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ABSTRACT
Principals and instructional coaches from four high-performing and equitableperforming elementary schools stratified by socioeconomic level were interviewed. The
main concern of participants was meeting student performance challenges set by
accountability systems and measured by mandated tests. This concern was manifested in
a focus on the needs and educational progress of individual children. Other participant
concerns included investing in teachers, analyzing test data collaboratively, intervening
on behalf of struggling students, dealing with the current accountability environment,
building productive learning environments, achieving educational equity, and
maintaining identity as a leader. Participants demonstrated a rather low knowledge of
accountability system mechanics and ambivalence about accountability system features;
however, they fully embraced the spirit of ―leaving no child left behind.‖ They also
emphasized many elements of leadership that predate the current accountability
environment, including instructional leadership, professional learning communities, and
high expectations for students. Although categories were consistent among the schools,
other factors co-vary with school size (performance unit of analysis) or school
socioeconomic status (future vs. present orientation). A statistical measure for evaluating
the educational equity of schools is introduced.
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CHAPTER 1
INTRODUCTION AND PROBLEM STATEMENT
The challenge of ensuring an equitable education for all citizens in a society that
is characterized by increasing racial, ethnic, linguistic and socioeconomic diversity has
come into sharp focus at the beginning of the new millennium. Increasing diversity in
society is reflected in the makeup of the national student population and is an important
factor affecting demographic changes within regions, districts and individual schools. In
such an environment, schools are being held increasingly accountable for educating
students from diverse backgrounds in such a way that all groups of students meet
required standards, and school leaders are the first to be held accountable.
The Requirement to Educate All Children
The new accountability environment that school leaders face as they seek to lead
in educating diverse populations of students in the 21st century has the feature of
requiring specific outputs mandated by increasingly involved federal and state
governments. Prior to the imposition of federal and state accountability systems, a
consensus had emerged among educators across the political spectrum that all students,
regardless of background or personal characteristics, must be provided with the means to
succeed in school (Riehl, 2000). The mandate to educate all children has been identified
as a moral responsibility for educators (Fullan, 2003). Public education is seen as a
common good that benefits all of society by preparing students to contribute to building
society through meaningful careers and instilling in them the qualities necessary for
citizenship in a diverse, democratic society. To fulfill these functions, education must
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serve all children equitably. Singleton and Linton (2006) defined educational equity as
―raising the achievement of all students while narrowing the gaps between the highestand lowest-performing students; and eliminating the racial predictability and
disproportionality of which student groups occupy the highest and lowest achievement
categories‖ (p. 46). The failure to achieve educational equity is a fundamental failure of
education itself. As one researcher has put it: ―Having kids not educated in relation to
race and class is a moral issue of enormous consequences‖ (Fullan, 2003, p. 65).
The familiar quote ―all children can learn‖ has now evolved into to the federal
mandate ―all children must learn.‖ The No Child Left Behind Act (NCLB) of 2001
requires that all children meet minimum standards in reading and mathematics by the
year 2014 (U.S. Department of Education [U.S. DOE], 2002). Student performance and
progress in accordance with the act is monitored through state-mandated assessments.
These assessments are high-stakes for both students and schools alike: Students must
demonstrate mastery in order to graduate from high school in an increasing number of
states, and schools must demonstrate that they are making adequate yearly progress
(AYP) toward the goal of mastery by all students. In its assessment of adequate yearly
progress, NCLB takes account of the performance of different racial, ethnic,
socioeconomic, language, and disability groups within a school. Schools that repeatedly
do not make AYP are subject to sanctions that include reorganization by the state and
removal of the principal.
This continual rising bar of performance has been compared by one school board
member (Hardy, 2003) to a room in which the water is rising, and ―You can‘t get out and
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the room‘s half full. You know that by 2014 that room‘s going to be full of water,. . . .
Eventually, the water‘s going to hit the ceiling, by definition‖ (p. 30). The everincreasing pressure of NCLB (U.S. DOE, 2002) is a new reality that school leaders must
take account of in their planning and practice.
Contextual Inequalities That May Hinder the Goal of Equitable Education
The achievement of educational equity has been an elusive goal. Its attainment
may be hindered by several persistent inequalities in the nation‘s educational system that
have been documented and tracked over several decades (Lee, 2004; McKenzie &
Scheurich, 2004; McUsic, 1999; Orfield, 2001). Four types of inequalities relevant to the
discussion of educational equity are (a) segregation or racial isolation, (b) school funding
mechanisms, (c) achievement differences, and (d) inequalities within schools. These
school inequalities mirror inequalities American society and culture such as the
segregation of housing by race; the correlation of race with poverty; unequal access to
higher education and high-paying jobs; and racism, which continues to be practiced and
experienced in subtle and unsubtle ways. Schools must deal with many of the same
problems embedded in the broader culture and are somehow expected to do better.
School inequalities are interrelated in ways that are only partly understood, and
the ability of school leaders to control these inequalities varies. Inequalities within
schools may be influenced by school leaders, while other inequalities, such as segregation
and school funding, fall within the realm of public policy, legislation, and litigation.
However, wherever the locus of control may exist, all types of schools and their leaders
are affected to some degree by these inequalities, and under the new accountability
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system rules, they are somehow required to overcome the hindrances these inequalities
present within the 12-year limit imposed by NCLB (U.S. DOE, 2002).
Segregation and Resegregation
After the Brown v. Board of Education of Topeka (1954) decision, courts ordered
systematic desegregation in all regions of the country. The desegregation trend continued
into the mid-1980s, resulting in a significant decrease in the isolation of African
American students (Orfield, 2001). The outcome of desegregation that was most relevant
to this study is that as desegregation progressed, the achievement gap between African
American and white students narrowed significantly for a time, as measured by
standardized test scores (Lee, 2004). Since the stalling of the desegregation trend for
African American students in the 1980s and a series of decisions by the U.S. Supreme
Court authorizing a return to segregated neighborhood schools, there has been a general
trend toward resegregation for these students (Orfield, 2001). Coinciding with the trend
toward resegregation, there has been a flattening of the percentage of African American
and Latino students achieving basic mathematics proficiency and an increase in
achievement gaps as measured by the National Assessment of Educational Progress, or
NAEP (Lee, 2004). That trend suggests that further resegregation may be accompanied
by a further widening of achievement gaps.
School Funding Mechanisms
Laws at the local, state, and federal level have set up and ensured unequal
funding of schools through mechanisms of unfunded federal mandates, local control of
schools, and subsidization of private and parochial schools (McUsic, 1999). To correct
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the inequalities inherent in the funding system, states make supplemental appropriations
intended to equalize resources among districts. However, the promised equalization is
rarely achieved, and in some cases the state interventions aggravate the inequalities.
Litigation has become the primary remedy for the unequal funding of schools
(McUsic, 1999). Most legal challenges to school finance systems have relied on the
education clause or the equal protection clause in state constitutions to show that unequal
education is a constitutional violation. The original school finance lawsuits were
desegregation cases in which courts intervened in school systems in all regions of the
U.S. to limit freedom of choice, prescribe transfers of students within and across district
boundaries, and order funding for desegregation projects. These measures resulted in a
measure of funding equalization.
School finance litigation became an independent movement after the Supreme
Court restricted desegregation orders to apply only within district boundaries (Milliken v.
Bradley, 1974 & 1977). School finance litigation has evolved through several phases; the
most recent cases, such as Rose v. Council for Better Education (1989), were built on the
criterion of adequacy (Roellke, Green, & Zielewski, 2004). This approach began with
the question, ―What constitutes an adequate education?‖ Such litigation seeks to measure
the educational services being delivered and show that they are insufficient to satisfy
constitutional requirements. Litigants then seek to restructure the educational delivery
system to bring the achievement of all students and especially the disadvantaged up to an
acceptable, adequate standard.
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Differences in Performance
In many schools and districts, large numbers of students are not meeting
minimum standards necessary for graduation, and differences in achievement that were
identified decades ago between different racial, ethnic and socioeconomic groups have
stubbornly persisted. These performance differences have been referred to as
achievement gaps, and often, monolithically, as the achievement gap. No Child Left
Behind (U.S. DOE, 2002) focused attention on achievement differences and required
their elimination by 2014 (U.S. Department of Education, 2002). Since the adoption of
the NCLB, however, urban school districts have made only modest progress in reading
and math at the fourth and eighth grade levels, and achievement gaps may be growing,
according to the National Assessment for Academic Progress (Sanchez, 2005; U.S.
Department of Education, 2005).
Differences in performance are evaluated from widely different educational and
political perspectives. Some theorists emphasize race as the key factor; others point to
differences based on socioeconomic status. The high correlation between these two
variables contributes to the ongoing argument. Class difference theorists such as Richard
Rothstein (2004) argued that socioeconomic or class difference regardless of race was the
major contributor to academic performance differences between children from middle
class families and children from poor and working class families; and that equity could
not be achieved until class differences were reduced. Conservative theorist Chester Finn
(2006) countered with examples of hi-poverty schools that beat the odds and attained
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high performance levels. For other scholars, latent institutional racism trumped class as
the source of achievement gaps (Singleton & Linton, 2006).
Achievement gaps have been framed as a multidimensional problem involving
issues of equality, adequacy, and reciprocity (Lee, 2004). Such an approach allows for an
analysis and evaluation of the extent of inequity and injustice underlying the gaps. In
contrast, critical race theorists, while acknowledging performance differences, criticized
the formulation of and emphasis on the achievement gap as a subversion of the goals of
the Civil Rights Movement.
Inequalities within Schools
Inequalities of instruction, access, and participation between White students and
students of color within schools and districts can also hinder equity in schools. Students
of color are more likely than White students to be educated by less experienced teachers;
to be over-represented in special education programs and lower level courses; to be
under-represented in programs for the gifted and talented; to drop out of school; to be
educated by teachers who are not certain they can learn or are actively negative in their
attitude toward these students; and to be suspended or expelled (McKenzie & Scheurich,
2004). Compounding these inequalities is the finding that issues of equitable practice are
rarely discussed in school buildings (Riehl, 2000). Of all the factors affecting equity in
schools, within-school inequity may be the factor most susceptible to leverage by the
principal and other school leaders.

21

NCLB and the Shift of Accountability
A concern for educational inputs has historically driven movements for school
equity such as desegregation and school finance reform. An assumption by the
proponents of these movements has been that as inputs in the form of educational
opportunities and resources were equalized, equitable outputs in the form of achievement
gains and narrowing of achievement differences would result (McUsic, 1999). This type
of result was observed in the case of African American students relative to their White
peers during the era of desegregation (Lee, 2004).
A recent development has been a shift away from a strict focus inputs as the sole
measure of equity towards a more nuanced consideration of both inputs and outputs. The
concept of adequacy has been important in this shift. From an adequacy perspective, a
specific desired outcome is first defined; then, restructuring and inputs required to
achieve the output are considered and pursued (Alexander, 2004). Coincidental with the
shift in focus from inputs to both inputs and outputs was the standards movement. Since
the 1980s, state legislatures, educator organizations, and boards of education have
designed specific academic standards and measured their attainment by students. The
standards movement has proved persistent and forms the basis of current accountability
systems. This persistence may be based on the measurability of standards and their
applicability across states. Standards are potentially valuable tools in defining what is
meant by an adequate, constitutionally-guaranteed level of education (McUsic, 1999).
With the advent of NCLB (U.S. DOE, 2002) came a further shift toward emphasis
on educational outputs and a de-emphasis on inputs. An explicit goal and requirement of
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NCLB was the closing of achievement gaps between disadvantaged students and students
of color and their peers. In this respect, NCLB aligned with school finance reform and
the desegregation efforts, and it elevated the goal of educational equity to the level of
national policy. However, NCLB diverged from the other movements as to how the goal
would be achieved and how accountability was assigned. School finance reform and
equity movements insisted on inputs necessary to achieve specified standards, whereas
NCLB demanded uniform outputs from differently advantaged schools (Fusarelli, 2004).
Desegregation and school finance rulings generally held states accountable for providing
adequate education, yet NCLB placed accountability for student performance primarily
on districts and individual schools and largely decoupled educational delivery from
funding. A researcher of the relationship between achievement gaps and equity has
summarized the shift embodied in NCLB: ―The focus of national concerns about racial
equity has shifted from school inputs to student outcomes and from redistribution of
social relations and opportunities to redistribution of academic achievement‖ (Lee, 2004,
p. 52). To the extent that NCLB assigns accountability without supplying adequate
funding, it represents an additional and enormous unfunded federal mandate. Critics
responded to this mandate by asking how the redistribution of achievement could be
attained without a redistribution of opportunities and resources (Fusarelli, 2004).
The Challenge for School Leaders
Research is needed on how the accountability environment has affected school
leaders‘ practices and attitudes related to educational equity. After all, educational equity
is the espoused cornerstone of the accountability movement and NCLB (U.S. DOE,
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2002). Limited research on leadership in diverse schools has been conducted since the
NCLB legislation. Evidence from North Carolina suggests that a carefully designed
accountability system has a powerful influence on principal behavior (Ladd & Zelli,
2002). More research is needed on how principals and other school leaders are
responding in general to the new environment: how they are viewing educational equity,
focusing their energies, using data, and adapting their policies and practices.
This study focuses on the particular role of school leaders in promoting
educational equity in the current environment of accountability. A conceptual framework
for the study is shown in Figure 1. The framework begins with educational leaders‘
beliefs about issues of educational equity. Krug (1990) documented that principals‘
beliefs are a powerful factor influencing leadership effectiveness. If a particular belief
system enables school leaders to promote educational equity, it is important to discover
what that belief system is.
The model proceeds to conjecture that leader beliefs are mediated through several
factors that influence the leaders‘ present actions and practices, and that these actions and
practices in turn affect the equity outcomes of students. The three factors or conditions in
the framework that mediate leader beliefs are (a) previous practices related to achieving
educational equity, (b) requirements of accountability systems, and (c) demographic
profile of the leaders‘ schools. Each of these will now be described.
Previous Practices Related to Achieving Educational Equity
Educators‘ concern for educational equity predated the current accountability
systems. Many principals and teachers view themselves as advocates for children and

School
Profile

Accountability
Systems

Leader
Actions

Equity
Outcomes

profile.

by leader beliefs mediated in an interactive way through previous administrative practice, accountability systems, and school

Figure 1. Conceptual framework. Educational equity outcomes are influenced by leader actions, which are in turn influenced

Leader
Beliefs

Previous
Practice
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especially for those children who may be disadvantaged because of race, ethnicity, class,
language background, or disability. A review conducted before the NCLB (U.S. DOE,
2002) legislation indicated that principals created inclusive schools for diverse students in
three broad ways: (a) by fostering new meanings about diversity, (b) by promoting
inclusive school practices, and (c) by building connections between schools and
communities (Riehl, 2000). These categories encompassed a wide repertoire of principal
beliefs, dispositions and actions. For example, fostering new meanings about diversity
implied a willingness to openly discuss issues of diversity that tended to be ignored in
schools under a system of norms referred to as pathologies of silence by Carolyn Shields
(2004) and equity traps by McKenzie and Scheurich (2004). An articulation of these
issues by principals in an environment of open, democratic discussion described by
Shields as dialogic leadership could be transformative. Similarly, Singleton and Linton
(2006) called for ―courageous conversations‖ (p. 1) about race as necessary to disrupt
deeply embedded beliefs and understandings that impede educational equity.
The second area of leadership for equity identified by Riehl (2000)—promoting
inclusive school practices—encompassed two types of activity: the improvement of
instruction and the molding of school cultures that embrace and support diversity.
Instructional leadership has been studied within effective schools research (Fullan, 2003;
Hallinger & Heck, 1998; Liethwood & Jantzi, 1990; Riehl, 2000; Rosenholtz, 1985).
Researchers have found that principals of effective schools are intensely focused on
student learning, and that they recruit outstanding teachers, buffer teachers
organizationally to keep the focus on increased student achievement, provide professional
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development for teachers, facilitate a collegial environment, and provide specific,
concrete goals as benchmarks (Rosenholtz, 1985). Implicit in the inclusion of
instructional leadership in the discussion of diversity is the idea that good teaching for
diverse student bodies requires good teaching, period.
The molding of school cultures to embrace and support diversity requires a
focused care for students (Riehl, 2000). It is focused because it takes account of the
specific cultures, knowledge, and needs that children bring with them to school. It is
caring because it advocates for children as individuals, holds high expectations for all
students, seeks to utilize culturally sensitive instructional methods, and explicitly
confronts issues of bias and exclusion. Leaders molding inclusive school cultures may
actively promote curricular approaches such culturally relevant pedagogy (LadsonBillings, 1994). They also are sensitive to structures of power, control, and privilege
within schools and strive to create programmatic equity, which refers to equality of
access for all children to resources, programs, and experiences (Skrla, Scheurich, Garcia,
& Nolly, 2004).
Building communities is the third area of principal leadership in diverse schools
identified by Riehl (2000). Professional learning communities within schools can
facilitate a collegial environment focused on instructional practice (DuFour, DuFour,
Eaker & Karhanek, 2004). Creating connections between schools and the larger
community involves mobilizing schools within overall processes of community
development and coordinating services for children which can often be fragmented and
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overlapping. Some of these services include Title I, special education, drug prevention,
counseling, and language acquisition programs.
Requirements of Accountability Systems
The second factor in the conceptual framework of this study that mediates
between school leaders‘ beliefs and their practice is the current accountability
environment (see Figure 1). The preceding discussion has outlined this environment:
Increasingly and dramatically with No Child Left Behind (U.S. DOE, 2002), educational
equity was measured in terms of outputs in the form of performance relative to academic
standards. Accountability was shifted from states to districts and individual schools,
particularly to the school principal and other school level leaders. The national system
under NCLB set multiple targets, and the achievement of adequate yearly progress by a
school was dependent on meeting every target. States created their own accountability
systems, which might resemble or overlap with the national system in many respects, but
which also contained their own unique requirements. Thus, schools and their leaders
simultaneously faced demands imposed by two accountability systems. Within the
conceptual framework, the accountability environment could act in two directions,
influencing both leader beliefs and actions. This is shown by arrows in Figure 1.
Priorities and incentives associated with multilayered accountability systems
affected schools and their leaders in complex ways. Some incentives were intended, such
as raising student performance in reading. Other incentives associated with
accountability systems were unintended and may be counterproductive or perverse.
Possible negative incentives associated with NCLB (U.S. DOE, 2002) were a narrowing

28

of the curriculum, an emphasis on test preparation at the expense of authentic learning
experiences, a lowering of standards by states in order to facilitate the attainment of
adequate progress, a neglect of subjects not tested by the accountability systems, a deemphasis of cultural competency and multicultural education in schools, and a reduction
of diversity in schools (Fusarelli, 2004). Biases in accountability systems increased the
probability that likely more diverse schools and schools of different sizes would be
singled out for sanctions (Kane & Staiger, 2002b). Understanding how school leaders
perceived and responded to the intended and unintended incentives of accountability
systems was one of the objectives of this study.
A striking feature of the new accountability environment was its emphasis on
performance data. NCLB (U.S. DOE, 2002) required that children be tested yearly and
that the results be broken out by poverty, race, ethnicity, disability and English
proficiency (U.S. Department of Education, 2002). Although in the past school leaders
may have used achievement data to inform their decision making, they lacked access to
the kind of output data that are now available. By contrast, in the new environment of
accountability, school leaders were awash in data and were continually confronted with
the implications of that data. Although these data were widely available, they could be
difficult to interpret. The sheer amount of data, the number of available comparisons
among subgroups, the varying level of representation of subgroups, and the need to look
at trends over time, all made the breakout analysis a daunting task. There was a need for
new tools to use in evaluating student performance and educational equity. This study
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introduces such a tool and seeks to discover how school leaders are coping with the
challenge of data analysis.
Currently, little is known about how school leaders were responding to the new
accountability environment as it specifically affected issues of educational equity.
Several possible responses could be conjectured. Principals and other school leaders
might choose to continue with practices in use before the new accountability pressures,
perhaps out of a strong belief that these practices were the best vehicles in the long term
for student achievement and equity. Alternately, leaders might significantly change
practice in direct response to perceived incentives or threats within the accountability
systems while simultaneously abandoning previous practices that were not perceived to
have the same urgency as the demands of the accountability systems. A third possibility
is that leaders might retain past practices to the degree possible while additionally using
accountability data to diagnose and inform practice (J. Cheslock, personal
communication, December 19, 2005). A key question was whether school leaders
allowed accountability systems to determine their agenda or whether they integrated the
new requirements as an important but not exclusive component of their agenda.
The Influence of School Profile
The conceptual framework suggests that the actions of school leaders may be
influenced by the demographics of the school in question and the school‘s current
performance status within the accountability systems (see Figure 1). For example,
schools with high socioeconomic profiles had less student diversity on average and
tended to experience higher student performance. The concerns of leaders at such
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schools might vary significantly from those of leaders with diverse socioeconomic and
racial student bodies or schools. In the latter case, sanctions and biases embedded in
accountability systems might loom as more immediate threats and incentives to action.
Moreover, leaders from schools that were poor and racially isolated had a different set of
challenges. In this study, schools from a stratified sample of schools were sampled to
investigate differences in leader approaches to educational equity.
Research Questions
Four elementary schools at different socioeconomic levels were identified for the
study. From each group, a school was selected that had both high performance and high
equity in comparison to its socioeconomic peers. In the research questions that follow,
the phrase ―high performance and equity‖ is used to describe schools that met these
criteria. The purpose of selecting high-performing, high-equity schools was to limit the
scope of the research and to discover the response of leaders in those high-performing
schools to the needs of diverse students within the current accountability environment.
1.

What are the beliefs of leaders in schools with high performance and
equity about educational equity? Leader beliefs about their schools‘
ability to achieve high levels of performance were investigated under this
research question. The investigation included leaders‘ perceptions of
diversity, educational equity, obstacles to educational equity, optimism or
pessimism about their schools‘ prospects, and beliefs about the capacity of
schools to overcome inequalities related to racial and socioeconomic
isolation, funding disparities, poverty, and racism.
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2.

Given the new accountability environment, what strategies have leaders in
schools with high performance and equity used to achieve educational
equity? This question sought to discover if school leaders have changed
their way of doing things with regard to educational equity in the new
accountability environment. The question assumed that while
accountability requirements and educational equity might be related and
overlapping, they were not identical. Practices focused toward meeting
student performance challenges might reduce achievement differences and
thus create greater educational equity. Instructional leadership is an
example of a set of practices that had the double effect of improving
student performance attaining more equitable outcomes (Riehl, 2000;
Rosenholtz, 1985). In addition to instructional leadership, the
establishment of professional learning communities effectively extended
the agenda of the instructional leader into conversations and situations
where the school leader was not present. Therefore, school leaders facing
demands of the institutional demands accountability environment and the
moral demands of equity might turn to these two models as strategies.
However, accountability requirements might also replace or crowd
out practices related to educational equity that were described by Riehl
(2000) prior to No Child Left Behind. Those practices focused on
fostering new meanings about diversity, promoting inclusive school
practices, and building connections between schools and communities.
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Such practices might not be perceived as relating directly to the student
performance requirements of accountability systems. School leaders
might de-emphasize or abandon these areas as the focus was shifted to
urgent demands such as test preparation. Such abandonment might prove
counterproductive for students from diverse backgrounds and to
achievement in the long run (Fusarelli, 2004).
3.

How have leaders in schools with high performance and equity responded
to the requirements of the accountability environment? This research
question encompassed several component questions: (a) How well do
school leaders understand the requirements and incentives of
accountability systems?, (b) Are leaders‘ perceptions of success congruent
with success as defined by accountability systems?, (c) Do leaders‘
perceptions and attitudes toward accountability systems affect their
response to those systems?, (d) What strategies are leaders using to meet
the requirements of accountability system?, and (e) Do leaders believe
they can succeed in meeting accountability requirements?
School leaders had to meet requirements of both national and state
accountability systems. One of the functions of an accountability system
was to create incentives, and the effectiveness of a system depended on
how well incentives were understood. The national system under No Child
Left Behind (U.S. DOE, 2002) defined several criteria that must be met in
order for a school to make Adequate Yearly Progress. State accountability
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systems varied in their incentives as well as their methods of assessing
performance. As discussed in Chapter 2, Arizona‘s accountability system
utilized three different models of assessment, while North Carolina‘s
system focused strongly on improving the achievement of low-performing
students. School leaders might be expected to respond more decisively to
the clearer NCLB and North Carolina systems than to the more
complicated Arizona system.
Leaders‘ perceptions of success might differ from success as
defined by accountability systems. In addition to meeting achievement
standards, leaders might seek to foster civic values, learner qualities,
diversity appreciation, arts appreciation, community partnership, and other
school characteristics that were not directly measured by accountability
systems. This study explores these leadership perceptions.
In addition to the perceptions and attitudes of school leaders, their
practices were of primary interest. Thus, the study also investigated the
actual practices and strategies leaders implemented in the accountability
environment. The results of a North Carolina study indicated that school
leaders who held varying levels of personal support for an accountability
system acted similarly to implement the goals of the system (Ladd & Zelli,
2002). These results were interpreted as evidence of the strength of the
accountability system‘s incentives.
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The specific strategies school leaders used to meet the
requirements of accountability systems were also investigated. It has been
suggested above that leaders might utilize models of instructional
leadership and professional learning communities as efficient strategies for
improving achievement outcomes (Riehl, 2000). In addition, No Child
Left Behind (U.S. DOE, 2002) contained a built-in incentive for schools to
shift resources and attention to students who are on the margins of
passing. A study of the Texas system, which contained the same
incentive, indicated that the incentive had its intended effect: Scores
increased for students at the margins of passing and for low-achieving
students in general (Reback, 2005). Although evidence existed for
targeted attention to underachieving students regardless of subgroup
designation, there was little evidence of attention targeted toward racial,
subgroups monitored by No Child Left Behind and some state systems,
even though subgroup performance determined a school‘s rating and
attainment of adequate yearly progress (Kane & Staiger, 2002a).
4.

How does the socioeconomic and racial/ethnic profile of a school with
high performance and equity influence the actions of school leaders to
create schools with educational equity? Because accountability systems
impose immediate consequences on schools that are falling below
standards, and schools that fall below standards are more likely to be poor
and racially isolated, it may be expected that leaders in those schools
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would respond more vigorously and urgently to the accountability
systems. Leaders in schools with high achievement, an abundance of
resources, and few subgroups might be less likely to feel pressure to make
systemic changes in the initial years of the accountability systems.
However, leaders in well-to-do schools might also feel intense pressure to
retain their high rating. The use of a stratified sample of schools with
different socioeconomic profiles allowed the investigation of this research
question.
5.

What are the challenges that exist in accurately measuring a school‟s
educational equity? In this study, a measure called the equity achievement
driver is proposed as a measure of educational equity. In order to be
effective, such a measure must reliably evaluate educational equity,
provide information that aggregate data do not, be easily calculated and
interpreted, and invite further analysis of the data. This research question
explored the advantages and problems associated with this measure.

It is important to note that although the conceptual framework given in Figure 1
and the research questions in this section formed the basis of inquiry for the study, they
were only a starting point. The study utilized a grounded theory approach, in which
categories emerging from the data were described and linked theoretically (Glaser &
Strauss, 1967; Glaser, 1978, 1992, 1998). In this type of research approach, the emergent
categories might differ from the proposed conceptual framework and might fall outside
the research questions.
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Description of the Research
Four elementary schools at different socioeconomic levels were identified for the
study. Selected schools outperformed their socioeconomic peers and had small
achievement gaps. Performance criteria were the aggregate scores and the equity of
performance across racial groups of fifth graders on the most recent state-mandated
assessment. The principals of selected schools had tenure of at least three years at the
school.
Principals and instructional coaches from each of the selected schools were
interviewed. The study‘s conceptual framework and research questions were the basis
for interview questions. Specific question topics included instructional leadership,
inclusive cultures, culturally relevant curriculum, professional learning communities,
connections between school and communities, use of data, and the effect of the
accountability environment on leader practice (see Appendix). Emergent insights,
categories, and patterns were coded from the school leaders‘ responses. Responses that
varied by school and profession were noted.
Professional Significance of the Study
The study extends the knowledge base of how school leaders address equity needs
of students within the current environment of national and state accountability systems.
Empirical studies on principal responses to this environment have focused on the potency
of the accountability systems themselves (Ladd & Zelli, 2002), the role of data in
principal practice (West & Macharia, 2002), and the adherence of principals to best
practices (Englert, Fries Goodwin, Martin-Glenn, & Michael, 2004). These studies
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utilized survey information from a large number of principals. None of the recent studies
focused on beliefs and practices relating to educational equity in the accountability
environment. The current study focused on educational equity in the accountability
environment in order to address this neglected area of research. It also analyzed the
responses of a small number of school leaders more deeply. Moreover, the current study
investigated how adaptation to the requirements of accountability environment affected
or displaced other principal practices that relate to equity in schools.
In the domain of practice, this study introduced a new measure intended assist
schools and districts to monitor their progress in both equity and achievement. Also, by
synthesizing research on contextual variables affecting equity and accountability systems,
the study sought to assist school leaders in negotiating the multiple and sometimes
competing demands of equity and accountability.
Limitations of the Study
The study was limited first by its focus on a particular level of schooling, e.g.,
elementary schools. Findings may not generalize to secondary school levels. Second, the
sample size was small, and the results were descriptive; therefore, it was not possible to
determine the size effects of variables and categories. However, description also has
advantages in establishing categories in a way that larger quantitative studies do not. A
third limitation is that the study was cross-sectional and not longitudinal. Fourth, only
schools that were relatively successful in student performance and educational equity
were included in the study; the beliefs and practices of leaders in lower-performing
schools were not investigated.
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Definitions
For the purposes of this study, the following definitions are offered:
Accountability Environment. The current context of public schools, which is
characterized by accountability of schools and districts for the achievement of national
and state goals by students.
Accountability System. A set of legislated educational mandates from the federal
government or states. Accountability systems confer various rewards and sanctions on
schools depending on whether schools meet mandated performance requirements. An
important feature of accountability systems is the requirement to report student
performance data disaggregated by grade level, race, poverty, language background, and
disability. No Child Left Behind (U.S. DOE, 2002) and Arizona Learns (Arizona
Department of Education [ADE], 2005) are accountability systems.
Achievement Gap. Performance differences between racial, socioeconomic,
language or disability subgroups of students on a national, state, or local level.
Adequacy. Legal concept in school finance reform law; it seeks to set a minimum
standard for educational services that meets state constitutional requirements.
Adequate Yearly Progress (AYP). Standard for school success under No Child
Left Behind (U.S. DOE, 2002) based on progress in mathematics and reading for a school
overall and for racial, socioeconomic, language and ability subgroups within a school.
Each year a school is deemed to either make or not make AYP.
Arizona Instrument to Measure Standards (AIMS). State mandated assessment
for Grades 3-8 and 10-12 that tests students in Reading, Writing, and Math. Performance
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is reported as Exceeds, Meets, Approaches, and Falls Far Below the standard. Both
Meets and Exceeds are considered to be passing.
Arizona Learns. The accountability system for Arizona (ADE, 2005) mandated
under the federal No Child Left Behind (U.S. DOE, 2002) legislation. It credits points to
schools based on various achievement and non-academic measures and on the basis of
these points assigns each school a label: Excelling, Highly Performing, Performing Plus,
Performing, Underperforming, and Failing.
Category. A conceptual name given to a pattern of similar incidents in grounded
theory analysis.
Constant Comparison. A procedure of grounded theory in which the researcher
compares incidents within a set of data, such as interview notes, and between sets of data,
to generate theoretical categories that conceptualize behavior. Initially, one incident is
compared to another; later, incidents are compared with theoretical categories.
Core Category. A category generated in grounded theory analysis that accounts
for most of the variation in a pattern of behavior.
DIBELS. The Dynamic Indicators of Basic Early Literacy Skills (Gordinier &
Foster, 2004) are a set of standardized, individually administered measures of early
literacy development. This is a one-minute fluency test used to regularly monitor the
development of pre-reading and early reading skills.
Educational Equity. ―Raising the achievement of all students while narrowing the
gaps between the highest- and lowest-performing students; and eliminating the racial
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predictability and disproportionality of which student groups occupy the highest and
lowest achievement categories‖ (Singleton & Linton, 2006, p. 46).
Equity Achievement Driver (Dea). A statistical measure formulated to evaluate the
educational equity of a school or district. It is described in Chapter 3.
Grounded Theory. A methodology for qualitative research that seeks to discover
and generate theory from data rather than to impose existing theory on data. Procedures
of grounded theory include constant comparison, coding, memoing, sorting, and writing.
Memoing. A procedure of grounded theory in which the researcher notes
theoretical ideas or hypotheses that emerge during the coding of data. Memoing can
result in new categories, a core category, or descriptions of relationships between
categories.
Mobility. A measure of how many students are transferring in and out of a
school. Higher mobility tends to correlate with lower achievement. In the district under
study, mobility is calculated by the following formula: 100 * (Entries after First Day +
Reentries + Withdrawals) / (First Day Enrollment + Entries after First Day).
No Child Left Behind (U.S. DOE, 2002). Federal legislation requiring that all
children meet minimum standards in reading and mathematics by the year 2014. It
requires incremental progress toward this goal, known as Adequate Yearly Progress
(AYP), and requires states to set standards for AYP and assess students yearly.
Open Coding. Initial coding process of grounded theory in which the researcher
generates conceptual categories from the comparison of incidents in data. Open coding
ceases when it yields a core category.
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Opening Minds through the Arts (OMA). A nationally recognized research-based
program that integrates the arts into teaching reading, writing, math and science in public
elementary and middle schools (Preston, 2003).
Professional Learning Community (PLC). A group of educators whose common
interest is to work collaboratively to access the evolving educational knowledge base
with the goal of improving student performance (DuFour & Eaker, 1998).
Selective Coding. Secondary coding process of grounded theory in which the
researcher compares incidents from the data and categories generated from the data to the
core category.
Stability. A measure of how much of the school year a student spends at a single
school. It is negatively correlated to mobility.
Theoretical Sampling. A process in grounded theory analysis in which the
researcher returns to the field or the data to add properties and diversity to the concepts
and hypotheses that have been generated.
Weighted Combination of Achievement Measures. A combined measure of all the
assessment measures used by the district under study, calculated by the district‘s
accountability and research department. It takes account of both current standing and
growth of achievement for a school. It is reported as a whole number z-score ranging
from 1 (poor) to 6 (excellent).
The remainder of the study is organized as follows: Chapter 2 reviews the
literature; Chapter 3 describes in detail the methodology for the study; Chapters 4 and 5
present the results; and Chapter 6 summarizes and discusses the findings.
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CHAPTER 2
REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE
This literature review brings together theoretical and historical research from
several fields that affect schools and school leaders in the new environment of
accountability. Those fields include educational policy, law, sociology, economics,
effective schools research, and educational leadership. The summary and synthesis of
this varied literature set a broad context for the study and provide a perspective on the
position of school leaders within that context.
Search Process
The following review resulted from a search that had four components: (a) a
survey of a major journal of educational administration, (b) a key word search, (c) an
author search, and (d) a search of the reference lists in the sources that were generated
through the first three components. These components were completed in an overlapping
rather than a sequential manner.
For the first component, the journal Educational Administration Quarterly was
surveyed over the past several years for articles related to leadership in diverse schools.
This search yielded several sources and references. For the second component, a key
word search through the Educational Resources Information Center (ERIC) was
undertaken involving the following key words singly and in combination: accountability,
achievement, black achievement, data, desegregation, diversity, effective schools, equity,
incentives, leadership, minority achievement, principal, and response. At the suggestion
of members of the dissertation committee, a decision was made to expand the literature
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review to include contextual factors that affect principals as they seek to lead in diverse
schools. School finance and accountability system incentives were recommended, with a
key article by Molly McUsic (1999) for the former topic, and articles by Thomas Kane
and Douglas Staiger (2002 a, b) for the latter topic. A Google Scholar search was
undertaken for these authors; this yielded additional articles by them and additional
sources by others who had cited the authors.
Investigation of school finance and accountability system incentives revealed that
these variables affect schools with diverse student bodies by creating, sustaining, or
ignoring inequalities in schools. This led to the exploration of three additional
inequalities: segregation, inequalities of student performance, and inequalities within
schools. These factors are highly interrelated. Segregation was included because it
directly related to student diversity, a main theme of the study. Student performance is
the primary indicator for accountability goals and educational equity in the current
educational context. Moreover, discussion of performance differences or gaps is
prominent the literature on achievement; hence, its inclusion. Inequalities within schools
comprise a variety of conditions and practices that affect educational equity and which
are probably the most susceptible to influence by school leadership practice. Thus, five
different but interrelated contextual variables were identified as being relevant to the
study. Word searches and Google Scholar searches similar to those described above were
made in connection with these variables.
The fourth component of the search involved the examination of the reference
lists of the sources recovered. Titles and abstracts were used to identify potential sources.
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Preference was given to sources from the past 10 years. Exceptions to this preference
were made in some sources involving effective schools and desegregation, which are
fields in which seminal research was completed more than 10 years ago. In addition,
preference was given to refereed journal sources and to primary sources. Sources
identified as the most useful by the process above were retrieved.
Due to the large body of work on school leadership, a limitation was needed for
this area of the literature. A review by Riehl (2000) about the principal‘s role in creating
inclusive schools for diverse students provided a framework for selection of topics and
many references. The review covers literature on those topics up to the time just
predating No Child Left Behind (U.S. DOE, 2002). For example, instructional leadership
is included in the Riehl review and this chapter while the concept of leadership frames is
not. This is not to say that other leadership domains do not benefit principals and
students of diverse schools. It is simply necessary to limit the literature to domains most
directly connected to educational equity.
Inequalities that Hinder Educational Equity
This study focused on how school leaders think about and respond to the equity
demands of their diverse student bodies in the current environment of accountability. It
was assumed that leaders‘ beliefs and behaviors could affect educational equity and
student learning. The study did not attempt to prove this assumption but presented
findings of studies by others on principal effects on student learning. In addition to
leadership, accountability systems themselves were intended to foster equitable student
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outcomes; thus, accountability systems represented contextual factors in school equity as
well and are examined in this review.
In addition to leadership and accountability systems, four other contextual
variables have been associated with school equity: segregation, school funding,
inequalities of achievement, and inequalities within schools. There is variation in how
these categories were framed; some authors considered within-school inequalities as an
aspect of desegregation (Bates, 1990). In addition, the variables were drawn from
broadly varying areas of the literature and each of them stood as a major area of research,
sometimes with journals devoted exclusively to their study. Although there was a danger
of casting too large a net in considering the effects of these variables, a danger also
existed in ignoring them due to their potential effects, interrelationships, and dynamic
nature. Their inclusion enabled a contextual synthesis and a consideration of the big
picture with which school leaders were confronted.
Segregation
In this review, segregation is considered to be synonymous with racial isolation
whether it occurs through legal means or indirectly. Court-mandated desegregation in
education gathered strength for over 30 years and then declined for 15 years (Orfield,
2001). Studies on the effects of desegregation indicated a beneficial effect on the
achievement of African American and Latino students when the desegregation occurred
very early in their schooling (Crain & Mahard, 1981). Of potentially greater significance
were the long term effects of desegregation in breaking cycles of isolation for these youth
and thereby improving their life chances (Wells & Crain, 1994). Although mandated
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desegregation declined and there was gradual trend toward resegregation, cases aimed at
removing the vestiges of past segregation continued to be brought (Weiler, 1998). In
addition, voluntary plans such as controlled choice were in place in many districts and
might hold promise for the future of desegregation (Willie, Edwards, & Alves, 2002).
Desegregation and resegregation trends. Judicially-enforced desegregation in all
regions of the country beginning after the Brown v. Board of Education of Topeka (1954)
decision and continuing into the mid-1980s resulted in a significant but temporary
decrease in the racial isolation of African American students, followed by a gradual
increase in segregation through the present. Orfield (2001) found that the isolation of
African American students decreased from the late 1960s to a minimum in late 1980s but
increased steadily thereafter. He measured isolation in two ways with consistent results:
the percentage of African American students attending predominantly non-White schools,
and the percentage of White students in schools attended by the typical African American
student. Orfield also found that desegregation and resegregation trends have not affected
all regions of the country equally. Desegregation had its greatest effect on the South,
which became the most integrated region. Since 1990, all regions have undergone
resegregation; the area of greatest isolation was the Northeast, where over half of African
American students attended schools that are between 90 and 100% non-White.
The rising and falling fortunes of mandated desegregation have been driven by
changing policies on the part of government branches. During the most active period of
between 1964 and 1968, desegregation was national policy pushed by the executive
branch as well as the judicial branch (Orfield, 2001). Executive support was reduced
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after 1968; however, the courts continued to actively require desegregation. The first
major break in judicial support came in the Milliken v. Bradley (1974 & 1977) case, in
which the Supreme Court exempted suburban districts from participation in
desegregation plans. Further weakening of desegregation came in three Supreme Court
decisions in the 1990s. The Board of Education of Oklahoma City v. Dowell (1991)
ruling released districts that had implemented past orders from enforced busing and
allowed them to resume assigning students to segregated neighborhood schools. In this
ruling, the Court also specified that school districts were not responsible for remedying
local conditions such as segregated housing patterns (Weiler, 1998). In Freeman v. Pitts
(1992), the Court made it easier for districts to be released from court supervision and
achieve unitary status through the incremental rather than complete achievement of
desegregation benchmarks. And in Missouri v. Jenkins (1995), the Court ruled that low
achievement scores of target population students were not sufficient grounds to require
the continuation of a desegregation plan. However, the state was still required to remedy
the vestiges of past discrimination.
The history of segregation in policy and practice for was quite different for
Latinos, now the largest minority population in the country (Orfield, 2001). The right of
Latinos to desegregation was not recognized by the Supreme Court until 1973, long after
the Brown decision. However, the ruling was never significantly enforced, and actual
desegregation occurred only in Colorado. As an alternative to desegregation, the policy
of the Nixon administration was to enforce bilingual education rights for these students.
It was therefore not surprising that Latino students never experienced the decrease in

