 

are just done using it. That’s why we need to students at the table. When we are 

discussing these policies that’s when we need them there (personal 

communication, principal, 2009) 

A clear purpose helps the community make the right decisions to engage lifelong learners 

instead of worrying about making improvements solely for monitoring and accountability 
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purposes (personal communication, J. Cashman, October 2009).  Both “doing the right 

things” and “doing things right” are necessary.  Therefore, building coherence between 

monitoring approaches and continuous improvement approaches is essential.  Cashman 

explained the advantage from a state technical assistance perspective. 

The main advantage is that you can’t possibly know from the SEA level what all 

the implementation variables look like.  So if you don’t create a relationship with 

the stakeholders where there’s an honest exchange of that, if you don’t change the 

relationship then, it is just complaining….  And if you don’t look into some of the 

things that are being said as, okay, where’s the possible, that real description of a 

barrier in here?  And, you know, who has the ability to act on that barrier?  

What’s the message here for the SEA?  And what’s the message for the 

stakeholder groups about the barriers they are articulating.  If you don’t do that, 

you can formulate what looks like a great plan as a technical level.  If it doesn’t 

match with the implementation environment, which you cannot know from the 

state ed[ucation] agency, … you’re going to have problems.  And if the people 

who are working at the front lines that know where those issues are, they can see 

it long before now.  It’s not to say every barrier they’re seeing is not avoidable, 

but if we don’t get together and talk about those barriers, they remain barriers. 

(personal communication, J. Cashman, October 2009). 

Clarity of purpose can help accelerate the change.  To reach a sense of clarity in 

vision and purpose, the community needs to recreate the existing vision together, specify 

the problem, and develop clear and efficient action steps to accomplish the desired 

change.  A community of practice approach to technical assistance can help build the 
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necessary infrastructure for the community learning activities and help eliminate some of 

the barriers described above (personal communication, policymaker, September 2009).  

And some of them [barriers] don’t have to be there – so [they are] avoidable 

problems.  But there are some things that need to be discussed and made explicit 

about those situations that really have to happen for those barriers to come down. 

And if we keep these – if we only operate at a formal level, they really don’t get 

articulated.  The only time they get articulated is when there’s some public 

hearing and there’s an announcement of all the reasons why something isn’t going 

to work.  All the reasons that people at the local level know that certain kinds of 

things will be – will have catches in them.  You can create a relationship where 

you can find that stuff out and make course corrections but if you don’t have the 

relationship, you’re not going to find it out.  You’re always going to find it out in 

formal ways, which are public hearings and evaluations.  So this is just a way to 

create a relationship, a feedback loop that allows you to make those mid-course 

corrections (personal communication, J. Cashman, October 2009). 

Communities of practice help members focus on the desired end state, while the 

practice groups inform the in-depth learning needs necessary to get there.  The smaller 

learning groups that make up the practice groups gather information and report back the 

community.  The community keeps the larger entity moving in unity toward the goal.  By 

working together, community members develop relationship bonds and a shared 

repertoire of practices.  Eventually, the community feels a sense of shared accountability 

to reaching the desired change and, as a result, individual members share responsibility in 

progressing through the action steps to achieve their shared goals.  Roles begin to change 
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as the community turns to those with knowledge and expertise regardless of the 

individual titles that people hold.  As new roles develop based on a results-oriented 

approach, the system adapts and the expanded roles become institutionalized (Hirota & 

Jacobowitz, 2007).  The result is shared responsibility and shared power, or legitimacy.  

As the community relationships forge and deepen, it is critically important to 

create mechanisms for sharing learning so that perceptions do not develop around 

“insider” and “outsider” groups.  A specialized language or jargon emerges within the 

community.  While this can facilitate an easy shortcut in communicating, it can also 

cause unintended consequences when new members feel left out.  Within the community, 

effort should be made to explain insider jokes to newcomers, and a positive tone is 

recommended when undertaking learning activities.  Self-deprecation and humility seem 

to meet with more success when engaging practitioners, consumers, and community 

newcomers—as “insiders”—than do sarcasm or attention-seeking (personal 

communication, J. Cashman, April 2009).                                                                                                        

The community needs the practitioners to change practice (personal 

communication, principal, May 2009).  Multiple interview participants pointed to the way 

their school team was moving toward involving student stakeholders.  Some have noted 

the desire to involve students and families but also acknowledged the challenges related 

to confidentiality when discussing struggling students.  One school principal thought a 

survey might help check the staff perceptions of positive changes they noticed in their 

students. 

The response has been overwhelmingly good and positive.  The response from 

teachers.  Students, there are some.  I’d like to survey our students and staff this 
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year before the end of the year to figure out how well.  This AR class has 

completely changed the culture of our building.  It’s okay to like reading.  

Teachers have commented on kids bringing their AR books with their math 

textbooks.  And if it’s in between classes, they’ll be reading their AR book.  

Sometimes I have to say, okay, it’s time to put your AR books away.  It’s time to 

start math now.  So teachers have noticed that it’s becoming more of a norm in 

our middle school for kids to be carrying around their pleasure AR reading book 

along with any other materials needed for class.  Some teachers have noticed 

when they go out for a track meet or a football game, during half time the students 

will pull out their AR book and read at those after school events too.  So I think 

students are realizing that reading can be pleasurable.  And I think by just 

encouraging students to read more, they’re going to increase their vocabulary and 

their reading and comprehension skills.  

 Consumers are also needed to understand current practice and evaluate outcomes.  

Newcomers are needed to help articulate the main tenets of the community and refine 

community messages.  Experienced members are needed to model the community 

practices and share the repertoire of stories and other accomplishments that evolve from 

the community’s shared history.  In short, a community recognizes that each person has 

something to learn and something to teach.  Thus, the community structure should be 

organized so that there is a focus on creating an environment for learning at every level of 

the system (Wenger, 2005). 

With an explicit technical assistance structure in place for approaching systems 

work through communities, a strength-based model replaces the deficit model.  It is 
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important to acknowledge that the system cannot force change on individuals (Glasser, 

1965).   

You know, you’re in a legal system, so there’s really only so much you’re going 

to be able to get out of it.  So the state is going to have legislation, it’s going to 

have regulations, it’s going to have guidelines.  Now, if you consider that 

sufficient, they you put in the model that we have right now.  In a participatory 

community model, those guidelines are produces with the stakeholders, and in 

most cases they already have to be public systems.  But the extent to which that 

sort of a perfunctory – we’re going to go and give our public comment here – or 

whether it’s truly treated as, okay, let’s learn what that means.  And they as it gets 

written in the guidelines and then it just gets implemented with the people that 

actually have to act on the guidelines.  And carried out by them and seeing this is 

something they have been involved with and they want to actually create the 

understanding on this.  Not an obligations but actually feeling involved in it – that 

is a very different thing.…  In places where the system is more participatory, 

those groups are actively allies of the state agency.  Across states, you get a very 

different feel for what those groups are.  And you can see when you have a 

number of people from those groups that area at a meeting, some of them really 

feel like allies and parts of the system and others feel that this is their place to 

come and sort of rail against the system.  And it’s a very different feeling.  

(personal communication, J. Cashman, October 2009) 

Community members are drawn to a shared purpose and vision of future 

possibilities.  Their motivation is intrinsic, and grounded in the desire to learn more about 
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the practices that need to be nurtured and improved in order to reach a shared goal.  They 

are less inclined to change based on mandates or external pressure.  A teacher talked 

about how the community of practice stayed focused on the local goals during an 

interview. 

I think it’s allowed us to have a focus. We were talking previously how…  

professional development was pretty much, if it was from the district level, hit 

and miss depending on what topic they wanted to pick up.  Building wide it would 

be hit and miss, whatever kind of came across.  Since we’ve joined the initiative 

we’ve pretty much had a professional development within our building focused 

on struggling learners, the professional development district wide has not been 

focused on that, but because we are focusing on struggling learners we’ve had a 

different perspective about the district wide.  District wide pretty much has come 

down to assessment and grading.  So, I think the initiative has allowed us to 

explore different perspectives, as far as that goes.  I think it has broadened the 

thinking of our particular building in that respect.  [Do you think this is true for 

the faculty at large or just your team members?]  For our faculty at large (personal 

communication, teacher, May 2009).    

The community can best enable change by creating a learning environment and 

experiences that allow for personalization and meaning for individual members (Wenger, 

1998).  If individuals find the learning they seek through the community, they will 

consent to change without feeling controlled (Glasser, 1969).   

We also had some situations where the parents or whoever is raising the student 

did not have a great experience at the high school or at school in general. You 
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know, so we actually took our team onto their house. We met with them at their 

place, you know. You can just sense a little bit that they, you know, they'll say, 

well middle school, I never set foot in a middle school because I don't like that 

place at all. Then you can start asking some more probing questions like well how 

was the elementary experience for you. So then you can kind of sense that there's 

more to this than just (unintelligible) at school and their experience with, you 

know, education. And so we have found that we were able to say, well what about 

us, a few of us, coming out and talking to you? Some of the teachers did that on 

their own time; during the summer we did it (personal communication, principal, 

October 2009). 

Again, developing coherence is necessary.  This time, it is at the intersection of the 

individual and the community of practice.  When the community is need-fulfilling for the 

individual, and the individual contributes to the goal of community, the learning 

experience is mutually beneficial.  The high school principal went on to explain the 

contextual learning that staff gained by working more closely with families. 

I think that's the part. You know, we don't have any parents that are involved with 

a class, or working with their kids, or anything like that. It's just the contact with 

them or meeting them and having them come in and meet with us. [What did you 

learn from that, or what was the reaction to that, in that meeting?] For some of us, 

including myself, some of the conditions especially in these economic times that 

some of our kids are coming from... It really opened our eyes to like, you know, 
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there's more important things than just an education for some of these students. 

And it opened our eyes to, you know, we went into one house; it didn't have a 

basement floor in it. You know, it was dirt floor.  It really gave us a new 

perspective on where some of these students are coming from, you know. And 

we're so at times like well, this kid didn't do their homework. And I wish their 

parents would get on them. And some of these students are just doing enough to 

survive including the parents. And so for our team it's like, okay, what can we do 

to wrap ourselves around these students? But not only that, how can we inform 

our staff that some of this is taking place within our district? … and how do we 

break that cycle for these kids, you know.  How do we get these kids out of that 

cycle (personal communication, principal, October 2009)? 

Education conversations often focus on the “policy-to-practice gap” and the need 

to implement new policies or practices with fidelity.  This attention to the technical 

aspects of detecting and correcting is referred to as single-loop learning (Argyris & 

Schon, 1983).  However, this approach is only successful in working with the variables 

related to the dominant culture of learning, or the prevailing notions of how learning is 

transferred from policy to practice.  Double-loop learning (1978) asks leaders to question 

the leading variables themselves after carefully examining the implicit goals, values, and 

approaches of the system to make sure they do not create unintended consequences while 

spreading present policies or practices.  To create a learning system—as well as a system 

that learns—leaders must allow their vision of the “end result” to change.  Cashman 

describes this process of learning and sharing across levels of scale. 
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They [SEA] could only create TA strategies based upon the way they think about 

the problems.  And this showed a very different way of thinking about the 

problem.  So once you think about the problem differently, the range of TA 

strategies opens up … if you never really think about the problem differently, 

you’ll always going to be in that strategy of we’re the SEA, you have to figure 

everything out, and then we have to tell everybody, which is an impossible 

situation because they’re only operating at one level of the scale.  They need to 

get the people that are operating at the other level of the scale in, and it’s actually 

coming to that realization that is the change point, for me anyway … what 

happens is the SEA begins to see how easily some things that are difficult if 

you’re trying to do it as a roll-out or how easily they can happen when it’s not a 

roll out.  When everybody else decides to act and us whatever leverage they have 

in concert with the SEA (personal communication, J. Cashman, October 2009). 

In Michigan, state leaders described this in terms of the famous Apollo 13 space mission, 

which had to completely revamp their plans following a series of mishaps.  They 

explained their approach as “shoot for the moon but be willing for a new mission!” 

(McCall and Gallagher, 2006). 

Discussion of Findings 

Community members developed a formal representation of the substantive 

problem they wanted to address when they drafted the criteria and application for the 

Reach and Teach initiative.  Once the community developed a picture of the end result 

and identified the steps needed to get there, members worked to build the knowledge and 

skills necessary to make progress toward the goal.  According to Parsons (1997), 
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focusing on relationships and connections among parts of systems, and across systems, is 

necessary to facilitate change (Parsons, 1997).  The researcher outlines the stages of 

change in her research on community-based systems: 

It takes considerable time to fundamentally change a system.  Many people think 

and act differently. People and systems cannot be separated.  As systems go 

through changes, so do the people involved in making the systems work.  

Although the process is complex and varies from community to community, there 

are six recognizable stages of the change process that communities and 

individuals go through as they recreate their social systems … (p. 41) 

The stages of change are identified as: (a) Maintenance of Institution-Oriented 

Systems; (b) Awareness (of the need for change); (c) Exploration (of new 

outcomes and ways of operating); (d) Transitioning (from the old to the new 

system); and (e) Predominance of Community-Based Systems (Parsons, 1997, p. 

41).  The community enabled a sequence of change that focused on the system 

and the individual.  Community members created a vision of what was possible, 

and developed plausible solutions that the stakeholders felt they could achieve 

together.  Individual community strengths were aligned to build a more cohesive 

and complementary whole. This chapter describes the way the Michigan 

community of practice helped integrate changes in the state to create a new status 

quo.   

Maintenance of Institution-Oriented Systems 

In reviewing the Michigan story that unfolded as a result of the document 

analysis, several themes emerged related to the six stages of change.  During visits to 
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other states engaged in national community of practice work, Michigan acknowledged 

that they had already attempted to deliver information about general and special 

education alignment as they “rolled out” School Improvement policies related to 

adequate yearly performance of schools and districts.  While this roll-out approach did 

not appear to garner much local resistance, at least two state staff members were not 

satisfied with the results.  There seemed to be little reaction to the state technical 

assistance to local education agencies regarding the policy-to-practice implications for 

district and school-based improvement teams.  There was a recognition that the 

“maintenance of institution-oriented systems” was not leading to substantial individual or 

system results (personal communication, policymaker, September 2009).   

Awareness 

The qualitative data that arose in response to the question of why a state would 

choose to address persistent problems showed that reasons varied depending on the goal 

of the community at a particular phase of change, but generally mirrored the research 

(Wenger, 1998).  When Michigan began exploring the intersection of education laws 

across divisions of the state educational agency, they were coordinating and creating 

synergy for integrating general and special education systems.  This realization - 

combined with a change in leadership that supported increased stakeholder engagement 

and a broader vision for the Special Education division - led to an awareness of the need 

to change.  The state explored opportunities to operate using new approaches. 

Exploration 

The pilot testing of an aligned monitoring system across Title I and special 

education included joint problem-solving and avoiding duplication of effort.  An example 
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of mapping knowledge and identifying gaps was demonstrated as the state established 

data-driven pilot projects to support inclusion of special education students in the general 

education curriculum. Inherent in the strategy of surfacing multiple perspectives is the 

idea of requesting and sharing information.  This also created an opportunity to document 

shared experiences and discuss emerging ideas.  An incremental step in recognizing the 

benefit of a community of practice for learning from the experiences of others came with 

the unified Partnership invitation to include national organizations in the NCLB-IDEA 

Collaboration meeting (personal communication, policymaker, September 2009).  The 

state began to explore new ways of operating with a systems approach by exploring 

cross-division and cross-stakeholder work (Michigan Department of Education, 2004).  

As the state refined its relationship with stakeholders and expanded efforts to form 

learning communities, additional benefits emerged, such as the Reach and Teach 

initiative (Michigan Department of Education, 2006; Gallagher, 2009).  Reach and Teach 

allowed school-based communities of practice to explore individualized approaches that 

supported student achievement.  The community tested whether the individualized 

practices made a difference for students school-wide.  For example, the staff at one 

school noticed that the list of students referred for the Reach and Teach initiative largely 

consisted of students who were Native American.  They invited a tribal leader to work 

with the staff to help them better understand the Native American culture and infuse what 

they learned in their teaching. In 2005, when the initiative was first implemented, 44.33% 

of the school’s Native American students were receiving special education services 

compared to a statewide average for the Native American population of 15.8%. In the fall 

of 2008 the number was down to 26.88% (personal communication, principal, May 



 

 

239

 

2009).  These dramatic results were shared with Title I school networks because of the 

high poverty rate among families living on reservations in Michigan.  Thus, the state 

community of practice enabled exploration of promising practices that transferred across 

education divisions.  The changes made a direct impact on student learning and seemed 

to reduce disproportionate representation of Native American students in Special 

Education.  The community members encouraged exploration of innovative approached 

to improving school persistence and reducing the prevalence of dropouts.  The learning 

then transferred back to the state for broader application and exploration. 

Transition 

When initially considering the question of how states enable communities of 

practice to form, it seems simple.  After all, communities of practice are quite natural and 

have been around for as long as humans have been learning together (Wenger, 2006).  It 

seems easy enough to identify a domain, community, and practice.  Yet, the intricacies of 

inviting members, convening learning activities, and accomplishing community 

objectives are quite complicated.  During a personal interview with Wenger, he refers to 

the many tensions and paradoxes that present themselves while navigating communities 

of practice.   

 …I talk about the social artist as living in a paradox … They are very 

social but they are also willful.  You could think that somebody who is 

more social than willful will start to be manipulative.  But they are not 

manipulative because they are so sincere in what they are trying to do. 

(personal communication, E. Wenger, October 2009) 
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An example of this was revealed when Wenger observed that the Partnership 

work with Michigan encouraged participation from people who represent a particular 

organization, role, or group.  These designated roles seemed too prescriptive, and stood in 

contrast to the principle of self-selection based on the way the individual identifies with 

the practice of the community (personal communication, E. Wenger, October 2009).  

However, in the more structured communities working within state systems change 

efforts, it is sometimes critical to include people who are situated at leverage points at the 

intersection of policy and practice.  Identifying shared interests, inviting those with a 

stake in improving practice, and attracting practitioners who can contribute to the 

learning and reflection cycle are key tasks for the community coordinator.  Therefore, 

one of the most stimulating interview exchanges that transpired during the course of this 

research was about the inherent tensions in this work. 

Wenger: This whole issue of representativeness is somewhat difficult for 

communities of practice. 

 

Researcher: Yeah.  Can you tell us about why? 

 

Wenger: Because normally in a kind of traditional community of practice when 

you come to the community of practice you come as a learner.  You don’t come 

as a representative of something, you know?  And so sometimes it’s okay to have 

a representative aspect to it but you don’t want the representative aspect to 

overshadow the kind of shared learning aspect, you see what I mean?  Otherwise 

it becomes a comedy.  A comedy, yeah.  You have a representative from the IT 
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department, you have a representative from the – and basically it becomes kind of 

a political thing of balancing those interests.  I wouldn’t call that a community of 

practice. 

 

Researcher: No, you’re right.  We actually sometimes, I think, have to shift it. 

That’s why it’s important to find the person I think who is the learner.  So that’s 

what the state was sort of doing in a sense maybe is they invited multiple people 

because they were kind of stagnant in some ways with the usual representatives.  

But for political and relationship reasons they couldn’t cut that person out.  So 

they just invited others to join and sometimes the culture of the learning groups 

will affect that person.…  Or how would you express that theory of change?… 

 

Wenger: …I mean learning is always potentially a theory of change, you know? 

… the difference between the work that I do and the theory of change is that 

probably I’m interested in increasing learning capability.  That will actually create 

change.  But it’s different from knowing in advance what change you want, you 

see what I mean? … it’s almost like you shift from kind of an intentional change 

focused on a measureable element to a learning question … if you are really ready 

to increase learning capability you also must be ready that the system will come 

back to you and say that your measure is not the right measure, okay? … And so 

if you just have a theory of change, it’s how do we propagate change, right?  If 

you have a learning capability theory, you say we want to increase the learning 



 

 

242

 

capability of the system and that includes our own.  (personal communication, E. 

Wenger, October 2009) 

 
In Wenger’s writing, the reference to “social artists” conjures images of a dance 

between leadership authority and distributive leadership.  A community conductor 

amplifying small voices with the potential to make important contributions, and muting 

those that are at times overbearing, can create a necessary rhythm or balance within the 

learning environment.  Strong community leaders understand that it can be helpful to 

bring in outside expertise to stimulate learning, generate legitimacy, or build confidence 

by attracting a certain spotlight of attention.  And, yet, individual humility is necessary in 

creating the right balance.  The astute “social artist” will lay the foundation with just the 

right touch so that “experts” understand the value of learning from those they are tasked 

with enlightening.  The strength of the infrastructure depends on the skill of the social 

architect that is nurtured over time and with practice.  The community is sustained, added 

to, or dismantled depending on its purpose over time.    

In the case of Michigan, the community coordinator had to negotiate a number of 

key turns while enabling the community to take form.  One instance magnified the 

politics of working within state government.  There was a person who was often called 

upon by the state to represent the perspective and voice of a particular administrator role.  

When brokering connections through the national organizations, to involve state affiliates 

with a strong understanding of current practice, a different name was put forth.  

Eventually, both representatives were given a designated role within the community and 

found their niche.  However, this situation required much negotiation and clarification 

before it could be resolved.  The lesson here is that, in some cases, an explicit connection 
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has to be made before a person with influence or authority will pay attention to the work 

of the community.  Other times, the energy and enthusiasm of community members 

transfer immediately and a “designee” is transformed into a “learner.”  If an issue is 

“rolled out” as a community, it will quickly be rejected by the implementers and 

consumers most important to the practice.  In the end, learning is the key function of the 

community.  If members are not engaged in a social learning process, their attendance 

will drop off and the remaining members will have to determine the best way to maintain 

balance and assess continued interest in the community (Wenger, 2005; Borzath, 2008).  

The two main processes of communities of practice investigated in this study 

were  problem-specification and articulating actionable steps for change.  Problem-

specification is the formal representation of a core problem faced by education 

policymakers at the state level (Dunn, 1994).  Policy research suggests that successful 

problem specification requires data, logic, experience, and consideration of various 

positions (Patton & Sawicki, 1993).  Communities of practice—especially those that 

value the range of stakeholder experiences and positions—offer an opportunity to 

combine all the elements necessary to present a logical representation of the problem. 