48

isolation that their African American counterparts experienced. Using measures of the
percentage of Latino students in predominantly White schools and the percentage of
White students in schools with a typical Latino student, Orfield found that the isolation of
Latino students, which was somewhat less than that of African American students in the
late 1960s, increased steadily from that point forward. The level of Latino isolation in
2001 was equal to that of African American students in the late 1960s. Thus, Latino
students began the desegregation era somewhat less isolated than African American
students; however, because they did not experience the effects of desegregation laws and
policies, they became more segregated than African American students.
An associated consequence of segregation is concentration of poverty in
segregated schools. In 1999, a typical African American student attended a school in
which the percentage of families in poverty was 39%; a typical Latino student attended a
school in which the percentage of families in poverty was 44%; and a typical White
student attended a school in which the percentage of families in poverty was only 19%
(Orfield, 2001). Predominantly African American and Latino schools were much more
likely than predominantly White schools to experience concentrations of poverty as
determined by the percentage of students receiving free and reduced lunch. The negative
consequences of concentrated poverty included lower performing schools with less
competition, larger achievement gaps, fewer qualified teachers, fewer advance placement
courses, and higher dropout rates. Some researchers believed that concentration of
poverty was the primary problem desegregation was intended to alleviate (Crain &
Mahard, 1981; Willie et al., 2002).
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The effect of desegregation on student outcomes. Orfield (2001) pointed out that
desegregation was not intended primarily as an ―educational treatment‖ (p. 9) but rather
part of a movement for racial and economic justice. However, proponents of
desegregation also expected that the Brown decision would serve as an equalizer that
would guarantee equality not only of access to educational opportunity but also of
outcomes (Love, 2004). As a result, the relationship of desegregation to student
outcomes was the topic of several studies since the 1970s (Coleman, 1968; Crain &
Mahard, 1981; Stevens & Dial, 1993). Early studies focused on the effects on student
achievement. More recently, studies have appeared on the long-term effects of
desegregation (Wells & Crain, 1994). Also, an association between desegregation and
reduction of achievement differences between racial groups has been noted (Lee, 2004).
The first major study on the effects of segregation and desegregation was the
Coleman Report, which concluded that African American students in predominantly
Anglo schools scored higher on achievement tests (Coleman et al., 1966). These
researchers found that an integrated environment was more important for student success
than other factors such as Title One resources. Coleman (1968) hypothesized that the
positive effect of desegregation might be due to a change of attitude in African American
students, who gained a greater sense of control and destiny when they realized that they
could do some things better than their White counterparts. Other researchers attributed
the positive effects of segregation at least in part to the mixing of students from different
socioeconomic backgrounds (Crain & Mahard, 1981; Orfield, 2001; Willie et al., 2002).
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Findings of studies contemporary with the Coleman (1966) report indicated the
importance of desegregation in the elementary years: African American students moving
from segregated elementary schools to integrated secondary schools did not make gains
(Crain & Mahard, 1981). In addition, certain theories about the mechanism of
desegregation effects were supported while others were refuted. The teacher expectation
theory proposed that higher teacher expectations geared to the middle class average of
integrated schools raised African American student achievement. The findings of Crain
and Mahard supported this theory. The lateral transmission theory, which proposed that
African American students benefited from exposure to values and behaviors of White
students, was not supported by the evidence. This finding may answer more recent critics
like Love (2004) who questioned the argument that African American children must be in
the classroom with White children in order to learn.
In a seminal study, Crain and Mahard (1981) conducted a meta-analysis of the 93
existing studies on desegregation and student achievement. They found that
methodological problems were the cause of ambiguity in the research results at that time.
Studies using the most reliable design methods yielded consistent findings; these studies
either randomly assigned students or utilized segregated African American students with
similar backgrounds as a control group. They found that (a) desegregation in the early
primary grades had a significant positive effect on African American student
achievement that was sustained through later years, (b) desegregation beginning at Grade
6 or later had no effect on achievement, and (c) the duration of desegregation had no
effect on improvement of achievement. The average improvement for students in
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desegregated schools was one-third standard deviation on a norm-referenced
Comprehensive Test of Basic Skills; this improvement was equivalent to a one year
academic gain. The researchers also measured significant gains in I.Q. and achievement
test scores in all subject areas in association with early childhood desegregation.
An additional finding of the study was that there was an optimal range of student
body composition for maximizing African American student achievement (Crain &
Mahard, 1981). This range was between 19 and 29% in Southern schools and between 9
and 19% in Northern schools. In overwhelmingly White schools where their
representation was less than 10%, African American student achievement declined.
Crain and Mahard attributed this finding to racial isolation and in support for the concept
of a critical mass of non-White students in integrated schools.
In interpreting their findings, Crain and Mahard (1981) hypothesized that
desegregation created a burst of achievement growth lasting through the early elementary
grades. Since this analysis, other researchers have made similar findings regarding the
benefits of desegregation for achievement of non-White students. In a longitudinal study
spanning fourth through eighth grade, Stevens and Dial (1993) compared the
performance of different racial groups in different types of schools. They found that
African American and Latino students in multi-ethnic schools performed better than their
counterparts in racially isolated schools. Willie et al. (2002) found that African
American students performed the best when they were enrolled in racially mixed schools
that were not poverty-concentrated. They also found that schools rated highly performing
in the Florida accountability system were more likely to be racially and
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socioeconomically diverse than schools that were underperforming. These findings led
them to conclude that racially and socioeconomically diverse schools were more effective
learning communities than poverty-concentrated and racially isolated schools and that
achieving diversity should be the goal of desegregation. In findings similar to those of
Crain and Mahard, both of these studies indicated a negative effect on non-White
students‘ achievement when they were racially isolated in either hi-poverty non-White
settings or nearly all-White settings.
Another area of research focused on the long-term effects of desegregation on
students. This research became possible when school-age children in the desegregation
era came of age. This research took the premise that desegregation was not intended
primarily to increase achievement scores. Rather, it was intended to improve the life
chances of students by breaking cycles of isolation and enabling access to high-status
institutions and social networks (Wells & Crain, 1994). Wells and Crain drew from a
theoretical framework consisting of perpetuation theory and network analysis.
Perpetuation Theory proposed that segregation perpetuates itself through people‘s
lives and institutions when individuals have not experienced desegregated settings early
in life (Braddock, 1980). For example, Black and Latino students might overestimate the
racial obstacles they would encounter in integrated settings or underestimate their skills at
coping in such settings, and therefore hold themselves aloof. Network analysis was an
extension of this theory (Wells & Crain, 1994). It hypothesized that African Americans
and Latinos lacked access to informal networks that provided access to integrated
institutions and employment.
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Wells and Crain (1994) tested these ideas by using national databases to
investigate the effects of desegregation on high school students‘ occupational aspirations,
college selection, and occupational attainment. They found that desegregated African
American students had higher aspirations than segregated African American students and
that these aspirations were more realistically related to the desegregated students‘
educational attainment than those of segregated students. In regard to college selection,
they found that African American graduates of desegregated schools were more likely
than graduates of segregated schools to attend desegregated colleges. Finally, they found
that students of desegregation were more likely to have desegregated social networks,
desegregated employment, and jobs in the professional private sector than segregated
students. Wells and Crain concluded their findings were consistent with their theory that
a major function of desegregation was to break perpetuating cycles of isolation. There is
additional evidence of the long-term benefits of desegregation in the research. Orfield
and Whitla (1999) showed that most African American and Latino students admitted to
elite law schools came from integrated school backgrounds. Camburn (1990) found that
students from integrated schools were more successful in college than students from
segregated backgrounds with the same test scores.
Circumstantial evidence for the benefits of desegregation came from trends in
performance differences, known as the achievement gap. The desegregation era
coincided with a significant narrowing of the test score gap between African American
and White teenagers through the 1970s and 1980s as measured by the National
Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP) in mathematics (Lee, 2004; Orfield, 2001).
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However, achievement differences between these groups leveled off or expanded during
the period of resegregation in the 1990s.
The future of desegregation. Although empirical evidence consistent with theory
indicated that desegregation benefitted students of color in terms of short-term
achievement and long-term life chances, desegregation was rolled back as a practice and
policy over the past 20 years and a trend toward resegregation was underway.
Resegregation was a gradual phenomenon that does not seem to be the result of public
opinion. Survey results indicated the public strongly supported diversity and integration
in schools, in spite of simultaneous support for neighborhood schools and school choice,
which might be incompatible with diversity (Orfield, 2001). Rather, a confluence of law,
policy, and demography appeared to be driving resegregation. Court reversals were
mentioned earlier. Many large districts were granted unitary status by courts that
considered desegregation to be a temporary remedy. In the policy arena, executive
branch of the federal government pushed for the termination of desegregation since 1970.
In the demographic domain, a major shift toward a metropolitan society dominated by
suburbs was ongoing, and suburbs were becoming less White and racially isolated. In
this situation, the demographics of neighborhood schools were extremely unstable:
Integrated schools on the boundaries of segregated communities quickly became racially
isolated within just a few years as racial changes in schools outpaced changes in the
neighborhoods themselves (Orfield, 2001). A large wave of immigrants accelerated this
rapid racial transformation.
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One type of desegregation plan that was fairly widely implemented and which
held promise for achieving racial and socioeconomic diversity was controlled choice
(Willie et al., 2002). Designed to address the problem of segregated schools resulting
from segregated neighborhoods, controlled choice programs abolished neighborhood
schools. In their place, the plans divided large metropolitan districts or counties into
zones with roughly equivalent demographics. Parents selected among available schools in
their zone, with entry points at the beginning of elementary, middle, and high school.
Selection criteria included zone, seat availability, family proximity to the school, and
sibling preference. Willie et al. reported several advantages of the controlled choice
plans they studied: (a) Resegregation was prevented even when demographic changes
occurred; (b) mandatory assignments were rare, and 90% of families received their top
school choice; (c) no court order was required; (d) plans were compatible with unitary
status; (e) effects of controlled choice were comprehensive and immediate rather than
piecemeal as in many court rulings; and (e) there was a strong incentive for
underperforming schools within the controlled choice systems to improve in order to
attract students.
Controlled choice held promise for districts with requisite student economic and
racial diversity or for areas in which smaller districts voluntarily banded together into
service delivery zones (Willie et al., 2002). However, most segregation was between
districts of differing racial composition rather than within districts (Orfield, 2001). In
addition, a number of large urban districts were one-sixth or less White, a situation that
made meaningful desegregation within these districts impossible (Weiler, 1998). For
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such areas, court-ordered desegregation would seem to be the only available remedy. A
recent example was the Sheff v. O‟Neill (1996) case, in which the Connecticut Supreme
Court declared that racial isolation in Hartford violated the state constitution. The state
legislature subsequently authorized inter-district transfers and the enhancement of urban
schools with magnet and charter schools. The ruling indicated that a judicial option
remained a viable remedy in cases of extreme segregation.
This section on segregation concludes with an example of how contextual
variables of this study, e.g., segregation and accountability systems, can interact. Debray
(2005) documented a conflict that arose between a federal desegregation order and
requirements of the No Child Left Behind Act of 2001 (U.S. DOE, 2002). The conflict
illustrated the collision of two federal mandates and philosophies regarding choice and
diversity. District officials in Pinellas County, Florida sought protection from the section
of NCLB that allowed parents to remove their students from schools that did not make
adequate yearly progress in two consecutive years. The officials claimed this section
disrupted a court ordered controlled choice program already in place. The judge ruled
that the original controlled choice plan was to be protected from changes through 2008.
School Funding
The unequal funding of schools as a factor in educational equity is now
considered. Inequalities of funding spring from historical structures and mirror other
societal inequalities (McUsic, 1999). Although equity in schools was sought after for
several decades, it was a concept that was difficult to define. Through a four-decade long
process of litigation, an evolution in school finance occurred centered around the notion
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of what constitutes an adequate education (Roellke et al., 2004). In addition, progress
was made in more closely linking educational resource inputs with student outcomes and
in estimating the costs of adequacy (Baker, 2005).
How funding inequalities are structured. An assumption generally shared among
educators and policy makers is that students from diverse backgrounds in different
schools and regions should experience an equality of educational delivery and
demonstrate comparable mastery of knowledge and skills. That is to say, students should
experience equitable inputs and produce equitable outputs. McUsic (1999) found that in
the decades preceding No Child Left Behind (U.S. DOE, 2002), equity was measured
primarily through inputs to schools in the form of funding. However, laws at the local,
state and federal levels, have set up and perpetuated the unequal funding of schools, and
litigation over unequal funding has emerged as the primary remedy.
Local, state, and federal laws created funding inequalities through three
mechanisms: (a) unfunded federal mandates, (b) local control of schools, and (c)
subsidization of private and parochial schools (McUsic, 1999). First, federal law created
inequality by imposing unfunded mandates for students with special needs who were not
evenly distributed in the population, but instead were concentrated in schools with high
numbers of economically disadvantaged students. These mandates required schools to
provide expensive services to students with special needs before attending to general
education needs or risk losing federal funds. Compensatory funding received through
Title I and other programs were not sufficient to offset expenditures on the special needs
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students. In addition, while the federal government contributed to inequalities through
unfunded mandates, it was under no obligation to equalize funding among states.
Second, the system of local control of schools established in the 19th century
ensured inequality of funding due to differences in wealth between school districts
(McUsic, 1999). The mechanism of inequality began with property taxes based on land
values that provided more than half of school funding nationwide. Because no state drew
boundaries to equalize property values within districts and most neighborhoods were
segregated by class and race, revenue and per-pupil funding varied greatly from one
district to the next. Wealthy neighborhoods could finance their schools with a low
property tax rate, while poor districts had difficulty financing their schools even at a high
property tax rate. In order to correct inequalities inherent in the funding system, states
made supplemental appropriations intended to equalize resources among districts.
Supplemental state appropriations accounted for nearly 50% of school expenditures in the
1990s. However, the promised equalization was rarely achieved, and in some cases the
state interventions aggravated inequalities.
A third source of inequality of funding came from state subsidization of private
and parochial schools (McUsic, 1999). State governments accredited and subsidized
those schools through tax credits and exemptions, transportation, and material support.
Private and parochial schools that served less than ten percent of the school age
population drew from relatively well-to-do families who could afford to pay the tuition.
State resources given to private schools were diverted away from public schools.
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Three waves of litigation. Beginning in the 1960s, school finance litigants
attempted to force changes in how schools were financed by claiming that inequalities of
educational resources resulted in inequalities of educational outcomes. Three waves of
litigation have been identified, and the third wave is currently in progress. The first wave
spanned the years from 1969 to 1973 and consisted of cases brought on the basis of the
federal constitution‘s equal protection clause (Roellke et al., 2004). These were
desegregation cases built on the concept of fiscal neutrality, which specified that the
quality of education delivered to children of a state may not be a function of personal
wealth. Through these cases, litigants sought to limit freedom of choice, prescribe
transfers of students within and across district boundaries, and order funding for
desegregation projects. The first wave abruptly ended with the San Antonio v. Rodriguez
(1973) case, in which the U.S. Supreme Court ruled that there was no federal
constitutional protection from inequalities arising from differences in property wealth.
In the second wave, which occurred between 1973 and 1989, plaintiffs used both
state education clauses and state equal protection clauses to challenge school finance
systems (Roellke et al., 2004). Roellke and colleagues attributed the mixed results this
approach has had to several factors: (a) courts have been unwilling apply strict scrutiny to
school finance inequalities, (b) courts have accepted local control as a reasonable defense
for inequalities, and (c) plaintiffs failed to establish a strong causative relationship
between funding and the education provided. Despite these problems, an economic study
indicated court-ordered finance reform during the period from 1971 and 1996 reduced
within-state inequality 19 to 34% by raising spending in the poorest districts while
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leaving spending in the wealthiest districts unchanged (Murray, Evans, & Schwab, 1998).
The additional spending came from higher state taxes. These findings indicated a
measure of effectiveness of second-wave school finance litigation.
McUsic (1999) described the difficulty of the first two waves of school finance
litigation in defining precisely what is to be equalized. Equalization efforts could focus
on funding, facilities, student outcomes, or other variables. Dollar equality as represented
by per pupil funding was questioned by those on both sides of the debate: by those who
contend there is no proof that greater funding results in academic gain, and by those who
argue that equal funding where needs greatly differ is insufficient and unjust. In response
to this seemingly intractable argument, a third wave of school finance litigation cases has
relied less on the criterion of equity and more on the criterion of adequacy.
The adequacy approach to school finance began with the question, ―What
constitutes an adequate education?‖ Such litigation then sought to measure the
educational services being delivered and show that they were insufficient to satisfy
constitutional requirements. McUsic (1999) wrote, ―This approach requires lawyers to
frame the lawsuit around educational theory, rather than legal theory—on what works,
rather than what is equal‖ (p. 115). Relying on the expertise of educators, adequacy
litigation sought to restructure the educational delivery system to bring the performance
of all students and especially disadvantaged students up to an acceptable, adequate
standard. As defined by Rebell (1994), an adequate education had several components:
(a) It prepared students for life in a competitive society, (b) it took account of the
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educational needs of students in present society, (c) it prepared student for higher
education, and (d) it ensured availability of essential resources in order to meet standards.
One reason that third wave cases succeeded where the first two waves failed is
that adequacy claims did not violate conceptions of the separation of powers (Roellke et
al., 2004). Courts set the standards for educational adequacy, often with significant input
from educators, and then left implementation to state legislatures. Another reason
adequacy claims succeeded is that they were less likely than other approaches to conflict
with concerns about local control. For example, a minimum adequacy standard didn‘t
penalize wealthy districts for higher academic success. A third strength of the adequacy
approach was that it provided specific standards for measuring the adequacy of a finance
system.
Some limitations of the third wave have been identified (Roellke et al., 2004).
First, the determination of adequacy was highly complex, because it involved evaluation
of both school inputs and school outputs. Second, rulings might limit the autonomy of
local districts. And third, the capacity of districts to correctly use resources wasn‘t fully
addressed. Despite the relative success of adequacy litigation, translating courtroom
success to classroom implementation has proven more difficult. McUsic (1999)
described a process in which courts that found school finance systems unconstitutional
typically instructed state legislatures to craft a remedy. However, transferring funds to
poor districts and schools was not a political action legislatures were inclined to. The
dynamics of the political process ensured that legislative school reform focused on equity
was always a response to real or threatened litigation. Even so, the various types of state
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equalization plans put forth by legislatures either failed to achieve equalization or had the
effect of decreasing the overall funding for schools as funds were diverted to other state
needs.
Theoretical considerations. Equity in school finance can be considered from the
perspectives of horizontal equity and vertical equity. Horizontal equity is concerned with
the equal allocation of resources across different groups of students. It calls for the equal
treatment of equals. Vertical equity modifies this approach by recognizing that students
bring certain education needs to the classroom that require additional resources (Berne &
Steifel, 1984; Rodriguez, 2004). It calls for the unequal treatment of unequals. The goal
of vertical equity is to make schools responsive to the varying needs of students.
Rodriguez (2004) provided criteria for effective vertical equity standards; they
must (a) address schooling in its complexity, (b) support school responsiveness to both
student and staff needs, and (c) assess the impact of resources on identified needs. Two
practices that utilize vertical equity are pupil weighting and targeted or categorical
funding. The former is illustrated by additional funding weight given to categories of
students such as special education students or English language learners, and the latter is
exemplified by dropout prevention and school-to-work programs, among others. The
goal of vertical equity theorists is to establish a tight coupling between resource inputs
and the schooling experiences of individual students, and to monitor that coupling.
Vertical equity recognizes that varying resources may be required in order for
schools to be responsive to diverse student needs. One theorist was careful to distinguish
this recognition from deficit model thinking, which places the burden of failure on racial,
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ethnic and class backgrounds of students, rather than on institutional biases, practices,
and lack of responsiveness (Rodriguez, 2004). Rodriguez argued that school finance
scholarship was susceptible to deficit model thinking when it focused on educating for
the norm rather than for the success of a diverse population of students.
In addition to vertical equity, another concept in school finance with theoretical
considerations at the school level is adequacy. In the preceding section on litigation, the
success of plaintiffs arguing for adequacy was due in part on their ability to link resource
inputs with student outcomes. Alexander (2004) provided a theoretical framework for
adequacy. The model identified how inputs were transformed into an educated adult
along a production continuum that moved from inputs, through schools process, and
terminated with outputs. Alexander argued that the adequacy of the whole system
depended on adequacy of each part of the continuum. In her theoretical framework,
adequacy of educational inputs included concepts such as horizontal equity, vertical
equity, and equity of access. Priority was placed on distinguishing between basic and
luxury inputs. Time was also considered as an input.
An important contribution of this analysis was the identification of school
processes as a necessary part of the framework that was neglected in models that
considered only inputs and outputs (Alexander, 2004). Processes made sense of how
inputs were used and transformed into outputs. Factors that influenced the adequacy of
school processes included effective schools practices, intervention priorities for students
at different performance levels, transformative processes, and capacity.
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The adequacy of outputs rested on the concept of results neutrality, which
specified that differences students bring with them to the classroom should not be
associated with their exit outcomes under an adequate funding system (Alexander, 2004).
Like vertical equity, results neutrality recognized differences in student needs and
concluded that it was incumbent on schools to address these varying needs equitably.
Thus, schooling was seen as an equalizer. Alexander predicted that results neutrality
would increasingly become the standard in school finance litigation.
The cost of adequacy. Baker (2005) used empirical data to validate theoretical
assumptions about the cost of an adequate education. He began by formulating six
theoretical assumptions from an economic perspective:
1.

Cost varies by the desired outcomes, e.g., there are diminishing marginal
returns as more resources are invested to raise desired outcomes.

2.

Cost varies by district size, e.g., there are economies of scale that are
realized for districts with 2,000 to 6,000 students.

3.

There are additional costs associated with achieving desired outcomes for
different student groups.

4.

Variations in prices across regions influence the cost of education in
different districts.

5.

The realities of assumptions 2, 3, and 4 interact in a multiplicative way.

6.

Marginal costs of achieving outcomes increase as performance standards
increase and decrease as performance standards decrease.

65

Baker (2005) tested these assumptions using several empirical studies in the
literature that included the measurement of student outcomes. Specific outcome
measures included Scholastic Aptitude Test (SAT) performance, state accountability test
performance at different grade levels, and percentage of students completing advanced
coursework. Studies employed one of two approaches for calculating the cost of
adequacy: (a) a top-down education cost function, which began with district spending and
estimated its effect on student outcomes using appropriate statistical controls; and (b) a
bottom-up resource cost model, which began by identifying the inputs necessary for an
adequate education and proceeded to estimate the total costs. In an ideal situation with
no distortions, estimates gained from the two models for a given finance system would be
identical. Baker found a high degree of support in the empirical studies for his six
assumptions, although there were some differences in magnitude depending on the model
used. Specifically, he calculated the extra weighting factor for a poor child to be between
35% and 100% depending on district size and the model used; this student would require
up to double the funding of a student who wasn‘t poor to be adequately educated.
However, most districts provide less than a 35% additional weighting. A limited English
proficient student‘s additional weighting requirement was also calculated at 100%,
significantly higher than the 20% that is often recommended.
Baker‘s (2005) findings confirmed that educational outputs don‘t come for free.
They also signaled a theoretical and empirical precision that was previously lacking in
funding formulas and policies. This precision should aid legislatures, districts and courts
in the determination of the cost of an adequate education.
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Inequalities of Performance
Differences in performance between different racial, ethnic, and socioeconomic
groups constituted a third variable related to equity in schools. In the framework of No
Child Left Behind (U.S. DOE, 2002), this variable is implied to be equivalent with
equity, but this has not always been the case. During the Civil Rights era, the focus of
equity was on educational opportunity rather than student performance (Love, 2004;
Wells & Crain, 1994). However, improved student outcomes have always been one of
the goals associated with educational equity, and these outcomes include performance.
Thus, student performance can be considered as one variable among other contextual
variables that determine educational equity, including opportunity, segregation,
instruction, school funding, and other inequalities or gaps that children experience.
Consideration of the achievement gap in isolation of these other variables can be
misleading and counterproductive. This section reviews several theoretical approaches to
performance differences and then summarizes empirical research that demonstrates the
inequity of current performance differences.
Theoretical literature. Two different theoretical perspectives on the causes of
achievement differences between children of different races and ethnicities are offered by
class difference theory and critical race theory. Class difference theory attributed
achievement differences to socioeconomic or class differences (Rothstein, 2004). In this
approach, race was a proxy for social class, because the two variables were highly
correlated. Even when income levels of different families were similar, income could
mask class differences in form of varying family assets, savings, and educational
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histories. Rothstein argued for this perspective by identifying three gaps that existed
between middle class children and children of working-class and poor families: (a) a
conversation gap, (b) a role model gap, and (c) a health and housing gap.
The conversation gap referred to differences in the way middle class and working
class parents read to their children and conversed with them. The differences were in the
quality and quantity of interactions. Middle-class parents were more likely than workingclass parents to use encouragements rather than reprimands, use questioning strategies
and indirect means of communication, negotiate with their children, include children in
adult conversations, provide effective assistance with homework, instill a sense of
entitlement and self-confidence in children, and expose children to organized activities
outside of school that reinforce those patterns (Rothstein, 2004). In addition, middle
class parents spoke roughly 50% more words to their children than working-class parents,
resulting in wide differences in acquired vocabulary by age three.
The role model gap referred to the greater exposure of middle class children to
social networks and professional acquaintances in comparison to their working-class
counterparts (Rothstein, 2004). This notion was discussed earlier in connection with
perpetuation theory and network analysis (Wells & Crain, 1994). Rothstein argued that
differences of exposure combined with the evidence that academic effort was not
equitably rewarded in the labor market could result in African American children
investing less in school.
The health and housing gap referred to the lower overall health and higher
mobility of working-class children compared to middle-class children (Rothstein, 2004).
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Health issues such as vision problems, oral hygiene, nutrition problems, pediatric care,
asthma, and exposure to diesel and hi-sulfur fumes disproportionately affected the
capacity of lower income children to learn and achieve. In addition, the tendency of
children from working class families to move from school to school was an indicator for
low achievement.
It is notable that in describing these gaps, Rothstein (2004) characterized the
conditions lower income children confront as deficits. Although it is clear that he did not
impute blame to children through this terminology, it is also true that the term has been
used and interpreted in ways that denote inferiority. On account of this history, some
researchers, including critical race theorists, took issue with class differences theory.
In light of these multiple gaps, Rothstein (2004) argued that improvement of
instruction in schools was a necessary but insufficient strategy for closing achievement
gaps. Social and economic reform aimed at narrowing social and economic differences
between children were also required. Those reforms must target the class characteristics
that produce differences in achievement. He called for a redefinition of school to
encompass a greater part of early childhood, through high quality after-school and
summer programs that went beyond remediation. He wrote,
The advantage that middle-class children gain after school and in summer comes
from the self-confidence they acquire and the awareness of the world outside that
they develop through organized athletics, dance, drama, museum visits,
recreational reading, and other activities that develop inquisitiveness, creativity,
self-discipline, and organizational skills. (p. 21)
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In addition, Rothstein advocated for the establishment of greater healthcare services and
clinics associated with schools.
Whereas class difference theory sought to explain the existence of achievement
gaps, critical race theory challenged the concept of the achievement gap as an accusation
against children of color and as a tool of dominance (Love, 2004). This perspective
considered seemingly just concepts in society as camouflages for the self-interest of
dominant groups and insisted that the stories and voices of subordinated peoples be
included in discussions pertaining to them. Love argued that current discussions of the
achievement gap combined with the myth of meritocracy provide a justification for the
continued domination of Whites and subordination of African Americans.
Love (2004) began with the premise that the achievement gap could be considered
in isolation from other related gaps such as the resource gap, the expectations gap, the
teacher efficacy gap, the commitment gap, the funding gap, and the school
responsiveness gap. In addition, Love argued that consideration of achievement
differences must take account of historical roots of African American schooling. She
conceptualized this history, which included the denial of education to and bondage of
African Americans, the proclamation of their inferiority, and the maintenance of this
belief through pseudo-sciences, as a majoritarian story. She then framed the present
preoccupation with the achievement gap as an extension of that majoritarian story of
African American inferiority.
She proceeded to describe the myth of meritocracy that is built on the beliefs that
the educational and employment system is fair, that those who succeed do so on the basis
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of individual effort, and those who do not succeed also get what they deserve (Love,
2004). Inherent in meritocracy are concepts of neutrality, color-blindness, objective
standards, equal opportunity, fair evaluation, neutral reporting, and equitable allocation of
merit; yet, each of these concepts is susceptible to critique. The notion of an impartial
system of merit combined with a non-contextual fixation on the achievement gap creates
a harmful distortion that must be countered. Further, the proclamation by the Supreme
Court in Brown v. Board of Education of Topeka (1954) that separate educational
facilities are inherently unequal inadvertently left the ruling open to be used in support of
an ideology of White supremacy.
Love (2004) listed requirements for equity in schools: teachers who believe
children can learn and believe in their own efficacy to teach them, adequate funding, and
refutation of the majoritarian story of inferiority. A comparison of the class differences
and critical race theory perspectives on educational equity indicates areas of agreement,
areas of disagreement, and some issues of language. There is agreement about the need
for good teaching and appropriate funding. There is disagreement over the sufficiency of
good teaching and the roles of race and socioeconomic factors in student performance
differences. In regard to language, critical race theory rejects the concept of students
possessing deficits and questions the current conceptualization of the achievement gap. It
will be important for scholars to closely examine these terms, which are laden with
historical and emotional content, and carefully sort out their disagreements and areas of
common ground beyond the constraints of current language.
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Equity is the final topic in this theoretical section. Equity is viewed as a condition
of social justice. The American Heritage Dictionary defines it as ―the state, ideal, or
quality of being just, impartial, and fair‖ (DeVinne, 1982, p. 462). Student achievement
or performance is central to current concepts of educational equity. Singleton and Linton
(2006) defined educational equity as ―raising the achievement of all students while
narrowing the gaps between the highest- and lowest-performing students; and eliminating
the racial predictability and disproportionality of which student groups occupy the
highest and lowest achievement categories.‖ (p. 46) Lee (2004) framed educational
equity as a multi-dimensional concept with three components: (a) equality, (b) adequacy,
and (c) reciprocity. Equality referred to allocation of resources and opportunities to
diverse students groups and to their comparative outcomes; adequacy was concerned with
achievement performance relative to academic standards; and reciprocity was concerned
with the opportunity of diverse student populations to learn and benefit from each other
in integrated educational settings. Lee argued that to the extent that these three
conditions were met, educational settings could be said to be equitable; and to the extent
that they were not met, there was a violation of equity. Systematic relationships between
educationally irrelevant variables such as race and achievement were indicators of
inequity in a system. From this multidimensional perspective, an identical achievement
gap or difference in two different settings could disguise different levels of inequity.
Lee‘s (2004) definition of reciprocity as the opportunity for minority student to
learn in a racially integrated school and benefit from the achievement of white students is
problematic; he did not cite any studies in support of this idea, and earlier studies have
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not supported the lateral transmission theory, which proposed that African American
students benefit from exposure to values and behaviors of White students (Crain &
Mahard, 1981). The benefits of integration appear to originate from factors other than
that exposure. It is true that Lee framed reciprocity as a two-way process, since withingroup variability of performance is greater than variability between groups. This means
that there will always be non-White students who achieve higher than White students in
any given school, and presumably the White students could benefit from the achievement
of their non-White peers. Even without empirical backing for the concept as it is framed,
the idea of reciprocity could have value when considered from the perspective of network
analysis, a theory that does have empirical support (Wells & Crain, 1994). In that
analysis, African Americans and Latinos in integrated schools gain access to informal
networks that enable access to integrated institutions and employment. This enables a
reformulation of Lee‘s concept of reciprocity: integrated settings provide students of
color exposure to educational benefits they would not experience in isolated settings.
The next section summarizes Lee‘s findings with regard to the three criteria.
Empirical research. A study of racial performance differences by Lee (2004)
integrated empirical evidence on achievement differences with data from other contextual
variables, e.g., segregation and school funding. It also met the requirement set by Love
(2004) and others for considering achievement differences in the context of other
inequalities. Lee monitored trends in the National Assessment of Educational Progress
(NAEP) and long-term NAEP mathematics assessments for White, African American and
Latino students at different age levels. He found that between 1978 and 1990 the gap
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between African American and White achievement decreased by 0.2 to 0.4 standard
deviations. From 1990 onwards, that gap widened across three age levels to between 0.7
and 1.1 standard deviations, returning to the 1980 level. During the period when the gap
narrowed, African American students made greater gains than their White counterparts.
Latino students, who did not experience significant desegregation as a whole, did not
experience large changes in an achievement gap relative to White students during the
same period. More recently, results of an NAEP Trial Urban District Assessment in
mathematics indicated that only modest progress was made by fourth and eighth graders
in major urban centers during the period between 2003 and 2005, and that achievement
gaps may be widening (Sanchez, 2005; U.S. Department of Education, 2005).
In order to assess the equity of the observed achievement differences, Lee (2004)
used several databases to measure variables relating to the opportunity, adequacy, and
reciprocity experienced by African American, Latino, and White students. In the area of
equality of educational opportunity, the variables he measured were exposure to teacher
quality, exposure to advanced courses, per pupil school expenditures, poverty, single
parent household status, and parent educational attainment. He found the following:
1.

Math teachers in predominantly African American or Latino high schools
were less likely to be certified in math than teachers in predominantly
White high schools.

2.

The enrollment of African American and Latino students in advanced
courses increased from 1978 to 1990 and then remained flat at a level
lower than for White students.
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3.

Per pupil expenditures in predominantly Black and Hispanic school
districts were significantly lower than in predominantly White school
districts in 2000.

In all of the variables related to home conditions, performance gaps narrowed
between students of color and White students in the period between 1970 and 2000.
However, performance gaps in these variables remained very high, at greater than a two
to one ratio for African American single household status, African American and Latino
poverty, and Latino parental college attainment. These findings led Lee (2004) to
conclude that gaps exist for African American and Latino students in many areas of
educational opportunity related to school and home, and that by the criterion of equality
of opportunity, achievement gaps are inequitable.
In the area of adequacy, Lee (2004) assessed student performance against an
adequate standard. He selected three standards: (a) an NAEP math score of 300 for 17
year olds; this is a score considered necessary to secure middle class employment; (b) the
percentage of African American and Latino high school seniors scoring at basic on the
national NAEP; and (c) dropout rates. Progress in all of these measures was observed
from 1978 through 1990, but flattened in the 1990s. In 1999, only 27% of African
American and 38% of Latino 17 year olds achieved at or above Level 300, and the Latino
dropout rate stood at 28%. Lee concluded that these students were not experiencing
standards of adequacy and that their progress toward achieving adequacy stalled in the
1990s.
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In the area of reciprocity, Lee‘s (2004) findings confirmed declining performance
differences between African American and White students during the period of maximum
desegregation, followed by steady or increased differences associated with a
resegregation trend during the 1990s. Latino students experienced steadily increasing
isolation during the last three decades.
On the basis of these collected findings, Lee (2004) concluded the existing
achievement gaps for African American and Latino students were inequitable and unjust
from the perspectives of opportunity, adequacy, and reciprocity. That is, the gaps are
inequitable in multiple ways. Continuing gaps in educational funding and the trend
toward resegregation were factors that exacerbated the inequity.
This section concludes with empirical findings that shed light on the relative
importance of race and socioeconomic status in student achievement. Willie and
colleagues (2002) correlated achievement on the Florida Comprehensive Assessment
Test with these two variables using different Florida districts as the unit of analysis.
They used the proportion of students qualifying for free and reduced lunch in a district to
measure socioeconomic status and the proportion of non-White students enrolled in a
district to measure racial composition. In a separate partial regression analysis, they
looked at one variable while holding the other constant. They found that
1.

Both SES and non-White race had significant and negative associations
with achievement.

2.

However, the contribution of SES was greater.
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3.

The association between achievement and race was weakened more when
SES was held constant than the association between achievement and SES
was weakened when race was held constant. This finding indicated that
race as a factor in student performance was highly influenced by the
socioeconomic balance that existed in a school.

In another study, Willie et al. (2002) made two additional findings that illustrate
the interaction of race, racial isolation, and SES. First, they found that the amount of
performance variation attributable to race was greater in segregated schools than in
racially balanced schools; and second, they found that high-achieving schools were more
likely to be racially balanced than socioeconomically balanced. These findings suggested
that racial diversity of a student body was strongly related to high achievement and that
socioeconomic homogeneity in the form of concentrated poverty was strongly related to
low achievement. The researchers concluded that the best environment for African
American and Latino students were those that were both racially and socioeconomically
diverse.
Inequalities within Schools
Research has identified other inequalities pertaining directly to schools that serve
low income students and students of color. Sometimes these inequalities are associated
and discussed with the contextual variables already reviewed: segregation, school
funding differences, or achievement differences. The terms within-school equity and
within-school integration have been used to refer to the elimination of all vestiges of
legal segregation from policies and practices within a given school (Willis, 1994). In
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some court cases, plaintiffs have argued that achievement gaps are vestiges of legalized
segregation (Weiler, 1998). A similar analysis could be applied to inequalities at the
district level. This section begins with a discussion of theory and proceeds to examine
various school inequalities associated with teaching, programs, and achievement. Four
topics will be reviewed: (a) social reproduction, (b) equity traps, (c) equity audits, and (d)
within-school inequalities. The analysis pertains to inequalities within individual schools
and inequalities between schools within a district.
Social reproduction: theory and evidence. Whereas Rothstein (2004) described
the class differences children bring with them to school, Carnoy and Levin (1985)
theorized on the role of schools in perpetuating and reproducing those differences in
service of the labor market. They proposed that educational processes differed according
to the class origins of children, with the result that children were socialized for the types
of employment their parents held. Four classroom attributes they used to describe this
socialization were (a) external versus internal standards of authority, (b) future versus
present orientation, (c) verbal self-presentation skills, and (d) emphasis on cognitive
skills and achievement. Social reproduction can be considered an extension of class
difference theory to consider the role of schooling in maintaining class differences.
The first attribute, external versus internal standards of authority, was illustrated
in different types of jobs (Carnoy & Levin, 1985). Workers at lower level jobs function
in an environment of rules, regulations and external supervision. In contrast, high-end
employees require self-direction and internal norms congruent with organizational goals.
For the second attribute, orientation toward the present also aligns with lower level jobs,
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in which attention to work routines and procedures are paramount. By contrast, workers
in managerial jobs must always consider the future consequences of their decisions and
actions. The third attribute, verbal self-presentation, manifests in the types of verbal
responses required. Lower level workers are required to provide brief, factual responses;
while managerial employees must be able to engage in verbal problem solving and
analysis. Fourth, managerial jobs require stronger cognitive skills than lower-end jobs.
Carnoy and Levin (1985) predicted that school socialization for the two types of
employment would mirror the contrasting attributes of those types. Constant teacher
supervision, externally imposed standards, an orientation to the present, emphasis on
brevity, and de-emphasis of cognition and achievement would socialize students for
lower-end jobs. Internalization of norms, self-direction, orientation to the future,
extensive practice with verbal presentations, and emphasis on cognition and achievement
were elements that would support the socialization of future managers. The researchers
conducted an ethnographic study that tested these hypotheses in two first grade classes,
one in an upper-middle-class neighborhood and one in a lower middle class
neighborhood. There was a 40%difference in per pupil funding between the two schools.
The researchers coded teacher-student interactions for message and strategy as they
pertained to the four attributes.
They found confirmation for their hypotheses in all four attributes (Carnoy &
Levin, 1985). For example, internal standards accounted for 52% of the interactions in
the wealthier school compared to 17% in poorer school. Children in the wealthier school
were encouraged to use their time wisely, take responsibility, and know the consequences
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of their actions, whereas children in the poorer school were given more commands, direct
praise, and blame. Children in the upper middle class school were eight times more
likely to have their attention focused on the future, whether it was tomorrow‘s learning,
what one needed to know to succeed in the next grade, or the prospect of college and
employment. Although both classes had verbal presentations in the form of show and
tell, the quality and quantity of presentations differed, with wealthier children receiving
detailed feedback and questions about their presentations. In the area of achievement and
cognition, the focus for the poorer children was on completion of assignments, play
opportunities, and quickly closed teacher-student interactions. For the wealthier children,
value was placed on the quality of work, mastery of skills, habits of mind, and sustained
teacher-student interactions.
These findings lend support to the hypotheses that schooling differs for children
of different classes in different schools and that it can act to reproduce the class
differences children bring to school. Additional findings of the study regarding the
students‘ parents reinforced the observed patterns (Carnoy & Levin, 1985). Parents in
the upper-middle-class school were perceived by the researchers and school personnel as
powerful, successful, optimistic, demanding, and willing to challenge school policies.
Parents in the poorer school were more timid and fatalistic.
The role of schools in perpetuating class differences rather than intervening to
alter them demonstrates that the issue of class in schools is not limited to student
performance. It also leads to the question of how this situation might be changed or
disrupted. Promoting effective teaching strategies might be one solution; however, it can
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be argued that the contrasting teaching styles just described are perfectly effective for
producing different kinds of workers. Is instruction targeted toward producing managers
to be favored, then? The creation of socioeconomically diverse schools may have
potential for disrupting social reproduction by placing children from different social
classes in the classroom together. Teacher expectation theory, cited above in the review
of segregation, may provide a mechanism by which children in those diverse settings may
benefit (Crain & Mahard, 1981). Further research on the role of schools in the
maintenance of class differences is needed.
Equity traps. The attitudes and behavior of school personnel toward students of
color and low socioeconomic backgrounds can be sources of inequality that have a great
impact on these students‘ educational outcomes. McKenzie and Scheurich (2004)
described equity traps as conscious and unconscious thinking patterns that trap educators
by preventing them from believing their students of color can be successful learners.
These traps are perpetuated through ―dysconsciousness‖ (p. 603), an uncritical habit of
mind that justifies inequity and prevents the belief that all students can achieve. This
pattern of belief sets in motion a vicious cycle of lowered expectations by teachers and
negative self-view by students. What all equity traps have in common is that they
effectively permit school personnel to disavow any responsibility for observed
achievement inequalities. The authors‘ premise was that a substantial portion of that
inequity is caused by the attitudes, beliefs, and assumptions of teachers and
administrators.
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McKenzie and Scheurich (2004) conducted a qualitative study in which they
interacted with eight experienced White teachers in a predominantly African American,
Latino, and low income elementary school. Interactions consisted of interviews and
journals kept by the teachers. The researchers identified several themes in the teachers‘
comments about their students, and from these themes they distilled four equity traps: (a)
the deficit view, (b) racial erasure, (c) employment and avoidance of the gaze, and (d)
paralogical beliefs and behaviors.
Deficit thinking attributes failure in school internal deficits or deficiencies within
students that manifest in limited intellectual abilities, linguistic shortcomings, lack of
motivation to learn and immoral behavior (McKenzie & Scheurich, 2004). Such deficits
are often viewed as generational. Holders of the deficit view often espouse sympathy for
children perceived to be afflicted with those deficits. The authors believed the
appropriate response to the deficit view was to reframe thinking about students, their
families, and communities from a deficits-based model to an assets-based model, e.g., to
recognize the resources and assets that students bring with them to school. They also
recommended specific actions for achieving this shift. The first action was for educators
to meet and know students and families on a personal level, through neighborhood walks
and conferences held in students‘ homes. They pointed to research linking home visits to
increased student achievement. A second action was to gather oral histories from people
in their communities through student interviews of families and neighbors which could
then be presented at school. A third action was the three-way conference. In this format,
the teacher, student, and family member met twice a year to establish goals, and the
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student took a leadership role by presenting his own portfolio. The authors found that
when such actions were practiced, educators were impressed with the genuine interest
families and neighbors had in children‘s academic success, and this experience went a
long way toward altering educators‘ deficit thinking.
The second equity trap, racial erasure, is equivalent to the color-blind view
(McKenzie & Scheurich, 2004). Underlying this view is an unwillingness to address race
and the issues it presents. The researchers observed that teachers who practiced racial
erasure were able to deny any possibility that they discriminated against students on the
basis of race. As with the deficit view, the authors recommended several actions for
addressing racial erasure. They include study groups on racial and cultural topics in
education and equity audits discussed below.
The third equity trap was avoidance and employment of the gaze (McKenzie &
Scheurich, 2004). The gaze was a concept formulated by the philosopher Foucault (as
cited in McKenzie & Scheurich, 2004). It is defined as ―surveillance for the purpose of
controlling behavior‖ (p. 619). Avoidance of the gaze is exemplified by teachers who
endeavor to avoid scrutiny by administration and parents in more affluent districts by
working in less privileged schools where their mere presence is appreciated.
Employment of the gaze is manifested in the norming and sanctioning of the behavior of
other teachers who might speak against deficit thinking and other inequities. When the
gaze is employed on these would-be rebels in the form of peer pressure, they are
effectively silenced. To counter this equity trap, the authors recommended care in the
hiring process through stakeholder representation at interviews and interview questions
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that serve as checks on applicants‘ attitudes toward diversity. A second recommendation
was to establish norms for democratic discourse and dialogue that are necessary to
professional learning communities and which respect and uphold points of view that
advocate social justice. A third recommendation was to create schools so thoroughly
collaborative that no one can hide destructive or deficit beliefs and behaviors. Frequent
classroom visits by administrators and facilitation of parent visits could reverse the
destructive effects of the gaze through a different kind of gaze that fostered
accountability, growth, and transparency.
McKenzie and Scheurich (2004) described the fourth equity trap, paralogical
beliefs and behaviors, as a habit of mind that draws conclusions from premises that don‘t
warrant the conclusion, and as self-deception or self-rationalization. Within this
framework, educators commit the double offense of treating students unfairly and then
blaming the students for the educator‘s behavior. Recommendations for responding to
this trap included having teachers visit the rooms of successful teachers. When teachers
observe students succeeding in another classroom, their deficit ideas are deconstructed.
Another recommendation was for the provision of instructional coaches to model
effective practices, mentor teachers, and assist them in reflecting on practice. A third
recommendation was to develop a critical mass of advocates for equity among the
faculty, starting with a small group of teachers.
Equity audits. A systematic approach for identifying inequalities in schools
through the use of equity audits was set forth by Skrla, Scheurich, Garcia, and Nolly
(2004). Borrowed from audits already in existence which focused on civil rights,
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curriculum, and school reform, the reconceptualized equity audits are a more limited,
focused and public means of transmitting data that indicate the level of equity in specific
areas of schooling and suggest directions for change. The researchers noted that equity
audits can overcome a tendency of school personnel to avoid discussions of race and
socioeconomic status through a formal procedure that breaks the silence and promotes
insight and response.
Equity audits included three dimensions: (a) teacher quality equity, (b)
programmatic equity, and (c) achievement equity (Skrla et al., 2004). Achievement
equity (AE) was conceptualized as the sum of teacher quality equity (TQE) and
programmatic equity (PE): TQE + PE = AE. Teacher quality equity referred to the
distribution of high quality teachers among schools within a district and to distribution of
access to such teachers by students within a school. The researchers noted that students
of color and low income students are often taught by less experienced teachers. In the
conceptual framework, teacher quality equity was broken down into components of
teacher experience, teacher mobility, and proper teacher subject placement. These
components could be applied to a district audit in order to compare, for example,
differences in teacher quality between high SES schools and low SES schools. They
could also be applied within a single school audit to examine differences between
teachers of gifted and advanced placement classes to those of lower tracks.
Programmatic equity, the second dimension of the model, addressed the underrepresentation of low income and students of color in school programs such as advanced
placement and their over-representation in others such as school discipline and special
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education (Skrla et al., 2004). The authors proposed that representation in these
programs be disaggregated and examined as part of the audit process. They argued these
inequitable patterns had systemic solutions despite the common claim of educators not to
have control over them. The third variable, achievement equity, was considered to be the
sum of teacher quality equity and programmatic equity. However, it also had its own
measurable indicators: achievement test results, access to advanced courses, dropout
rates, high school graduation tracks, and participation and results in college entrance
exams (SAT, ACT, and advanced placement). Because the authors considered state
achievement tests as a necessary but insufficient baseline for assessing achievement
equity, they included the additional indicators.
After providing the conceptual framework, Skrla et al. (2004) suggested seven
steps for conducting equity audits:
1.

Gather a committee of relevant stakeholders.

2.

Present the data to the committee and have members graph it in colorful
ways.

3.

Discuss the meaning of the data, utilizing experts where possible, under
the guidance of a facilitator.

4.

Discuss potential solutions, giving consideration to the strengths,
weaknesses, and costs of each.

5.

Implement solution(s).

6.

Monitor results and report to the school community.
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7.

Celebrate if successful; if not successful, return to step three and repeat the
process.

The authors warned that school leaders must be prepared for the fearful or negative
reactions of some, whether parents, educators, or even leaders, to the open discussion of
inequities.
Structural inequalities within schools. Noguera (2001) observed extreme
disparities in academic and behavioral outcomes between White, Latino, and African
American students in an integrated high school. In a qualitative study, he found that
these disparities were not due to a conspiracy to deny educational opportunity to students
of color. Rather, disparities were variously ignored, rationalized, or tolerated. He
concluded that two virtual schools inhabited a single campus; one an elite college
preparatory program, and the other a low-achieving, inner-city school for students of
color. This prompted an analysis of the systemic equity and opportunity structure within
the school.
Underlying the disparities were two apparently neutral elements of school
structure and culture (Noguera, 2001). First, assignment and sorting of students into
different academic tracks upon enrollment in ninth grade mathematics determined the
―course trajectory‖ (p. 34) of a student‘s entire high school career. Second, every club
and team at the school was segregated racially. The fact that this segregation was
voluntary gave school personnel a reason not to feel responsible. Noguera concluded that
the subtle structural mechanisms through which racial and socioeconomic inequality is
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reproduced must be addressed before the achievement gap within schools can be
narrowed.
However, addressing these mechanisms inevitably involves political conflict,
because it includes the reallocation of resources or the restructuring of programs
(Noguera, 2001). He observed that parents of high achieving students fiercely resisted
such measures as the reduction of tracking or broadening access to advanced placement
courses. A powerful belief that academic excellence and educational equity are at odds
seemed to fuel this resistance. Noguera distinguished between academic excellence,
which is compatible with equity, and academic privilege, which is not. He concluded
that political strategies, rather than educational strategies alone, were necessary to
respond to inequalities within schools. Such strategies included Black and Latino parents
organizing in order to advocate for their children.
The Shift to Output Criteria: School Accountability Systems
Accountability systems operate within the context of the inequalities for schools
that have been described and may be viewed as another contextual variable that school
leaders must take account of. The current accountability system is two-tiered, originating
at the national and state levels. A stated goal of the national No Child Left Behind Act
(U.S. DOE, 2002) is the elimination of one type of inequality, performance gaps;
however, it is silent on issues of resegregation, school funding differences, and
inequalities within schools and districts. State accountability systems come in several
varieties. Together, the two systems place demands and incentives on schools and also
threaten sanctions. This section describes the features, incentives, promises, and
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problems of accountability systems with special attention to their influence on school
leaders and educational goals. The section begins with an overview, then takes up
NCLB, followed by state systems, and concludes with an examination of reliability
problems of the systems and possible remedies.
Overview
Accountability systems can be confused with testing and assessment systems.
Although they contain those elements, accountability systems are the ways in which test
data and other measures are used to assess the performance of students, teachers, schools,
and districts (Sirotnik & Kimball, 1999). The purposes of accountability systems have
been identified as (a) the measurement of outcomes; (b) the improvement of instruction;
(c) the creation of incentives; and (d) the imposition of interventions, rewards, or
punishments (Hanushek & Raymond, 2002). The goals of the national accountability
system are the improvement of student achievement as measured by standardized tests
and the elimination of achievement gaps (U.S. DOE, 2002). Because each state
implements NCLB and its own accountability system differently, the implementation of
national policy is decentralized (Fusarelli, 2004). This has prompted discussion by
scholars on how to effectively implement accountability systems.
Izume and Evers (2002) provided five questions regarding the characteristics,
quality, and administration of assessments:
1.

What are the schools accountable for?

2.

For whom are schools accountable?

3.

Is progress measured absolutely or relatively?
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4.

Is it fair?

5.

Is it informative?

The third question relates to how performance is evaluated, and this varies from among
the different accountability systems. Models based on performance status, improvement,
and student gain are in use, and each has distinct assumptions and outcomes within an
accountability system.
Seven general characteristics for effective accountability systems identified in the
research literature were summarized by Englert et al. (2004): (a) high expectations for all
students; (b) high quality assessments aligned with standards; (c) alignment of resources,
support, and assistance for improvement; (d) sanctions and rewards linked to results; (e)
multiple measures; (f) diagnostic uses for data; and (g) readily understandable to the
public. It should be noted that alternative criteria developed by Sirotnik and Kimball
(1999) overlap somewhat but are quite different in aggregate. Their criteria focused on
many elements outside standardized testing, including community-based indicators, the
monitoring of equitable inputs, flexibility, professional development for teachers,
classroom-based assessment, and adequate funding. As desirable as these elements may
be, they are not emphasized in current accountability systems. Therefore, the
characteristics specified by Englert et al. will be the focus of this review.
The first characteristic, high expectations for all students, is a familiar element of
effective schools research (Englert et al., 2004). One way this expectation was expressed
in NCLB (U.S. DOE, 2002) and many state accountability systems was in the
requirement to test all students, including subgroups that have been exempted in the past.
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The second characteristic, high quality assessments aligned with standards, has been
difficult to achieve in some states. Alignment to standards was poor in California in the
early 2000s when the norm-referenced Stanford Nine test was used as the sole
assessment. Although most states have now achieved good alignment, many issues of
quality inherent in the tests themselves have emerged, including statistical bias associated
with various models, statistical noise, ineffective incentives, perverse incentives, effect of
school diversity on results, and effect of school size on results. Each of these issues is
discussed in detail later in this review. Their emergence suggests the addition of three
questions about accountability systems in addition to the five provided above:
6.

Are assessment results statistically reliable?

7.

Does the system provide effective incentives?

8.

Does the system conform to educational research?

Alignment of resources, support and assistance for improvement was the third
characteristic of effective accountability systems (Englert et al., 2004). This
characteristic highlighted the importance of adequate funding resources targeted toward
professional development for teachers and administrators, especially those serving
diverse and low-income populations. The fourth characteristic, sanctions and rewards
linked to results, is a subject of varying practice and opinion. Some states simply report
accountability results while others give tangible rewards in the form of monetary rewards
for schools and teachers on the one hand, and sanctions in the form of closures,
reorganization, and the withholding of funds on the other hand.
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The fifth characteristic was multiple measures (Englert et al., 2004). In addition
to test scores, other types of student outcomes such as attendance and dropout rate are
included in many accountability systems. Other types of data newly available to schools
such as equity audits can assist in school quality evaluations (Skrla et al., 2004). The
possible diluting effects of multiple measures in accountability systems is discussed later
in the review.
The sixth characteristic of effective accountability systems was the use of data by
district and school personnel for diagnostic purposes and changed practice (Englert et al.,
2004). Effective use of data requires proper presentation, interpretation at different levels
of the school system, and the capacity, leadership and will to respond appropriately. The
seventh characteristic of effective accountability systems was the requirement that they
be informative to parents and the community. This is a requirement of NCLB, which
mandates data-rich report cards for every school (U.S. DOE, 2002). Public reports
should be user-friendly and include information about the elements and weighting of the
system. However, the complicated nature of some accountability systems can make userfriendliness and transparency difficult.
No Child Left Behind
Characteristics of the national accountability system are now discussed. In its fact
sheet, NCLB (U.S. DOE, 2002) stated that its goal was to ―close the achievement gap
between disadvantaged and minority students and their peers‖ (p. 1). It proposed to reach
this goal by on the basis of the principles of accountability, flexibility, parental choice,
and effective teaching. The law set out standards for adequate yearly progress and
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required states to implement accountability systems to fully meet standards within twelve
years. The accountability systems must include the testing of all students in Grades three
through eight, the reporting of test disaggregated data, and rewards and sanctions. Also,
districts must certify that all teachers in core subject areas were highly qualified, that is,
teaching in an area of expertise in which they were fully certified.
Adequate yearly progress. Schools‘ adequate yearly progress or AYP in NCLB
(U.S. DOE, 2002) is a yes or no proposition that is determined by three requirements: (a)
achievement targets called annual measurement objectives (AMO‘s), which are achieved
on criterion referenced tests in reading and mathematics; (b) a minimum requirement of
95% of students taking the test; and (c) a third measure, which is often attendance in
elementary and middle school and graduation rate in high school (R. Hahn, personal
communication, December 20, 2005). These requirements must be satisfied by each
subgroup at each grade level each year. Failure to achieve only one measure in one grade
level results in a school not making AYP. Three factors built into the system influence
and mitigate the strict requirements of AYP: (a) subgroup size, (b) confidence intervals,
and (c) the safe harbor provision.
Subgroups. The determination of subgroups within NCLB affects schools
powerfully. Subgroups specified by NCLB (U.S. DOE, 2002) are race, ethnicity, poverty
status, disability and limited English proficiency. Students may be counted as belonging
to multiple subgroups, and states may determine the threshold size for subgroups.
Currently, that threshold is 40 students in Arizona. Although all students‘ scores and
participation are counted in aggregate, for purposes of determining AYP, their scores and
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participation are only counted as part of subgroups that exceed 40. The second factor
influencing AYP attainment is the statistical confidence interval at the .01 level of
statistical significance around the AMO targets. These intervals create a built-in margin
of error. The third factor, the safe harbor provision, applies to schools containing
subgroups who have missed AMO‘s but have achieved a 10% improvement plus either a
94% attendance rate or a one percent improvement in attendance for any given year. For
example, many schools in Arizona achieved AYP in 2004 through the safe harbor
provision after the mathematics portion of the state-mandated assessment was re-normed
(R. Hahn, personal communication, December 20, 2005). Re-norming lowered the cut
score for mastery, allowing more students to pass the test.
The AMO targets increase so as to reach 100% mastery for each subgroup by
2014. Initial AMO levels in Arizona were set at the 20% level, the average aggregate
score of the school in the twentieth percentile within the state. States may determine the
manner in which AMOs increase. For example, Arizona uses a plateau model in which
AMOs rise every three years for the first nine years of the period covered by the
legislation and then rise every year for the final four years, thus effectively postponing
most of the required growth (Arizona Department of Education, 2005). Because AMOs
are absolute standards that apply to all subgroups, accelerating gains are required of low
scoring subgroups in order for schools to achieve AYP. When schools miss AYP due to
a single reason measure, such as the failure of eighth grade English language learners to
meet an AMO in reading, the system possesses a high degree of discrimination that may
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assist in making a diagnostic corrections; however, as targets escalate with the expected
outcome that AYP is missed for multiple measures, discrimination is reduced.
Unit of accountability. NCLB (U.S. DOE, 2002) effectively shifts accountability
from states to schools and districts. A telling definition in the NCLB act that illustrates
the shift of accountability is that of the failing school; that term refers to a school that
consistently does not make adequate yearly progress towards state mandated goals,
including achievement targets. The legislation provides choice for parents whose
children are ―trapped‖ (p. 2) within such schools. Districts must give students attending
schools identified for improvement an opportunity to attend another school in the district,
provide transportation, and allocate at least five percent of its Title I funds for these
purposes. Further, the act requires districts to use up to 20% of Title I funds to provide
school choice and support services for students from failing schools, including their
enrollment in private schools.
In determining whether a school is failing, NCLB (U.S. DOE, 2002) did not
consider conditions such as racial imbalances, concentrations of poverty, or school
funding disparities. On the contrary, all schools regardless of context were expected to
meet the escalating targets. Although NCLB authorized additional federal funds for
states, mainly in the form of competitive grants, and also provided for flexibility in the
allocation of Title I and other federal funds by districts, it did not provide funding based
on adequacy model projections (see Baker, 2005). Thus, NCLB ignored many input
variables that are associated with inequalities of performance. One superintendent
criticized NCLB for misplacing accountability in this way: ―Schools labeled as ‗failing‘
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will not receive their label because they have failed. Rather, schools will be branded
because they are in poor or diverse neighborhoods, because they are small and rural,
because they are underfunded, and because the AYP system cannot tell the difference
between a learning gain and random noise‖ (Mathis, 2003, p. 6).
Potential benefits and pitfalls. Potential positive and negative effects of NCLB
on educational equity in schools were listed by Fusarelli (2004). On the positive side, the
legislation required attention to narrowing performance gaps, the focused use of
resources, and improved systems of data gathering and reporting. By requiring the use of
data disaggregated by subgroup, NCLB shone a light on subgroup performance and
prevented school districts from hiding low subgroup performance within aggregated
averages.
Possible negative effects of NCLB on educational equity included the all-ornothing character of AYP, an over-emphasis on test preparation at the expense of
authentic learning experiences, a narrowing of the curriculum so that non-tested subjects
become marginalized, and a decrease in creativity and flexibility of teachers (Fusarelli,
2004). The legislation held educators responsible for achievement gaps that have
persistent complex socioeconomic and societal origins, yet it ignored funding, racial, and
socioeconomic differences between schools. NCLB contained no language pertaining to
multicultural or culturally relevant approaches and methods. Although it didn‘t prohibit
those approaches, they could become a casualty in an accountability environment where
test scores determined the educational agenda. In the same way, students who learned
differently due to cultural and linguistic differences could be at risk.
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Fusarelli (2004) argued that by delegating nearly all accountability
responsibilities to states and school districts, NCLB created rather than solved problems
in educational equity. Given the substantial inequalities that exist between and within
states, the use of a decentralized system to achieve equity for all students was unlikely to
succeed. Not all states had well-developed curricula, standards, and assessments. A
perverse incentive existed for states to lower standards in order to make AYP easier to
achieve. In addition, underperforming and failing labels were more likely in poor schools
with diverse student populations. Educators might become demoralized. These are some
of the potential unintended consequences of a decentralized system.
Arguing from a structural perspective, Fusarelli (2004) claimed that if closing
achievement gaps was a goal of national importance, then appropriate federal
centralization and support must be provided. Furthermore, federal intervention must take
account of complex causes of achievement gaps, including ethnic and class bias, interest
group pressure, structural and societal inequalities, and problems within families and
communities. When it is considered in light of the seven characteristics for effective
accountability systems described above (Englert et al., 2004), NCLB (U.S. DOE, 2002)
seems strongest in the areas of high expectations for all students, multiple measures, and
reporting of results in ways readily understandable to the public. Due to its decentralized
application, areas in which NCLB appears weaker include high quality assessments
aligned with standards, alignment of resources and support, and diagnostic use of data.
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State Systems
State systems represent a second layer of accountability for schools and educators.
Some state accountability systems predated and foreshadowed NCLB (U.S. DOE, 2002);
the current federal legislation requires that all states implement a system. Each state does
this is its own way, as is illustrated in the following examples.
Texas. Texas used a system of absolute performance standards to determine
adequate yearly progress in the same manner as NCLB (U.S. DOE, 2002). Each school
received a rating within a five-level rubric. The highest rating, exemplary, required that
90% of students in a school and in each ethnic and socioeconomic subgroup pass on each
section of the Texas Assessment of Academic Skills (TAAS; Izume & Evers, 2002).
Lower ratings were characterized by lower thresholds of performance. The TAAS was a
minimum proficiency test that was criticized for not being sufficiently rigorous. When
standards were revised and more difficult questions were added to the test in 2001, the
cut-scores for passing were also adjusted downwards, creating ambiguity regarding
student performance and undercutting the stated purpose of raising standards.
In addition to its AYP component, the Texas accountability system included a
separate feature that monitored the growth of schools using a statistical index called
comparable improvement (Izume & Evers, 2002). This measure compared schools with
similar ethnic, socioeconomic, and language characteristics. Various rewards and
sanctions were allocated based on the combined measures from the AYP component and
the growth component of the system.
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California. In contrast to Texas, California eschewed absolute standards and used
relative growth in its accountability system (Izume & Evers, 2002). An academic
performance index (API) based on state assessment scores was calculated at each grade
level for each subgroup and compared from one year to the next. Annual growth targets
for schools were determined using a similar schools index similar to the comparable
schools measure in Texas. In order to meet a target, each subgroup within a school must
achieve 80% of the school‘s growth target. Monetary rewards and bonuses up to $50,000
per teacher were allocated to schools that meet targets. Schools that did not meet targets
were eligible but not required to apply for intervention assistance, and were subject to
various sanctions after multiple years of underperformance. Under this system, some of
California‘s worst performing schools received no interventions.
Florida. Florida‘s accountability system combined a performance level
component with a measure of student gain. Gain or value-added analysis differs from
growth models by tracking individual students‘ progress from one year to the next.
Growth models, by contrast, focus on year-to-year changes at each grade level. Florida
specified a five-level rubric for scores on the Florida Comprehensive Assessment Test
(FCAT; Izume & Evers, 2002). Schools received an annual report card based on three
factors: the percentage of students receiving a three or better on the test, a measure of
individual student gain, and a measure of the improvement of students in the lowest
quartile. Through this third measure, the system ensured that high scoring students did
not carry a school. In addition, unlike California and Texas, ethnic and socioeconomic
subgroup scores did not play a major role in determining a school‘s status. Although it
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did not set subgroup targets, Florida set a minimum achievement level under which
subgroup achievement may not fall.
Other features of the Florida accountability system were merit pay, hi-stakes
accountability, and exit vouchers (Izume & Evers, 2002). Teacher salaries were partially
determined on the basis of student achievement, with bonuses of up to 5%. High stakes
were operative at every point in the system: Student promotion to the next grade was
dependent on FCAT performance. Parents of students in underperforming schools had
the right to vouchers that enabled them to enroll their student in private schools.
Although they have been rarely used to date, vouchers were intended as an incentive for
low performing schools to raise their rating.
Arizona. Arizona‘s accountability system combined elements of performance
level models, growth models, and value added models. Schools accumulated points in
each area. Data was disaggregated by grade level and subject only; race/ethnicity and
SES subgroup performance was reported but did not figure into the point system.
Absolute or status points were derived from the percentage of students at each grade level
that pass the Arizona Instrument to Measure Standards (AIMS; Arizona Department of
Education, 2005). Improvement or growth points utilized a three year interval in which
the first year was the baseline year and the second and third year created a pooled
average. The improvement points took account of students who moved into the passing
category as well as lower-performing students who moved closer to passing.
Performance level points and growth points were added using a 70-30 weighting that
gave the best advantage to a school. Value-added or gain points were used only at the
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elementary level; they were calculated as a pooled three-year average of the ratio of
students achieving one year‟s growth on assessments divided by the number of students
taking the assessments. Thus, the value added component was an aggregate measure of
individual student gain. Additional points were earned based on NCLB (U.S. DOE,
2002) adequate yearly progress, high-school dropout and graduation rates, and the
percentage of students that exceeded standards on the AIMS test. The Arizona system
did not provide monetary rewards; progressive interventions and sanctions were imposed
on underperforming schools.
Distinctive features of Arizona‘s system which may be seen as advantages in
comparison to NCLB included the following:
1.