Strategies for clearly defining the problem within complex systems. The 

qualitative data review of Michigan’s community of practice highlighted some strategies 

that may be useful in presenting a logical representation of the problem: (a) Stimulate 

dialogue across roles to surface beliefs and behavioral norms; (b) Examine the various 

policy initiatives that are being promoted; (c) Align vision statements for the various 

policy initiatives to create a unified vision that all can support; (d) Map the interest and 

expertise of those involved to show collective efficacy; (e) Identify the purpose of each 
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project in support of the vision and goals of the overarching policy agendas; (f) Look for 

patterns across projects and roles, concentrating on the areas where issues, people, or 

practices intersect; and (g) Build an infrastructure to support shared communication and 

reflection about practices occurring at the intersections within the system. 

Strategies for generating actionable steps for change. In Michigan, 

communities of practices were also used to help articulate actionable strategies for 

implementing general and special education policy.  Previous sections outlined the 

strategies that Michigan Community of Practice members decided to act upon together.  

In terms of state technical assistance, the goal is to create the will to act by engaging 

stakeholders in a learning system that is based on the reality and choice of those involved.  

The focus of technical assistance providers should be on creating an environment in 

which people feel safe, connected, listened to, appreciated, and respected (Glasser, 1965).  

Then, by posing questions that help the community see a clearer picture of the problem, it 

is possible to devise some action steps that move them toward the desired outcome.   

Identifying models of exemplary practice that exist within the community is one 

strategy that was found to be helpful in the Michigan case.  For example, Michigan 

representatives reached out for professional development from an organization known as 

Study Circles, which specializes in creating dialogue around policy issues, so they could 

learn best practices related to facilitating dialogue on a range of community issues.  They 

also visited New York and Ohio to learn more about the professional development and 

community of practice efforts in those states, resulting in more in-depth work learning 

with Ohio about the promising practices underway there.  Ultimately, the main action 

initiative—the Reach and Teach for Learning Pilot—was an adaptation of the Ohio 
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initiative to convene building-based teams led by the school principal to address 

alignment of NCLB and IDEA to improve education services and student results.  Rather 

than reinvent the wheel, Michigan studied what was working well in other states or 

organizations and refined the approaches for implementation within the Michigan state 

context. 

Building on strengths to create the vision and will to act. Community-based 

systems build on existing assets to promote internal motivation and efficacy.  Once a 

culture of learning and continuous improvement is established, the community begins to 

identify steps that are needed for positive change to occur.  Broad agreement about the 

desired system builds human capital and momentum.  It also makes collaborative funding 

more likely.  The key is making sure that there is an infrastructure for learning across 

roles and levels of the system.  Communication and networking options are critical to 

building a learning system.  If community members do not share a sense of purpose and 

communicate in a clear and unified way, it can cause confusion to the field.  One teacher 

explained the challenges associated with incorporating individual views that differed 

from the broader community. 

I think it’s… a little bit right now, it’s kind of perspective, we have a 

couple people that were added to the team this year that… and there’s one 

in particular that it doesn’t have a necessarily full grasp still of what it is 

that we’re doing.  And so the challenges that we’ve had are that in dealing 

with other staff members and explaining things, this person spread 

misinformation or make a negative comment about some things that we’re 

doing.  So, as a team, it’s been difficult to try to get everybody on the 



 

 

246

 

same page and understand that we need to be positive and we need to be 

cheerleaders about the things that we’re initiating.  And if we’re not on 

board, then why aren’t we on board and why aren’t we talking about it at 

meetings?   

Striking a balance between community efforts to support a shared purpose and action 

steps, while honoring different perspectives and challenging the existing status quo when 

necessary, can be quite difficult.  The juxtaposition and need to balance competing views 

is common in learning, and it is acknowledged readily by those who have studied or 

facilitated communities of practice (Wenger, 2005).  This illuminates the need for 

technical assistance that is flexible and responsive to the learners within the system.  

Since communities of practice are grounded in social learning theory, and help people 

examine issues and relationships that affect their practice, they provide a promising 

approach to technical assistance.  One of the most important aspects of building a 

statewide infrastructure for technical assistance that engages the range of stakeholders is 

the creation of feedback loops.  

Focusing on two-way learning at all intersection points within the system. 

Feedback loops can facilitate communication and learning across roles and levels of the 

system.  In describing the way communities of practice elements, such as feedback loops, 

contribute to multiscale learning (i.e., learning at SEA, LEA, and individual levels) and 

facilitate systems change, the Michigan Community of Practice is both the case study unit 

of analysis and the “activity” outlined in the logic model.  Wenger stresses the important 

role a community of practice plays in this kind of study when he states: 
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Because of its mid-level character, the concept of community of practice is 

a useful entry point into the study of learning systems and identity 

formation.  It is a way to account for both the learning complexity of large 

social systems and the partiality of our participation in them.  Indeed, our 

participation in specific communities acts as a mediating context of 

engagement for negotiating the meaning of large structures and our 

experience of identity in them.  (Wenger, 2005, p. 18) 

Developing coherent messages that promote diffusion and dissemination of 

proven practices.  Convening people in a community of practice helps individuals 

develop personal meaning when translating policy to practice.  Community members 

begin to build capacity for solving problems together.  As they embrace the reform, and 

become committed to scaling it up, they then consider diffusing established policies 

within the context of their practice.  In this way, community stakeholders have the 

potential to deliver coherent messages about policy integration and spread best practices 

that they agree upon to improve teaching and learning.   

Recommendations for Future Research 

This study set out to answer questions of (a) why the state chose to address 

persistent problems through communities of practice; (b) how the state enabled a 

community of practice to form; (c) how the community of practice enabled problem-

specification across general and special education environments; and (d) how the 

community of practice supported the articulation of actionable strategies for systems 

change to occur. Through the study, strategies were identified for employing 
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communities of practice as a technical assistance strategy to enable systems change in 

one state.   

 Identify the most successful strategies of those presented in the findings. A 

study that considers the various strategies presented in this research—and seeks to isolate 

the ones that prove to be most successful—would be a logical next step in identifying the 

most salient community practices.  In Michigan, there is evidence that the school teams 

identified resources and action steps that impacted student results.  After sharing what 

they learned from the experiences of individual students, the teams examined schoolwide 

approaches that might prevent the need for more intensive services later.  The state 

educational agency is now studying whether some of the early warning signs that Reach 

and Teach identified, as well as the intervention strategies they devised to address them, 

can be spread more widely.  Formal studies of these scale-up efforts are recommended.  

Additionally, the strategies used to spread the effect are important to describe and study 

in more depth.  

One specific opportunity to study the spread of effect comes with the launch of 

the Michigan State Superintendent’s “Dropout Challenge.”  The state of Michigan has 

examined the lessons learned through their Reach and Teach initiative, which formed out 

of the community of practice “action step” recommendation.  The recommendations 

came from the Professional Development and Adult Learning exploration that led to the 

community’s decision to pilot the Reach and Teach for Learning initiative.  The Reach 

and Teach initiative was built on the practices that they had shared together through joint 

exploration of the professional development / adult learning practice groups related to 

NCLB-IDEA collaboration and transition issues.  The State Superintendent extended a 
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Dropout Challenge to all Michigan schools and, as of October 2009, at least 1,000 

schools had responded that they are committed to addressing early warning signs of 

dropout.  These schools were challenged to join the statewide effort to improve individual 

and schoolwide services and supports to reduce the dropout rate, but they were not 

mandated.  The overwhelming response from LEAs to join the Dropout Challenge offers 

an opportunity to study the lessons learned from Reach and Teach on a larger scale.  

Caution is recommended in considering the Dropout Challenge to be a replication 

of the Reach and Teach for Learning initiative.  Although the Dropout Challenge was 

built on the early warning signs foundation of Reach and Teach, it does not have the 

same level of direct resources to support the work as the Reach and Teach initiative had.  

Still, studying the results when applied to other schools will offer additional insights into 

capacity-building efforts in Michigan.  Since relatively few dollar expenditures were 

needed for Reach and Teach, and the leaders have gained valuable lessons about the 

learning strategies and organizational structures that are needed as a technical assistance 

support for change, there is promise in reaching a “tipping point” with one third of 

Michigan schools making a public commit to change.  By documenting this shift from 

learning on a small scale to application of lessons learned on a large scale, the state 

stands to gain greater insights into systems change.  

Capitalize on the functions of communities of practice that build state and 

local capacity. An important extension of this research relates to the way the community 

of practice fosters support for the actionable strategies upon which they agreed.  

Particularly, studies of whether, and how, the community members distribute the effort 

further are necessary to further understanding about systems change.  Scaling up or 
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building capacity for implementing a particular innovation or research-validated practice 

is defined as “[the] process of replicating innovations on a larger scale.”  That is, “… 

taking an innovation that works on a small scale and making it work in more places 

and/or for more people” (Markowitz, 2004, p.1).  In previous sections, a number of 

reasons were given for exploring persistent state problems using a community of practice 

approach.  As Michigan convened its IDEA Partnership Professional Development and 

Adult Learning Community, the document analysis showed that state staff saw the 

potential for community members to also serve as stewards of community work.  As 

community members interact with their constituents or other networks to which they 

belong, they could be trusted emissaries of a unified communication message.  In short, 

they can act as multipliers in spreading a systems change effort.  

Michigan is currently working with the State Implementation of Scaling-up 

Evidence-based Practices (SISEP) technical assistance center to study Michigan’s 

Integrated Behavior and Learning Support Initiative (MiBLSi) scale-up efforts.  The state 

leaders are likely to expand their knowledge, skills, and experience related to the 

diffusion of evidence-based practices in Michigan, which can inform the Reach and 

Teach for Learning and Dropout Challenge work.  Both MiBLSi and Reach and Teach 

for Learning use a multitiered intervention model and an early intervening services 

approach.  So, the intentional transfer of learning that could be applied across the age 

span in Michigan regarding future research could contribute to research on systems 

change. 

   Based on the revisions the community made to their professional development 

and adult learning project purpose, the state staff seemed to learn the importance of a 
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building a relationship of trust before scaling up too quickly.  There is promise in the 

strategy of working with leaders involved in various roles and levels of the system who, 

in turn, work with the networks that trust and rely on them for translating policy to 

improve practice.  A study of the timing and readiness of the community of practice 

members to act as individuals—who are willing to take unified action, to accomplish 

community goals—would certainly inform the knowledge base on systems change.   

Increase organizational learning connections among state affiliates of 

national education organizations. Although this study focused on systems change from 

the state perspective, there is evidence that organizational change resulted from 

stakeholder engagement in the Michigan work.  The Michigan Education Association, 

which serves 157,000 teachers in Michigan, changed the way they allocated funds from 

the organization to support cross-stakeholder work embedded in the schools. 

We really took the summer institute money, you know, and plowed it into Reach 

and Teach.  So we didn’t – we haven’t had any summer institutes since then.  

Because just – yes that’s significant because we took an activity that we’ve done 

for many years and we said, “We think we can use these funds more effectively, 

not with the summer institute but through this program that reaches into these 17 

schools” … Because we see results.  We see – feel significant changes (personal 

communication, teacher, October 2009). 