Because points were accumulated additively, no single measure resulted in
an underperforming rating.

2.

Incentives were built into the system for improvement at all levels of the
achievement continuum and not only at the cutoff between passing and not
passing.

3.

As mentioned above, the system combined elements from three prevalent
models: absolute, growth, and value added.

However, these same features may also be disadvantages. The complexity of the
system and number of measures may make the intended incentives difficult for educators
to understand, lessening their effectiveness. Also, the pooling methods and range tables
used to determine points resulted in considerable data loss and seemed more suited to a
tax table than to educational considerations. Moreover, although the value-added
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component of the system purported to use individual students as a control for measuring
gain, the measure was actually aggregate in nature. It combined the number of students
achieving one year‘s growth on both the math test with those achieving one year‘s growth
on the reading test. Because these two groups overlapped but were not equivalent, the
measure gave an inflated estimate of student gain.
Promise and Limitations of Accountability Systems: Empirical Findings
In this section, empirical findings on the promise and limitations of accountability
systems are discussed. One study indicated that incentives of accountability systems
influenced the achievement of students at the margins of passing (Reback, 2005). Other
studies indicated that issues of statistical reliability made the attainment of accountability
goals difficult. These issues centered on subgroup size, statistical noise, and perverse
incentives (Kane & Staiger, 2002a, 2002b).
Benefits for “bubble” students. One incentive of NCLB (U.S. DOE, 2002) and
state systems based on AYP was for students on the margins of passing, or bubble
students, to improve performance. Schools would be predicted to shift resources and
assistance to students at the margin. Using data from Texas in the 1990s, Reback (2005)
found evidence in support of this incentive. He observed higher than expected scores
from marginal students when their test score was important to the school‘s rating, higher
scores in general of all low achieving students, and lower scores than expected from high
achieving students. He hypothesized that the effects of the incentives were due to shifts
of resources mediated through broad instructional changes rather than efforts targeted at
specific students.
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Subgroup distortions. The designation of the minimum number of students
required to constitute an official subgroup has an impact on a school‘s chances of
achieving adequate yearly progress under NCLB (U.S. DOE, 2002) and many state
accountability systems (Kane & Staiger, 2002a). That is due to the statistical property
that achievement variation within a group is much greater than variation between groups.
For example, in a North Carolina elementary assessment, there was considerable overlap
in the distribution of statewide scores of African American students with scores of the
total population, with 30% of African American students scoring above the statewide
mean. However, at the level of subgroups within schools, the overlap of distributions
was much reduced, so that only two percent of African American students attended
schools where the mean performance of African American students exceeded the
statewide mean. This statistical property makes it highly likely that schools with African
American, Latino, special education, or English language learner subgroups will fail
under NCLB.
Currently, many states set the minimum number of students for a subgroup at 30
or 40, which is an important threshold for statistical validity (R. Hahn, personal
communication, December 20, 2005). In Arizona, 60% of public schools had Latino or
African American subgroups in 2001 (Kane & Staiger, 2002a). However, the numbers
30 or 40 are arbitrary from an educational point of view. Under NCLB and state systems
with similar performance level standards, each additional subgroup places a school at a
statistical disadvantage, since it represents an additional roll of the dice and a chance to
fail. Schools that are more integrated or racially balanced are, all other factors being
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equal, more likely to experience a higher failing rate under NCLB. Thus, the national
accountability system and some state systems have a built-in perverse incentive for
segregation. There are additional perverse incentives to reclassify students in order to
avoid subgroup status and to encourage specific students not to be present on the testing
day. The problem of subgroups is exacerbated when rewards and sanctions are
considered. Because children of color are more likely to attend diverse schools than
white students, subgroup rules put these students at a statistical disadvantage in the
competition for monetary rewards in states like California.
Kane and Staiger (2002a) investigated whether despite these problems, subgroup
rules might have a beneficial impact on achievement for students of color. They
reasoned that accountability systems with subgroup components should create incentives
for improved achievement just above the numerical threshold where subgroups are
counted. They compared student performance between Texas schools with Latino
populations just above and just below the threshold and found no difference in
performance between the two groups of schools. They obtained similar findings for
California. Kane and Staiger concluded that subgroup rules were not having their
intended effect of raising the achievement of targeted subgroups and argued against the
use of subgroup targets in accountability systems altogether. In 2002, NCLB (U.S. DOE,
2002) and eleven state systems sanctioned subgroup underperformance, including Texas
and California. States that did not use subgroup targets in their accountability systems
included North Carolina and Arizona, which simply reported subgroup results. Florida
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took a middle approach; although it did not set subgroup targets, it set a minimum
achievement level under which subgroup achievement could not fall.
One solution to the disadvantages faced by schools with many subgroups or
racially imbalanced schools with high populations of students of color would be a system
that sorted and compared schools with similar student profiles. Components of the Texas
and California accountability plans utilized such an approach. However, this approach
was inconsistent with the premise and structure of NCLB, which required that all groups
meet absolute performance standards.
Reliability. Variability in test scores from one year to the next can be divided into
persistent and non-persistent sources (Kane & Staiger, 2002b). The persistent variation,
also called signal, is associated with educational factors such as teacher quality,
instructional practice, and student learning. The non-persistent variation consists of
sampling variation and one-time systemic shocks; together these factors are designated as
noise, since they do not reflect actual educational inputs or outputs. Kane and Staiger
found that the level of noise in accountability systems was unexpectedly large and could
lead to misinterpretations of the data and the misallocation of sanctions and rewards.
They also found that the level of noise depended on the type of accountability system
being used and on the size of schools.
Noise levels in data from North Carolina in the 1990s were found to be the least
for data reported in absolute or performance level terms (Kane & Staiger, 2002b). NCLB
(U.S. DOE, 2002) and Texas utilized the performance level model. Because of the all-ornothing nature of these systems, many states chose systems based on two other models:
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growth models based improvements from one year to the next for grade levels and
subgroups; and value-added or gain models that track the progress of individual students.
California used the growth model in an effort to solve the problem of low subgroup
performance discussed above. As was mentioned earlier, Arizona combined elements of
all three models. Kane and Staiger found that noise levels for all three models increased
dramatically as school size decreased. The noise level associated with the value-added
model was much greater than in the performance level model, exceeding it by 50% in the
quintile of schools with the smallest enrollment. Noise was even greater for the growth
model, exceeding the noise level for the performance model by 80% for the smallest
quintile of schools.
The consequence of noise is that data is more volatile under growth and valueadded models and for small schools (Kane & Staiger, 2002b). A study in Colorado
detected volatility so high that correlations among scores during a four year period were
near zero (Linn & Haug, 2002). Volatility resulted in both rewards and sanctions being
meted out and conclusions drawn based on unreliable results. In a study conducted in
Chile, Chay, McEwan, and Urquiola (2005) demonstrated that noise led to a gross
overestimation of the impact of a school intervention program. On the other hand, large
schools that were less prone to volatility were less likely to experience either rewards or
sanctions and might not be responsive to accountability incentives.
Kane and Staiger (2002b) offered recommendations to alleviate problems
associated with noise. First, they proposed that test results be averaged over several years
to reduce the level of noise and yield more reliable results. Although NCLB (U.S. DOE,
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2002) provided for weighted averages over three years, there was an even greater need
for state systems using gain or growth models to utilize such averaging. Sophisticated
moving averages derived from Bayesian modeling have been developed. One such
model removed a bias in value-added models (Li & Tobias, 2003). A disadvantage of
statistical modeling is that it reduces transparency of reporting to the public; however,
this loss of transparency may be an acceptable trade-off for increased precision (Linn &
Haug, 2002). The second recommendation of Kane and Staiger was to sort schools into
separate classes based on size and establish thresholds specific to those size classes for
growth and gain targets. Where monetary rewards were given, they could be spread out
in smaller amounts to a larger number of schools in order to further minimize the effects
of volatility.
NCLB and segregation. The interaction of accountability systems with
segregation, a source of inequality discussed earlier in this chapter, is now considered.
As noted earlier, NCLB (U.S. DOE, 2002) did not deal with the issue of segregation;
however, the converse was not true. Stiefel, Schwartz, and Chellman (2007)
demonstrated that segregation had a profound effect on the provisions of NCLB and
questioned the premise that accountability at the school and district level reduced gaps
within states and nationwide. They found that in New York State, elementary and middle
school students were segregated to such an extent that over one half the schools were too
homogenous to be subject to ethnic/racial subgroup accountability under NCLB; that is,
their only accountability under the law was for aggregate performance. NCLB included a
provision that if a school had too few students in a subgroup to be held accountable for
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the group, the district would be held accountable through the pooling of subgroup
members at the district level. This provision resulted in the capture of additional schools
that otherwise would not be accountable for subgroups. However, inter-district
segregation in New York was so pervasive that even under the provision, 25% of
elementary schools and 36% of middle schools remained unaccountable for subgroups;
and these unaccountable schools were the most segregated schools.
Compounding this situation was the finding that achievement gaps in New York
were greater across segregated schools than within partially integrated schools (Stiefel et
al., 2007). That is to say, schools held accountable under subgroup rules were not the
schools with lowest test scores for children of color. Rather, non-accountable segregated
schools had the lowest performance for those students. On a fourth grade Language Arts
test, there was a 32 point gap between White students and children of color in segregated
schools, while the gap in partially integrated schools was 20 points. As a result, NCLB
(U.S. DOE, 2002) did not leverage the problem where it was greatest. Rather, the authors
found that schools held accountable were most likely to be large, urban, and somewhat
integrated. They suggested that the accountability unit may need to be raised from the
district to the state level in order to overcome the distorting and damaging effects of
segregation, which NCLB ignored.
Adjusting Accountability Systems
This section concludes with a discussion of how the advantages of accountability
systems could be maximized and the problems minimized from an educational
perspective. First, it is useful to evaluate the three most common accountability models.
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Performance level models succeed in setting an egalitarian standard and seem to create an
incentive for helping students at the margin of passing. In performance level systems
such as NCLB (U.S. DOE, 2002), the unit of analysis is the school, which must meet all
performance requirements each year in order to be certified as making adequate yearly
progress. Performance level systems are also less susceptible to statistical noise than
other accountability models. However, performance level systems are weak in providing
the means to achieve success. They do not take account of either of existing and
persistent differences in student achievement or of other systemic inequalities. They
place schools with diverse student populations and concentrations of poverty at a
statistical disadvantage. Due to the high profile of NCLB, performance level systems
have undergone more scrutiny and been more influenced by the political process than
other models.
In educational terms, the performance level model implies what Ronald Edmonds
claimed in 1979: educators have it within their power under present circumstances to
educate all children to minimum but sufficient standards. Edmonds believed that the
primary requirement for educators was the will to do so. He also viewed the debate about
educating diverse and poor students as centered on two opposing premises: (a) family
background determines school performance, and (b) school response to family
background determines school performance. This review indicates a more complex
picture: that background and school response are interactive, and that other intervening
variables such as racial isolation and inequalities of funding also influence student
performance.
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In addition to implying that educators can raise achievement and eliminate gaps,
performance level systems hold educators responsible for any failure to meet this goal.
NCLB (U.S. DOE, 2002) provided a 12-year period of time for achievement of the goal,
and maintenance was expected thereafter. However, NCLB contained inconsistencies in
the form of mitigating factors as hedges against its absolute requirements. Subgroup size
thresholds, safe harbor, and confidence intervals may be welcome allowances that enable
a given school to make AYP in a particular year, yet these are allowances more rooted in
statistics and politics than in educational theory. Moreover, the decentralized way in
which NCLB was implemented allowed states to create their own assessments, re-norm
them at will, and postpone the required gains until the end of the specified compliance
period. If NCLB was a high-jump bar for educators to clear and a stick to beat them up if
they don‘t, then the flexibility built into the bar allowed it to sometimes stay in place
when grazed and may also lessen the sting of the blow.
Growth model such as California‘s focused on relative or incremental progress.
The unit of analysis for this model was the classroom teacher, since she or he was the
constant in a system in which the performance of successive groups of students was
monitored. This system could be compared to observing a waterfall and focusing on a
single location; was the flow greater or less at that location in any given year? In
educational terms, growth models lead naturally to a focus on increased teacher efficacy
and capacity over time. This implies ongoing professional development. It is not
surprising that California‘s system included monetary rewards for teachers.
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As noted however, growth models are plagued by statistical noise and high
volatility in smaller schools. Because of their relative nature, they are also susceptible to
having overly modest improvement targets that fail to narrow achievement gaps. This is
the opposite problem of performance level systems that require eventual 100% mastery.
The problems of growth models can be remedied through the averaging of test results
over several years, sorting of schools into size classes, realignment of rewards in order to
avoid misallocation, and the political will to maintain high expectations. One
shortcoming of the growth model that is more difficult to remedy is that it is not studentcentered.
The value-added or gain model may be the preferred model from an educational
perspective. It takes the individual student as its unit of analysis. It asks the question:
―On the continuum of mastery of standards, how far has this individual student
progressed?‖ This approach is analogous to observing a waterfall not at a particular
location, but rather following an individual water molecule on its path through the fall.
Gain models are consistent with current educational theories and practices such as
differentiated instruction and those described in The Skillful Teacher, a popular handbook
of instructional practice (Saphier & Gower, 1997). It can also be argued that student gain
is more susceptible to influence by principals. Current data systems allow monitoring of
individual student progress disaggregated by specific standards and competencies.
Student progress could be the focus of the evaluation process principals conduct with
teachers. Student progress is free from cohort effects and may be easier to measure than
teacher effectiveness.
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However, the measurement of student gain on a district wide basis requires
investment in sophisticated data systems (Kane & Staiger, 2002b). It is also not without
bias and is nearly as susceptible to noise and small-school volatility as growth model
systems. These problems can be remedied through some of the same measures
recommended for growth models plus the use of statistical modeling to remove bias.
The use of subgroup targets is problematic, whether they are absolute as in NCLB
(U.S. DOE, 2002) and Texas, or relative as in California. Subgroup targets take specific
racial, ethnic, socioeconomic, language, gender, and disability groups as their unit of
analysis. On the one hand, states, districts, and schools have an interest in monitoring the
progress of these subgroups. Furthermore, the capacity for monitoring is now largely in
place. On the other hand, the determination of subgroup size is arbitrary from an
educational perspective; subgroups have a high degree of overlap; the statistical
properties associated with subgroup monitoring create several perverse incentives and
disadvantage students in diverse and poor schools; and there is evidence that subgroup
targets are not effective in raising the achievement of targeted groups (Kane & Staiger,
2002a). A possible explanation for this latter finding is that educational literature and
theory is not focused on the narrowly defined goal of raising subgroup achievement. To
be sure, there is research on differentiated instruction for learners at different levels and
culturally relevant teaching for students of different backgrounds (Echevarria, Vogt, &
Short, 2004; Saphier & Gower, 1997); however, these strategies may fit more closely
with an individual student-centered gain model than with a group-centered gain model.
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Based on this analysis, it would seem advisable to require the reporting of
subgroup performance as part of all accountability systems but to abandon subgroup
performance targets. Although subgroup targets were required by NCLB (U.S. DOE,
2002), states had discretion to exclude them from their accountability systems. A system
like Florida‘s was a compromise approach that may have value; it penalized schools
when subgroup performance dropped below a floor level but did not set improvement
targets. Simple reporting does not require size thresholds which are statistically
necessary but educationally irrelevant. Reporting of disaggregated data for achievement
measures and other measures of equity can prompt reflection at the district and school
levels and serve as the basis for an equity audit (Skrla et al., 2004). In addition, new
measures that take account of subgroup performance, such as the equity achievement
driver introduced in this study, can assist in the process of diagnosis and change.
Although the state of Arizona did not include subgroup targets, it did combine
elements of status, growth, and gain models in its accountability system. In so doing,
Arizona Learns (ADE, 2005) met the effective accountability system criterion of multiple
measures (Englert et al., 2004). However useful these measures may be in assessing
school progress, they are of questionable value in motivating change. Given the task
complexity associated with any single accountability model, the combination of three
models increases the complexity. In addition, the Arizona system reduces, weights, and
hedges data at various levels. It appears that Arizona Learns may not effectively provide
school leaders with tools to focus the energies of the staff and school community toward
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improvement. Responses of school leaders to Arizona Learns are investigated in this
study.
School Leaders in the Accountability Environment
This review has focused thus far on describing the current context of school
accountability. It now proceeds to locate school leaders within that context. This section
begins with a discussion of the relationship between principals and equity in schools.
The discussion includes three themes: fostering new meanings about diversity, promoting
inclusive school practices, and building communities. Much of the literature reviewed
for this discussion necessarily predates NCLB (U.S. DOE, 2002). Next, the response of
principals to accountability systems is considered. Findings indicated that accountability
systems were affecting principal behaviors and that principals sought more support and
resources to implement data-driven strategies to meet the requirements of accountability
systems.
School Leaders and Educational Equity
The task of organizing and administering schools for diverse students was
addressed in a review of principals and inclusive schools by Riehl (2000). She argued
that although administrators tend to be oriented toward the status quo and do not readily
admit publicly to problems of race, class and gender within their schools, they must
promote change in order to meet the needs of their diverse students. Riehl identified
three change tasks for leaders of these schools: (a) fostering new meanings about
diversity, (b) promoting inclusive practices within schools, and (c) building communities.
These tasks provide the framework for the following discussion of principals and equity.
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Fostering new meanings about diversity. Riehl (2000) hypothesized that for
inclusive structures and practices to be lasting, they must be accompanied by new
understandings and values. In his theory of organizational sense-making, Weick (1995)
proposed that lasting change results not primarily from technical changes but from the
collective construction of new understandings by persons inside and outside schools.
Principals play a key role in organizational sense-making through their ability to define
situations and their meanings (Smircich & Morgan, 1982). Literature in the critical
tradition indicated that an atmosphere of democratic discourse enables principals and
school staff members to co-create policy based on new understandings (Corson, 1995).
Democratic discourse begins with questions such as, ―Who benefits from what goes on
here?‖ and is characterized by free exploration, honest expression, and non-manipulative
discussion (Riehl, 2000). Democratic discourse may be a rare occurrence in schools,
hindered by hierarchical relationships and a lack of attention to issues below the surface.
Democratic discourse was a component of the leadership framework promoted by
Carolyn Shields (2004). Drawing on scholarship about leadership for social justice and
empirical research, she described leadership as a primarily moral activity in which the
goals were the enhancement of equity, social justice and the quality of life for students.
In this framework, educational equity is one measure of social justice. Permitting or
expecting inequitable outcomes for poor students and students of color was symptomatic
of ―pathologies of silence‖ (p. 117) on the part of educators. Pathologies of silence
consisted of ways in which school personnel responded to the differences of race,
ethnicity and class among students. These differences were pathologized in two ways: by
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being ignored or by being treated as deficits (see the discussion of equity traps earlier in
this review; McKenzie & Scheurich, 2004). Shields argued that pathologies of silence
are overcome by a moral dialogue initiated by leaders, e.g., dialogic leadership.
Shields‘ (2004) leadership framework consisted of three components: (a)
transformative leadership, (b) the centrality of relationships, and (c) the facilitation of
moral dialogue. The first component, transformative leadership, was distinguished from
transformational leadership, which was concerned with the alignment of collective
interests through institutional and organizational arrangements (Liethwood & Jantzi,
1990). In contrast, transformative leaders were concerned with rooting morality in the
social context and creating the value ends of equity, social justice and quality of life. The
second component of Shields‘ framework, centrality of relationships, focused on
relationships as the basis of knowledge, curriculum, and learning. In curriculum,
relationships among things rather than isolated facts became the basis for understanding.
In relationships among people in schools, the theme of caring is central. Shields cited
Noddings on the pedagogy of care centered on relationships and ideas. The third
component of Shields‘ leadership framework was moral dialogue. Consistent with the
concept of democratic discourse discussed by Riehl (2000), moral dialogue was initiated
by leaders with the goal of discovery and new understandings.
Several indicators would be anticipated in a school where this leadership
framework is practiced (Shields, 2004). Differences would be openly discussed and
questions of inclusion explored. Classroom discussion of differences would not be
suppressed. Students would not be singled out and embarrassed with regard to
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differences; however, discussions about color, wealth, poverty, and power would occur.
Middle class experience would not be the sole standard of discourse, and unjust situations
would be spoken out against and corrected. Actions and arrangements would be
evaluated as to whether they were just, democratic, caring and optimistic. Frank
examinations of school practice such as equity audits would be a part of school life (Skrla
et al., 2004).
Promoting inclusive school practices: instructional leadership. The second task
for principals in diverse schools was promoting inclusive practices within their schools,
and it was divided into two subtasks: (a) improving instruction so as to enable diverse
students to succeed, e.g., instructional leadership, and (b) molding school cultures that
embrace and support diversity (Riehl, 2000). Instructional leadership has been cited as
an element of effective schools (see Edmonds, 1979). Although the literature on
instructional leadership has been criticized for failing to explore issues of student
diversity explicitly, some studies built theoretical frameworks about leadership and
instruction in diverse environments.
For example, Rosenholtz (1985) collected and analyzed case studies conducted in
poor, urban elementary schools. Empirical findings from these studies consistently
indicated that, other factors being equal, there was a high degree of variation in
achievement effectiveness among these schools. In addition, some schools demonstrated
turnaround characteristics after new leadership was installed. She identified the central
issue for these schools as the recruitment, retention, and development of high quality
teachers.
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Rosenholtz (1985) proposed a theory of exchange between inducements and
contributions to explain effective urban schools. She argued that the balance between
inducements or rewards teachers experienced and the contributions they made determined
the decision to teach. The primary reward was the achievement of their students. In
poor, urban schools, these rewards were more difficult to achieve and were often
outweighed by frustrations. In effective urban schools, principals were focused on
student achievement and conveyed a certainty that teachers could improve student
performance and that students were capable of learning. This resulted in greater rewards
for teachers, lower teacher turnover, and a higher proportion of experienced teachers in
the school.
Principals conveyed certainty about achievement goals by orienting a teaching
staff around organizational goals (Rosenholtz, 1985). Ineffective urban schools had
loosely coupled environments characterized by ambiguous goals, unclear technology, and
fluid participation. Goal ambiguity occurred when professed goals for student
achievement were contradicted by actual practice. Unclear technology referred to teacher
uncertainty about practice, which was often exacerbated by a culture of isolation. Fluid
participation was seen in high turnover rates and withholding of services through
absenteeism.
In contrast, effective urban schools had practices tightly coupled to organizational
goals (Rosenholtz, 1985). Official goals about student skill acquisition were clearly
defined, and there was agreement between principals and teachers about goal importance
and means of implementation. Principals employed several strategies to achieve
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adherence to organizational goals: recruiting like-minded teachers, inducting them into
school norms, buffering them to ensure that their efforts are directed toward raising
student achievement, providing professional development opportunities to further goals,
and monitoring instruction and teacher development.
In the area of teacher recruitment, Rosenholtz (1985) found that principals of
effective urban schools were directly involved in the process, screened applicants
carefully, and used interviews to articulate school goals and expectations. Indeed, most
principals in the effective schools she analyzed were involved in hand-picking a majority
of the staff. This is an illustration of the organizational priority proposed by Collins
(2001) of ―getting the right people on the bus‖ (p. 41). Selection of teachers was
followed by careful monitoring to determine where they fit best, e.g., finding the right
seat on the bus; and sanctioning or removing teachers who threatened the organizational
norm of contributions and inducements. The success of a school in recruiting and
retaining teachers created high visibility for the school; this maintained a synergistic
cycle of teacher quality.
Another difference between effective and ineffective urban schools was induction
into teaching and socialization to school norms (Rosenholtz, 1985). Ineffective schools
were characterized by isolation from professional knowledge and a norm of autonomy.
By contrast, effective schools were characterized by collaborative planning, collegial
work, intellectual sharing, and norms against malefactors. In collegial versus isolated
settings, teachers had more contacts based on their work, more task-related discussion,
and a greater belief in the availability of professional knowledge from colleagues. They
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were also absent less often and asked for assistance more often. Staff stability and time
were required to establish collegial norms. Rosenholtz suggested that principal
intervention was important in establishing collegial norms through communication
patterns and structures of shared decision making. Shared decision making focused on
instructional tasks promoted collegiality by increasing ownership and coordination of the
curriculum.
The certainty that instruction increased student learning implied a commitment to
protect instruction (Rosenholtz, 1985). Principals of effective urban schools buffered
their staff from non-instructional intrusions on teachers by attending to material
requirements and the organization of instructional programs, providing clerical assistance
for paperwork, mobilizing outside resources to assist teachers with non-teaching tasks,
formalizing rules and procedures, and making discipline policies explicit and shared.
The final area in which principals of effective urban schools created certainty was
in their supervision of instruction (Rosenholtz, 1985). Principals gave clear criteria for
evaluation, monitored instruction frequently, gave feedback, and provided assistance for
struggling teachers. Careful monitoring of instruction had symbolic significance for
organizational goals. Rosenholtz found that a high degree of variation in achievement
between schools could be explained by the combined effects of two components: frequent
feedback based on observation, and teacher certainty. Certainty was enhanced through
opportunities to meet with colleagues to formulate instructional plans, evaluate student
work, and analyze achievement data.
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Rosenholtz‘s (1985) study had two limitations: its findings in urban elementary
schools focused on basic skill acquisition may not generalize to different levels of
schooling or schools in other settings, and its dependence on case studies did not allow
for a full assessment of the strength of the variables identified. In other words, principal
effects on student outcomes were inferred by association rather than measured. Since
principals are being held accountable for achievement gains in the new accountability
environment, it is relevant to understand the nature and extent of their influence on
achievement. Evidence from quantitative studies indicated that principals have a small
but significant effect on achievement and may influence achievement through indirect
means. Although studies were not focused solely on principals of diverse schools, they
did investigate the effects of family class background.
Hallinger and Heck (1998) reviewed quantitative studies of the effects of
principal beliefs and behavior on school outcomes, usually in the form of student
performance. They identified three conceptual approaches. The earliest and most
common approach was the direct effects model, in which the principal‘s actions were
assumed to influence school outcomes independently of other school variables. The
second approach was the mediated effects model, in which it was assumed that principals
influenced outcomes indirectly through organizational characteristics and people. The
third approach was the reciprocal effects model, in which principals were assumed to
interact with school variables and change their thinking and behavior over time and
thereby affect outcomes.
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The direct effects model produced no consistent evidence of leadership effects on
student outcomes (Hallinger & Heck, 1998). Results of studies based on the model were
either mixed or negative. The researchers concluded that although this model tested an
empirical relationship, the findings revealed little about how leadership operated. Using
a more sophisticated meta-analysis, Witziers, Bosker, and Kruger (2003) detected
significant but small direct effects of four principal behaviors on student achievement: (a)
defining and communicating a mission, (b) visibility, (c) monitoring, and (d) supervising
and evaluating. However, less than 1% of variation in student achievement was
associated with differences in these areas.
In contrast, studies based on the mediated-effects model produced consistent
evidence of small leadership effects on outcomes (Hallinger & Heck, 1998). Statistical
path analysis allowed for the calculation of the strength of indirect effects. Using this
approach, Hallinger and Heck were able to detect significant effects in an earlier directeffects study that had found no effects. To describe how effects are mediated, the authors
identified three domains around which to organize significant effects: (a) purposes and
goals, (b) structure and social networks, and (c) people. They also distinguished between
instructional leadership and transformational leadership orientations. Instructional
leadership was focused on tight coupling between achievement goals and practice.
Transformational leadership looked beyond curriculum and instruction and sought to
increase an organization‘s capacity to innovate. Hallinger and Heck found that the
domain of purposes and goals was the strongest for principal influence. In this domain,
principal behaviors in the following areas were associated with improved outcomes:
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selection and motivation of teachers, framing of instructional goals, framing of
transformational goals such as professional development, and achieving staff consensus
on school goals.
In the domain of structure and social networks, involvement by principals in
supporting teachers, creating challenging work, framing mission and vision, and
promoting collaborative decision making and parental involvement were associated with
improved student outcomes (Hallinger & Heck, 1998). In the domain of people,
principals positively influenced outcomes by fostering group goals, modeling desired
behavior, stimulating staff members intellectually, and providing individual support and
recognition. The congruence of Hallinger and Heck‘s findings with those of Rosenholtz
(1985) obtained from case studies is notable.
Antecedent effects of socioeconomic status were noted in the study (Hallinger &
Heck, 1998). Principals had indirect effects on reading and math performance in low
SES and predominantly African American schools but not in high SES or predominantly
White schools. Principals in low SES were more involved in promoting basic skill
acquisition. In addition, principals in effective low SES schools acted as buffers to parent
involvement, while principals in successful high SES schools selectively encouraged
various types of parent involvement.
Although the results of Hallinger and Heck‘s (1998) study seemed to suggest
indirect-effects model studies had greater power to detect leadership effects than direct
model studies, indirect-effects studies were rare and have yet to be evaluated through
meta-analysis techniques (Witziers, Bosker, & Kruger, 2003). Moreover, reciprocal
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effects studies that required more sophisticated methodologies and longitudinal data have
not yet been attempted. These areas require further research.
In a follow-up study, Leithwood and Jantzi (2000) again evaluated principal
effects on student outcomes quantitatively. As their dependent variable, they designated
student engagement with school rather than student performance. They argued that
student engagement, while related to performance, was actually an earlier indicator of
student success that extended knowledge beyond academic achievement. They described
student engagement with school as a combination of behavioral and psychological
components. The behavioral component took account of participation in school
activities, and the psychological component was focused on how students identified with
the school. The authors formulated a ―Student Engagement and Family Culture Survey‖
(p. 6) to measure student engagement with school. They carried over the domains of
Hallinger and Heck (1998) and added several more, for a total of eight domains. These
domains included purposes and goals; school planning, organizational culture, structure
and organization, information collection and decision making; classroom conditions,
family educational culture; and the dependent variable, student engagement with school.
The authors defined family educational culture as the norms and values held by families
about intellectual work and school and specified this variable in lieu of socioeconomic
status. In addition to principal influences, the authors investigated the influences of
teacher leadership on outcomes.
The researchers found that both principal and teacher leadership had significant
but weak relationships with one of the domains, classroom conditions (Leithwood &
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Jantzi, 2000). Principal leadership had a stronger relationship than teacher leadership
with school conditions and with student identification with school. However, it was a
non-school factor, family educational culture, which related most strongly to student
engagement and identification with school. Interpreting their findings, the authors
commented on the seemingly modest effects of principal leadership. They concluded that
even a modest contribution toward student engagement might still be important.
Moreover, they found that principal leadership affected school conditions, which in turn
was found to affect student engagement. This indicated an additional indirect effect of
principal leadership on student engagement.
This section on instructional leadership concludes with a brief discussion of
culturally relevant teaching. Researchers in this area take the premise that culturally
diverse students pose opportunities instead of problems for teachers, and they assert that
teachers promote learning among diverse students when they honor students‘ different
ways of knowing and sources of knowledge (Ladson-Billings, 1994). Some practices of
teachers who embraced this perspective included (a) allowing students to speak and write
in their own way, (b) using compatible communication styles with students, (c)
expressing cultural solidarity with students, (d) sharing power with students, (e) caring
for the whole child, and (f) maintaining high expectations for all students (Riehl, 2000).
Although the role of administrators has rarely been studied in the literature on culturally
relevant teaching, school leaders have promoted and modeled culturally relevant
strategies in their interactions with teachers and parents (Riehl, 2000). Shields (2004)
envisioned this type of leadership behavior in her concept of dialogic leadership.
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Promoting inclusive school practices: molding school cultures that embrace and
support diversity. In addition to instructional leadership, molding school cultures was
another domain for principals seeking to promote inclusive practices (Riehl, 2000).
Culture has been defined as the norms, values, and understandings that are manifested
through structures, activities and interactions within a school (Bolman & Deal, 1997). By
this definition, when principals engage in the first task of fostering new meanings about
diversity, they are already molding inclusive cultures. Although promotion of inclusive
cultures by principals has not been studied as much as culturally responsive teaching, and
empirical evidence is limited, both literatures agree on a core set of administrative
practices, which are quoted here from Riehl:
1.

Adopting a personalizing strategy and treating children as individuals
rather than as representatives of a social group

2.

Appreciating the cultural knowledge that students bring to school and
using it to help teachers and principals learn students‘ cultures

3.

Embracing interethnic conflict when it occurs and using it as an
opportunity for making positive changes

4.

Creating a caring environment and a high level of cooperation among
students, teachers, and families

5.

Holding high expectations for all students

6.

Focusing on academic achievement and providing appropriate supports

7.

Reconfiguring school structures through looping and de-tracking to ensure
equal and effective access to instruction
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8.

Encouraging teachers to examine their practices for possible race, class, or
gender biases

9.

Taking strong steps to work with parents, meeting parents in their homes
and work sites, establishing linguistic equity by providing translators
whenever needed, and developing parent competencies in leadership and
other areas

10.

Taking an advocacy approach regarding various forms of discrimination
or inequity

11.

Maintaining an environment of critique and deconstructing the regularities
of practice that serve to dis-empower some persons and groups. (p. 65)

Riehl identified the latter two practices as transformative, because they explicitly
addressed social justice.
Building communities. The third task of administrators in diverse schools was to
build communities, both within the school and between the school and the outer
community. A body of literature developed around concept of professional learning
communities (DuFour & Eaker, 1998). DuFour et al. (2004) defined three goals for a
professional learning community: (a) to identify what it is the students are to learn, (b) to
know when they‘ve learned it, and (c) to know how to respond when they do not learn.
Thus, this highly instructional model was concerned with coordination of instruction and
curriculum, assessment, and intervention. The professional learning community model
may be especially relevant for urban schools, where resources for other types of school
reform are limited. Administrators assisted in the development of professional learning
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communities by helping individual teachers to grow and develop and by creating and
sustaining networks of conversation around issues of teaching and learning (Riehl, 2000).
In addition to building up professional communities within the school,
administrators of diverse schools had the task of building connections between schools
and communities that they serve. Riehl (2000) proposed that schools were embedded
within the broader context of community organizations and that they functioned not only
to improve the lives of children but also to improve the social fabric of neighborhoods
and communities. The task of community building had two parts: (a) mobilizing schools
within processes of community development, and (b) working with other organizations to
deliver coordinated services to children. In the first part, because schools were embedded
within communities, they had the potential to either become targets of activism or
positive community partners. Partnership was preferred, since a defensive posture
drained energy from the school and its leadership as attempts were made to buffer against
outside bids for control.
For the second part of community-building, coordination of services, Riehl (2000)
pointed out that students from diverse backgrounds were more in need of these services
than their counterparts in less diverse schools. Two problems that could arise were the
failure to provide services where they were needed and fragmentation of service delivery.
Schools were a logical hub for coordinated services, and principals had an important role
in bringing separate organizations together in coordinated efforts. Although empirical
evidence on the effectiveness of service coordination still needs to be collected, Riehl
suggested that principals committed to service coordination must focus on outcomes and
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implementation issues and that they must articulate coordinated services as part of the
school mission and accountability system.
School Leaders and Accountability Systems
Research on school leaders‘ responses to accountability systems is limited. The
three empirical studies reviewed here each considered the behaviors and attitudes of
principals from different perspectives: as a response to the incentives of a state
accountability system (Ladd & Zelli, 2002), as a general response to the importance of
data monitoring (West & Macharia, 2002), and in reference to accountability practices
identified as effective in the research literature (Englert et al., 2004). Findings indicated
that carefully constructed accountability systems had a powerful influence on the
behavior of principals; that principals became increasingly involved in monitoring and
interpreting data; and that principals in high-performing or improving schools were more
likely to use elements of effective accountability systems.
Responses of leaders to accountability incentives. The effects of a well-defined
state accountability system on principal behavior were investigated by Ladd and Zelli
(2002). The ABC‟s system of North Carolina was notable for its value-added component
and for strong observed gains in student achievement. This system was designed to
create incentives to increase student performance in basic reading, writing, and
mathematics skills and to focus attention and resources on low-performing students. In
support of these incentives, the program gave principals added discretion on budgetary
transfers, class size limits, and choice of textbooks. The program also provided
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assistance to low-performing schools and reward bonuses to teachers of schools that met
expected targets.
Ladd and Zelli (2002) framed school leaders‘ roles in North Carolina‘s system
within a theoretical framework known as the principal agent model. In this model, a
principal (the state policy maker) hired agents (school principals) to perform work to
raise student achievement. The model assumed that agents might not share policy
makers‘ values and wouldn‘t work to promote their goals unless given appropriate
incentives. Because policy makers couldn‘t observe school principals directly, they
implemented rewards and sanctions linked to the desired outcomes. The model was
subject to two constraints: first, the agents‘ jobs must be sufficiently attractive to induce
them to participate; and second, incentives must be compatible with desired outcomes.
Factors that complicated the model included the fact that some outcomes were easier than
others to achieve; that agents didn‘t have full control over factors that affect outcomes,
such as school funding and racial isolation; and that school principals coexisted with
other agents within a hierarchical structure.
With this framework, Ladd and Zelli (2002) conducted structured interviews with
elementary principals focused on several areas of the ABC‟s accountability program and
followed up with these principals two years later. Of greatest interest to the present study
are the reported effects of the system on principal actions. The researchers found that
high percentages of principals focused their energy and attention to instructional
leadership activities consistent with the desired outcomes of the program. These included
holding grade level meetings with teachers to prepare for state assessments; using state

130

assessment scores as a diagnostic tool to help teachers improve instruction; spending
more time with teachers in classroom observations; creating extracurricular programs
focused on math and reading; and increasing the integration of math and reading across
the curriculum. In addition, the level of participation by principals in many of these
activities increased significantly in the two year interval over which the study was
conducted. This led the authors to conclude that the ABC‟s program‘ incentives were
effective in influencing the behavior of school leaders toward desired program outcomes.
Other findings reinforced this conclusion. In the initial round of interviews,
principals who personally supported the ABC‟s program reported stronger behavioral
responses than principals who did not support the program (Ladd & Zelli, 2002).
However, in the follow-up interviews two years leader, behavior differences between the
two groups had vanished. Apparently, the program‘s incentives were powerful regardless
of the personal beliefs of principals. In addition, principals reported shifting efforts and
resources to low-performing students. This finding may be a result of the value-added
component of the accountability program, which monitored the percentage of students in
a school achieving one year‘s growth.
Other effects of North Carolina‘s program were not unambiguously positive.
Principals reported an increasing tendency to redirect funds to math and reading from
other subject areas and to focus resources on test-taking skills (Ladd & Zelli, 2002).
These actions could be interpreted as narrowing the curriculum and neglecting some
important school goals and subjects in favor of those that are rewarded. In addition, there
were differential response patterns between principals of high and low SES schools and
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between principals of high and low-performing schools. Principals of low SES and lowperforming schools were the least supportive overall of the ABC‘s program. The authors
conjectured that this finding was due to the greater likelihood that low SES and lowperforming schools failed to make their expected achievement growth targets. Moreover,
principals of low SES schools perceived they had less power to remove poor teachers
than principals of high SES schools. The authors reasoned that low-quality teachers
removed from high performing and high SES schools may end up concentrated in low
performing and low SES schools. Supporting this hypothesis was the finding that
principals from low-performing and low SES schools complained of the difficulty of
recruiting and retaining high quality teachers. Due to this frustrating dynamic and the
awarding of bonuses to employees of high-achieving schools, the accountability system
may have carried a built-in perverse incentive for high quality teachers and principals to
leave schools with low-performing students, with the result that these students were
disadvantaged relative to their peers.
In view of the powerful effects of ABC‟s incentives on principal behavior and
their possible counterproductive outcomes, Ladd and Zelli (2002) suggested that these
incentives should be used cautiously. They recommended that incentives in the form of
bonuses be kept small, since they are based on imperfect measures. Additional support
for this recommendation derives from the previously discussed susceptibility of valueadded systems to statistical noise. Another recommendation, not mentioned by the
authors, would be to build incentives into the program for high-quality teachers and
administrators to work at low-performing and low-SES schools.
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Use of data. As this review has demonstrated, data tracking is a significant
activity within accountability systems. No Child Left Behind (U.S. DOE, 2002) and state
systems required the reporting of achievement data that were disaggregated in several
ways. Evaluation of data and schools can follow several models: performance levels,
growth targets, student gain, or combinations of these. West and Macharia (2002)
investigated attitudes of principals and teachers in Tennessee about working with data.
Through interviews consisting of open-ended questions, the researchers found
widespread agreement that principals needed to be skillful translators and interpreters of
data for their staffs and the public. Another finding was that principals required
knowledge and skills to use data to improve teaching and learning. The study was
conducted shortly after the passage of NCLB. As implementation of NCLB and state
accountability systems have continued, further research is needed on how principal
attitudes toward data have evolved.
Principals reported that as translators and interpreters of data, they must eliminate
jargon and proceed in a discreet and sensitive manner, taking different approaches for
school-wide and classroom level data (West & Macharia, 2002). Differences were noted
in principal approaches to data presentation: some principals took primary responsibility
for presenting data to staff, while others involved teachers in grappling with data to build
teacher ownership. Principals placed importance on celebrating positive data and
structuring constructive approaches to less positive data.
Using data to improve teaching and learning was an important priority identified
by principals (West & Macharia, 2002). The primary way principals accomplished this
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was by forming and promoting small teams of teachers that interpreted disaggregated
data and diagnosed instructional needs. Collegial relationships within these teams
assisted the process. Other data-related leadership processes for the improvement of
instruction included curriculum mapping, in which standards and instruction were
aligned; the promotion of differentiated instruction tailored to individual student needs;
and the use of data to determine school improvement, funding priorities, and staff
development priorities.
Leader behaviors and effective accountability practices. In a cross-state survey of
principals using closed and open-ended questions, Englert and colleagues (2004) sought
to align principal responses in hi-performing and low-performing schools with areas of
effective accountability practice identified in the research literature. They rated schools
based on a composite of principal perceptions of overall school proficiency, improvement
on state assessments, achievement differences between subgroups, and other achievement
measures. Schools above the composite mean were designated high-proficient and those
below the mean were designated low-proficient. Their seven research based practices for
effective accountability systems have been listed earlier in this review. Consistent with
the findings of West and Macharia (2002), principals in this study reported using data to a
large extent and encouraging their staff to do so to improve instruction. Principals also
expressed a desire to implement data-driven school improvement more effectively and
cited a lack of time and resources as constraints. In addition, the authors found that
principals of high-proficient schools were more likely to report the use of effective
accountability practices than principals of low-proficient schools.
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Among the seven accountability measures, principals responded most strongly to
survey items related to holding high expectations for all students (Englert et al., 2004).
This category was followed in order of importance by data usage for diagnostic purposes;
high-quality assessments aligned with standards; and alignment of resources, support and
assistance for improvement. It is important to note that some of these categories were
more within the control of principals than others; for example, some standardized
assessments were a state responsibility.
Englert et al. (2004) found differences between responses of principals in highand low-proficient schools. Principals of high-proficient schools had higher response
rates in the areas of high expectations for all students, alignment of resources for
improvement, data usage, and high-quality assessments. In contrasts, low-proficient
schools had higher percentages of low SES and students of color. The possible
confounding effects of these antecedent variables made it impossible to determine
whether the observed differences in principal attitudes were related to actual differences
in performance. However, principals of low SES schools who reported their schools
were improving were also more likely to report the use of effective accountability
practices.
The three studies on principal responses to accountability systems reviewed here
consistently indicated that accountability systems had an important and increasing
influence on the behaviors of principals. Although each of the studies took a particular
perspective and obtained findings specific to its research objective, the findings
overlapped significantly and were consistent with each other. However, none of the
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studies focused specifically on issues of educational equity as they relate to principals in
the accountability environment. It was the goal of the present study to examine the
relationships between principal actions and beliefs, accountability systems, and the
demands of educational equity.
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CHAPTER 3
METHODS
This chapter describes the methods used to carry out the study. Schools were
grouped into four socioeconomic strata based on free and reduced lunch percentage.
Within each stratified group, a school was selected that demonstrated high student
performance and equity of performance among its socioeconomic peers. The researcher
interviewed principals and instructional coaches from the selected schools and analyzed
the interview transcripts using two methods: a quantitative word count and a qualitative
grounded theory approach. The researcher also evaluated published performance data of
elementary schools in the district for educational equity using the equity achievement
driver.
The Research Context
The study was conducted in a large urban district that served over 60,000 students
in Arizona. The aggregate socioeconomic status of students in the district was
characterized as follows: 24% of students were in poverty and 56% received free and
reduced lunch. The racial and ethnic composition of the district was 7% African
American, 3% Asian American, 53% Latino, 4% Native American, and 33% White.
Desegregation orders dating from the 1970s affected 36 of the district‘s 117 schools. The
district was in the process of petitioning the courts for unitary status, e.g., to be released
from the desegregation orders.
Funding of Arizona public schools ranked 41st in the United States in fiscal year 2005
at a rate of $7,538 per pupil compared to a national average of $8,061 per pupil (Zhou &
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Gaviola, 2007). The district in which this study was conducted made expenditures of
$7,140 per pupil for the same year. Therefore, per pupil funding in this district was
below the statewide average in a state that was in the lower tenth of the national
distribution of funding.
The district as an entity was in improvement plan status under No Child Left
Behind (U.S. DOE, 2002), due to the failure of its special education students and English
Language Learners to meet performance testing objectives. The district‘s 81 elementary
schools in 2005-2006 earned school ratings under Arizona Learns (ADE, 2005) in the
following numbers: excelling (7), highly performing (10), performing plus (35), and
performing (29). None of the schools was rated as underperforming or failing.
In this study, elementary schools in the district were separated into four
socioeconomic groups. The variable used to identify socioeconomic levels was the
percentage of students in a school receiving free or reduced lunch. Among elementary
schools in the district, Group 1 consisted of five schools for which the free and reduced
lunch percentage was 25% or less, Group 2 consisted of 13 schools for which the
percentage was between 25% and 50%, Group 3 consisted 24 schools for which the
percentage was between 50% and 75%, and Group 4 consists of 29 schools for which the
percentage was between 75% and 100%. The terminal year for most district elementary
schools is fifth grade; thus, performance of fifth graders on the state-mandated test were
taken as a summative measure of performance for the school as a whole.
Figure 2 shows the performance on the Arizona Instrument to Measure Standards
(AIMS) in reading of fifth graders for the 2005-2006 school year in each of the four
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socioeconomic groups. It can be seen that the average score was highest for the Group 1,
the highest socioeconomic group, and decreased for each successive group. Although the
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Figure 2. Reading performance of fifth graders on the Arizona Instrument to Measure
Standards for elementary schools in four socioeconomic groups within the district in
2006. Points represent the percentage of students meeting or exceeding proficiency
standards.

correlation of achievement and socioeconomic status was consistent with other studies
(Willie et al., 2002), what was of interest for this study was the large amount of variation
of performance among schools within specific socioeconomic groups of schools. This
variation created significant overlap between the groups, such that some schools in Group
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3, the second poorest group of schools, had reading performance that exceeded the
performance of some schools in Group 1, the highest SES group. In Figures 3 and 4,
which show math and writing performance respectively for fifth graders in 2005-2006,
the same pattern is observed with even greater variation, to the extent that there was
overlap between the performance of schools in the richest and poorest groups of schools.
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Figure 3. Math performance of fifth graders on the Arizona Instrument to Measure
Standards for elementary schools in four socioeconomic groups within the district in
2006. Points represent the percentage of students meeting or exceeding proficiency
standards.
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The large amount of variation in performance among schools in each subgroup
suggested that a school‘s socioeconomic profile influenced but did not determine student
achievement and that performance may have been leveraged by other factors that
counteracted the influence of socioeconomic status. In this study, the factor that was
investigated as influencing overall performance and educational equity was leadership.
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Figure 4. Writing performance of fifth graders on the Arizona Instrument to Measure
Standards for elementary schools in four socioeconomic groups within the district in
2006. Points represent the percentage of students meeting or exceeding proficiency
standards.
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The Research Participants
Elementary schools in each of four socioeconomic subgroups were ranked in two
ways: (a) performance of fifth grade students on the 2005-2006 Arizona Instrument to
Measure Standards (AIMS) in the subject areas of Reading, Writing, and Math and (b) a
measure of educational equity called the equity achievement driver, which is described
below. From each subgroup, a school was selected that ranked highly in both of these
measures according to the following selection criteria. Each selected school had scores
on the AIMS that were in the top third for their socioeconomic level for all three subtests.
The schools also demonstrated educational equity by having small achievement gaps on
the AIMS. When the equity achievement driver was applied to the disaggregated test
data, each selected school lost no more than one position of rank in each of the subtests,
and on several of the subtests the selected schools improved their rank.
A detailed description of each school follows that includes the following
elements: student demographics, educational programs, national and state accountability
system status, and leadership organization. Additional information about each school
was gathered during the interview process. Participants in the study were the principals
and instructional coaches at the selected schools. Principals were chosen because they
are the primary school leaders whose attitudes and actions are assumed to influence
school culture, vision, and direction. Instructional coaches embody a new type of
teacher-leader deeply involved in instructional leadership issues. As such, they can
provide valuable insight, evidence, and triangulation to the responses of principals. The
district under study took an initiative in 2004 to provide each of its schools with an
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instructional coach. A detailed description of each participant follows. The role of the
researcher was that of an interviewer.
Interviews
Interviews with principals and instructional coaches were structured according to
the model described by Seidman (2006) and also used elements of the focused interview
described by Merton, Fiske, and Kendall (1990). Seidman‘s procedure consisted of three
interview phases: (a) a life history of the participant as it related to the topics under
consideration, (b) an in-depth discussion of the participant‘s involvement with the topics,
and (c) a reflection. In this study, the first phase focused on leaders‘ beliefs about
educational equity; the second phase focused on leaders‘ beliefs about and responses to
the new accountability environment; and in the third phase, participants were asked to
reflect on the interrelationships between the accountability environment and educational
equity.
Focused interviewing (Merton et al., 1990) seeks to assess the experience of
participants rather than to monitor their opinions. It is appropriate when participants have
been involved in a particular situation that the researcher has investigated and developed
tentative hypotheses about. The researcher develops an interview guide and conducts the
interview with the goal of evaluating the subjective experiences of the participants
regarding the situation. Although it is more structured than exploratory interviewing,
focused interviewing is open to departures from the interview guide and to new
hypotheses that emerge from participant responses. It also avoids forcing topics on
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participants that are not relevant to participants‘ experience. The goal is to uncover
diverse responses that may have been unanticipated by the researcher.
Interview questions were vetted by a group of scholars consisting of a professor
of psychology and two doctoral candidates in urban superintendence. Suggestions of the
group led to revisions in the interview guide. Prior to interviews, the protocol was
piloted with a central office administrator from the district under study.
School and Participant Descriptions
Schools in the study were given fictitious names for purposes of anonymity. The
participating principals and instructional coaches were identified throughout with their
school‘s fictitious names. The selected schools and their participants are now described.
Group 1: Whitcomb Elementary
The selected school from Group 1, the highest SES subgroup, was Whitcomb
Elementary. Whitcomb had an enrollment of 359 students and an attendance rate of 96%
in 2005-2006. On the 100th day of that school year, Whitcomb‘s demographics included
the following features: 65.5% White students, 20.6% Latino, 6.4% African American,
6.4% Asian American, 1.1%, Native American, and 18.4% of students receiving free or
reduced lunch. The student to teacher ratio was 22.4/1, compared to 20.7/1 for the
district as a whole. Mobility is a measure of how many students transfer in and out of a
school; high values of this measure tend to correlate with lower performance. Stability is
a measure of how much of the school year a student spends at a school and is negatively
correlated with mobility. Whitcomb‘s mobility was 23% in
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2005-2006, compared to 37% for the district; and its stability was 90%, compared
to 86% for the district. Whitcomb therefore had mobility and stability rates that favored
higher performance.
For the second consecutive year, Whitcomb earned the highest possible rating
under the Arizona Learns (ADE, 2005) accountability system in 2005-2006: excelling. In
2004 and 2003, the school had earned the next highest rating of highly performing.
Whitcomb made Adequate Yearly Progress under NCLB (U.S. DOE, 2002) in 20052006. In a weighted combination of achievement measures calculated by the district‘s
accountability department, Whitcomb earned a z-score of four on a scale from one to six
when current status and growth were weighted equally for various achievement measures.
By comparison, 40% of the elementary schools in the district earned z-scores of four or
above. One of the reasons for this somewhat average z-score was that Whitcomb‘s high
scores did not leave it much room to improve, and gains at the upper levels became
increasingly difficult.
The AIMS scores of Whitcomb‘s fifth graders in 2005-2006 were among the
highest in the district. State-mandated benchmarks were met by 96% of those students in
math, 90% in reading, and 86% in writing. These figures compared with 64%, 61%, and
64% respectively for the district as a whole. Among its peer schools in Group One,
which had free and reduced lunch populations of less then 25%, Whitcomb‘s
performance was in the upper third of the score range for Group 1 in all three subject
areas. In addition, when AIMS scores of Whitcomb‘s fifth graders were disaggregated
by race/ethnicity and evaluated for educational equity using the equity achievement
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driver, Whitcomb retained its position among its peers. The school accomplished this
while having the highest free/reduced lunch percentage among Group One schools and
the highest percentage of students of color. Although three other schools in this elite
group of five had impressive achievements and could have been selected, the factors cited
here gave Whitcomb the edge.
Entering Whitcomb, a visitor had an impression of a small school in an ordinary
building that was very clean and well-kept. Colorful student work adorned the hallway
walls. One was immediately greeted by friendly adults and children; however, it was
clear that the adults are on the lookout and very protective of the children. Many parents
were in the building, and they communicated comfortably with teachers and staff.
Whitcomb‘s principal was White and had been in her position for seven years.
The instructional coach was also White and had served in that capacity for two years,
since the instructional coach program was initiated by the district. Prior to that, she
worked at the school for 16 years as a teacher. Because of the small school size, there
was no assistant principal or other administrator at the school. On the annual school
quality survey administered by the district, the principal was rated an effective leader by
100% of the staff participating in the survey, making her the only principal in this study
to receive unanimous endorsement.
Whitcomb‘s principal made a personable, serious impression, but she also
displayed a sense of humor. Her interview responses were detailed, thoughtful and
measured. Themes that she repeatedly returned to in regard to her work and role were the
motivation to do what‘s right, to make a difference, and to focus on each child as an
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individual. She commented often that she didn‘t ask any employee to do something she
herself was not willing to do, including teaching classes and cleaning bathrooms. More
will be said about Whitcomb‘s principal in Chapter 4.
Like her principal, Whitcomb‘s instructional coach held high expectations of
herself as a leader and had a singular focus on children as unique individuals. She
repeatedly expressed her admiration and support for the teachers at Whitcomb. This
coach‘s responses focused more on technical areas of testing than her principal‘s
responses, and she was somewhat more skeptical about testing and the accountability
systems that mandated it. More will be reported about Whitcomb‘s instructional coach in
Chapter 4.
Group 2: Desert Springs Elementary
Desert Springs Elementary was a somewhat larger school; it had an enrollment of
501 students and an attendance rate of 94.4% in 2005-2006. The 100th day demographics
for the 2005-2006 school year at Desert Springs were 55.7% Latino students, 34.7%
White, 4.4% African American, 4.0% Asian American, 1.2% Native American, and 33%
of students receiving free or reduced lunch. The student to teacher ratio was 24.5/1.
Mobility was 19%, and stability was 93%; both of these measures exceeded district
averages and favored higher student performance.
Desert Springs earned an excelling rating under Arizona Learns (ADE, 2005) in
2005-2006. It was one of three schools in this socioeconomic group and one of seven
schools district wide to earn that rating. The previous year its rating was highly
performing, and the year before that it was performing. Thus, Desert Springs‘ rise was
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dramatic. The school achieved Adequate Yearly Progress under NCLB in 2005-2006. In
the district-generated weighted combination of achievement measures, Desert Springs
earned the highest possible z-score of six.
On the AIMS test, fifth graders at Desert Springs mastered state standards at the
rate of 89% for Reading, 82% for Writing, and 85% for Math, strongly outperforming the
district figures of 61%, 64%, and 64%, respectively. These results placed the school at or
near the top of its socioeconomic group in all three tested areas. When fifth grade AIMS
scores were disaggregated by race/ethnicity and subjected to the equity achievement
driver to evaluate educational equity, the school retained its high rank in all tested areas.
These performance measures combined to make Desert Springs a stand-out choice for the
study.
In the district‘s school quality survey, 94% of participating staff members
expressed their overall satisfaction with Desert Springs. However, there were several
areas in the survey in which over 20% of respondents to the survey registered
disagreement. Those areas included student access to computers, adequate rewards and
recognition for teachers, quality of school council communications, teacher involvement
in school decisions, principal leadership, instructional leadership, and the district
textbook adoption.
A visitor to Desert Springs encountered a large complex that was thirteen years
old and still appeared new and modern, with sky lights and impressive pitched roofs.
Student artwork was displayed in the office area. The principal of Desert Springs was
White and worked at Desert Springs for six years before taking another position after the
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2005-2006 school year. On the district-administered school quality survey, she was rated
as an effective leader by 57% of the staff who participated; this was the lowest
endorsement among the four principals in the study. Desert Springs‘ principal was a
highly energetic individual who held high expectations for herself and others and seemed
driven to achieve. She related that on Saturday mornings she would take long walks with
a principal from another high-achieving school and share ideas for school improvement.
She continually asked herself and others, ―Have we done all we can do?‖ when referring
to children‘s learning. She was child-centered and spoke of the need to build
relationships with individual students centered on their work. She spoke quickly, as if
impatient for results, described her approach as ―data-driven,‖ and displayed a greater
confidence and understanding regarding national and state accountability systems than
other participants in the study. More will be reported about Desert Springs‘ principal in
Chapter 4.
The instructional coach position at Desert Springs was shared by two women who
were interviewed together. The first coach was White and had worked as instructional
coach at Desert Springs for two years in a four-fifths time position. The second coach
was White, worked as an instructional coach one-fifth of the time, and taught fourth
graders the rest of the time. She earned a Ph.D. in Education with an emphasis on student
motivation. The two coaches had a close relationship since the first coach began her
teaching career as the second coach‘s student teacher. When the researcher met them for
the initial interview, the two coaches were concluding a training session with several
teachers after contract hours on a district-approved methodology based on the book
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Skillful Teacher (Saphier & Gower, 1997). Like other participants in the study, these
coaches spoke of the importance of meeting the needs of each individual child. They
tended to be more critical of NCLB (U.S. DOE, 2002) than other participants, pointing
out what they perceived as its costs and distortions while acknowledging its perceived
strengths. They emphasized the hard work put in by teachers and longed for a greater
valuing of professional dialogue and professional judgment. More will be reported on
them in Chapter 4.
Group 3: Oakwood Elementary
This school had a history approaching 50 years. In 2005-2006 its enrollment was
284 students, making it the smallest school in this study. On the day of the second
interview, which took place as AIMS testing was concluding, the principal remarked that
she had sent someone to pick up a student at home to make up the test, resulting in 100%
participation of students. She credited the small school size for this type of
individualized attention. In 2005-2006, Oakwood‘s attendance rate was 95%. Its 100thday demographics were: 45.8% White students, 39.1% Latino, 7.4% African American,
7.0% Asian American, 0.7% Native American, and 55% of students receiving free or
reduced lunch. The student to teacher ratio was 20.1/1, close to the district average yet
lower than other schools in the study. Mobility and stability were 36% and 86%
respectively; these figures matched district averages nearly exactly.
Oakwood earned a highly performing rating from the state of Arizona in 20052006, an improvement from its performing label the year before. It also achieved
Adequate Yearly Progress under NCLB as well as a z-score of five from the district‘s
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weighted combination of achievement measures. Only 10 elementary schools in the
district had an equal or better z-score.
In 2005-2006, Oakwood‘s fifth graders achieved mastery rates of 86% in
Reading, 77% in Writing, and 84% in Math on the AIMS, compared to 61%, 64%, and
64%, respectively for the district. This performance placed Oakwood among the top five
among its Group Three peer schools in all tested areas. Moreover, when fifth grade
AIMS scores were disaggregated and analyzed for educational equity by the equity
achievement driver, Oakwood improved its standing to the top three in all tested areas.
These combined achievements made Oakwood a logical choice for the study.
Walking the breezeway leading to the Oakwood entrance, the visitor was greeted
by a raised planter with a bed of colorful flowers that were provided and tended by the
neighborhood association. It was a welcoming touch not seen in other schools and
indicated the strong ties between school and community. The school was extremely
clean. The after-school scene in the office was one of happy children playing with each
other, phoning their parents, and bantering with the office manager. There was a family
feeling to the school.
Oakwood‘s principal and instructional coach were both Latina. The principal had
been at Oakwood for four years. Because of the small school size, there was no assistant
principal or other administrator. On the 2005-2006 school quality survey administered
by the district, she was rated an effective leader by 93% of the staff who participated in
the survey. In addition, the staff was unanimous in its overall endorsement of the school,
while parents also expressed overwhelming approval, measured at 97%. Only two issues
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of dissent emerged in the survey: over 20% of parents and staff disagreed that students
completed much work on computers, and more than 20% of staff said they were not
involved in decision making at the school.
Oakwood‘s principal was articulate and knowledgeable about educational
research. She spoke precisely and elegantly, as when she compared herself to a chef and
the accountability systems, No Child Left Behind (U.S. DOE, 2002) and Arizona Learns
(ADE, 2005) as recipes. Her background was in curriculum and instruction, language
acquisition, and Title I schools. She remembered being a quiet student in elementary
school who was learning English, needed more time to learn, and was ignored in school.
She entered the profession to help children like that. She was somewhat surprised to find
herself in a traditional, White-majority school; but she noted that Oakwood, with over
50% of students receiving free and reduced lunch, was tending demographically to a
more ―mid-town‖ profile. She viewed herself as an agent of change in a school that had
become too comfortable in its traditions and wasn‘t meeting the needs of all children.
Like other participants in the study, she spoke of the need to care for each individual
child. More will be reported about Oakwood‘s principal in Chapter 5.
Oakwood‘s instructional coach had been in her position for one year. Before that,
she taught at the school for six years. She viewed each child as an individual with
specific needs and was very sensitive to the needs that children of color brought to
school. Although she sought to create a supportive environment with high expectations
for students, she worried about an overemphasis on testing. She believed in hiring well
and providing clear direction and quality professional development to teachers.
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An extended narrative of the change process initiated by Oakwood‘s principal is
now presented; it illustrates several themes of this dissertation, including the relationship
between leader identity and action. When Oakwood‘s principal arrived at the school for
her new assignment four years ago, she was met at the door by faculty members who
gave her the clear message that they were an excelling school and did not need to be
changed. Faculty had heard that the new principal had a background in Title One schools
and were concerned about her intentions. In the new principal‘s mind, her goal had never
been to ―fix‖ the school or teachers, but rather to enrich them. As she observed
proceedings at Oakwood, she noticed some troubling things. Teachers did not write
lesson plans. There was a heavy reliance on drill-and-practice and completion of
worksheets by students working individually. There was little evidence of student
engagement with the academic material. Likewise, there was little evidence that students
were invited to push beyond the surface knowledge demanded by the worksheets and
grapple with deeper issues and higher level thinking skills. When individual students did
not learn the academic content, their parents were typically told that their child was not
performing at grade level, and little else was done to assist them. Most of the children
did grasp the content, so class averages reflected a high aggregate level of performance.
The principal understood that the traditional approach that had worked for
Oakwood up to this point and had helped to earn it and excelling label would not continue
to work in the context of changes occurring at the school. Due to growth in the city,
Oakwood was in transition from being a suburban, east-side school, to a solidly mid-town
urban school. Enrollment of students of color approached 50%. Twelve apartment

153

complexes were within the school boundary, many of which were subsidized, lowincome housing. The average student coming to Oakwood was different from his or her
counterpart from 10 years earlier. That counterpart had arrived at school more prepared;
she or he knew how to hold a pencil, had many life experiences relating to education, had
a significant academic vocabulary, and perhaps some reading experience. The new
Oakwood student might not have any of this preparation and might not even be proficient
in English, and the number of these students was increasing year by year. Although the
traditional methods in place at Oakwood had succeeded in maintaining high aggregate
performance for students who entered school academically prepared, such methods were
inadequate to address the learning needs of an increasingly diverse student body with
widely ranging preparedness.
The principal determined that Oakwood would have to move toward a more
student-centered approach, based on the needs of the learners. Two problems the new
principal faced were how to go about making change and how to deal with the push-back
from resistors. An attractive way to make change would be to hire like-minded faculty
who would support the new agenda. Oakwood‘s principal did this whenever possible.
She sought teachers fresh out of college and limited her choices to teachers with a
maximum of five years of experience. In addition, she looked for applicants who showed
a willingness to plan jointly with other teachers. However, her opportunities to apply this
strategy were limited. The faculty at Oakwood was quite stable. The principal needed a
way of dealing with the faculty she had inherited.
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She took an incremental approach consistent with her intention to enrich rather
than fix the faculty. She always considered whether the faculty was ready for an
initiative before taking it. She would pursue the goal of meeting the educational needs of
every individual student by focusing on effective instruction. In her first year at
Oakwood, she required teachers to submit weekly lesson plans. In conversations with
teachers after classroom observations, she began asking teachers how traditional methods
of teaching were going to help students become critical thinkers. She observed the level
of student engagement in classrooms and reported it to teachers. These modest actions
engendered strong opposition from some teachers and some defections. Although it had
not been her goal to see teachers leave, she accepted their decisions and moved to fill the
vacant positions that resulted.
The next steps built upon earlier ones and were added year by year. The principal
used back-to-back scheduling of students in the library and in a fine arts program to free
up 90 minutes of time weekly for each grade level team of teachers to meet as
professional learning communities (PLCs). She attended these meetings or sent her
instructional coach to attend them. The principal wanted to ensure that PLCs focused on
individual student needs through analysis of student performance data, so she provided
teachers with assessment profiles for each student spanning several years. She also
mailed the data from district tests home to parents so they would be aware of where their
child stood in mastering district-mandated standards. Parents often responded by asking
questions of the principal and teachers, such as ―Why does my child not understand
decimals?‖
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Subsequent incremental steps that Oakwood‘s principal took were (a) building a
tutoring program, (b) providing professional development for teachers in the areas of
effective instruction, (c) instituting curriculum calendars, and (d) providing a daily
intervention period. She encouraged teachers to take the curriculum calendar concept a
step farther through curriculum mapping, which made connections between the concepts
treated in the curriculum calendars. She recalled that the decision to implement the
intervention period was one made by consensus of the staff as they discussed the yearly
school improvement plan. This consensus was, in her mind, a milestone for the faculty, as
it involved them doing something that was both new and focused on student needs. By
the end of her fourth year, the principal had all these initiatives in place.
Oakwood‘s principal dealt with resistance by moving incrementally while also
being willing to persevere when opposition did arise. One teacher who opposed the
principal‘s change of teaching assignments took her complaint to the school board and
won reinstatement to her former assignment. In recalling this event, the principal related
that she took this defeat in stride and did not regret having made the decision in what she
judged was the best interests of children.
It took courage for Oakwood‘s principal to persist in her push for change. ―Stay
the course‖ was her personal mantra. After her first year, AIMS scores dropped
significantly and Oakwood was demoted from excelling to performing, a drop of three
levels. However, after her third year, Oakwood had recovered two levels, to highly
performing, in spite of the continuing demographic trends toward an urban school that
was diverse racially and socioeconomically. Moreover, in 2006, when measured against
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23 peer elementary schools with a similar socioeconomic profile, Oakwood‘s fifth
graders performed first in Reading, second in Writing, and third in Math. In addition,
achievement gaps between racial/ethnic groups were small or non-existent for these fifth
graders. These performance results were the reason Oakwood was chosen for the present
study. Oakwood‘s principal viewed these results as a vindication of her persistent,
incremental, and determined approach to change.
Group 4: Arroyo Elementary
Selected from district‘s lowest SES schools, Arroyo Elementary had a 90% free
and reduced lunch percentage. The school‘s 2005-2006 enrollment was 948, making it
one of the largest elementary schools in the district. That year, the attendance rate was
92%. Demographics were as follows: 86.2% Latino students, 8.2% White, 3.4% Native
American, 1.8% African American, 0.4% Asian American, and 90% of students receiving
free or reduced lunch. The student to teacher ratio was 21.46:1, compared to 20.7:1 for
the district. Mobility was 38% and stability was 86%, both statistics nearly equaling
district averages.
Arroyo earned a rating of performing plus under Arizona Learns (ADE, 2005) in
2005-2006. It held the same rating the previous year, and its rating the two years before
that was performing. However, Arroyo did not make Adequate Yearly Progress under
NCLB in 2005-2006 due to an insufficient percentage of students taking the AIMS. The
school earned a z-score of five on the district‘s weighted combination of achievement
measures, which placed it in the top ten schools in the district for this measure.
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Fifth grade mastery on AIMS in 2005-2006 was 67% in Reading, 67% in Writing,
and 69% in math, edging district averages in all three areas. Such high and consistent
performance was unusual within this low SES group of schools. Among its 28 peer
schools in Group 4, Arroyo was in the top six in all tested areas of AIMS. Other schools
in the group that performed well in one area tended not to perform as well in other areas.
When AIMS data were analyzed for educational equity using the equity achievement
driver, Arroyo improved its rank among its peers somewhat. The combined achievement
measures made Arroyo a desirable school to include in the study.
A visitor to Arroyo Elementary encountered a sprawling campus with colorful
cultural murals decorating the walls and breezeways. It had an open feel. A large
number of portable classrooms had been in place for years and had become permanent.
The marquee boasted of Arroyo‘s performing plus rating, and another large sign touted
its participation in the Opening Minds through the Arts program. Arroyo was an active
campus with a friendly office staff, a large after-school program, and many parents and
children coming and going.
In the district‘s school quality survey, 83% of staff and 94% parents expressed
overall approval of Arroyo. However, like Desert Springs, there were several areas on
the survey in which over 20% of staff expressed disagreement. They included access to
computers for students, adequate rewards and recognition for teachers, quality of school
council communications, teacher involvement in decision making, school cleanliness, and
student respect toward teachers.
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Arroyo‘s principal was Latina and had been in her position for three years; prior
to that, she served as the school‘s assistant principal for four years. Because of the size
of her school and its Title I funding, she had two assistant principals, an instructional
coach, and an intervention specialist. One of the assistant principals focused on
curriculum, and the other focused on student affairs and discipline. On the district‘s
school quality survey, Arroyo‘s principal was rated an effective leader by 83% of the
staff who participated in the survey.
Arroyo‘s principal had a smiling, good-natured personality, but was also very
businesslike. She described herself as ―data-driven, constantly looking at data.‖ Despite
the size of the school, she attended to many details. At the first interview she held up a
third grade math unit assessment she had on her desk and made the point that she
inspected all such tests before they were distributed to students. She also noted that she
checked each student‘s report card before it was sent out. Her guiding question was,
―Am I doing what I‘m supposed to be doing?‖ She believed her love of children, her
passion, and her faith in God kept her on the right track. A recurring theme in her
comments was the coordination of curriculum and instruction by the faculty. A key
component of Arroyo‘s curriculum was the Success for All reading program (What
Works Clearinghouse, 2007). The principal spoke of ―fidelity‖ to the curriculum and to
the pacing calendar that prescribed what teachers taught and when. She believed a
consistent curriculum was the main vehicle for educational equity. More will be reported
about this principal in Chapter 4.
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The instructional coach at Arroyo was White and had been in this position since it
was established two years ago. In addition, she taught at Arroyo for 18 years. She
impressed one as a passionate teacher. In addition to her instructional coaching duties,
she taught a first grade class full-time, worked long past contract hours, and took work
home each night. Her classroom was well organized. This instructional coach believed
that all students could reach the same goals and that it was the job of educators to get
them there. Like her principal, she believed strongly in the instructional calendar as the
means for meeting student performance goals. She described the various requirements
associated with accountability systems as overwhelming, like ―drowning‖ but added that
she believed the requirements were ―worth it.‖ More will be reported about Arroyo‘s
instructional coach in Chapter 4.
Summary data for the four selected schools and the participants from those
schools are shown in Table 1 and Table 2, respectively.
Data Analysis
Data related to student demographics, race and ethnicity, language acquisition,
and student performance was gathered from the district‘s website. Performance data
were subjected the equity achievement driver, which is now described in detail.
The Equity Achievement Driver: A Tool for Measuring Educational Equity
In his book Good to Great, business writer Jim Collins (2001) identified
leadership characteristics of companies that enjoy sustained economic performance. One
of these leadership characteristics was the clear identification of an economic engine that
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drives a company‘s activities. This engine was usually a simple economic measure. The
equity achievement driver transposes this concept into the domain of education; it is an
indicator of the educational equity of schools and districts serving diverse student
populations. Its development is a response to a need and call for such indicators: ―We
advocate that educators, professors of educational leadership, and consultants start
designing other practical, easy to understand and use tools for increasing equity in
schooling‖ (Skrla et al., 2004, p. 156).
The equity achievement driver attempts to measure educational equity, which was
defined in Chapter 1 as ―raising the achievement of all students while narrowing the gaps
between the highest—and lowest-performing students; and eliminating the racial
predictability and disproportionality of which student groups occupy the highest and
lowest achievement categories‖ (Singleton & Linton, 2006, p. 46). By this definition,
any measure of educational equity must combine two measures: overall achievement of
students in a group being evaluated, and the gaps in achievement between different
racial/ethnic subgroups. The equity achievement driver combines the aggregate and
subgroup facets of performance into a single measure.
Cowell (1977) discussed the utility of measures of inequality that compressed
data into a single number: ―Should we don this one-dimensional straightjacket when
surely our brains are well-developed enough to cope with more than one number at a
time?‖ (p. 9). He answered this question by observing that it was useful to have an
unambiguous answer to whether one situation had greater or less equality than another.
Another observation may be added to this analysis: although practitioners may be able to
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analyze complex sets of data, they rarely do so. Data reduction becomes an attractive
option when multiple comparisons must be made at a single point in time or over time.
The equity achievement driver is a weighted measure of group dispersion. It is an
additive, continuous, total dispersion measure without cut-points or discontinuities.
Unlike NCLB subgroups, groups measured by the driver are non-overlapping. The
measure is given by the following formula:
n