A study of the way the organization is informed of promising ways to structure learning 

activities—such as the switch from a centralized state conference for teachers to joint 

sponsorship of Reach and Teach activities—has the potential to inform both 

organizational learning and professional development.  Future research could look at the 
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results of adopting embedded ongoing support instead of stand-alone conferences from 

an organizational perspective.  

Investigate distal and proximal success of communities of practice 

applications. The systems change process paradigm put forth by Hood (2002) 

encourages the use of technical assistance strategies that lead to both knowledge use and 

production in the same location.  There was some exploration of this issue during the 

interview with Etienne Wenger. 

Researcher: So could you talk then about one of the things … noted in the 

research on communities of practice … is that it leads to knowledge use and 

production in the same location?  

 

Wenger: Well, I’m not exactly sure what you mean by the production and use in 

the same location because sometimes there are communities where the 

practitioners don’t practice together very much.  They reflect together on their 

practice but they don’t practice together necessarily…. 

 

Researcher: And so a lot of times in the communities that we’re working with 

people are coming together outside of where they practice and they’re coming 

across roles to share information …because they don’t practice together, they are 

learning how that issue is communicated about or perceived by for example in 

this case, the principal versus a teacher versus a state person.…  They see it 

through their own lens but when they hear the story if for example I’m a teacher 

and there is a new policy that is being developed at school, I might not know the 
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intent behind it really until I hear the principal explain why.…  And when they 

combine that then they start to reflect on the other person’s perspective and a lot 

of times they sort of are able to, because they are building a relationship, they’re 

able to sort of suspend judgment about a particular issue … and then they have to 

sort of hold onto that I think and return and bring it back to their practice…. 

 

Wenger: But to finish that thought, I mean sometimes part of what the community 

of practice does is that it adds a reflective forum on the practice.  So it’s 

predicated on people being the actual people who can take that reflection back 

into the practice, isn’t it?  So it’s not like the reflection of the practitioners 

themselves.  But I don’t think we can demand that that [those participating in the] 

reflection be practicing together. 

 

Researcher: And I find that was something Michigan does….  They debrief, they 

ask other people to reflect and so that has been something I think that has been 

helpful to them. 

 

Wenger: Right.  Absolutely.  And but what is important as opposed to some kind 

of committee or something like this is that the people who are in the room are the 

actual people who do the work.  Whether they do it in the room or somewhere 

else, they carry that identity with them and I think that is really important. 

(personal communication, E. Wenger, October 2009)  
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In the end, the importance of involving the practitioner was agreed upon and the 

belief that the assistance must come in “real time” practice, rather than upon reflection of 

one’s practice, was left unexplored.  Since the involvement of practitioners was central to 

both this researcher and Wenger, this was the characteristic highlighted by the current 

study.  However, it may be worth exploring whether the reflection on practice with others 

is as effective as actually practicing and learning together at the same time.  A study 

comparison of these two situations could clarify this point further and inform technical 

assistance efforts.  It also raises the question of which types of technology or other 

strategies enhance the building of a learning infrastructure.  It is sometimes difficult for 

practitioners to come together because of competing demands on their time.  If research 

could determine which communication and feedback mechanisms hold the most promise, 

it would advance the work of applying communities of practice on a large scale to 

advance systems.  A study of feedback loops, which are a unique element of multiscale 

learning, is especially recommended. 

 Use dialogue as a tool for generating engagement in communities of practice. 

Dialogue guides were noted by Michigan community members as a tool for learning 

about policy-to-practice implications across stakeholder groups on a small scale, and also 

for spreading the effect by encouraging each participant to facilitate further dialogue with 

their constituents and exploring their own actionable steps for change.  Thus, dialogue 

participants are believed to deepen their knowledge of important issues and also act as a 

catalyst for continued change.  While dialogue is consistently mentioned in education 

literature as essential to individual change, more study of the potential impact of IDEA 

Partnership and state-generated dialogue guides is recommended.  In fact, studies of 
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various technical assistance tools that are employed by federally-funded centers would 

inform current state assistance practices. 

Encourage individual learning and identity development within a community 

of practice approach.  On a more personal level, metacognitive studies of how 

individuals decide to act on what they learn could help underscore better ways of 

supporting practitioners through the change process.  Role modeling is something that 

arose in a tangential way during the case study of Michigan, but was not reflected 

significantly enough in the data analysis tools to warrant more careful examination in this 

study.  However, the research on communities of practice—which has early origins in 

studying the relationship of the master guilder and apprentice learning structure—touches 

on the importance of role modeling.  

Further study of the way communities of practice members learn and act together 

could help explain changes in behavior based on observation and imitation of others 

within a social milieu.  Then, an important next step would be to gain a better 

understanding of the means by which community members begin to diffuse established 

policies through their own free will, rather than only adjust through pressure or 

regulations from the next level of the system.  Studies of how to make this shift to 

coherent messages and self-motivation to improve will expand the knowledge base 

regarding the elements that facilitate the scale-up process.  

Thus, research on how individuals make sense of and act on what they learn 

together is one broad area that is recommended for additional study.  Also, more studies 

about how knowledge is shared and leads to the generation of new knowledge would 

further the existing research on communities of practice.  The case study looked at the 
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state context for using communities of practice to enable change.  Other intersections, 

such as the individual within the community, and the community learning that feeds back 

to organizations and agencies to enhance service delivery and improve results, have 

potential to inform both practice and policy development.  Specifically, a comparative 

study of states that use a “roll-out” approach, versus those that use a participatory 

framework for research and policy implementation, would help determine the benefits 

and drawbacks of the various approaches.  Research on the spread of existing evidence-

based practices is important to future technical assistance endeavors related to state 

systems change.  At the same time, studies of the new knowledge or innovative practices 

that are generated through communities of practice are equally important for enhancing 

state improvement efforts.  

Add studies of statewide application of communities of practice. Building on 

the prior success of the community of practice approach to statewide technical assistance, 

Michigan state leaders recently formed a community of practice that involves the 

directors of every project funded by the State Department of Special Education.  The 

special education leaders have invited their colleagues from other state divisions (e.g., 

Title I) to join their work in understanding and aligning all state-funded projects.  This 

demonstrates that the state leadership has begun to structure their own learning using a 

community of practice approach.  The directors have been sharing what they have learned 

from their project, and are seeing connections among projects.  The learning is organized 

around common functions, such as communication and shared messages.  Leaders of 

projects that are at varying levels of implementation are said to be learning some valuable 

insights from one another as each project looks to the next phase of implementation or 
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sustainability (personal communication, policymaker, October 2009).  Further study of 

this community of practice, as it reaches out to others of a shared interest and implements 

some of the strategies being discussed, will offer new approaches to state leadership.  The 

way that these leaders structure their learning and information sharing to LEAs will 

inform the way the state provides technical assistance to improve individual and system 

results.  

From a federal perspective, this study could be used to generate interest in future 

research on the way technical assistance projects operate.  Technical assistance centers 

are often charged with serving the state educational agency.  However, it is clear from 

this research that a critical component of using a community of practice approach to 

technical assistance is the involvement of local practitioners and others who influence 

changes in practice.  While the state educational agency has the main authority, and is 

ultimately responsible for improving individual and system results, it will be helpful to 

engage current technical assistance center directors in learning more about how 

communities of practice are formed to analyze and solve education problems in states.  

Of course, this study involved only one case; therefore, further research is still needed 

before making any shifts in the organizational structure, mission, or funding of technical 

assistance centers.  However, because of the flexible and responsive nature of 

communities of practice, it will be important to consider the fact that adjustments might 

be needed as the state makes corrections to the plan based on community learning and 

communication across roles and levels of the system.  If the action is meaningful to the 

community, this research demonstrates that the community will usually find a way to 

work together to fund and carry out the plan in a way that keeps the students and 
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practitioners at the center of the policy-to-practice process.  Therefore, public and private 

funding entities may want to study the way they express priorities, in response to research 

of evolving social learning systems in states like Michigan. 

Comparing the Forecasted Patterns to Study Finding 

Despite the limitations discussed in Chapter 4, most of the forecasted patterns 

were confirmed through the combination of content analysis, expert panel review, and 

interview data analysis.  Together, the study findings present a picture of the way an SEA 

organized itself around the main function of learning.  When a community of practice 

strategy was employed, the education system changed in a number of ways.  For 

example, the Special Education and Early Intervention department of the SEA leaders 

institutionalized the practice of engaging multidisciplinary teams of stakeholders.  The 

cross-stakeholder interaction of the communities remained consistent across Michigan 

Community of Practice initiatives and practice groups.  The cross-role nature of the 

communities appears to be important in surfacing all aspects of complex problems and 

seeing the important intersections within the larger picture of state systems change.  

Throughout the document analysis and interview data review, there was a commitment to 

stakeholder engagement, with the student at the center of that guiding principle.  

In addition to promoting cross-stakeholder interaction, there were opportunities 

for two-way learning between the community and state leadership external to the 

community, as evidenced by the State Superintendent’s Dropout Challenge.  This study 

has articulated the policy and practice changes that were accepted and implemented by 

the Michigan Community of Practice.  As these implementation strategies have taken 

hold through Reach and Teach for Learning, stakeholders have agreed to act on the early 
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warning signs they uncovered to foster schoolwide change.  The Dropout Challenge is 

now seeking to unite stakeholder groups on behalf of statewide change.  Since Michigan 

State staff members have continued to apply communities of practice in other priority 

areas, the conclusion of this research is that Michigan SEA leaders view communities of 

practice as a viable technical assistance approach.  Furthermore, a number of strategies 

were identified through this case study for enabling problem specification that leads to 

the identification of actionable steps for change.  Readers are encouraged to follow the 

results of the schools that pledged their commitment to reduce dropout rates through the 

State Superintendent’s Challenge.  According to this research, communities of practice 

offer a promising approach to technical assistance for statewide system improvement.  If 

dropout rates decrease—and graduation rates increase—following implementation of the 

community action steps in Michigan, the impact of communities of practice will become 

even clearer.   

   This study was told through the lens of the IDEA Partnership relationship with 

the Michigan communities of practice, since that is the researcher’s connection to the 

Michigan case.  However, a qualitative review of the data does not allow the researcher 

to reproduce reality. Instead, it provides only a subjective representation of reality 

(Hammersley, 1992).  Interview data was used to validate or refute the themes that were 

noted by the researcher, and also to explore the questions in more depth.  It is worth 

pointing out that the forecasted patterns and the proposed documents and interview 

respondent pool were all generated by the IDEA Partnership and state education.  

Because all this was stated up front in the study proposal, it is not a limitation of the 

study per se.  Rather, it was a way to bound the study.  However, over the course of 
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undertaking the document analysis, and in questioning interview subjects, it became clear 

that many other groups contributed in major ways to the systems change effort in 

Michigan.  For example, the Regional Education Laboratory worked with the state staff 

to document the Reaching and Teaching Struggling Learners Initiative’s Theory of 

Action (Michigan Department of Education, 2010).  The Learning Innovations at WestEd 

facilitated a year-long effort to develop professional development action plans on which 

the Intermediary Service Districts could work in collaborative ways to better serve 

students (Michigan Department of Education, 2004).  And, the International Center for 

Leadership in Education resources, which were introduced and originally supported by 

the IDEA Partnership but were later sustained by the state Reach and Teach effort, 

guided one of the most successful cohort schools as they studied and learned from other 

model schools (personal communication, state policymaker, November, 2009; personal 

communication, local administrator, October, 2009). There are probably many other 

examples, both directly related to the state (e.g., State Improvement Grant) and outside of 

the state purview (e.g., number of consultants who stimulated dialogue and learning).  

In fact, one of the most strongly predicted aspects of the study was the belief that 

the professional development and adult learning community was the catalyst for the 

Reach and Teach initiative.  This was not confirmed by the qualitative data analysis, 

however, since various community members saw the impetus for forming a community 

of practice at the building level which was focused on the hardest to reach and hardest to 

teach students through their own lens.  Basically, they had different viewpoints for 

initiating Reach and Teach based on their own reason for affiliating with the effort.  A 

teacher leader at the state level explained his view: 
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I know that MEA [Michigan Education Association] for many years has had 

something called a summer institute.  And the summer institute was something 

that was directed primarily toward our members and we would generally select a 

topic to look at.  And we would then, you know, invite our members to sign up 

and come into the summer institute.  Several years ago I think we were looking 

for a more meaningful way to utilize those funds and … we began working with 

the Department of Education on a couple of ideas around this and that’s where the 

Reach and Teach effort really came in.  Yes, it was really from summer institute 

work we had done the year before.…  Well, some of the ideas that had been 

generated from the year before summer institute seemed to need more action as I 

remember it (personal communication, teacher, October 2009) 

Upon reflection, the researcher was surprised to learn that not all participants 

agreed on the chain of events that led to the Reach and Teach community of practice 

(personal communication, teacher, October 2009).  Some of the community of practice 

members who were interviewed had different perspectives on the decisions that led to 

forming the community, while other findings supported the research expectations.  For 

example, the elements of the logic model and the community-based systems change 

framework, seemed to be confirmed by the study.  Perhaps the most promising aspect of 

enabling a community of practice approach is the two-way learning that is exchanged, 

creating synergy from both the top down and bottom up.  Wenger describes this 

knowledge-sharing approach:  “[L]earning seems increasingly organized as a horizontal 

process of mutual negotiation, as opposed to the more traditional view of a vertical 

relationship between a producer and a recipient of knowledge” (Wenger, 2005, p. 5).  
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This is a departure from the traditional technical assistance approach, which relies on a 

top-down approach to translating policy to practice.  However, it should be noted that the 

research relied on the a priori categories of the logic model to guide data collection.  

Since qualitative researchers caution against a priori assumptions in favor of conclusions 

that are subject to change as the study progresses (Weisma & Jurs, 2009), additional 

inquiry is recommended to complement the findings of this single-case. 

The study confirmed that the community was able to articulate actionable 

strategies that could be applied in Michigan to benefit teaching and learning.  The 

individual community members identified their interest and the contributions they could 

make through their practice when they formed practice groups around action team issues.  

A shared inquiry surfaced among multiple practice groups, which led to the Reach and 

Teach for Learning initiative.  In turn, the Reach and Teach results helped articulate the 

design of actionable strategies to help distribute the effort further through the statewide 

Dropout Challenge.  Therefore, the school-based Reach and Teach learning communities 

that formed at 17 middle and high schools, both learned from – and informed – the state 

and local systems focused on improving teaching and learning. 

As of this writing, more than 1,000 schools have signed up to participate in the 

State Superintendent’s Dropout Challenge with the potential to make a positive 

difference in Michigan.  According to a research report released by the National 

Governors Association,  

High school dropouts are an economic drag on states.  Dropouts are less 

likely than others to be employed, more likely to receive public assistance 

and much more likely to be incarcerated.  Each high school dropout costs 
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the public sector $209,100 over a lifetime.  (National Governors 

Association, 2009).                                                                                                                             

If the aggregate success rate of the Reach and Teach for Learning initiative is similar to 

the results shared by Fruitport and Suttons Bay High Schools, and Greenville Middle 

School (Michigan Department of Education, 2010), the initiative will save the state about 

$70 million, based on savings in public welfare and health costs, reduced rates of 

criminal activity, and increased tax revenues when individuals become employed.  These 

are only some examples of system results.  The benefits to individual students who find 

increased meaning and value in learning is, of course, priceless.   

 

Our goal … is to move beyond no child left behind and toward every 

child a graduate – prepared for postsecondary education, work, and 

citizenship in the 21st century. (CCSSO, 2006, pp. 2-3) 
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Appendix A 
 

Parson’s Full Continuum of System Change in Education and Human Service  
(Reprinted with permission from author) 

 Stages of Change 
LEVERS 

OF 
CHANGE 

MAINTENANCE OF 
INSTITUTION-

ORIENTED SYSTEMS 

 
AWARENESS 

 
EXPLORATION 

SHARED 
PRINCIPLES 
/NORMS 
 

Assumptions: 

Activity-oriented 

Isolated, rigid 
systems 

Service delivery-
oriented 

Hierarchical 

Norms: 

Confrontational, 
judgmental 

Competition 

Top-down style 

Problem/crisis-
oriented 

Separation of 
systems/services 

Pockets of 
stakeholders: 

Recognize broader 
social/economic 
issues impacting 
community 

Recognize need for 
cooperation 

See new connections 
among people, ideas, 
issues, problems 

Become conscious of 
dysfunctional norms 

Token steps toward 
new norms/ 
assumptions 

New norms consciously 
used in designing and 
reviewing projects or 
programs 

Extensive dialogue 
about norms and 
underlying assumptions 
among people 
developing action plans 

VISION & 
GOALS 

Little attention to 
local, state, or 
national context of 
problem 

Focus on short-term 
successes and 
strategies 

Vision, goals more 
focused on benefiting 
organizations than 
citizens 

Limited personal 
commitment 

Recognition of need for 
a vision and goals 
within organizations 

Strategic planning 
discussed 

Notion of shared vision 
and goals across 
entities discussed 

Attention to 
development of 
mission statements 
with citizen focus 

Separate entities 
establish vision and 
goals with limited 
stakeholder involvement 

Short-term/immediate 
results used to keep 
interest and motivation 
toward vision 

Initial efforts to build 
shared vision among 
compatible groups 

Vision/goals becoming 
citizen-focused 
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LEVERS 
OF 

CHANGE 

MAINTENANCE OF 
INSTITUTION-

ORIENTED SYSTEMS 

AWARENESS EXPLORATION 

STAKE-
HOLDER 
ROLES 

Leaders, professional 
staff primarily 
involved in decision 
making 

Decisions “delivered” 
to community rather 
than community 
engaged in decision 
making 

Public support taken 
for granted by 

associations and 
organizations 

National or state 
reports on need for 
broader stakeholder 
involvement discussed 
by leaders 

Controlled citizen input 
discussed 

Beginning recognition 
of the diversity of 
stakeholder 
involvement 

Structured efforts (e.g., 
surveys) to gather 
citizen and other 
stakeholder input 

Dominant stakeholders 
begin 

involving previously 
neglected stakeholders 

Stakeholder groups 
become more 

vocal 

PROJECTS, 
PROGRAM, 
INITIATIVES 

Built on narrowly 
focused organization-
al norms 

Isolated within 
separate associations/ 
organizations 

Projects seen as ends 
in themselves 
and focus on short-
term result 

Discussion of cross-
agency projects 
with similar visions 

Beginning discussions 
of how to design 
projects to reflect new 
assumptions or norms 

Projects begin 
connecting short-term 
results with long-term 
visions 

Developing human 
capacity becomes 
focus of many projects 

Collaborative projects 
and initiatives emerge 

HUMAN 
CAPACITY 
BUILDING 

Invest in the 
development of 
facilities/programs 
rather than people 

Limited or unfocused 
volunteerism/ 
philanthropy 

Job training programs 
narrowly focused 
and/or outdated 

Realize that relying on 
external resources is 
not building commun-
ity or internal capacity 
but instead dependency 
on others 

Realize importance of 
developing human 
resources and capacity 
and evaluating what 
assets already exist 
within community 

Research and pilot 
methods for assessing 
the interests, skills, and 
capacity of individuals 
and organizations 
within the community 
(e.g., community 
resources audit) 

Networking within/ 
across current systems 
and groups encouraged 
as a way to build 
capacity 
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LEVERS 
OF 

CHANGE 

MAINTENANCE OF 
INSTITUTION-

ORIENTED SYSTEMS 

 
AWARENESS 

 
EXPLORATION 

GOVER-
NANCE/ 
LEADER-
SHIP 

Leaders and 
managers define 
boundaries and make 
key policy decisions 
(top-down) 

Individual commun-
ity members expected 
to implement but not 
make key policy 
decisions  

No cross-group or 
system governance 

Predominant orienta-
tion is to systems 
efficiency 

Leaders recognize a 
need to involve more 
stakeholders in 
decision-making 
Informal community 
leadership recognized 

Collaborative 
initiatives discussed, 
issues of their 
governance explored 

Collaborative 
initiatives designed 
with little shift in 
power 

More people from 
community invited 
to participate in key 
policy meetings and give 
input 

Growing attention to 
policymaking process, 
not just final policy 
Importance of systemic 
thinking recognized 

New reform initiatives 
require greater 
community governance 

Initiatives struggle with 
power issues 

COMMUNI-
CATIONS/ 
NET-
WORKING 

Inform public after 
decisions are made 
and/or effort is 
moving forward 

One-way communi-
cation (e.g. speeches) 
Information dissem-
inated with little 
regard for recipients’ 
interests or applica-
bility of topic  

Recognize that early 
communication 
with stakeholders is 
critical 

See need for targeted 
material 

Pilot new ways of 
soliciting information 
and feedback from 
community (e.g., 
community forums) 

Monitor successes and 
problems in new 
communications, 
networking methods 

Networks of peers 
emerging 

FINANCIAL 
RE-
SOURCES 

Emphasis on bringing 
in outside resources 

Resources used to 
support what has 
been done in past 

Allocation categories 
determined external 
to the community, 
activity—rather than 
outcome-focused 

Recognize that 
dependency cycle 
exists 

Need seen for new 
(internal) methods 
for generating funding 

Looking at social assets 
of community for 
resources (traditional/ 
nontraditional assets and 
funding groups) 

Special funds support 
new ways of 
operating 
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Stages of Change 
 

TRANSITION 
 

EMERGING NEW 
FUNDAMENTALS 

PREDOMINANCE OF NEW 
COMMUNITY-BASED 

SYSTEMS 

Levers of 
change 

Leaders make 
explicit existing 
norms and their 
contrasts with 
desired norms 

Explicit, hard 
choices are made for 
community-based 
norms/assumptions 
rather than 
institutionally-
oriented ones 

Spotty applications 
of new norms within 
entities 

Key associations 
and organizations 
consciously 
operate on some 
of the new norms/ 
assumptions 