Dea  X   pi x i  X + CF , where
i 1



X is the aggregate mean performance; for example, the mean percentage of
students meeting standards on a math assessment;



x i is the mean performance of subgroup i; for example, the mean percentage of
Latino students meeting standards on the same assessment;



n is the number of subgroups. The equity achievement driver may be used with
any number or type of subgroups; however, to avoid overlap, a different driver
must be calculated for each type of subgroup, e.g., race, gender, etc.



pi is the proportion of students in subgroup i in relation to the whole. For
example, if Latino students make up 25% of the student body, pi for Latino
students equals .25.



x i  X is a penalty factor equal to the absolute value of the difference between
subgroup performance and overall student performance. For example, if 35% of
an ethnic subgroup students met standards and 40% of the overall student body
met standards, | xi - X | would equal | 35 - 40 | = | -5 | = 5.
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CF is a correction factor that has the effect of calibrating the value of the driver so
that relatively hi-equity schools will have a Dea greater than their unadjusted
aggregate average while relatively low-equity schools will have a Dea less than
their unadjusted aggregate average.

Within this framework, there is no subgroup size threshold as is the case for NCLB (U.S.
DOE, 2002) and many state accountability system measures. In addition, as performance
gaps increase, an escalating penalty is imposed and the driver declines in comparison to
the aggregate mean.
In the several examples that follow, no correction factor is included.
Example 1. School A had a 50% overall mastery rate on the state assessment in Writing
for the 8th grade. There were four ethnic subgroups at School A, each comprising 25% of
the student population. Two of the subgroups averaged 60% mastery on the assessment,
and the other two averaged 40%. In other words, there was a bipolar distribution with
moderate to large gaps between the high-performing and low-performing subgroups. The
equity achievement driver yielded the following score for School A:
n

Dea  X   pi x i  X
i 1

= 50 - [.25 | 60 - 50 | + .25 | 60 - 50 | + .25 | 40 - 50 | + .25 | 40 - 50 |]
= 40.
Thus, without inclusion of a correction factor, School A had an equity achievement driver
of 40, ten points below its aggregate average. The driver penalized School A for its gaps.
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Example 2. School B had the same demographic makeup as School A and the same
aggregate mean of 50%; however the achievement gaps between subgroups were even
greater than School A‘s. Two of the subgroups averaged 70% mastery on the writing
assessment and the other two averaged 30% mastery. The Dea for this school was
calculated at 30, twenty points below its aggregate average. Because its achievement
gaps were greater than School A‘s, School B was penalized more.
Example 3. School C had the same demographic makeup as Schools A and B and the
same aggregate mean of 50%; however the achievement gaps were smaller than for
school A. Two of the subgroups averaged 55% mastery and the other two averaged 45%
mastery. The Dea for this school was calculated at 45, only 5 points below its aggregate
average. School C was rewarded (or, depending on perspective, penalized less) for its
narrower performance gaps.
Note that the driver measures a combination of aggregate performance and
achievement gaps. A school that has low overall performance but few gaps will not merit
a high Dea. On the other hand, schools with high performance and narrow gaps will
receive a high driver score. This dual function of the equity achievement driver is
consistent with the NCLB (U.S. DOE, 2002) goals of eliminating performance gaps
while raising the performance bar for all students. A further example using actual data
from two schools follows.
Example 4. High schools D and E were in the same district in the American Southwest
and had similar demographics. Results for state-mandated assessment for tenth graders
in Reading, Writing, and Math for 2005 are given in Table 3. A comparison of results for
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School D and School E in the right hand column of Table 3 indicates aggregate (total)
scores that were quite close. School D had a 1.2% advantage over School E in Reading, a
3.7% advantage in Writing, and a 6.9% advantage in Math. Evaluation of the two
schools from an equity perspective by inspection of Table 3 was more difficult due to the
number of comparisons involved and the varying proportions of subgroups. This
evaluation was simplified when the equity achievement driver was utilized.
A comparison of uncorrected equity achievement drivers for the same test data
offered a straightforward comparison and indicated larger differences between the two
schools (Table 4): School D had a 9.6% advantage over School E in Reading, a 9.1%
advantage in Writing, and a 13.0% advantage in Math. The difference in drivers between
the two schools is indicative of the larger performance gaps that existed in School E.
This comparative analysis between schools that are demographically similar can spur
reflection and action among educators and assist school leaders in planning and
interventions. In the case illustrated here, School E might examine its practices and
policies in instruction, programs, discipline, leadership, and other areas that have been
associated with educational equity. In addition, School E might conduct equity audits in
these areas (Skrla et al., 2004) and also seek assistance and expertise from School D on
how to make progress in narrowing achievement gaps. Both schools could compare the
drivers within their own schools over multiple assessment cycles to determine their
progress in educational equity. In addition to its application to individual schools and
comparisons between schools, the equity achievement driver can be calculated across
entire districts or over successive assessment cycles.

.10
46.4
.08
76.9
.10
59.3
.08
62.8
.10
37.0
.08

72.8
.50
80.6
.47
71.2
.49
75.3
.48
71.1
.49
69.7
.47

Reading, School D

p

Reading, School E

p

Writing, School D

p

Writing, School E

p
Math, School D

p

Math, School E

p

.39

49.2

.34

.39
58.9

58.6

.35

67.1

.40

50.4

.34

57.7

Latino

.03

88.9

.02

.03
100.0

66.7

.02

85.7

.03

66.7

.02

Native
American
87.5

.03

77.8

.04

.03
72.2

77.8

.04

82.4

.03

88.9

.04

Asian
American
70.6

Note. Scores represent the percentage of students who demonstrated mastery of the assessed standards.
a
p represents the proportion of students in a given subgroup.

African
American
63.4

White

Subject and School

AIMS Scores Disaggregated by Race for 10th Graders in Three Subjects at Two High Schools

Table 3

1.00

59.8

1.00

1.00
66.7

67.4

1.00

71.1

1.00

65.7

1.00

66.9

Total

167
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Table 4.
Equity Achievement Drivers Dea for High Schools D and E
Equity Driver

Reading

Writing

Math

Dea, School D

59.9

68.3

60.6

Dea, School E

50.3

59.2

47.6

Note. Higher values indicate greater educational equity for School D due to smaller gaps
of performance between ethnic subgroups.
Possible limitations of the equity achievement driver include the range of valid
comparisons and how the measure is used. These limitations are similar to those of other
accountability system measures described in Chapter 2. Due to the relatively large
variation within subgroups compared to the variation between subgroups, schools with
greater diversity will be penalized by the driver in comparison to schools with a lower
level of diversity. Therefore, it is recommended that the driver be used to compare
schools with similar demographics. Criteria similar to those used to create California‘s
similar schools index could be used to create categories of comparable schools for the
driver (Izumi & Evers, 2002). Kane and Staiger (2002a) suggested that the use of racial
subgroup targets in accountability systems was counterproductive. This finding suggests
that the equity achievement driver might be better used as in indicator of educational
equity rather than as a target criterion. The driver may be useful within the context of a
comprehensive school or district equity audit (Skrla et al., 2004).
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In the present study, the equity achievement driver was calculated for students in
the four selected schools for math, reading, and writing scores using the breakout variable
of race, which is one of the variables specified by NCLB (U.S. DOE, 2002).
Linguistic Inquiry and Word Count
Interviews were tape recorded and subsequently transcribed. Transcripts of interviews
were analyzed quantitatively using the Linguistic Inquiry and Word Count (LIWC)
software, which measured selected dimensions of speech (Mehl, 2005; Pennebaker,
Francis, & Booth, 2001). When LIWC was applied to interview transcripts, counts of
specific types of words could be compared among participants, which allowed for
comparisons by school and by profession. In addition, the speech of participants in
interviews could be referenced to the speech of the general population as measured in
multiple studies. General population reference values were determined from
observational studies in which different participants were tape recorded while engaged in
conversations in various situations: strangers interacting in a waiting room, couples
talking about problems, televised interviews, and open-air recordings of people in public
spaces.
Qualitative Analysis of Interviews
Interview transcripts were coded using a grounded theory approach (Dick, 2005; Glaser,
1978, 1992, 1998; Glaser & Strauss, 1967). Starting with the data from a given situation,
grounded theory inductively seeks to discover what theory accounts for a given research
situation. It does not test a hypothesis. Categories and properties emerge from the data
and are subsequently integrated into theory. Grounded theory is a third-level conceptual
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analysis, because it moves from data, the first level, through conceptualization, the
second level, to integration of concepts into theory, the third level. When theory is
grounded, it is allowed to emerge from the data rather than being pre-supposed. By
generating conceptual categories, grounded theory is more abstract than empirical
description. Whereas empirical description is focused on the units of analysis, be they
participants or organizations, grounded theory is focused on the categories that transcend
and unite various units. In addition, because it integrates categories into theory, grounded
theory is more abstract than the application of received theory to a situation.
A series of steps make up the process of grounded theory:
1.

Key issues, behaviors, incidents or indicators are noted for each interview
or data session. The researcher attempts to discover the main concerns of
the participants.

2.

Constant comparison is then used to compare indicators from one
interview to those of another (Glaser & Strauss, 1967).

3.

The result of this comparison is the identification of categories, subcategories, and properties. This process is referred to as open coding. A
category stands alone as a concept, while a property is tied to a category.
For example, for the category, ―Leaders responding to accountability
systems‖, two properties might be ―worrying‖ and ―welcoming.‖

4.

The researcher looks for a core category to emerge. This is a category that
explains the largest amount of the variation of behavior in the study and
connects with most of the other categories. Once the core category
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emerges, open coding ceases, and selective coding begins. In selective
coding, indicators in the data are coded against the core category only to
elucidate the core category‘s properties. An additional aspect of selective
coding is discovering the core category‘s theoretical relationship to its
properties and to other categories.
5.

The researcher collects additional data focused searching for more
subcategories linked to the core category. This process, called theoretical
sampling, continues until the core category is saturated, e.g., until no
further significant information is uncovered. When a return to the field is
not possible, the available data may be theoretically sampled (Strauss &
Corbin, 1998).

6.

The researcher writes notes about the links relationships between
categories in a process called memoing. Memos give rise to theory, which
Glaser (1978) defined as hypotheses or suggested, not tested, relations
among categories and their properties.

7.

Memos are sorted into a clear sequence.

8.

The sorted memos provide the outline for the written results.
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CHAPTER 4
RESULTS
Introduction
The eight individuals interviewed for the study, principals and instructional
coaches from four elementary schools, are referred to interchangeably in the following
discussion as leaders or participants. A distinction is drawn between principals and
instructional coaches when needed. These school leaders had diverse concerns such as
connecting with parents, promoting effective instruction, attending to the needs of
English language learners, complying with state and district mandates, coordinating
curriculum delivery, hiring teachers, ensuring help for students who do not meet the
expected standards, and many others. Their concerns and agendas existed within a
context that can be called the current accountability environment. Although related to
the specific accountability systems No Child Left Behind (U.S. DOE, 2002) and Arizona
Learns (ADE, 2005), the current accountability environment is a more general concept
that encompasses practices and perceptions outside the mandates of those specific
systems. Items of concern for leaders might exist without the current accountability
environment; however, the current accountability environment seemed to shape those
concerns, often by clarifying them and making them more urgent.
Although the participants‘ concerns were diverse, it was striking that many of
their concerns related to raising or maintaining student performance. Leaders often stated
a concern for ―student achievement.‖ This concern was reflected in a reply by
Oakwood‘s principal to a question about avoiding school improvement status under
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accountability systems: ―Do I want to avoid school improvement? Absolutely,
positively, without a doubt. But does the motivation to avoid it set my agenda? No,
student achievement shapes my agenda.‖ This statement illustrates the core concern
shared by all participants of the study and the central variable around which this
dissertation is organized.
Student achievement can imply a broad range of activities, such as report card
grades or recognition for public service, but participants clearly indicated that test
performance on state and district standardized tests was their main concern. These tests
and the reporting of their results are part of the current accountability environment; they
are either mandated by accountability systems or are put in place to support the mandated
tests. The participants‘ concern was not simply that their schools achieve or maintain
high aggregate scores. All participants demonstrated an awareness that the accountability
environment requires more than aggregate performance; that schools are accountable for
performance by different grade levels and racial/ethnic, socioeconomic, language, and
ability subgroups. They sometimes considered those various subgroups in their planning
and action; however, their preference was to focus on the individual child as the unit of
analysis. Wherever possible they tried to help each child raise test performance.
A key illustration representative of the concern of participants is in this quote
from Whitcomb‘s principal: ―We need to look at every child and make sure that we‘re
doing everything we possibly can from them to be successful.‖ This statement
summarizes the core category of emerging from the study, which can be stated as meeting
student performance challenges. It is the core category because it accounts for a large
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amount of reported participant behavior. The core category can be expressed as the
following hypothesis: The need for students to meet performance challenges in the
context of the new accountability environment explains a great deal of school leaders‘
behavior. Other emergent categories in the study can be related back to the core
category. For example, leaders invested much attention, time and effort in teachers. The
data indicated they did this because they believed investing in teachers would help
students meet performance challenges. Likewise, when leaders worked to build a safe
and inclusive environment in their schools, they did so in the belief that such an
environment would support the attainment of performance goals. Those other categories
did not have the same traction as meeting student performance challenges. That is, they
did not in themselves account for as much of leaders‘ behavior, nor did they have as
many rich connections with other categories as the core category. For that reason, other
categories are subordinated to the core category.
There is a subtle difference between meeting student performance challenges and
meeting accountability system requirements, although the two concepts share some
common features. Was it school leaders‘ main concern to negotiate the specific
components of accountability systems so as to maximize their schools‘ position, or rather
was it a student-centered concern to advance the performance and achievement of each
child? A leader with the first perspective would be expected to take a tactical approach,
for example focusing on the performance of students on the margins of passing and
neglecting students who fall far below the standard and are less likely to pass. In
contrast, leaders with the second perspective would be expected to give attention to each
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individual child and promote practices that benefit all children. The findings of this study
fell mostly in the latter approach as opposed to the former, with some exceptions that are
noted.
Having a child-centered approach did not prevent participants from being
concerned about test scores. Indeed, participants cited the Arizona Instrument to
Measure Standards (ADE, 2005) most often as an indicator of student performance. For
this reason, the phrase student performance rather than the more broadly conceptualized
student achievement is used to express the core category. When reviewing AIMS and
district assessment results, all participants referred to the four performance categories of
those assessments: exceeding, meeting, approaching, and falling far below standards. An
important aspect of meeting student performance challenges for participants was having
each student move up so that more students attained the meeting and exceeding
categories each year. Oakwood‘s instructional coach noted that the evaluation process at
her school involved discussion of what teachers were doing to move students forward in
this way. In this regard, meeting student performance challenges and meeting
accountability system requirements are alike.
However, the data suggested that concern for students was more important to
participants than accountability system requirements. The first piece of evidence was the
preference of participants for taking individual students as the primary unit of analysis.
Participants were more oriented to persons than to tactics and seemed to adopt the motto
―no child left behind‖ at face value. Second, although dealing with the accountability
environment was an emergent category of the study, leaders had strikingly low
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knowledge of the mechanics of the two accountability systems NCLB (U.S. DOE, 2002)
and AZ Learns (ADE, 2005). Third, the tactic of focusing attention and resources
disproportionately on students at the margins of passing was not evident in the data.
Fourth, with the exception of the English language learners, participants did not focus on
the performance of subgroups that were monitored by NCLB. Fifth, as a category,
dealing with the accountability environment did not have the rich connections to other
emergent categories that meeting student performance challenges had. And finally,
participants tended to speak more about students and their progress than they spoke about
percentages of students meeting accountability standards. This tendency is illustrated in
a comment from Whitcomb‘s principal:
We‘ve got to look at the data and figure out how to get them as far as they can go.
For some students, that‘s up to grade level. For some students, that‘s recognizing
that they‘re capable of a lot more.
It is evident from this discussion that the identification of meeting student
performance challenges as the core category does not imply that the current
accountability environment was not an important force in the concerns of school leaders.
It was the accountability environment that mandated the use and publication of
performance measures such as AIMS, and it was the same accountability environment
that defined the indicators for student performance and progress. Therefore, the core
category is stated as the need for students to meet performance challenges in the context
of the accountability environment rather than the need to meet explicit accountability
system requirements.
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As each emergent category of the study is identified, its subcategories or
properties are listed and discussed. The core category meeting student performance
challenges had four associated properties: (a) inducing accountable behavior from
teachers, (b) utilizing available resources, (c) unit level analysis, and (d) types of student
performance goals. The first of these was concerned with how school leaders used the
accountability environment to induce changed behavior from teachers. This behavior is
referred to as accountable behavior because it could be monitored by leaders, responded
to, and used in evaluations. Accountable behavior encompassed three areas: researchbased instructional practices, interventions for students, and coordinated efforts. The
second property referred to how leaders mobilized and targeted human and capital
resources towards meeting student performance challenges. The third category, unit
focus, was about the various units leaders used to meet student performance challenges:
grade level units, subgroup units, classroom units, and individual students. The fourth
property had to do with how leaders defined student performance challenges or goals.
There were two types of emergent goals: a unitary goal, in which students who enter
school at different levels of preparedness were all expected to reach the same level of
learning, and an individual goal, in which each student was expected to be taken from his
or her starting point and brought to an individually determined, maximal level of
learning. These four properties elaborated the complexity of the core category and
assisted in making connections between it and other categories in the study.
In addition to the core category, eight other categories emerged from the study,
each reflecting a set of participant concerns and each with its own set of subordinate
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properties. They are listed here in the order they will be discussed, with no particular
priority to the listing: second category: investing in teachers, third category: creating a
productive learning environment, fourth category: achieving educational equity, fifth
category: testing and data, sixth category: interventions for struggling students, seventh
category: identity as a leader, eighth category: dealing with the accountability
environment, and ninth category: coordinating efforts. Each of these categories and their
relationship with the core category is discussed later in this chapter.
The different categories and their properties related to each other in theoretical
ways that are stated as hypotheses. These hypotheses are not proven facts, but neither are
they conjectures. They are grounded in the data and can be illustrated from the data.
They provided fit for the data and can be carried forward in subsequent research. The
first hypothesis that emerged from the data was that school leaders invest in teachers in
order to meet student performance challenges. Another hypothesis that related several of
the categories can be stated this way: within the context of the accountability of the
environment, collaborative analysis of student data is used to inform accountable
behavior in order to meet student performance challenges.
Before continuing with a more detailed discussion of the core category,
subordinate categories, and their associated properties, this section examines differences
in the data around the variables of school and profession. Although the core category and
other categories of the study emerged from the data for all the schools and all the
participants, differences also emerged between the specific schools and between the roles
of principal and instructional coach. These differences are described qualitatively and
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quantitatively at the outset to set a context for the study and provide an accurate account
of the data in its complexity.
Differences around Professions
Results of the analysis of interview transcripts by the Linguistic Inquiry and Word
Count (LIWC; Mehl, 2005; Pennebaker et al., 2001) software are shown in Table 5. A
visual inspection of the table indicates that study participants were higher than the
reference general population in the following dimensions: words per sentence, percentage
of words longer than six letters, second person plural, cognitive processes, occupation,
and school, and achievement. A visual inspection also indicates that participants were
lower than the general reference population in the following dimensions: sentences
ending with a question mark, unique words (words used only once), affective or
emotional processes, positive emotions, positive feelings, negative emotions, friends,
leisure activity, and physical states and functions. These differences are not surprising
given the context of the interviews, which were somewhat formal and focused on
participants‘ occupation and roles as educational leaders, as opposed to some of the more
informal contexts under which the reference values were collected. In the interview
context, participants would not be expected to speak as much about friends and affective
processes, however, they would be expected to speak more about their jobs and to use
cognitive, educated language.
Word count results were sometimes clustered by profession and other times by
school (see Table 5). Visual inspection indicates that clustering by profession occurred in
19 of 69 dimensions. In those dimensions, principals had similar results among
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15
I, our, they
I, my, me
we, our, us
I, we, me
you, you'll
she, their, them
no, never, not

% dictionary words

% words longer than
6 letters
Total pronouns

I

We

Total first person

Total second person

Total third person

Negations

2.8

2.27

2.53

7.1

2.65

4.4

14.8

10

Unique words

17

Participant

7.6

Examples

?

Sentences ending with

I. STANDARD
LINGUISTICS
Words per sentence

Linguistic Dimension

Linguistic Word Count Results for 64 Dimensions

Table 5

2.3

2.5

4

6.6

1

5.6

15.8

10

75

51

21.6

10.9

Reference

2.35

2.9

10.69

8.65

16.1

Principals

2.2

2.2

8.87

6.55

18

Coaches

2.3

8.6

3.7

4.9

16.5

Arroyo

1.9

7.1

1.8

5.3

14

D Spring

3.2

6.6

2.7

3.9

14.8

Oakwood

2.6

6

2.4

3.5

14

Whitcomb
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yes, OK
a, an, the
on, to, from
one, thirty

Assents

Articles

Prepositions

Numbers

0.18
9.64

happy, good
happy, joy, love
certainty, pride
hate, worthless
nervous, afraid
hate, kill
grief, cry, sad
cause, know
because, effect
think, know
should, would

Positive Emotions

Positive feelings

Optimism and energy

Negative Emotions

Anxiety or fear

Anger

Sadness or depression

Cognitive Processes

Causation

Insight

Discrepancy

2.16

3.69

1.41

0.11

0.12

0.5

0.43

0.22

1.6

happy, ugly

2.15

1.47

9.2

4.3

0.24

Participant

Affective Processes

II. PSYCHOLOGICAL

Examples

Linguistic Dimension

1.7

2.4

1.1

7.3

0.16

0.5

0.3

1.3

0.3

0.9

2.7

4

1.5

10.5

5.9

0.2

Reference

3.09

8.87

0.14

0.48

1.57

1.78

Principals

4.28

10.41

0.09

0.39

1.62

0.95

Coaches

1.7

1.96

10.8

5.4

0.31

Arroyo

1.32

2.24

12

6.3

0.36

D Spring

1.38

1.95

11.5

6

0.14

Oakwood

1.24

2.43

12.7

5.9

0.1

Whitcomb
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2.1

0.22
11.7

7.9
0.04

always, never
see, touch, listen
view, saw, look
heard, listen
touch, hold, felt
talk, us, friend
talk, share
pronouns
pal, coworker
mom, brother
boy, woman

Certainty

Sensory, Perceptual

Seeing

Hearing

Feeling

Social Processes

Communication

Other references to
people
Friends

Family

Humans

hour, day,
walked, were
walk, is, be

Time

Past tense verb

Present tense verb

III. RELATIVITY

1.4

maybe, guess

Tentative

15.4

3.58

3

1.34

0.28

1.55

1.01

0.9

2.32

0.23

block, constrain

Inhibition

Participant

Examples

Linguistic Dimension

13.7

4.5

3.4

0.7

0.2

0.1

7.6

1.7

8.8

0.2

1.3

1

2.6

0.9

2.2

0.2

Reference

0.38

0.82

1.77

Principals

0.19

0.98

2.87

Coaches

0.06

9.1

Arroyo

0.03

6.4

D Spring

0.06

8.6

Oakwood

0.04

7.5

Whitcomb
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2.5

5.6
1.2

1.11
0.31

0.03
0.3
0.04

around, over, up
with, include
but, without
walk, move, go

work, class, boss
class, student
employ, boss
try, goal, win
house, TV
house, kitchen
football, game
TV, sitcom
tunes, song, cd
cash, taxes
God, heaven

Space

Inclusive

Exclusive

Motion

IV. PERSONAL
CONCERNS
Occupation

School

Job or work

Achievement

Leisure activity

Home

Sports

Television and movies

Music

Money and finances

Metaphysical issues

0.03

0.07

0.18

0.9

3

5.1

6.9

0.72

will, might, shall

Future tense verb

Participant

Examples

Linguistic Dimension

0.2

0.5

0.1

0.1

0.2

0.3

0.8

0.5

0.5

0.8

1.7

1.6

3.8

4.5

2.6

0.9

Reference

0.05

0.25

0.41

Principals

0.02

0.11

0.31

Coaches

0.79

Arroyo

0.96

D Spring

0.82

Oakwood

0.98

Whitcomb
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God, church
dead, burial
ache, breast
sleep
ache, heart
lust, sex
eat, swallow
asleep, bed
wash, bath, clean

Religion

Death and dying

Physical states and

functions

Body states, symptoms

Sex and sexuality

Eating, drinking

Sleeping, dreaming

Grooming

0.011

0.1

0.05

0.06

0.09

0.22

0.02

0.02

Participant

0.1

0.1

0.2

0.2

0.5

0.9

0

0.1

Reference

0.02

0.12

0.28

0.03

Principals

0.003

0.07

0.15

0.008

Coaches

Arroyo

D Spring

Oakwood

Whitcomb

participants within the profession or school.

language. Data that cluster by profession (Principals and Coaches) or by school are presented as the mean value for

Participant data are the mean of all participants. Reference data reflects typical values from the general population for spoken

Note. All variables except words per sentence and sentences ending with a question mark reflect percentage of total words.