Leaders attend to 
congruence of 
actions with new 
norms/ 
assumptions 

Predominant assumptions: 
Results (process and 
product) oriented 

Systematic thinking, action 
Resident-based, 
community-building, assets 

Predominant norms: 
Shared leadership & 
responsibility 

Coordinated service/ 
support  

Flexible; Multicultural 
Long-term capacity 
building 

Collaboration/equality 

SHARED 
PRINCIPLES/
NORMS 

Broad-based 
stakeholder 
involvement in vision 
and goal-setting 
initiates  

Continuing focus on 
citizen input in 
stating vision, goals 

Vision links activities 
of associations and 
organizations more 
closely to desired 
results for citizens 

Community residents 
becoming very vocal 
and involved in 
shaping vision, 
making decisions 

Increasing number of 
opportunities for 
citizen involvement 

Continual shared 
vision development 
seen as a major 
force for change 

Vision and goals 
include attention to 
full range of 
community 
conditions and 
formal and informal 
systems 

Movement beyond 
initial issues to 
encompass more 
community needs 

Emerging comfort 
with each other as 
equal partners 

Rewards and incen-
tives for participa-
tion in collaborative 

Extensive personal 
commitments  

Established process for 
developing and refining 
shared community vision 
including all stakeholders 

Vision/goals of separate 
entities complement on 
another and support a 
shared vision 

Vision/goals more focused 
on well-being of children 
and families than that of 
organization 

All stakeholders (not just 
professionals) are actively 
involved in critical decision 
making and action roles 

Continual attention to 
public involvement in  

(continued) 

VISION & 
GOALS 
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TRANSITION 

 

EMERGING NEW 
FUNDAMENTALS 

PREDOMINANCE OF NEW 
COMMUNITY-BASED 

SYSTEMS 

LEVERS 
OF 

CHANGE 

across associations 
and organizations 
more closely to 
desired results for 
citizens 

are infused into 
formal and informal 
systems 
Key associations 
and organizations 
have new policies 
about who their 
stakeholders are 
and how they are to 
be involved 

dynamic systems  
Continual attention to 
public involvement in 
dynamic systems  
Formal and informal 
systems networked together 
through diverse 
stakeholders 

STAKE-
HOLDER 
ROLES 

Projects seen as 
vehicles for 
developing new 
norms, human 
capacity 

Projects comfortably 
link short- and long-
term results 

Assumption-based 
initiatives develop 
from projects 

Expanding pattern 
of cross-agency 
initiatives 

Mechanisms to 
develop human 
capacity are basic 
to projects and 
initiatives 

Projects become a 
way to change 
standard operating 
mode of agencies 

Projects seen as vehicles 
for developing new norms, 
human capacity  

Projects comfortably link 
short- and long-term results 

Assumption-based 
initiatives develop from 
projects 

PROJECTS, 
PROGRAMS, 
INITIATIVES 

Resource map used to 
identify/connect 
human and 
organizational 
capacities and 
interests with 
potential com-munity 
issues and/or projects 

More community-
based ways of 
learning and doing 
becoming evident  

Emphasis on 
reflection 

New stakeholders 
invited to give input 
and make decisions 

Committed corps of 
volunteers emerges 

Human resources 
increasingly 
utilized on a regular 
basis 

Individual and 
group learning seen 
as an ongoing and 
essential process 

Emerging comfort 
with new roles and 
responsibilities 

All stakeholders 
represented in 
making important 
policy decisions 

Use of resources of 
community are broadly 
evident 

Investment in the 
development of people as 
important as facilities and 
programs 

Volunteerism and philan-
thropy are leveraged to 
keep formal and informal 
systems flexible, dynamic 

Collective decision making 
about key policy issues  
(e.g., personnel, budget, 
curriculum, service 
delivery, etc.) 

(continued) 

HUMAN 
CAPACITY 
BUILDING 
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TRANSITION 

 
EMERGING NEW 
FUNDAMENTALS 

PREDOMINANCE OF NEW 
COMMUNITY-BASED 

SYSTEMS 

LEVERS 
OF 

CHANGE 

Group recognizes a 
need for a facilitator/ 
coordinator to 
encourage open 
dialogue prior to 
decision making 

Shared responsibility 
and accountability 
discussed 

Decisions made about 
new roles and 
responsibilities 

Decisions made 
about how to hold 
each other 
accountable 

Governance of 
collaborative 
initiatives operating 
more smoothly; 
grounded in 
community norms 
and assumptions 

 Residents in leadership 
and governing positions 

Redistribution of power 
and accountability across 
and within formal and 
informal systems 

Participation, efficiency, 
and production are 
balanced concerns for the 
systems 

GOVER-
NANCE/ 

LEADER-
SHIP 

Communication 
patterns begin to 
develop that broaden 
dialogue and support 
community ideas 

On-going refinement 
of methods 

Public debate on 
specific changes earn 
mixed support 

Greater recognition 
of community 
diversity and need for 
different involvement 
strategies 

Information 
regularly reviewed 
for quality and 
applicability before 
dissemination 

Two-way 
communication 
strategy is in place 
with active 
participation from 
diverse 
stakeholders 

Networks 
recognized as 
valuable commun-
ication vehicles 

Public aware of the wide 
range of options for 
community participation 

Communication begins 
well before decisions are 
made and continues 
through implementation 
and review 

Written materials tailored 
to audience  

Two-way communication 
is the norm 

Formal and informal 
networking is key part of 
infrastructure 

COMMUN-
ICATIONS/ 

NET-
WORKING 

Collaboration 
decisions about 
resource allocations 
across formal and 
informal systems 

Basic resources 
beginning to be 
allocated to new 
ways of operating 

Special funds 
strategically used  

Developing internal 
capacity for 
generating assets 
and external 
supporting 
collaborations 

Resources allocated 
based on results, 
systems thinking, 
and community 
building 

Collaborative funding 
mechanisms in place so 
systems jointly support                 
shared vision and goals 

Resources regularly being 
allocated based on results, 
systems thinking, and 
community building 

FINANCIAL 

RE-
SOURCES 
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Appendix B 
  
IDEA Partnership Established State Affiliate Links in Michigan’s Implementation Plan 

 
Effective June 29, 2004 

 
Additional linkages are in the process of being established. 

 
 

Organization 
IDEA Partnership 
Implementation 

Team 

Special 
Education1 
Advisory 
Committee 

Education 
Alliance of 
Michigan2 

100 Black Men of America    
American Association of Colleges for Teacher 
Education 

   

American Association of People with 
Disabilities 

   

American Association of School 
Administrators 

 X X 

American Federation of Teachers  X X 
American Occupational Therapy Association    
American School Counselor Association    
American School Health Association    
American Society for Deaf Children    
American Speech-Language-Hearing 
Association 

 X  

Association for Career and Technical 
Education 

   

Association for Supervision and Curriculum 
Development 

X   

Children and Adults with Attention 
Deficit/Hyperactivity Disorder (CHADD) 

 X  

Council for Exceptional Children X X  
Council of Administrators of Special Education X   
Council of Chief State School Officers  X   
Council of State Administrators of Vocational 
Rehabilitation 

 X  

Division for Early Childhood X   
Easter Seals    

                                                 
1 Additional SEAC organizations include Michigan’s: Association for Children with Emotional Disorders, 
Association of Nonpublic Schools, Citizens Alliance to Uphold Special Education (PTI), Association of 
Public School Academies, Association of Learning Disabilities Educators, Association of Teachers of 
Emotionally Disturbed Children, Autism Society, Transition Services Association, Statewide Parent 
Advisory Committee   
2 Additional Education Alliance organizations include Michigan’s: Business Leaders for Education 
Excellence, Community College Association, Association of Independent Colleges and Universities, 
School Business Officials, Parent Teacher Student Association, Association of Public School Academies, 
State University college of Education K-12 Outreach, Presidents Council State Universities, Middle Cities 
Education Association, Association of Non-Public Schools 
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Organization 

IDEA Partnership 
Implementation 

Team 

Spec. Educ. 
Advisory 
Committee 

Education 
Alliance of 
Michigan 

Education Commission of the States    
Family Voices    
Federation for Children with Special Needs    
Federation of Families for Children’s Mental 
Health 

   

Higher Education Consortium for Special 
Education 

X X  

Learning Disabilities Association of America X X  
National Alliance of Black School Educators    
National Association of Bilingual Education    
National Association for Parents of Children 
with Visual Impairments 

   

National Association for the Education of 
Young Children 

X   

National Association of Elementary School 
Principals 

  X 

National Association of Pupil Services 
Administrators 

X   

National Association of School Psychologists  X  
National Association of Secondary School 
Principals 

  X 

National Association of State Boards of 
Education 

X   

National Association of State Directors of 
Special Education 

X X  

National Association of State Mental Health 
Program Directors 

 X  

National Association of Title I Directors X   
National Coalition for Parent Involvement in 
Education 

   

National Conference of State Legislatures    
National Down Syndrome Congress    
National Down Syndrome Society    
National Education Association X X X 
National Fiesta Educativa    
National Governors’ Association    
National Head Start Association    
National Indian Child Welfare Association    
National Mental Health Association    
National School Board Association  X X 
Part C Coordinators Infant & Toddlers 
Coordinators Association 

X   

School Social Work Association of America  X  
TASH    
The Arc  X  
United Cerebral Palsy Association    
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Appendix C   

 
Letter of Request for Participation 

 
Dear ___________, 
 
Michigan is considered to be a leader among states in the area of stakeholder engagement 
in support of state goals and strategic objectives. Michigan has been selected as a case for 
a dissertation research study to learn more about the extent to which stakeholders in 
Michigan come together around an issue of common interest and form communities of 
practice in support of systems change.  
 
The dissertation study is being undertaken by Patrice Linehan, a doctoral candidate at 
The George Washington University in Washington, D.C., who is examining communities 
of practice as a unique technical assistance strategy for systems change.   
 
You have been identified as an individual from a key stakeholder group who may have 
participated in these activities in Michigan. If you would be willing to participate in a 30-
minute interview to help describe the interaction in Michigan, please reply to Patrice 
Linehan at Patrice.linehan@nasdse.org or call 703-519-3800 (ext. 317) to arrange a 
day and time that works with your schedule. 
 
The information from these interviews will be used to inform the way groups are 
organized to support student learning in a state. The purpose of the research is to develop 
technical assistance supports that will help people across Michigan learn about – and 
work together to solve – complex education problems in the state. The ultimate goal is to 
improve individual and system results so that all students can be successful and live 
fulfilling lives. 
 
It is important to note that your participation in this study is voluntary, and no personally 
identifiable information will be used in the reporting of results. The dissertation results 
will be used to inform state technical assistance efforts involving a range of stakeholder 
groups and will be made available to all interview respondents. 
 
Thank you in advance for your contributions to this dissertation study! 
 
Sincerely, 
 
 
 
Patrice Linehan 
Doctoral Candidate 
The George Washington University 
 
 

mailto:Patrice.linehan@nasdse.org
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Appendix D  

Approval from Michigan State Officials 

From: Beth A Steenwyk [mailto:beth.a.steenwyk@mac.com]  
Sent: Thursday, October 01, 2009 8:58 AM 
To: Patrice Linehan 
Subject: Re: This week could work - Thanks for the quick reply! 
 