Examples

Linguistic Dimension
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themselves, instructional coaches had similar results among themselves, and the two
groups differed from each other. Dimensions in which principal participants scored
higher included sentences ending in a question mark, use of second person pronouns,
negations, optimism and energy, anger, family, leisure activity, home, metaphysical
issues, religion, physical states and functions, body states and symptoms, and grooming.
Dimensions in which instructional coach participants scored higher included unique
words (words used only once), cognitive processes, insight, tentativeness, and seeing.
Some speech differences between principals and instructional coaches clustered on
specific psychological processes: Principals scored higher word counts in personal
concerns such as leisure, metaphysics, and physical states; instructional coaches scored
higher in cognitive processes (see Table 5).
In addition to quantitative word count differences, differences between principals
and instructional coaches emerged from the qualitative interview data. The first
difference concerned knowledge of accountability systems. Although both groups of
participants had strikingly low knowledge of the details and features of NCLB (U.S.
DOE, 2002) and AZ Learns (ADE, 2005), instructional coaches had even less knowledge
than their principals. A second difference was that principals in the study spoke more
often about parents, neighborhood, and community than instructional coaches. A third
difference is that although instructional coaches in the study expressed admiration and
praise for their principals, principals did not do the same regarding their instructional
coaches. Principal references to instructional coaches tended to be more descriptive of
the coaches‘ roles and functions. To summarize, the emergent differences between
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principals and instructional occurred in a minority of dimensions for the linguistic word
count and in several areas of the qualitative analysis. The most notable of these was the
difference of knowledge concerning the mechanics of accountability systems. The
implications of these professional differences are discussed in Chapter 6.
Differences among Schools
Differences among the four elementary schools were apparent in both the
quantitative and qualitative data. In several dimensions, the responses of a school‘s
principal and instructional coach were highly aligned and differed from their counterparts
at other schools. Turning first to the quantitative LIWC (Pennebaker et al., 2001)
analysis, visual inspection of Table 5 indicates differences among schools in several
dimensions including total pronouns, first person singular, second person singular, total
first person pronouns, total third person pronouns, articles, prepositions, other references
to people, assents, friends, and job. Of the eleven dimensions clustered by school, six
were related to pronouns such as I, we, you, us, he, and she. It appears that leaders of
each school utilized common linguistic patterns in referring to persons. For example, the
tendency for participants from Arroyo to use we may indicate a strong sense of collective
identity, whereas the tendency for participants at Oakwood to use third person pronouns
and other references to people may indicate a strong concern for students and members of
the school community. This alignment of language between principals and instructional
coaches by school was an important aspect of coordinating efforts, one of the nine
emergent properties of the study. That property is discussed later in the chapter.
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Qualitative analysis of the interviews indicated several other differences between
schools. Differences that co-varied by school size are discussed first. Most participants
took individual children as their unit of analysis for performance, especially at Whitcomb
and Oakwood, the two smallest schools. That is, they tended to speak of the progress of
individual children when discussing performance goals. However, participants from the
largest school tended rather to speak of classroom and grade levels when discussing
performance goals. For example, Arroyo‘s principal referred repeatedly to a unit test in
which only 17% of the students in a classroom achieved mastery. Desert Springs, the
second largest school in the study, occupied an intermediate position with regard to unit
level analysis; participants there made references to individual students, classrooms, and
grade levels. It seems reasonable that larger schools would focus on larger performance
units; it is difficult to maintain an individual focus with populations approaching 1,000.
Another covariate with school size was the perspective of participants on
performance goals for students. Participants at the two larger schools held a unitary view
in which all students were expected to meet a uniform standard, while participants at the
smaller schools expressed an individual view that sought to move every child an
individualized optimal level of learning. Certain leadership and instructional practices
appeared to co-vary with the unitary and individual perspectives. Participants with the
individual perspective promoted higher level thinking skills and adult collaboration to
identify individual student needs. Participants with the unitary perspective at Arroyo
emphasized tightly scheduled curriculum calendars and were more accepting of drill-and-
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practice teaching techniques. These two perspectives are discussed further later in the
chapter.
Research-based instructional practices were identified as a property of the core
category meeting student performance challenges. Although research-based instruction
was important at all the schools, there was variation among the schools in how it was
interpreted. At Whitcomb, teachers had latitude to experiment and try their own
strategies as long as their instruction was based on standards. In contrast, the Desert
Springs instructional coaches reported that insistence on research-based practice had a
chilling effect on teachers taking initiatives. They claimed that teachers felt restricted by
having to show that their efforts were research-based, and that the need to provide
measurable results for strategies decreased motivation of teachers to attempt new
strategies.
Some schools possessed properties that the other schools lacked. And example
was Arroyo, the only school in the study that experienced teacher turnover problems and
that used a leadership team to coordinate school-wide efforts. Another example was
Whitcomb Elementary where, unlike the other schools with English language learners
(ELLs), the Sheltered Instruction Observation Protocol (SIOP; Echevarria et al, 2004)
was not emphasized by the participants.
Other differences between schools concerned the extent or degree of expression
of a particular category or property. Participants at Whitcomb reported higher levels of
professionalism, teacher autonomy, initiative on behalf of students, and school
community than participants at the other schools, although all participants held these
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characteristics as ideals. Whitcomb‘s high socioeconomic status, small size, stable
teaching staff, excelling label, and the priorities of its leaders may be factors in
explaining Whitcomb‘s perceived success in these areas.
A final area of difference between schools relates to the concern for different
populations or subgroups of students. Although participants cited ELLs as the subgroup
of focus at three schools, some participants expressed concerns about subgroups that are
not analyzed and counted under NCLB (U.S. DOE, 2002) or AZ Learns (ADE, 2005).
Arroyo‘s principal was concerned with the large population of immigrant students at her
school differentiated their needs from the Mexican American students that comprised
most of the enrollment. She believed teachers should know and understand these
differences. Leaders at Whitcomb and Arroyo mentioned school efforts to improve the
performance of boys. Whitcomb‘s instructional coach explained that a goal was set to
improve their reading scores: ―Boys were not doing as well in reading. . . . We felt like
we needed to pick a subgroup to improve.‖
In summary, the differences that emerged between schools included unit level of
analysis, type of student performance goals, perceptions about research-based
instructional practices, professionalism, teacher autonomy, focus on ELLs and other
subgroups, teacher turnover, and the presence of specific programs. Some of the
differences seemed related to school size and others seemed related to school SES.
Although these differences were indicators of the uniqueness of each school, they were
overshadowed by the study‘s nine emergent categories, which showed the areas of
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commonality among the schools. In several cases, the differences between schools were
expressed as properties of the uniting categories.
The Core Category: Meeting Student Performance Challenges
The primary concern of school leaders in this study was creating the conditions in
which students could meet performance challenges. This concern was summarized in the
quote from Oakwood‘s principal, ―Student achievement shapes my agenda.‖ Meeting
student performance challenges requires more than simply having high overall
standardized test scores. If that were the case, low-performing children could be ignored
so long as enough students at the school were scoring well to keep aggregate averages
high. Accountability systems mandated that each grade level and subgroup demonstrate
specific levels of mastery that increase over time. Thus, the accountability environment
defined to a great extent what the student performance challenges were. For example,
Oakwood‘s principal reported that the current accountability environment caused her to
ask herself questions every day regarding curriculum delivery, student engagement,
access to learning for English Language learners, and teaching mandated standards. All
of those concerns were related to creating conditions in which students with diverse
needs could learn and demonstrate their learning through performance on assessments.
The concern for students to meet performance challenges unified and makes sense
of the various activities of participants which might otherwise seem unrelated to each
other. For example, participants at all but the largest school focused their attention on
individual children as their primary unit of analysis. They seemed to believe that such
individualized attention boosted student performance. Second, participants were
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unanimous about the importance of investing in teachers by giving attention to hiring,
supporting, and training them. This priority seemed to reflect a belief investing in
teachers would pay off in increased student performance. Third, all the participants
required teachers at their schools to meet to analyze student performance data and create
student interventions. Again, this requirement seemed to reflect an expectation that this
professional collaboration would result in improved student performance. Fourth, every
participant worked to create a productive learning environment characterized by high
expectations for students and faculty. This effort seemed to reflect a belief that such an
environment would support high student performance. Fifth, when principals at three of
the four schools used their school label as a talking point with parents, community
members, and prospective applicants, it was to further bolster their schools‘ support in
order to continue the positive cycle of performance. The examples above demonstrate
how the concern of meeting student performance goals accounted for large amount of
participants‘ behavior.
Using the Accountability Environment to Induce Accountable Behavior
The core category meeting student performance challenges had properties, which
were dependent aspects that further described and elaborated the category. In some
cases, a property described a range of variation among the different schools and
participants. The four properties associated with meeting student performance challenges
were (a) inducing accountable behavior from teachers, (b) unit level of analysis, (c)
utilizing available resources, and (d) types of student performance goals. The first
property was concerned with the use the accountability environment to induce change,
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mainly by principals. All four principals reported being simultaneously impelled and
empowered by the accountability environment to induce change. Thus, the
accountability environment and the interests and behavior of principals interacted and covaried with each other. This covariance was illustrated by Whitcomb‘s principal, who
celebrated that fact that the accountability environment ended philosophical debates:
And No Child Left Behind is the law. And whether it matches your philosophy of
education, whether or not you think it‘s going to work for children, whether – it
didn‘t matter how much research you had that proved that it didn‘t work, it didn‘t
matter. It was the law and this was what we were doing and if you didn‘t like it
then you needed to leave the United States if you were going to teach, or get out
of the teaching profession. Because it was no longer open to debate. And for me
that was wonderful. . . . It opened up huge doors. How are we going to move
forward with this?
Similarly, Arroyo‘s principal stated that accountability ―gave us backing to help
educators understand that we needed to change.‖
Four of the five instructional coaches agreed that the current accountability
environment strengthened their hand in requiring change. They reported that before
accountability, teachers were more independent. What they taught when they closed the
door of their classrooms was largely determined by each teacher and unknown to others,
including the administration. In addition, student performance was not closely
monitored. Arroyo‘s instructional coach claimed the new accountability environment
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made teachers see they had to change. It took them out of their comfort zone and
impelled them to try new instructional strategies. She stated,
It‘s never OK when kids aren‘t learning and you know you‘re doing the best you
can. But just because it‘s the best you can doesn‘t mean . . . if you make a change
that you won‘t get better. . . . And so it has made us change and we‘ve done
better, and we keep getting better.
So far, the discussion has focused on participants using the accountability
environment to induce change. Next, the nature of the change they are inducing is
discussed. This change can be conceptualized as requiring accountable behavior from
teachers. Under the new accountability environment, teachers were being held
accountable for student performance, in contrast to a previous mindset in which other
factors such as parents, background situations, or the students themselves were credited
or blamed. The Desert Springs Instructional Coach described this shift:
When I first began teaching, it was . . . here‘s the curriculum and how do we
make the curriculum exciting and wonderful. That was the emphasis. And now
it‘s . . . here are the students, and here is what they know, and here‘s what they
need to know, and how do we make them?
A comment from Arroyo‘s instructional coach further illustrated the shift to
accountable behavior; she noted that prior to the current accountability environment,
People used to just close their doors and nobody went in and nobody knew what
was going on behind that door and people used to, what I call, take a day off
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where you just did whatever you wanted to. And people don‘t have that luxury
and we should have never done it.
Desert Springs‘ principal described the shift toward accountable behavior this way:
We changed the culture at that school when we did the The Skillful Teacher as a
group a few years back. Instead of saying, ―The kid can‘t do this, the kid can‘t do
that‖ to ―What do I have to do?‖ not ―What does the kid have to do?‖
In a school culture where teachers were held accountable for student performance,
specific behaviors became the subject of training and were required and monitored by
leaders. Four types of accountable behavior that were evident in all of the schools were
(a) collaborative data analysis, (b) research-based teaching strategies, (c) interventions for
students, (d) and coordinated efforts. The first three were prominent at all of the schools,
and the fourth was most important at the largest school. The accountable behavior,
collaborative data analysis, was the focus of grade-level teams of teachers that met
regularly at all the schools. Participants often referred to these collaborative teams as
professional learning communities (DuFour et al., 2004). They collectively analyzed
student performance data from state standardized tests, district assessments, and teacherdesigned tests and assignments. On the basis of the analysis, collaborative teams made
decisions about ongoing instructional planning, re-teaching, and intervention for students.
Collaborative data analysis is considered as a separate category later in this chapter.
The second type of accountable behavior leaders required of teachers was
research-based teaching strategies. Participants unanimously expressed the belief that
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high quality instruction is a decisive factor in student learning and performance. Here is
Oakwood‘s principal:
The delivery of instruction directly impacted what was going on with student
achievement. . . . I build knowledge for these students based on the teaching
practices; if I can make teachers aware that what they deliver directly impacts
learning, then I think that‘s success.
One way leaders promoted research-based instructional practice was by providing
training opportunities. Three of the four participating schools had study groups or staff
development training in The Skillful Teacher (Saphier & Gower, 1997), a collection of
research-based teaching practices that emphasized teacher accountability for student
learning. Arroyo‘s principal reported, ―That‘s all we talk about is what are the researchbased strategies that are working? And are they being incorporated into our calendars?‖
An instructional coach from Desert Springs commented, ―We try to work with the
teachers in diversifying methods of instruction . . . so that we‘re able to use a variety of
teaching tools . . . to meet everyone‘s needs.‖
Training in accountable behavior also occurred in discussions between leaders
and teachers. At Oakwood, the principal engaged teachers in conversations about
effective instructional practice. ―So I get into this with teachers. How is that worksheet
going to help that child be a problem solver? How is that activity going to help that child
excel, explain it to me, tell me more.‖
Research-based teaching practices cited by participants included lesson planning,
instruction that was differentiated for the needs of learners, student engagement in
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learning, techniques for instructing English language learners, and the integration of
higher level thinking skills into instruction. Oakwood‘s principal spoke of this latter
strategy:
I talk to teachers about Bloom‘s levels . . . that we need to get out of application.
We need to get out of knowledge. We need to . . . up the ante and go to synthesis
[italics added] where students are describing what they‘re doing, where students
are kind of like defending, kind of like a debate versus yes or no answers.
The third type of behavior leaders at all the schools held teachers accountable for
was providing interventions for struggling students. Participants consistently stated that
it was unacceptable for students not to meet grade level standards, and that it was the
school‘s responsibility to bring each student‘s performance up to standards. Interventions
could occur in the classroom when teachers make themselves aware of the different
levels of preparedness of students, as Oakwood‘s instructional coach illustrated:
You know that this child comes from a different background; before the child
even finished that assignment did you stop and check to see if they understood the
directions, if they understood what you were doing? Did you check for
understanding after you gave the assignment? Did you check for understanding
during the assignment considering that they‘re from different backgrounds?
Interventions also occurred when teachers re-taught material to students that did
not master it initially, when students were regrouped for targeted instruction, and when
students were assigned to tutoring. Interventions for students are considered later in this
chapter as a separate category.
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The fourth type of accountable behavior is conceptualized as coordinating efforts.
At all of the schools, teachers were required to meet together weekly in grade level PLCs
to discuss the needs of students and prescribe interventions. These collaborative teams
were expected analyze student performance data in an ongoing way. Arroyo‘s principal
viewed PLCs as the venue for bringing together various areas that affect student
performance: student data, curriculum delivery, and teaching strategies. Other types of
coordination that emerged from the study were curriculum calendars, intervention periods
in which students are re-grouped, progress monitoring of students, and leadership teams;
these are discussed later in the chapter under the category coordinating efforts.
To monitor accountable behavior, all participants visited classrooms frequently,
observed for research-based strategies and curriculum delivery, and initiated corrective
action with teachers. They also monitored student performance on various assessments.
These leader actions become part of teachers‘ formal evaluations, and evaluation
conferences were used to discuss how student performance needs were being met.
Participants at three of the four schools reported that when they noted a problem in
student performance problem or accountable behavior by teachers, they took prompt and
decisive action to intervene with teachers. These actions are discussed further in sections
on classroom level unit analysis and supporting/retaining teachers below.
Another way leaders monitored teachers and promoted accountable behaviors was
through coordination between school and home. At all four schools, principals either
provided assessment information or training to parents. At two of the schools, principals
consciously used these strategies for holding teachers accountable. Desert Springs‘
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principal sought to empower parents by communicating what their children should master
at different grade levels. Parents in turn could knowledgeably question teachers and
demand that their children meet standards. Oakwood‘s principal mailed home quarterly
benchmark assessment results, knowing that parents compared results and would
subsequently question her and the teachers about results. Two principals reviewed and
wrote comments on student report cards before they were sent. One principal met with
teachers whose students‘ report card grades did not align with the students‘ assessment
scores.
Unit Level of Analysis
The core category meeting student performance challenges seemed to require
leaders to respond simultaneously to several levels of unit analysis, such as individual
students, classrooms, grade levels, and subgroups. For this reason, unit level of analysis
is conceptualized as a property of meeting student performance challenges. Participants
at all but the largest school preferred the individual student level of analysis and
frequently attributed their schools‘ success to the attention given to individual children.
Although participants generally preferred to focus on individual students, they also
attended to performance at classroom, grade, and subgroup levels. It appears they took
this multilevel approach partly in response to accountability system requirements and
partly because believed that the individual student focus alone was inadequate for
meeting student performance challenges. In this study, analyses at these various levels
are conceptualized as indicators of meeting student performance challenges rather than as
ends in themselves.
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Individual student level. Throughout the interviews, participants spoke of
attending to the needs of individual children. The individualized focus was prominent at
all but the largest school. Oakwood‘s principal considered it her mission to know every
child and make a difference in every child‘s life. Desert Springs‘ principal stated, ―I
knew every teacher didn‘t have a class of 24. Every teacher taught 24 individual
children.‖ Whitcomb‘s principal commented,
Ingrained in my soul is that idea that you can‘t judge people as a group. They‘re
all individuals. You can‘t look at them on the outside and say, I think I know who
you are because of the English that you use or because the color of your skin or
because of the area of town that you live in, because of what your father does.
You have to look at each person as an individual and recognize that they come
with all those things, but they have their own potentials. You can‘t discount all of
those things. . . . Those do come to play, and they make up that child.
There were three properties associated with unit level analysis: (a) individual
student focus, (b) building relationships with students, and (c) appreciation of student
diversity. For individual student focus, the first property, evidence of a covariance of
school size with the type of unit level analysis was discussed earlier in this chapter.
However, most participants preferred to focus on the individual child and to speak of
numbers of children rather than percentages. At Desert Springs, rather than setting a
percentage goal for performance attainment, the principal and faculty counted the number
of children at a given grade level who did not meet standards. Then they set a goal that
half of those students would meet standards in the coming year. The principal reported
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that the usual result of this goal-setting process was that more than half the targeted
students met the standard. At Oakwood and Whitcomb, leaders prepared and
disseminated individual student performance profiles. The profile at Whitcomb included
the student‘s picture, and the profile at Oakwood included a longitudinal profile that
covered several years of performance. Individual student performance problems
triggered various interventions at all schools.
The second property of unit level of analysis was building relationships with
students. Answering a question about her school‘s success, Whitcomb‘s instructional
coach commented, ―Our teachers build relationships with their students, and I think
building relationships with students is extremely important to student achievement.‖
Arroyo‘s principal echoed that sentiment: ―That‘s what keeps me wanting to come to
school, is the relationships we build with children.‖
Building relationships with children had various meanings for participants; they
viewed it as an investment in the child; a way bring to hope to children with
disadvantages; a way to overcome stereotyping; an expression of unconditional
acceptance; a strategic relationship to focus students on the future; or a way to create a
warm, inclusive environment. Whitcomb‘s principal consciously showed interest in the
things that mattered to children. Recalling that as a child she was as a quiet English
language learner who needed adults to give her some added attention, Oakwood‘s
principal gave that attention to the children and strove to be a role model for them.
Desert Springs‘ principal built relationships with students around their work and
academic achievement. She stated,
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I had relationships around that student work, because I knew the students. And
when I left there were over 500 kids in that building. And I could tell you, with
pretty good accuracy, where those kids were, because I was in those rooms all the
time.
The third property of unit level of analysis was appreciation of student diversity.
Participants, while recognizing the uniqueness of each individual child, were also
sensitive to background factors that made up that uniqueness, such as race, ethnicity,
cognitive ability, learning style, socioeconomic background, background knowledge,
preparedness for school, gender, language background, immigration status, and home
culture. These leaders had a multidimensional view of student diversity, and they
believed it was incumbent on themselves and their staff to honor individuals by
understanding how these dimensions defined the needs of each child so that those needs
could be met. Thus, the unit focus on individual children did not ignore or downplay
diversity and differences, rather, it highlighted them. This was illustrated in the
following examples:
1.

Arroyo‘s principal was aware of the differences between the poor and the
very poor and between Mexican nationals and Mexican Americans in her
neighborhood. She held high expectations for all of the groups but varied
her strategies with each group. For example, she faced the problem of
students leaving to Mexico for short or extended periods of time. Upon
hearing that a student would be leaving to visit family in Mexico for
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several days, the principal arranged for the student to take several library
books on the trip.
2.

One of Desert Springs‘ instructional coaches assisted a Native American
student who was racially isolated to understand and appreciate his identity
and heritage.

3.

Oakwood‘s instructional coach worked to ensure that the disadvantages
some students brought to school were not exacerbated by stereotyping
assumptions about the students or their families.

4.

Whitcomb‘s instructional coach worked to bridge cultural barriers with
families who were hesitant to ask for assistance for their children. She
commented,

We can build relationships with parents and, more importantly, with the child and
make a connection so that they will move as far as they can. . . . It absolutely is
about relationship . . . . But yet sometimes people come into the building who
might not have that viewpoint, who might have already been discriminated
against. . . . We have to forge, we have to build communications.
Grade level. NCLB (U.S. DOE, 2002) and the state accountability system (ADE,
2005) required the reporting of AIMS results by grade level; adequate yearly progress
and state points were determined according to these results. In addition, school
improvement goals were often set at the grade level unit. As noted in the last section, the
principal at Desert Springs set these grade-level goals as the number of children targeted
to meet standards rather than as percentage gains.
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Principals at Arroyo and Desert Springs illustrated the use of grade level unit
focus. Both of these leaders posted the grade level AIMS scores at staff meetings and
discussed them, noting grade levels with strong performance and those in need of
improvement. Although these data were publicly available, teachers at certain grade
levels complained to Arroyo‘s principal that she embarrassed them by posting the grade
level scores. She counseled them not to take it personally but was firm about holding
faculty publicly accountable at each grade level. She was sensitive to the difference
between accountability and embarrassment; her concern was, ―How do we keep
momentum to get where we want to go? And how do you keep 60 teachers motivated to
keep going and not use the NCLB and Arizona Learns as a threat?‖ At Desert Springs,
threat was involved; the principal and instructional coaches reported that grade levels that
under-performed became the focus of the school improvement plan the following year.
Therefore, teachers at each grade level felt pressure to improve their students‘
performance to avoid that fate.
Another example of grade level focus was at Desert Springs, where upon her
arrival the principal gave special attention to a cohort of students as they moved from
kindergarten through fifth grade. She reasoned that by doing this, the whole school
system would be affected. She put special effort into building relationships with those
children and discussed their needs with teachers during their career at Desert Springs,
while not neglecting the other grades. As an ongoing policy, she only accepted open
enrollment students from outside school boundaries at the kindergarten level, because she
did not want to fix performance problems inherited from other schools.
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Classroom level. As discussed earlier in the chapter, classroom or teacher level
unit analysis figured prominently at the larger schools. Participants at all schools gave
some attention to the classroom unit, however. Oakwood‘s principal went to the school
board to affirm her right to assign teachers to different grade levels. Whitcomb‘s
principal looked carefully at teacher assignments, because she was concerned about
students getting mediocre teachers two years in a row. Classroom level performance was
not monitored by accountability systems. Therefore, it seems that the focus of
participants on classroom level performance indicated their concern for teacher
performance and effectiveness rather than a concern for meeting accountability system
requirements.
In one case, Desert Springs‘ principal used strategic shaming by posting
classroom level AIMS results that were not generally accessible at a faculty meeting.
The principal described this action as ―data back in your face,‖ although she noted she
was careful to erase the board at the end of the meeting. Instructional coaches at Desert
Springs praised their principal for her leadership, however, in statements that might be
related to this incident, they reported that teachers at the school were afraid of
punishment and were motivated to perform out of fear rather than true professional
motivation. One coach stated,
I think that teachers are held up as examples; teachers who have really good test
scores are sort of pitted against the ones who don‘t and there‘s incentives to
having good test scores so that you‘re not held up as an embarrassment to the
community.
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It has been noted in Chapter 3, Table 1, that Desert Springs earned an excelling rating
under Arizona Learns (ADE, 2005) in 2006. It was one of only seven elementary schools
in the district to do so. However, on the district school quality survey, Desert Springs‘
principal had the lowest overall approval rating from faculty, 57%, among the principals
in the study. This relatively low rating may have been related to this principal‘s use of
strategic shaming.
The approach of Arroyo‘s principal to classroom level performance was also
decisive, but gentler. She stated,
Communication is key . . . especially with your teachers. They‘re the front-line
workers right there. Those are your fighters. And that can be really hard . . .
when you have to go talk to a teacher and say, ―What‘s happening here? You
know, 17% mastery is not what‘s expected here.‖ I mean those are hard
conversations to have because, you know, when you make a statement like that . .
. you have to take it personal because you‘re the one that did it, you know? And
so you have to be real gentle when you work with adults. Not only just children,
but adults. And you have to provide them the support that you would provide
your students . . . if you knew that child was struggling. So as the principal here
that‘s how I have to look at each . . . teacher individually, because everybody
brings gifts here.
This principal offered struggling teachers support utilizing in-house expertise, and she
obtained substitutes for them so that they could observe in other classrooms. Strategies
to improve classroom level performance and collaborative analysis of performance data
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are considered further later in this chapter under categories about investing in teachers,
building a productive environment, and data and testing.
Subgroup level. Subgroups evaluated under NCLB (U.S. DOE, 2002) included
racial/ethnic, language, socioeconomic, and disability categories. For a school to be held
accountable for subgroup performance, there needed to be a minimum of 40 students in
the subgroup at a particular grade level. The English language learners subgroup
emerged as the only NCLB subgroup that leaders in this study gave attention to.
Participants addressed the needs of English language learners through research-based
teaching practices, including student engagement strategies described in The Skillful
Teacher (Saphier & Gower, 1997) and The Sheltered Instruction Observation Protocol,
(Echevarria, Vogt, & Short, 2004). These practices were designed to allow English
Language Learners to engage with academic content through language based-interactions
with the content. Leaders at Oakwood continually monitored classroom instruction for
engagement of these learners.
Aside from a focus on English language learners, intentional school-wide efforts
to improve the performance of other subgroups such as particular racial or socioeconomic
groups were not evident at any of the schools. This is not to suggest that leaders adopted
a perspective that was colorblind or blind to socioeconomic factors. Participants‘ acute
awareness of those background factors of individual children has been described earlier.
Rather, they preferred to focus on meeting the needs of individual students and improving
grade level and classroom level aggregate performance. Although racial subgroups did
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not receive targeted attention, a subgroup that is not monitored by accountability systems
did receive such attention at Arroyo and Whitcomb: male students.
Utilizing Available Resources
Another property of the core category was the strategic use of resources by
leaders to meet student performance goals. Specifically, principals at all the schools were
concerned with assessing available resources and using them to best advantage. These
resources were mainly financial and human resources, and they varied among the
schools. At one end of the socioeconomic spectrum, Whitcomb enjoyed a highly
educated, well-to-do population with many retirees and stay-at-home mothers.
Whitcomb‘s principal utilized the human resources of the neighborhood by recruiting
volunteers to tutor students. Over 6,000 volunteer hours were logged in 2005-2006.
Whitcomb annually collected a large amount in tax credit donations from its families but
received no other additional funding over basic beyond kindergarten through grade three
(K-3) funds granted to all elementary schools in Arizona. The principal used tax-credit
and K-3 funds to employ a full-time professional tutor at every grade level. Teachers
scheduled the tutors‘ services on a regular timetable. Additional after-school tutors were
also employed using the same funds. The principal also purchased two software
programs to assist students struggling with reading.
At the other end of the socioeconomic spectrum, Arroyo‘s Title I status provided
the school with additional employees other schools did not enjoy: two assistant
principals, two reading coaches, a math-science facilitator, several reading tutors, and an
intervention specialist. Some of those employees were members of the school leadership
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team and devoted time to training teachers. Arroyo also received grant funding over
many years for various school-wide programs. The principal invested these grants in
building curricular programs and training teachers. School-wide programs are discussed
later in the chapter under the category coordinating efforts.
Participants at Oakwood and Desert Springs also worked to optimize resources,
however, they were in a difficult position due to the fact that they lacked both the level of
neighborhood resources of Whitcomb and the supplemental funding of Arroyo.
Oakwood‘s instructional coach expressed anger about the resources allotted to Title One
schools and believed that schools like Oakwood that were transitioning from suburban to
urban and becoming more diverse needed extra help. Oakwood employed one full-time
tutor who was shared among the grade levels, a significantly lower level of commitment
to tutoring than Whitcomb. At Desert Springs, teachers were paid extra-duty stipends out
of K-3 funds to tutor selected children after school, and the instructional coaches reported
good attendance and performance gains associated with the program.
One aspect of utilizing resources was the purposeful abandonment of programs
and practices that leaders did not perceive to be promoting student performance.
Examples of programs that were largely abandoned included physical education at
Arroyo and Desert Springs, Spanish language training and industrial arts at Whitcomb,
and crocheting at Oakwood. One program that escaped the ax was an arts program,
Opening Minds through the Arts (OMA; Preston, 2003), which flourished and was a
source of pride at Oakwood, Desert Springs, and Arroyo. Arroyo‘s principal stated that
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OMA provided linkages with core subject objectives, background knowledge, and a
much-needed balance for students.
Various classroom practices were also abandoned. Arroyo‘s principal eliminated
some forms of classroom centers, explaining that some of the centers were not based on
standards, and students were not rotated through all the centers. Instructional coaches at
Whitcomb and Desert Springs cited a number of instructional practices and activities they
considered valuable as casualties of the accountability environment: balanced literacy,
social studies instruction, interactive math, writers‘ workshop, inquiry learning, and
recess for some grade levels.
Types of Student Performance Goals
All participants recognized that children came to school with different levels and
background knowledge, and all agreed that proficiency on the AIMS test was an
important measure of student performance. Beyond these agreements, there was
variation in how leaders perceived student performance challenges. Two perspectives
emerged, which can be conceptualized as the unitary perspective and the individual
perspective. In the unitary perspective, the performance challenge was to bring diverse
students to a common point of learning at any given grade or developmental level. In the
individual perspective, a unique performance level for each student was identified.
Two perspectives on academic goals. The unitary perspective was espoused by
the leaders at Arroyo and Desert Springs, the largest schools. Arroyo‘s instructional
coach stated, ―My job is helping teachers know how to get students where they‘re
supposed to be. . . . Students come through the door at different levels. But we can get
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them to the same point. That‘s our job and that‘s fair.‖ She added that educators should
not make excuses about failing to reach this goal based on student background or
disadvantages. Desert Springs‘ principal related that before accountability systems, she
had her own personal accountability system with specific benchmarks for what students
must achieve at given developmental stages:
I‘m using the accountability language of the state and the federal government.
But my accountability was always to the fact that I knew at the end of first grade
those kids . . . should be reading first grade at H or I [level on a reading test].
Otherwise they weren‘t going to be successful in second grade. And if I had that
first grader at the end of the year reading Frog and Toad books, I knew they‘d
pass the AIMS in third grade . . . because I knew that that was the reading level.
That was my accountability system.
These examples both illustrate a concern to bring all students to a set standard of
performance, or, in the words of Arroyo‘s instructional coach, ―the same point.‖ It was
noted in an earlier section that the principals of Arroyo and Desert Springs posted grade
level and classroom performance data, respectively. Such behavior is consistent with a
unitary goal. In a later section, the strong reliance of Arroyo on curriculum calendars is
described. Uniformity of curriculum and uniformity of performance goals appear to be
complementary goals.
Leaders at Whitcomb and Oakwood, the two smaller schools, held the
individual perspective. Their goal was for child to master at his or her own level.
Oakwood‘s principal believed it was inequitable to expect the same results of all students
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and that this expectation was a flaw of accountability systems. However, she still held
high expectations of all students and was not resigned to achievement gaps. In contrast,
Oakwood‘s instructional coach was more tentative and ambivalent about meeting the
unitary requirements of accountability systems without additional resources. She
commented,
There are many kids that do come from challenged lives already, and I feel like
we can‘t . . . take the kids from A to B without taking into consideration what
they‘re coming with. It‘s hard . . . but it can be done. I don‘t know. I just feel
like sometimes they‘re asking us to, you know, every child must be at the same
level, every child, regardless of their ethnic background, regardless of their
learning ability. And that‘s not necessarily true. You know that is a very difficult
thing to do. . . . As educators we hold high expectations. But I really don‘t see
that the state is holding the same expectations that all kids can learn. Yeah, they
can learn but if they don‘t come with any kind of tools and it‘s up to us to give
them all the tools, that‘s a very difficult thing to do.
In contrast to the ambivalence of the quote above, Whitcomb‘s leaders spoke with
greater confidence of taking each child where he or she was and moving that child
forward to a high level of performance. They believed this was accomplished by meeting
individual students‘ needs. It appeared that at Whitcomb, a school blessed with small
size and high SES, the standards were a baseline performance goal.
Holding the individual perspective did not prevent these leaders from using
mandated assessments as measures. Oakwood‘s principal provided teachers with
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longitudinal profiles of students‘ performance on mandated assessments over several
years. She also made an analogy between teachers and physicians. Just like a patient,
each student had an individualized ―chart‖ that included their progress and present needs.
Whitcomb‘s principal celebrated the fact that 98% of her fourth graders met the standard
in math and wanted to raise the figure to 100%; however, she strongly espoused the
individual perspective. For students who already met or exceeded standards, she formed
enrichment clubs based on student interest areas, such as specific genres of literature.
This action reflected a desire to continue to move students forward even when baseline
goals had already been met.
Under the unitary perspective, student performance goals are unambiguous; all
children must meet the published standards at their given grade level. Performance levels
are based on student grade level or developmental level. Under the individual
perspective, in contrast, setting performance goals is more complicated. By implication,
the standards are only an approximate measure of progress toward an individualized
optimal level of learning. Student performance goals are not simply a function of
developmental level in the individual perspective; rather, they are based on a professional
consensus, including input from parents and children, about the level of learning the child
is capable of. There is a strong bias in this perspective toward high expectations for
performance; however, in the case of Oakwood, it has been noted that this perspective
also left room for ambivalence and doubt about the ability to meet performance goals.
In addition, the individual perspective depends upon student progress as measured
by longitudinal data. It is consistent with the student gain model of accountability
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discussed in Chapter 2. Because the present study did not examine longitudinal data, its
criteria for determining schools with high student performance were based on the unitary
perspective (see the Research Questions in Chapter 1).
School size emerged in the data as a factor that co-varied with the type of
performance perspective. Participants in the two larger schools adopted the unitary
perspective, and participants in the two smaller schools adopted the individual
perspective. In view of the fact that each of these four schools outperformed its
socioeconomic peers, it seemed that in the correct setting, either the unitary perspective
or the individual perspective could be successful in meeting performance challenges.
Long-term goals. Most of the goals participants held for students concerned
performance on assessments mandated by or related to the current accountability
environment. This was an illustration of the impact of the accountability environment on
the thinking of leaders. The accountability environment may have focused educators on
short-term performance goals; however, leaders also held long-term and non-performance
goals for their students. Whitcomb‘s principal wanted students to experience the joy and
celebration of learning. She stated, ―I guess that my advice would be that you have to
keep the joy in education.‖ Desert Springs‘ principal continually focused children‘s
attention on the future and tied future success to today‘s performance. Oakwood‘s
principal wanted her students to have a successful life with material well-being and
career options, to function in society as good citizens, and to be problem solvers. Five of
eight participants expressed the desire that children become lifelong learners. These
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sentiments indicated that the care of these leaders for children extended beyond shortterm academic performance.
Summary
This section has dealt in detail with the core category of the study, meeting
student performance challenges. It was core to the study because it accounted for a large
number of leader behaviors and concerns. Properties of the core category included using
the accountability environment to induce change, utilizing available resources, unit focus
of accountability, and types of student performance goals. The following sections will
discuss other categories emerging from the data, their properties, and their relationships
to the core category.
Second Category: Investing in Teachers
The second category emerging from the study is now discussed. All of the
participants in this study were concerned about the quality of their faculty. Like Jim
Collins (2001) in his book Good to Great, their goal was to ―get the right people on the
bus‖ (p. 41). This concern was illustrated in their emphatic and consistent answers to one
of the interview questions about the importance of recruiting, hiring, and retaining good
teachers. Desert Springs‘ principal stated,
It‘s the single most important thing you do as a principal. The thing most
important you do as a principal. I‘ll say it again. Recruiting and retaining good
teachers, the most important thing you do as a principal. Priority number one,
OK?
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A Desert Springs‘ instructional coach responded, ―Recruit, retain . . . huge. Yeah, double
star there, you know. . . . The teacher is the key.‖ Here is Oakwood‘s instructional coach:
It‘s extremely important. I think that that law has really changed the hiring
process, the recruiting process and retaining good, good teachers . . . because you
want to keep your good teachers and you want to hire well . . . so you don‘t fall
into an under-performing school.
Whitcomb‘s principal commented, ―The most important job I have is to support the
teachers I have and recruit good teachers to come to our building.‖ Finally, here is
Arroyo‘s Principal: [scanning the interview guide] ―I kind of glanced down here where, I
was looking at recruiting and hiring and retaining good teachers. That‘s critical, that‘s
critical in order to have that balance for our students.‖
Participants persistently returned to the subject of teacher quality during the
interviews, even when the questions posed were about other topics such as accountability
systems. In their summation statements, participants frequently attributed school success
to the quality of the teachers. Desert Springs‘ principal, who later moved to another
position, related that she hated leaving because of the high quality of teachers and
instruction and concluded that she ―had all the dials set right‖ at the school. Whitcomb‘s
principal believed that teachers could make or break students and that the cumulative
effect of two mediocre teachers in a row could be devastating for a student.
The category arising from the time and energy participants invested in teacher
quality is conceptualized as investing in teachers. The principals from all four schools
consciously built their staffs for three years or more. Accumulating capital over time is a
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characteristic of investment. Such was its prominence that investing in teachers seemed
to carry a claim to being the core category. Ultimately, meeting student performance
challenges was selected as the core with the investing in teachers in a subordinate yet key
position. A hypothesis connecting the two categories is a major theoretical claim of the
study.
Several properties to investing in teachers emerged from the study; they are
conceptualized as follows: (a) recruiting / hiring, (b) supporting / retaining, (c)
developing / training, (d) qualities of a good teacher, and (e) dealing with resistors.
Combining these properties, the category investing in teachers can be restated as
recruiting, retaining, and training good teachers while dealing with resistors. Each
property is now explored in detail.
Recruiting / Hiring
Although all participants strongly affirmed the importance of the recruitment and
hiring process, few details emerged about how leaders went about recruiting and hiring.
For example, Oakwood‘s instructional coach repeatedly mentioned ―hiring well‖ but did
not elaborate. The lack of detail was due to a paucity of questions in the interview guide
about this subject and the lack of an opportunity for follow-up interviews to theoretically
sample the category once it was established. The details that did emerge came from the
principals of Whitcomb and Arroyo. Whitcomb‘s principal reported that she recruited at
job fairs and that she used the school‘s excelling label as a recruitment tool. In teacher
interviews, she wrote target answers for interview questions and coached her interview
team on the criteria for acceptable responses. Arroyo‘s principal carefully monitored
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candidates‘ resumes and interview responses for claims about student performance gains
in previous teaching positions the candidate held.
Supporting / Retaining
The second dimension of investing in teachers was supporting and retaining
teachers. It has been noted that principals spent many years building their faculties;
supporting and retaining can be conceptualized as protecting one‘s investment in
teachers. A quote from Arroyo‘s principal illustrates this concept:
It‘s extremely important to retain teachers here because we spend a lot of time,
energy, and money in training. And then they become excellent teachers. Not
that they weren‘t before, but in our system they become very effective teachers.
And so it‘s heartbreaking when they leave, because then we have to start the
whole cycle all over.
The principal knew this cycle from experience; retaining teachers at Arroyo and other
district schools with high concentrations poverty was difficult. Arroyo faced a turnover
of 13 teachers going into the 2007-2008 school year. Whitcomb‘s instructional coach
viewed the continuity of faculties as an equity issue for students:
We shouldn‘t have schools where you‘ve got new teachers every single year.
You want to have effective teachers in all schools . . . . So I think equity in
schools is very important, because I do think effective teaching can make a
difference.
Participants considered support for teachers as a way of protecting their
investment. Two principals stated that supporting teachers was their most important job.
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Participants also recognized that teaching was a challenging and sometimes frustrating
profession. Therefore, whenever possible, they lifted unnecessary burdens from teachers,
buffered them from outside distractions, and provided material support. Whitcomb‘s
principal commented,
You have to remember that a teacher‘s job is really, really, really hard. And that
anything that I can do as an administrator to kind of block out all the requirements
that the district has, all the things that the district keeps hammering about. That as
much as I can shelter them and let them do their job the way I know they can,
that‘s my number one job, is to give them the materials and the support they need
to do their job. And as long as they‘re doing their job professionally and having
the kind of results that we have, I stay out of their way.
Whitcomb‘s instructional coach described her principal‘s buffering role:
She really filters out the garbage that might come down to teachers and . . . they
never hear it. She takes it. So we have a leader that is as protective and
supportive of her faculty and as positive and optimistic as she is, and then to have
the quality to get the very best teachers that you can . . . teachers that have that
belief system that all students can learn to reach whatever their potential might be
and also to have very skilled teachers . . . that are willing to grow and learn and to
collaborate.
A second way participants supported teachers was by praising them and giving
them credit for school success. Attribution of school success to teachers was common in
the summation statements of leaders. For example, in response data showing the high
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performance of her fifth graders, Desert Springs‘ principal stated, ―It was the quality of
the teachers and how they approach kids as individuals.‖
A third way leaders supported teachers was by seeking and respecting their
professional judgment. Responding to question about the importance of giving teachers
clear directions, Whitcomb‘ principal claimed, ―If you hire really good teachers, you
don‘t have to give many directions.‖ Desert Springs‘ principal responded similarly, ―If
you hire good teachers that really are committed to the . . . learning of each child, you
almost don‘t have to give direction. But you and I work in a world where you have to
give direction.‖
Both the principal and instructional coach at Whitcomb respected teachers‘
professional judgment by valuing teacher perceptions of student performance over
assessment data when the two sources differed. These leaders also trusted teachers to
pursue their own professional development. Three out four staff development days each
month, teachers at Whitcomb were free to meet in their grade level teams to pursue
common concerns of their choosing. The leaders defended this non-directive approach
by citing the school‘s excelling label and the effectiveness and professionalism of the
faculty. The principal commented, ―Great teachers always develop themselves
professionally.‖ And the instructional coach stated, ―But this faculty is so strong, it‘s like
they get it right away. They‘re very professional.‖ Although the instructional coaches at
Desert Springs also placed a high priority on professional autonomy and judgment, they
cited a tension between teacher professional judgment and the prescriptive nature of the
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accountability environment. They engaged in professional dialogue with teachers
whenever possible and wanted to see such dialogue increased.
In contrast to the approach of supporting teachers‘ judgment, some participants
believed that giving teachers clear direction was an important type of support. At
Arroyo, the principal gave direction primarily to socialize teachers into the system of
norms and practices at the school. According to Oakwood‘s principal: ―A teacher can go
through four years of college and come out having that blank look.‖ These principals
took prompt corrective action with teachers whose students did not meet performance
goals by engaging them in professional conversations and providing in-house assistance,
often from the instructional coach. The principals considered these actions as support for
the teachers. Whitcomb‘s principal spoke of the need for leaders to have difficult
conversations with teachers when necessary. Staff development sessions were a venue
participants used to give direction to teachers.
Training / Developing
Another way leaders invested in teachers was by training and developing them
through on-site staff development and instructional coaching. On-site staff development
sessions occurred weekly at the schools in this district. The four schools in this study
varied in how they used this time. At Whitcomb, grade level teams enjoyed the
autonomy to use the time as they saw fit three out of four weeks per month. At Desert
Springs, the time was mainly used for analyzing student work and preparing
interventions. At Oakwood and Arroyo, there was a strong emphasis on training in
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research-based instructional practices. Leaders at those two schools placed a high
priority on providing high quality professional development. Arroyo‘s principal stated,
As a school leader, I have to focus on professional development, quality
professional development for teachers. And so that we understand what it is that
we‘re responsible for . . . . here we have a team that helps me do that. We have a
leadership team that has gotten through lots and lots of training, and they‘re the
ones that provide my professional development.
To deal with an influx of new teachers, Arroyo provided two venues for staff
development, one for veteran teachers and another for teachers who had been at the site
less than two years. This latter venue inducted and socialized newer teachers into the
school norms and systems. The instructional coach described the program this way:
Some of our old teachers have been through this instructional cycle and all this a
lot. And so they were really ready to move on to other things. And so we started
what we call Coyote College. . . . This was for teachers that had been here for one
year or teachers that were brand new.
Arroyo‘s staff development program in both of its venues was quite systematic. A
weekly topic was chosen; it becomes an instructional theme throughout the school. After
the training, the instructional coach observed for the strategy in classroom visits. If a
teacher was not correctly practicing the strategy, the instructional coach modeled the
strategy in the classroom while the teacher observed and held a follow-up conference
with the teacher. Additional follow-up observations and conferences occurred as needed.
The instructional coach commented,
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So for example, student engagement. We talked about it, did a whole session on
it, and then we would go into classrooms looking for student engagement. And so
we were looking for buddy buzzing, we were looking for . . . think-pair-sharing,
we were looking for choral response, we were looking for note-taking, just
whatever kinds of things that we had talked about at our session. . . . If we felt like
something needed to be done or it wasn‘t quite what we were looking for, then my
job as the instructional coach was to go in and model a lesson. . . . And then I
would . . . talk with them, say that same day after school. I would come in and
they‘d say oh, O.K. well then I saw you do this and this and this, and now I get it.
And so then I would go back in . . . . . And it has worked really well . . . because
there is so much and we do so much at our school and our plans, it‘s really
intense.
Like Arroyo, Oakwood‘s staff development sessions focused on research-based
instructional practice, however, systematic follow-through was not evident. Perhaps
because of this, the instructional coach reported several problems associated with staff
development: teachers feeling overloaded, a split in the faculty between teachers who
were enthusiastic about the sessions and those who were not, and the lack of opportunity
to process the trainings at later sessions. She believed these problems could be remedied
through a professional development needs assessment, a sharing of training
responsibilities among the whole faculty, and follow-up sessions to process training.
Training as an investment in teachers also occurred through instructional
coaching. Modeling in the classroom by the instructional coach or other in-house experts
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was a commonly reported practice. These modeling sessions were followed by
conferences with individual teachers. Instructional coaches also met with grade level
collaborative teams during or after school to provide training. Arroyo‘s principal
described the process:
We have the expertise that can go in and model a lesson for a teacher that‘s
having a hard time. Or we have the expertise to sit down with a teacher and say,
OK., this is what your math scores look like. These are the deficits, exactly
where, and this is how it‘s going to be counted.
A Desert Springs instructional coach stated,
I‘m trying to support teachers in their curriculum development, in their approach,
in their understanding of standards. . . . A big part of my job is to work with
teachers and in the idea that supporting teachers and helping them develop and
grow as professionals is going to . . . affect student achievement.
This instructional coach also believed that professional growth involved experimentation.
―When you‘re developing a teacher, they have to be messy for awhile and they have to
try things.‖ Despite the high priority placed on training and development of teachers,
these priorities were sometimes crowded out by other concerns. Whitcomb‘s
instructional coach cited a tension in collaborative between student interventions and
professional development:
We talk a lot about interventions in our grade-level meetings, but we haven‘t yet
gotten to the point where we‘re looking at our own learning, the teachers‘
learning, which is really the concept of the professional learning community. . . .
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The professional learning community is about the teachers‘ learning to improve
student learning.
Qualities of a Good Teacher
The category investing in teachers has been conceptualized as recruiting,
retaining, and training good teachers while dealing with resistors. The perception of
what made a good teacher emerged as a key concern for the leaders in the study and thus
became a property of the category. Leader perceptions of what constitutes good teacher
varied, with two types of thinking emerging. On the one hand, leaders at the two higher
SES schools, Whitcomb and Desert Springs, sought teachers who were highly competent,
self-motivated, and self-directed. These leaders seemed to regard teaching ability as a
fixed trait, and they made it their goal to recruit and hire the best people. Their schools‘
excelling status and reputations may have given them access to the best teachers. Desert
Springs‘ principal spoke of finding ―motivated, happy people.‖ She went on to say it was
important to hire ―people that are motivated, that have the capacity to learn for
themselves.‖ Whitcomb‘s principal commented on the pressure to get quality teachers.
―There is a huge push for children [by parents]. There are very high expectations and it
takes a faculty that is able, that‘s very knowledgeable.‖ She added this about teacher
motivation, ―Great teachers are always looking for what‘s new, what‘s on the cutting
edge; ‗how can I improve my practice.‘‖
On the other hand, the leaders of Arroyo and Oakwood sought teachers who were
willing to work hard, collaborate, and adopt new strategies. They looked for people to
mold and train, as Arroyo‘s instructional coach explained:
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I‘m a believer in you can become a good teacher. And so sometimes . . . we hire
new teachers that are just right out of the university because we feel like they are
really willing to learn new strategies and things. . . . Sometimes teachers that are
good teachers aren‘t willing to try new things. And so I mean I think that‘s very
important to recruit and hire and retain good teachers. But I also think it‘s O.K. to
give other people a chance, too. Because I think you have to just be really willing
to work very hard.
This focus on training new people was consistent with Arroyo‘s extensive and systematic
professional development system intended to induct and socialize teachers into school
norms. Oakwood‘s principal preferred to hire teachers with experience in the profession
ranging from zero to five years. She wanted to optimize chances that the people she
hired would be at the school in 2014 when the goals of NCLB (U.S. DOE, 2002)
culminated. The key quality she looked for was a willingness to collaborate to improve
student performance.
In addition to these two orientations, participants offered other criteria for finding
good teachers. Among these, cultural proficiency and willingness to practice accountable
behaviors stood out. Participants believed culturally proficient teaching created a
classroom environment where children from diverse backgrounds could be comfortable,
excel and have their needs met. One practice of culturally proficient teachers was to
actively celebrate cultures into the classroom. Whitcomb‘s principal discussed the need
to move beyond the most recognized cultural figures and holidays:
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We had a question in our interview . . . it asks something like, give some
examples of multi-cultural activities you‘ve used in your classroom. . . . If the
answers you get are Cinco de Mayo and African-American Heritage during
February and those kinds of answers, we don‘t want them. Because if you only
do those activities, you haven‘t conveyed to your students that we are where we
are in society as a result of everyone.
In the previous section, accountable behavior by teachers was discussed as a
property of the core category. Leaders sought teachers who took responsibility for their
students performance and utilized practices to increase performance, such as teaching to
standards, using researched-based instructional strategies, and providing needed
interventions. Oakwood‘s principal noted that by mandating these practices, the current
accountability environment has helped to define good teaching.
This section concludes with a final note about good teachers. Although several
leaders said it was desirable to hire teachers of color as role models for children, they
subordinated this goal to the other criteria for good teaching that have been discussed.
Their belief was that if they could find a teacher that met the criteria and was also a role
model for children of color, it was an added benefit.
Dealing with Resistors
Faculty members who resisted changes related to student performance and the
accountability environment were mentioned by leaders from Oakwood and Arroyo, the
two schools that most emphasized teacher training. Although Desert Springs‘ principal
did not face this problem, she articulated the dilemma of a leader facing resistance:
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[Desert Springs] was just an incredible school. But I knew that if I had been a
principal in another school that had different challenges . . . you know, you had
half of your staff as tenured, that‘s doing, you know, drill and practice, kids are
sitting in rows, not engaging kids, not teaching culturally-relevant material, not
getting kids excited about what they‘re learning. If I‘d have inherited a staff like
that . . . I would have hated the accountability system.
This was the dilemma that Oakwood‘s leaders perceived themselves to be in. Oakwood‘s
instructional coach reported telling teachers, ―This isn‘t coming from us. This is the law.
Your class needs to perform at this level.‖ She went on to explain,
But we have teachers that were already in place that aren‘t performing . . . that
aren‘t helping their kids, that aren‘t meeting every student‘s needs, that don‘t even
agree with data and AIMS . . . and don‘t want to change. So now we‘re stuck
because we have these great teachers that understand the law and these teachers
that were already in place before the law that say, ―You know what? I‘m not
going to have the law change the way I teach.‖ But now to get these old—these
other teachers motivated enough to change and understand the law.
Oakwood‘s principal explained that she dealt with resistors by not paying too
much attention to them:
I put my focus with the teachers, the 80% that were on board with me. Because
it‘s so easy . . . to get sucked up by that 20%. I mean it‘s so easy for me to just
focus in on the negative versus focusing on the positive.
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This principal also initiated incremental change rather than trying to make many changes
at once:
Had I tried it my first year and thrown out the baby with the baby water, you
know, it would have been like ah, wait a minute. . . .We evolved into it. I say,
you know, get into teams the first year. The next year let‘s add another little piece
. . . let‘s just do it . . . Let‘s start writing lesson plans. There were no lesson plans
written . . . kind of off-the-cuff teaching. Let‘s look at pacing calendars and
curriculum mapping. Let‘s look at collaborating together, you know. You talk to
your colleague next door about . . . the lesson that you‘re going to be delivering.
Let‘s talk about formal and informal assessments and then what do we do with the
information. Well, why don‘t we break up the kids in groups to re-teach?
All of that was new. And I lost teachers, believe it or not. Teachers that
were not willing to get on the . . . bus with me. Because they thought that I was
trying to fix them, which, like I said, all that I could do would be to enrich them.
The departure of resistant teachers opened the way for new hires more open to the
principal‘s goals. Oakwood‘s principal was philosophical about the resistance at her
school; she did not become a leader to be liked by everyone and was determined to ―stay
the course.‖ Nevertheless, she did enjoy an 87% rate of support among her staff.
Investing in Teachers and Meeting Student Performance Challenges
This section has dealt with the attention given by leaders to investing in teachers,
a category that manifested itself in the properties of recruiting, hiring, supporting,
developing, and training teachers while dealing with resistors. Leaders held strong
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beliefs about the criteria for a good teacher and sought teachers that met those criteria.
Based on these findings, a theoretical relationship can be conceptualized between
investing in teachers and the core category, meeting student performance challenges.
The investment of resources, attention, and training into teachers indicated a
belief by leaders that teachers were critical in attaining their goals. Earlier in the chapter,
it was shown that meeting student performance challenges that were defined by the
accountability environment was the primary concern of participants. It can be inferred
from the data that leaders believed a high-performing faculty was the best way to meet
student performance challenges, and that investing in teachers was therefore a good
investment toward meeting those challenges. Thus, the following theoretical relationship
can be formulated: investing in teachers to meet student performance challenges.
This relationship seemed to exist in spite of the fact that accountability systems
didn‘t provide much material support for investing in teachers. Although NCLB (U.S.
DOE, 2002) and AZ Learns (ADE, 2005) required specific characteristics of professional
development to be in place, they did not provide funding for teacher education or teacher
professional development at the participating schools.
The hypothesis that leaders invested in teachers to meet student performance
challenges might prompt various responses: that investing in teachers would be important
without the student performance goals associated with the accountability environment or
that investing in teachers had been important to leaders prior to the accountability
environment. Although these might be true, the data demonstrated that the accountability
environment defined student performance goals to a great extent and that it also
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influenced leader practices in recruiting, hiring, retaining and training teachers. Although
a quantitative assessment of the relative importance of investing in teachers before and
after accountability was not part of this study, it seems reasonable to infer that leader
investment in teachers has at least maintained its importance under the current
accountability environment. It is also clear that the accountability environment did not
prompt leaders to turn their attention away from investing in teachers.
Third Category: Creating a Productive Learning Environment
Due to the multivariate and overlapping nature of categories, there have been
glimpses in previous sections of efforts by participants to create productive learning
environments. Examples included discussions of teacher professionalism, the importance
of relationships with children, high expectations, and interventions. This overlapping
nature is common to all the categories, which are an attempt to conceptualize the whole.
In this section, the importance to participants of creating productive learning
environments for both students and staff is the focus.
Whitcomb‘s instructional coach illustrated the high premium participants placed
on their environments:
It‘s not the tests that make us excelling; it‘s what we‘ve done to get ready for
those tests that make us excelling. . . . The way the teachers interact with the kids,
it‘s the way they know each and every kid in their classroom and the relationship
they have and their ability to individualize and to make accommodations for kids.
And . . . when a kid is having a problem . . . everybody gets together and talks
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about it and tries to find a way to make changes. All of that leads to kids doing
well on tests eventually.
It‘s those things that underlie those scores that make the difference, not the
tests. . . . My kids went to a school that scored very fine, but I would have rather
had them here because of the community. This is such a better community.
That‘s what makes us different, is that community that‘s here, both professionally
and then also the relationship with the kids and the teachers.
It is clear in the following illustrations that Whitcomb‘s leaders continually highlighted
their school‘s productive learning environment; however, this category was also a high
priority for leaders at the other schools.
High Expectations
Seven dimensions of creating productive learning environments emerged from the
interviews. They are listed here in without a particular order of priority: (a) high
expectations; (b) respect; (c) professionalism; (d) inclusive, caring environments; (e) safe
for risk-taking; (f) community; and (g) future orientation. High expectations are
examined first.
Participants were unanimous in rating high expectations for student performance
as critically important; many participants also cited the lack of high expectations as a
major barrier to student performance, equity and school goals. High expectations were a
way of caring, according to Arroyo‘s instructional coach. ―I think kids need to know that
you care about them, and . . . that you have high expectations. Because if you don‘t . . .
then they‘re certainly not going to perform, they‘re not going to do it.‖ Arroyo‘s