Patrice the Churchill is across the street from AED on Connecticut Ave.-you should have 
no trouble finding it-we will see you tomorrow.  One of our MiBLSI co-directors in here 
with me so she will probably join us but her perspective could be interesting for you to 
hear.  Beth 
On Sep 30, 2009, at 11:36 PM, Patrice Linehan wrote: 
 
Wow … What timing… I could meet you this week. What does your schedule look like?  Thanks 
so much!  - Patrice 
  
From: Beth A Steenwyk [mailto:beth.a.steenwyk@mac.com]  
Sent: Wednesday, September 30, 2009 11:49 PM 
To: Patrice Linehan 
Subject: Re: This week could work - Thanks for the quick reply! 
 
I am here tomorrow all day and evening and then Friday leaving for MI in pm.  We are 
done tomorrow around 4 and on Friday at noon-we could do a lunch meeting on Friday if 
that works or we could do something tomorrow night some time.  Let me know what you 
would like to do.  Beth 
On Sep 30, 2009, at 11:36 PM, Patrice Linehan wrote: 
  
From: Beth A Steenwyk [mailto:beth.a.steenwyk@mac.com]  
Sent: Wednesday, September 30, 2009 10:21 PM 
To: Patrice Linehan 
Subject: Re: Do you have time for an interview? 
  
of course I have time for you-as it happens I am in DC right now for the SPDG Regional 
meetings at the Churchill Hotel.  If by any chance you are ready to do the interviews 
maybe we could figure out how to get together-if I needed to come your way to 
Alexandria I could probably figure out how to do so-let me know if you are not ready yet 
with your interview protocol then we can figure out a call time-Beth 
On Sep 30, 2009, at 1:33 PM, Patrice Linehan wrote: 
 
Hi Beth – 
  
My dissertation study was approved by the Office of Human Subjects and the Dean’s office at 
George Washington University!  I am now hoping to set up an interview with you at your 
convenience. 
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I am attaching the more formal request letter here in case you have comments as I move 
forward with others interviews. Please let me know if you have any concerns or guidance on the 
attached letter. 
  
Thank you for all the support you have given me in this work. I look forward to finding a time for 
an interview and can be available day, evening, weekday, weekend … whatever works best for 
you.  
  
It has been such a fantastic learning experience studying the work in Michigan and we are eager 
to support your continued efforts with the Drop Out Challenge. Congratulations on the 
overwhelming response you have received from schools! 
  
Michigan provides a helpful model of continuous improvement for other states and I hope my 
dissertation research can serve as a useful tool for spreading the effect of your work.  
  
Sincerely, 
  
Patrice Linehan 
  
Phone: 703-519-3800 (ext. 317) 
Cell: 703-519-3800 
Patrice.linehan@nasdse.org 
  
<Interview recruitment letter_Beth review.doc> 
  
 
Patrice I am both excited and intrigued!  I can see amazing connections with both the 
SISEP and MI3 work.  I look forward to a conversation-I will also debrief with Jacque on 
all of this-consider this a resounding affirmation on all fronts!  Beth 
 
Sent from my iPhone 
 
On Jun 5, 2009, at 12:48 AM, Patrice Linehan <patrice.linehan@nasdse.org> wrote: 

 
Beth On Jun 5, 2009, at 11:00 AM, Patrice Linehan wrote: 
 
> That's fantastic!  Thanks for such a quick reply and endorsement!    
> I'll look forward to talking to you once you have had a chance to talk  
> to Jacque. 
 
 
-----Original Message----- 
From: Beth A Steenwyk [mailto:beth.a.steenwyk@mac.com]  
Sent: Sunday, June 21, 2009 11:31 PM 
To: Patrice Linehan 
Subject: Re: Proposal 
 
Patrice I apologize for taking some time to get back to you-life has   

mailto:Patrice.linehan@nasdse.org
mailto:patrice.linehan@nasdse.org
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been a little crazy-I have reviewed the proposal and definitely see   
mutual benefit-I am tied up with SISEP on Tuesday and Wednesday this   
week but could make time for a call tomorrow-Monday-it will need to be   
before 10 am tomorrow as I will be on the road and will not have good   
cell service until I hit the expressway and then I wouldn't have   
access to my computer-you can call me between 7:30 and 10 am tomorrow   
if you would like and call me home # 231-972-1008.  If we can't   
connect tomorrow then we will have to figure out another time to talk-  
let me know or just call and we will go from there-if this doesn't   
work give me some times to connect later this week-Beth 
 
 
On Jun 5, 2009, at 1:26 PM, Patrice Linehan wrote: 
sounds good-what time will work for you? 
On Jun 21, 2009, at 11:37 PM, Patrice Linehan wrote: 
 
Thanks so much for the message, Beth. I can call you tomorrow at the  
number you listed below. I'll look forward to talking then. -patrice 
 
From: Thompson, Jacquelyn (MDE) [mailto:ThompsonJ3@michigan.gov]  
Sent: Friday, January 30, 2009 5:54 PM 
To: Patrice Linehan 
Subject: RE: Request to work with MI -- Dissertation Research 
 
Sounds worthy and exciting! 
 

 
From: Patrice Linehan [mailto:patrice.linehan@nasdse.org]  
Sent: Friday, January 30, 2009 3:18 PM 
To: beth.a.steenwyk@mac.com 
Cc: Jacquelyn Thompson; Bill East 
Subject: Request to work with MI -- Dissertation Research 
 
Dear Beth, 

Please see the attached letter thanking you for sending the Bob Williams’ Systems 
Concept information following an earlier conversation we had regarding my dissertation. 
 I hope the state education agency, through the efforts of MI 3, will consider my request 
to document Michigan’s approach to Systems Change through my dissertation research: 
A Single Case Study of State Systems Change. I believe the results of the study will 
benefit the work in Michigan by documenting early markers of systems change that 
complement Michigan’s work with the State Implementation and Scaling-Up of 
Evidence-Based Practices (SISEP) Center as outlined in my letter.  I will mail a copy of 
the letter for your records and look forward to answering any questions you have, or 
talking in more detail about my work, at your convenience. 
Thank you for your consideration and for all the great work you are doing in Michigan!   
-Patrice Linehan 
IDEA Partnership at NASDSE 
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Appendix E 
 

Interview Protocols 
 
State education agency staff interview 
 
Open by explaining the reason that this person was chosen as a subject for the interview 
so that the connection between the role and interview questions is clear. 
 
 
(1) Has the state education agency used communities of practice or learning communities 
to implement education laws? 
 -If so, why? 
 -Are there other reasons the state has enabled communities of practice to form? 
 
(2) What are the complex - or persistent – problems that have been addressed through 
learning communities in Michigan (if any)? 
 
(3) Why did Michigan choose to address persistent problems through communities of 
practice? 
 
(4) How did the state enable communities of practice to form?  

-What did you do to convene the community?   
-How did it function? 
-Were there any routine processes put in place to make it work?  
-What were the critical elements of the community that made it work? 

 
(5) Did the community develop a formal representation of the problem (e.g., logic model, 
theory of change, action plan) in order to address it?  
 
(6) How did the community of practice enable problem-specification across general and 
special education environments?  

-How did you structure the work in Michigan to identify the problem shared by 
different stakeholder groups? 
-How did you work across roles, service delivery environments or levels of the 
system (e.g., school, district, state)?  

 
(7) How did the community of practice support the articulation of actionable strategies 
for change? 

-Once the group decided on a plan for moving forward, what did they do? 
 
(8) What happened to the people who were engaged in the Michigan community of 
practice work? 
 -Can you comment on how the relationships developed and changed (e.g., 

MASSP, PTI family role)? 
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Reach and Teach for Learning -- Community member interview questions 
 
(1) Can you describe your role in the Reach and Teach community of practice? 
 
 
(2) What was the problem you were addressing through this work? 
 
 
(3) How did the community initiate?  How did it form? 
 
 
(4) What happened next?  [prompt: you had some meetings in Lansing and some 
meetings at the school. How did those work?] 
 
 
(5) What were some of the functions that the community of practice carried out within 
the Reach and Teach work? 
 
 
(6) Can you describe the interactions among the members of the community?   
 
  
(7) Did this differ from typical interactions between the state and locals? If so, how?  
 
 
(8)  How does a community of practice enable problem specification? Given the various 
roles represented in the Reach and Teach community, how did the group come to 
agreement on the workscope?  
 
 
(9) How did the community members develop a formal representation of the problem 
(e.g., logic model, theory of change, action plan) in order to address it?  

 
 

(10) How did the community of practice support the articulation of actionable strategies? 
How did they decide where to focus their efforts and take action?  Did the community 
face any barriers as they moved forward to implement their priorities? Was there 
something that facilitated this process? 
 
 
(11) How did the Reach and Teach community members interact with people outside the 
community of practice, if at all? Was there a mechanism for sharing what the community 
members learned from one another? 
 
If time… ask if there is anything else s/he wants to share; Or what s/his is most proud of.. 
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Communities as state technical assistance strategy – Elite interview – J. Cashman 
 
The following interview questions are intended to focus on communities of practice as a 
state technical assistance strategy. 
 
(1) Why would a state choose to address persistent problems through communities of 
practice? 
 
(2) Can you comment on some of the strategic benefits for states forming communities of 
practice? 
 
(3) How does a community of practice operate as a form of technical assistance? 

-How does this differ from a typical approach to technical assistance? 
 
(4) How do states enable communities of practice to form?  

-What do state agency staff do to convene communities?   
-How do they function? 
-Are there any routine processes that are essential to making them work?  
-What were the critical elements of the community that made it work? 

 
(5) How do members of a community of practice illuminate a policy-to-practice gap? 
 
(6) How does a community of practice enable problem specification across divisions   

(e.g., general and special education) roles or levels of the system? 
  
(7) How do community members develop a formal representation of the problem (e.g., 
logic model, theory of change, action plan) in order to address it?  

-How does this differ from the typical approach a state takes? 
 
(8) How does the community of practice support the articulation of actionable strategies?  
 
(9) How did the community of practice support the articulation of actionable strategies 
for change? 

-Once the group decided on a plan for moving forward, what did they do? 
 
(10) Why do members change their practice as a result of their interaction with others in a 
community of practice? 
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Etienne Wenger - elite interview questions. 
Because you have studied communities of practice in an in-depth way for a number of 
years, you are uniquely qualified to inform this dissertation work … etc… 
 
(1) Can you comment on any distinctions you have observed between communities of 
practice, generally, and communities of practice sponsored by the IDEA Partnership?  
 

(2) One of the distinctions between communities of practice and typical technical 
assistance noted in the research is that communities of practice lead to knowledge use and 
production in the same location. Can you talk a little bit about this? 
 

(3) Why would a state choose to address persistent problems through communities of 
practice? 
 

(4) Can you comment on some of the strategic benefits for states forming communities of 
practice?   

-How does a community of practice add value to the state work? 
 

(5) What are the critical elements of communities of practice? 
 

(6) Are there specific characteristics that have emerged from members of communities of 
practice?   

-Are certain types of people more likely to participate in communities?   
-Are their certain skills or dispositions that enable or enhance the facilitator role? 

 

(7) Can you talk about – either from a state perspective or from your experience more 
generally – the way communities of practice are convened? 

-How do communities of practice grow? 
-How are communities of practice sustained? 

 

(8) How do members of a community of practice illuminate a policy-to-practice gap? 
 

(9) How does a community of practice enable problem specification across roles?  
- or agency divisions?  
- boundaries?  
- levels of the system? 

  

(10) How do community members develop a formal representation of the problem?  
 

(11) How does the community of practice support the articulation of actionable strategies 
that they want to address in practice?  
 

(12) How does the community of practice support the articulation of actionable strategies 
for change? 

-Once the group decided on a plan for moving forward, what do they do? 
 
(13) Why do members change their practice as a result of their interaction with others in a 
community of practice? 
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Appendix F 
 

Data Analysis Tool 
 

Question 1:  Why would a state choose to address persistent problems through 
communities of practice? 

Logic Model Community of Practice 

   Plans        Decisions                          

Theme 

Education systems are complex and inter-related 
 
Reform is needed to improve outcomes for 
struggling learners 
 

Strategies to serve all  learners should engage both 
general and special education 
 
Communities of practice provide infrastructure to 
address problems 
Learning is social and contextual 
 
Systems change depends on individual change 
 
Relationship-building is necessary for shared 
learning  
 
Shared focus on practice is necessary for change 

State activities congruent with intended purposes 
for system change 

  

Question 2:  How does the state enable a community of practice to form? 

Logic Model Outputs Community of Practice 

   Plans         Decisions 

Theme 

State leverage point for change 

Joint enterprise to create dialogue and shared 
experience 

Stakeholders with interest/concern about topic 

Topic relates to identity or is fulfilling in some way 
to members 

Desire to learn and problem-solve 

Harness collective expertise, support, perspective, 
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advocacy and sponsorship 

 

Question 3:  How does the community of practice enable problem-specification across 
general and special education environments? 

Logic Model Community of Practice 
Plans    Decisions                   

Theme 

Broad stakeholder engagement to ensure access and 
improve outcomes  

 
Meaningful involvement of all members to build 
capacity for change 

 
People act through consent rather than control  
 
Learn together on topic 
 

Develop sense of belonging and  shared knowledge 
 
Two-way learning 

   

Question 4:  How does the community of practice support the articulation of actionable 
strategies? 

Logic Model Community of Practice 
Plans   Decisions                      

Theme 

Shared vision and purpose  

Issue specification  

Multiple perspectives 

Use of current knowledge 

   

 
Shared decision-making  

Actionable strategies  

Learning situated in practice 

New knowledge based on interaction 

Changes within existing structures based on input 
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Appendix G 

State Dialogue Guide Tool for Collaboration Across  

IDEA and Title I and Title III of ESEA 

Working Within and Across States:   
Collaboration across IDEA and Title I to Reach NCLB Goals 

 
A State Dialogue Guide to Build Understanding, Commitment and Strategy 

 
The purpose of this document is to stimulate dialogue around issues that should be 
explored across bureaus in the State Education Agency (SEA), across selected Local 
Education Agencies (LEAs) and with major stakeholder groups.  The document is 
designed to be used within the state in preparation for learning with other states in a 
state-to-state Community of Practice sponsored by CCSSO and NASDSE through the 
IDEA Partnership.  
 
This document has been reviewed by state and local leaders in Title I and Special 
Education.  They believe that this document poses the right questions to stimulate 
interaction and is equally relevant as a guide for any state based discussion of 
collaboration, whether or not the state plans to join the Community of Practice.    
 
We believe that a state meeting will be the most effective vehicle for this work as it 
supports the relationship building across groups.  An interview process may also be 
effective if combined with a report back to the interviewees with a summary and some 
assessment of agreement and support.   
 
Whether the SEA chooses to gather this information in an onsite meeting or through an 
interview process, it is important that perspectives of both state and local implementers 
be included.  Likewise, it is important that the building perspective, the fiscal perspective 
and the parent perspective to be represented 
  
During the June, 2004 meeting of the Title I/IDEA Community of Practice, several 
representatives suggested that we include Title III staff in the future work.  Please 
consider this opportunity in using this guide.     
 
Section 1:  Foundations for Collaboration/ Integration: Information from Dialogue 
with Stakeholder or Stakeholder Interviews   
(These questions are meant to make underlying beliefs about programs and service 
delivery explicit to enable informed planning.) 

 
1.  What traditional role has Title I played in improving results for all students? 

 
2. What traditional role has Special Education played in improving results for all 

students?                                                                                           (continued) 
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3. Given the timelines established in NCLB and the importance of subgroup 

performance, what can be gained by having Title I and Special Education work 
together to improve results for all students?   

 
4. What school district and state data would be useful in understanding the need to 

improve outcomes for all students, with the participation of Title I and  Special 
Education?  Where is that data available?  If you choose, also include Title III and 
other programs? 

 
5. As School Improvement under NCLB is focused on the building level, what do 

Special Education and Title I have to do to build connections to general educators and 
building administrators? 

 
 
6. What stands in the way of Title I and Special Education working together to improve 

results for all students at the building level? 
*If you choose, also include Title III and other programs 
 

7. If you could design a collaborative system for Title I and Special Education, what 
important elements would you include?  
*If you choose, also include Title III and other programs 

 
8. Provisions of IDEA’97 permits some use of IDEA funds in more flexible ways for in 

school-wide programs.  Provisions of IDEA ‘2004 emphasize early intervening 
services and suggest some additional flexibility.  Although the legislation is new 
(Dec. 2004) and regulations are not expected until the end of the year, is there value is 
in a collaborative approach to defining and projecting these potential opportunities at 
the SEA level with LEA staff and key stakeholders? If so, what value is there? 

 
Section 1  

Summary Form: Dialogue /Interview Questions 
 

Question Number (circle): 1    2    3    4    5    6    7    8 
 
Themes    
(The ‘big ideas’ that can guide future 
planning) 
 (Real words of the participants and/or intervie
1. 
2. 
3. 
4. 
5. 

Illustrative Quotes  
(Real words of the participants and/or interviewees 
that show the issues, problems and potential) 
 
1. 
2. 
3. 
4. 
5.

 
Duplicate to summarize each question, as needed)                                  (continued) 



 

Section 2:  Description of Existing Efforts 
This section is intended to provide some description of the efforts which have been 
undertaken at the state and local level to build collaborative relationships between Title I 
and Special Education These examples may offer insight into beliefs, values, strategies 
and barriers that could have relevance for a larger effort. 
 

1. Are there policy initiatives within the SEA that promote collaboration between Title 
I and Special Education? 
Describe: 

 
2.   Are there policy initiatives within the SEA that impede collaboration between Title I 

and Special Education? 
Describe: 

 
3.   Are there efforts voluntarily undertaken at the local level that promote collaboration 

between Special Education and Title1? 
Describe: 

 
4.   If there are existing efforts, do funds and staff, etc. retain their categorical identity?   

Why or why not? 
 
5.   What data is available about existing efforts to build collaboration across Title I and 

IDEA? 
 

Section 2 
Summary Form:  Existing Efforts 

 
Policy Initiatives 

That promote collaboration     That impede collaboration 
 
1. 1. 
2. 2. 
3. 3. 
4. 4. 
5. 
 

5. 

Local Efforts 
 
1.  District:        School: 
     Initiatives: 
     Preliminary data: 
     Outcomes: (to date and projected) 
 
Section 3:  Projections about Collaboration  
This section is intended to identify the potential impact points where change may be initiated.  It 
is also intended to identify the key roles, groups and stakeholders that must be engaged.       
                                                                                                                                          (continued)   
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1.  What data needs to be collected and synthesized to show the need for 
collaboration and set the stage for future work?  

(e.g. . number of schools not meeting AYP in one or more subgroups, number of schools in safe 
harbor,  projected outcomes as criterion for AYP adjusts upward, etc.) 

 
Data Set Available From Relevant Findings Implications 
    

 
 
 

   

 
 

   

 
 

   

   
 

 

 
2.  Given the data, what messages need to be clearly communicated from the SEA level so 

that it is more likely that Special Education and Title I work together to meet the 
benchmarks in NCLB? 
* If you choose, also include Title III and other programs 

 
1. 
2. 
3 

  
3.  What action needs to be initiated at the SEA level?  Who needs to be involved? 

   
Action 

 
Involved 

1. 1. 
2. 2. 
3. 
 

3. 
 

4. What messages need to be communicated at the local level? Who needs to 
embrace the message and help deliver it? 

 
Message Messengers 

1 1. 
2. 2. 
3. 3. 

 
 

 5.   What action needs to be initiated at the local level?  Who needs to be involved? 
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Section 3 
Summary Form: Messages, Actions and Involvement 

 
Most Important Messages 

 
1. 
2. 
3. 
4. 
5. 

 
Priority Actions Critical SEA Offices/ Influential 

Individuals/ Stakeholder Groups  
 to be Involved 

 
1. 1. 
2. 2. 
3. 3. 
4. 4. 
5. 
 

5. 

(Duplicate as needed) 

Section 4:  The Cross-state Community of Practice for System Collaboration across 
IDEA and Title I at the SEA and LEA Level to Meet Benchmarks in NCLB for all 
Students.  (This section is intended to clarify the state commitment to learning with other 
states in a Community of Practice) 

1. Has your state been a part of the Title I Community in the past 5 years?  If so, who 
was on your state team? 

2. Do these individuals still serve in positions that related to this effort? If so, have they 
been invited to share their experiences?  If not, who needs to be engaged in the 
dialogue? 

3.     After completing this exercise, is there support for joining other states in a                       
Community of Practice?  If so, is your purpose to learn what other states are doing to 
create an action effort in your state? 
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Appendix H 

Michigan State Board of Education’s Universal Education Framework 
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(continued)  

The following is an excerpt from a FOCUS on Results article by State Board of 
Education representative, Elizabeth Bauer titled, Universal education: A framework for 
educational policy development in Michigan.  
 
The Vision 

Every individual’s success is important to our society. Each person deserves and needs a 
concerned, accepting educational community that values diversity and provides a 
comprehensive system of individual supports from birth to adulthood. Universal 
Education removes barriers, provides flexible and responsive supports, and facilitates 
life-long learning for all. 

The Principles of Universal Education reflect the belief that in order to support the 
learning of all students in achieving desired educational outcomes, there must be: 

• A Learning Community that values diversity, engages working partnerships in 
removing all barriers, recognizes the essential roles of families and primary 
caregivers, and involves a broad base of stakeholders that influence public policy 
and practice.  

• A Learning Environment that creates a culture of safety, support, and 
acceptance—a culture that honors the right of all students to learn together and is 
guided by a commitment to educational excellence, democracy, and social justice. 
The learning environment assures access to resources and provides support for 
teachers and students. It supports policies and practices to prevent learning 
problems stemming from physical, environmental, and social factors and 
promotes leadership among stakeholder groups that guide continuous instructional 
improvement so that all may progress in public education.  

• Adult and Student Learning that ensures effective educator pre-service and 
ongoing professional development. The “how” of Universal Education, these 
principles implement effective instructional practices…moving the student from 
the edge of competence forward. Students’ performance and growth data are used 
to assess student achievement and guide professional learning.  

The Universal Education Vision and Principles are helping policy makers make public 
education in Michigan more relevant to those who use it today (Bauer, 2006, p. 1). 
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