232

principal proudly claimed that her school had established a reputation for high
expectations. She believed it was important to hold high expectations of all subgroups
while maintaining sensitivity to the needs of different subgroups. As an example, she
cited the different needs of Mexican American children and Mexican immigrant children.
One way that high expectations manifested at these schools was through the
ideology of becoming smart. Following from the research presented in The Skillful
Teacher (Saphier & Gower, 1997), a manual adopted by the school district, leaders
promoted the concept that ―you can get smart‖ (p. 581). At Arroyo, the school motto was
―We work hard to get smart.‖ Oakwood‘s principal asked students, ―Tell me two ways
you got smarter today.‖
A more specific way teachers held high expectations was through students‘
everyday assignments. In this application, high expectations were a function of careful
planning by teachers. Arroyo‘s instructional coach commented,
If I give an assignment and I don‘t give them what my expectations are, I‘m going
to get all sorts of . . . papers and it‘s not going to be what I want. So if I set my
expectations ahead of time and they‘re always high, then I know I‘m going to get
a lot better results.
Respect
Closely related to high expectations was the concept of respect. All participants
spoke of the need for educators to respect children, their families, and their cultures.
Oakwood‘s instructional coach listed the detrimental effects of a lack of respect:
stereotyping, blaming students, and shunning responsibility. At Whitcomb, both the
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principal and the instructional coach highlighted the importance of students showing
respect. For these two leaders, high expectations encompassed both student performance
and student behavior, and respect went in both directions. Whitcomb‘s principal stated,
I think that we have a very caring, supporting, nurturing environment for students.
But I absolutely expect the students to be respectful. I won‘t tolerate if they‘re
not. You‘re not disrespectful here. I think that that creates also an environment
for students to risk-take.
Professionalism
Professionalism was a dimension of the school environment that was closely
related to the accountable behaviors discussed under the core category. The quote from
Whitcomb‘s instructional coach at beginning of this section illustrated an ideal situation
of professionalism, one to which other schools also strove. Whitcomb‘s principal praised
her staff for their professionalism:
[It is] an extremely professional staff, the kind of staff that‘s always pushing
themselves and their colleagues. It‘s a staff that wants every child to succeed,
that‘s very proud of the fact that we‘re an excelling school, very proud of the fact
that our students do as well as they do. . . . It‘s a great place. I would want my
kids to go to school here.
The quote above highlights several dimensions of professionalism: (a) taking
responsibility for student needs, (b) continuous improvement, and (c) interdependence.
When participants spoke of professionalism, it was usually with reference to teachers
taking responsibility for student needs. Taking responsibility implied persevering with
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student until they learn. Oakwood‘s principal made an analogy to a surgery she
underwent; the doctor stayed with her through it, and ―he had my chart in his hand the
whole time.‖ Likewise, she wanted teachers to stay with each student until the procedure
of learning was complete.
The second dimension of professionalism was continuous improvement.
Whitcomb‘s principal commented, ―Great teachers are always looking for what‘s new,
what‘s on the cutting edge, how can I improve my practice?‖ A third dimension of
professionalism was interdependence: people working together, communicating, and
being flexible in their roles. Interdependence was demonstrated when teachers regrouped
students for interventions. Whitcomb‘s principal consciously modeled role flexibility
and expected the staff to follow her lead: ―I don‘t ask anybody in the building to do
anything that I wouldn‘t do myself. If we don‘t have a custodian, I clean the toilet . . . .
I‘ve written lesson plans for teachers that have had to go out.‖ Whitcomb‘s instructional
coach affirmed this quality in the principal: ―She models a very high standard . . . . She
has the most positive attitude I have ever seen in an individual in my entire life. And her
positive attitude and belief in everybody trickles down through that whole staff.‖
Safe, Inclusive, Caring Environments
Caring, inclusive environments were the subject of some interview questions;
responses of all the participants indicated they valued this dimension highly. They also
added safety to the dimension. Oakwood‘s principal responded that inclusive
environments were ―very, very, very important.‖ She related that she loved to create a
warm, caring environment with respect for diverse cultures. For one Desert Springs
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instructional coach, ―the essence of education‖ was an inclusive culture in which
everyone mattered and was important. Arroyo‘s principal was proud that regular
education students at her school assisted and mingled freely with children who had severe
disabilities. Desert Springs‘ principal stated that being inclusive meant being an advocate
for every child who walked through the door of the school. Whitcomb‘s principal
highlighted making students feel important:
I‘m accountable to students. . . . I‘m expected to listen to them . . . to be interested
in their lives, not just their education. They want to tell me about swim meets and
birthday parties and teeth that they lost. So I need to be accessible. . . . I need to
be approachable so that kids can come to talk to me about problems as well as,
―look at the great paper I wrote.‖
Participants believed that caring, inclusive environments helped children to meet
performance challenges. For Arroyo‘s principal, ―PLCs are all about creating an
inclusive culture . . . about being advocates for children, about promoting a caring and
respectful environment, holding high expectations, that‘s a must.‖ The link between
inclusive cultures, high expectations, and student performance was elaborated by
Whitcomb‘s instructional coach:
One of the things that makes [Whitcomb] special is it is a very inclusive school
culture. I think everybody in this school really goes out of the way to make sure
all children are included. . . .They‘re recognized, they‘re spoken to. . . . We‘re
interested in them, we care about them. When they are successful we celebrate. . .
. We high-five them. We tell them we‘re proud of them. . . . We make sure they
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understand they can do this. . . . Not only do the adults have to believe that the
child can do it, but the child has to believe that they can do it. That their hard
work does pay off, you know, that smart isn‘t something you are, it‘s something
you get. . . . The teachers here just have such beliefs in the kids, and they express
that belief to the kids and the kids believe it too.
Safe for Taking Risks
An environment that is safe for risk-taking was a dimension of creating a
productive learning environment that applied to both students and teachers, as
Whitcomb‘s principal illustrated:
If you don‘t have an environment where children feel safe to take risks, you aren‘t
going to make any advancement in student achievement. Because if students . . .
never make mistakes, they won‘t ever progress. But they have to feel safe to try
new things and make mistakes. You have to do the same thing with your faculty.
. . . If you punish them when they try new things and it doesn‘t work, then what
you‘ve said is, ―No, no, no. Only do what you already know you can do well.‖
So you have to create that safe, caring environment.
Building trust among educators was an implicit part of an environment that was
safe for taking risks. Oakwood‘s principal related the slow process of trust-building that
led her teachers to initiate student regrouping for interventions. Arroyo‘s instructional
coach believed the greatest growth in professional learning communities occurred when
teachers were willing to share sensitive student performance data with each other and ask
each other for assistance.
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Community
Celebration with students was mentioned above as part of a productive learning
environment. Community and celebration emerged strongly at Whitcomb as an
important part of the overall culture. It was not only important for staff to be professional
and students to perform, but for everyone involved to enjoy education. Whitcomb‘s
principal related,
We‘ve cooked meals . . . . We have happy hours, we do silly things together. You
have to laugh and play as well, because you build that trust, you have fun. If you
just come to school to work, you can make a lot more money some place else. . . .
If you only come here because it‘s a job, you‘re going to die and be miserable.
You have to come here because it‘s exciting and it‘s vital and because the people
that you work with are your friends on some level. . . . You have to build that
community within the school.
Community also included relationships with parents. At Arroyo, community was
built around the goal of reading when the librarian invited parents and their children to
take a trip together to the public library. Because many of the parents had never been to
the library, the librarian arranged for everyone to meet at Arroyo and travel to the library
together, thus overcoming a psychological barrier. Strong community ties were also
evident at Oakwood, where neighborhood associations participated in beautifying the
school, and Desert Springs, where the principal invested time and energy into cultivating
relationships with parents. Whitcomb was ―the hub of the community,‖ according to its
principal.
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Future Orientation
An additional dimension of the category building productive learning environments
was a focus on the future. The goal of Oakwood‘s principal was for students to have
options in life:
What we want to produce is lifelong learners that can survive in society, that are
going to be able to have a job . . . buy homes, buy cars, go on vacations, do
everything that we would hope helps them lead a successful life. . . . Are they all
going to college? You would hope they would. If 80% go and then the other
20% is fixing my car and they didn‘t go to college but yet he has the skills to read
a manual, to read a computer, yay!
Whitcomb‘s principal spoke of the high future expectations of some of her
parents, who plan on their children going to Ivy League colleges and getting jobs with
multi-national corporations. Although some of the messages children received about the
future had a competitive nature, this competitive aspect existed in an environment that
was warm, inclusive, and oriented to meeting student needs.
In two stories told by Desert Springs‘ principal, she reminded students of the
future in order to motivate them, albeit in a way that included warning and threat. Once
she told students they would drive a jalopy if they didn‘t learn their objectives. She then
defined jalopy with them and held a discussion about the type of cars they wished to own.
In another incident when students were teasing a high achieving student, she told them
that someday this high achiever would own an expensive home and that the teasers would
be digging his pool for him.
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Fourth Category: Achieving Educational Equity
Achieving educational equity overlaps with the core category, meeting student
performance challenges, and with the third category, creating a productive learning
environment. The definition of educational equity used in this study is based on student
performance: raising the achievement of all students while narrowing the gaps between
the highest—and lowest—performing students and eliminating the racial predictability
and disproportionality of which student groups occupy the highest and lowest
achievement categories (Singleton & Linton, 2006, p. 46). Due to subgroup performance
requirements imposed by accountability systems, meeting student performance
challenges and achieving equity were closely aligned, so that one could not be achieved
without the other. Participants attributed the achievement of equity to many of the same
practices and structures they believed were necessary for meeting performance goals,
such as attention to performance data, research-based instructional practices, and
professional collaboration. However, language and emphases varied somewhat between
the two topics. When leaders in this study discussed educational equity, they focused
more on beliefs, attitudes, and commitment. In addition, they believed that behaviors of
teachers that created productive learning environments for students also created the
conditions for the achievement of educational equity. For example, when teachers
demonstrated professionalism by taking responsibility for their students‘ performance,
educational equity was advanced. A quote from Oakwood‘s instructional coach
illustrated this relationship:
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You are responsible for this classroom, you are going to treat everybody fairly
regardless of where they came from. . . . Once that environment is set, the goal of
achieving equity in a school will be a lot easier.
Educational Equity as a School Responsibility
In their response to interview questions about educational equity, all the
participants gave it a high priority; it is therefore included as a separate category. Three
properties emerged under the category of achieving equity: (a) educational equity as a
responsibility of schools, (b) barriers to educational equity, and (c) overcoming barriers
to educational equity.
When asked about their concept of educational equity, participants offered
various responses: it meant treating each child fairly, regardless of performance or
background; teaching all children and creating an environment in which all could learn;
providing access to and opportunities to learn curriculum; and meeting the needs of
children and advocating for them. Participants cited various indicators of educational
equity: every child mastering at his or her individual level, schools having the tools to
meet children‘s needs and delivering them, and different schools having equal resources
and skilled teachers. They expressed beliefs related to educational equity: a child‘s
ability achieve is not limited by background but rather by the education he or she is
given; all children want to learn and are proud when they learn something; and all parents
want their children to achieve.
These responses reflected an agreement among participants that equity was
something schools must deliver. One interview item included a list several background
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factors that caused some children to arrive at school less prepared than others and stated
that schools could not overcome these barriers without changes in social policies.
Participants were strikingly consistent in their critique of this statement and in the
assertion that schools were responsible for educating students to an equitable standard no
matter what the level of student preparedness. Desert Springs‘ principal responded that
the statement ―bugs me, because . . . I think we can close gaps without changes in
policies. Would it [policy changes] make our job easier, you bet.‖ Other participants
spoke of the unacceptability of ―cop-outs‖ and making excuses, even while
acknowledging the difficulty of overcoming student disadvantages. In contrast,
participants expressed strong agreement to another statement asserting that schools had
the capacity to overcome disadvantages students bring to school. When asked to what
extent achievement gaps between different students could be reduced, Whitcomb‘s
principal responded, ―It‘s like saying that all children can learn. The fact that we‘ve got
to ask is the problem, you know? You shouldn‘t even have to ask this question.‖
Implicit in her answer is the responsibility and capacity of schools to achieve educational
equity.
Barriers to Equity
When asked to identify the barriers to achieving educational equity, participants
cited factors related to students‘ home environment, structural factors within schools,
and, most prominently, teacher beliefs and practices. Regarding home environment,
instructional coaches from Oakwood and Arroyo, the two schools lower in SES,
mentioned children coming to school hungry, home environments that did not encourage
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completion of homework, abusive parents, and students without knowledge of English or
undeveloped vocabularies. Oakwood‘s instructional coach related this story about a
student:
We were going on Christmas break. And he tells me, ―Is the school going to be
open for food?‖ And I was like, ―No, honey, it‘s Christmas break.‖ ―Oh? We‘re
not going to have any food at home for two weeks, because I eat breakfast and
lunch here.‖
Participants also cited structural barriers within schools for lack of educational
equity. Advantages of schools with the ability to raise revenues through tax credit
donations were discussed earlier. This resource gap resulted in tangible differences
between schools, such as the availability of tutors. Moreover, the unequal distribution of
high-quality teachers and the teacher retention rates between high and low SES schools
were noted. The need for additional learning time for students lacking background
knowledge and language were also mentioned. In addition, participants cited high class
sizes, lack of technology, and unmotivating curriculum as structural barriers to equity.
According to all but one participant, the most important barrier to educational
equity was in the beliefs and practices of educators themselves. Lack of fidelity to the
curriculum was mentioned as an inequitable practice by leaders at Arroyo. Difficulties in
discussing and even seeing race is another. The so-called colorblind perspective was
criticized as inequitable by Whitcomb‘s principal:
At a faculty meeting recently one of the teachers said, ―I don‘t see color in my
classroom.‖ And I said, ―But, you know that‘s part of the problem. The little
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black boy sitting in your room wants you to see that he‘s a little black boy. And
he wants you to know all the things that he brings with him because he is a little
black boy.‖
When asked about how racial achievement gaps are discussed at her school,
Oakwood‘s principal commented, ―I‘ll be honest with you . . . they are not ready to hear .
. . the question of race yet.‖ Arroyo‘s instructional coach conceded, ―At times we have
prejudices,‖ but added no one who cannot assent to every student being valued equally
should remain an educator. Desert Springs‘ instructional coach attributed educational
inequity to a latent racism:
Whenever you have an administration and a faculty and a school that for whatever
reason believes that there is a segment of children within the school that can‘t
learn, or that aren‘t going to learn . . . as a nation we‘d like to say that racism has
died, but I think that we have to realize that it‘s out there.
Most often, participants attributed inequitable teacher behaviors to a lack of high
expectations for all children. Desert Springs‘ principal expressed the effect of teacher
expectations on students in a formula: ―I am what I think you think I am.‖ An
instructional coach from Desert Springs‘ instructional described how students were
sometimes dismissed and rejected on the basis of their background:
I think when they‘re written off. It‘s like well, they are from the group home, or
just getting them out as fast as we can because they‘re going to bring down our
test scores. That kind of attitude of shipping kids around so that they don‘t affect
your school. I think that‘s a barrier to achievement for all of them.
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Oakwood‘s instructional coach described how educators stereotype children and families.
―I‘ve heard it many times, that oh, he‘s unmotivated, or he‘s . . . an ELL; they‘re just, you
know, Hispanics . . . .Their parents . . . don‘t hold high expectations . . . you know all
those stereotypes.‖
According to two participants, teachers‘ low expectations of children arose from
lack of cultural proficiency. Arroyo‘s principal stated,
Good teachers will always hold high expectations, will always promote that
child‘s culture. . . . I do have, you know, a few teachers that are new to our
campus that didn‘t understand the culture. . . . . They‘re the ones that are having a
hard time using the strategies that we‘ve taught them to address our ELL issues.
Thank God there are few of those people. But, you know, you work with those
people individually and then you figure out how to motivate them to change.
Overcoming Barriers to Equity
In the view of all participants, teachers were the key to achieving educational
equity. Oakwood‘s principal stated,
Inequitable opportunities within schools really stands out for me [as a source of
inequity] because . . . one teacher may be a true believer that all kids can learn and
. . . overcome all barriers. And next door may be the lazy teacher or the teacher
that doesn‘t care.
If teachers created significant barriers to educational equity through their beliefs and
behaviors, participants reasoned, teachers could overcome those barriers. Each equitypoisoning belief or attitude had an antidote: Belief that some children wouldn‘t learn was
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cured by the belief that all children could and wanted to learn. Stereotyping and blaming
children and cultures was cured by professional responsibility and cultural proficiency.
The attitudinal shift from evading responsibility to taking responsibility was described by
Oakwood‘s instructional coach: ―The only way it‘s [the achievement gap] going to be
reduced is if the teacher . . . looks at their classroom as their classroom.‖ She seemed to
be saying that the greatest barrier to achieving educational equity was overcome when
educators made a commitment to change, care, take responsibility, and be professional.
Increased understanding of cultural differences was viewed by three participants
as a means of promoting educational equity. Inter-cultural proficiency was being
promoted in the district where the study was conducted. Arroyo‘s instructional coach
stated that in order to teach children, one must know, understand, and value their
differences. Leaders advanced inter-cultural proficiency when they created new
meanings about diversity for staff. An illustration of this occurred at Whitcomb, where
there was a significant Chinese-American student population. One day the principal
asked her staff, ―So how many of you celebrated that [the Chinese New Year] in your
classroom . . . and congratulated them on this now being the year of the pig?‖ Previously
it was noted that this principal instructed interview committees to look for responses that
went beyond the most obvious cultural celebrations. Oakwood‘s instructional coach
argued that when teachers brought cultural themes into their classrooms, they created safe
environments for children from diverse backgrounds to succeed in. Arroyo‘s principal
worked to help her staff understand subtle cultural differences:
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I think it‘s important for staff to understand our community and to understand the
backgrounds and the ethnicities of the children that come to our school . . . I think
all of us need to be made aware that there are differences and inequities within
our own cultures . . . . I‘m not talking about if one is better than the other; I‘m
talking about what are the similarities and what are the differences.
Inter-cultural proficiency implied skill at reading cultural cues. Arroyo‘s principal stated,
Because if we understand [cultural cues] , then we‘ll understand that when we
work with a Native American child and we‘re talking to them and that child might
not look up to look at me. And in my culture that‘s being disrespectful, in his it‘s
being respectful.
According to Oakwood‘s instructional coach, becoming culturally proficient
required commitment, communication, and work:
It comes from communication . . . from talking to people, talking to parents,
talking to the teachers . . . the teacher above you, the teacher below you . . . . It
comes from being compassionate. . . . If you have communication and you
educate yourself about anything that‘s troubling you, that‘s preventing you from
reaching that goal, then you‘re one step closer to helping not only yourself but
your school and your classroom. You know understanding culture, understanding
community, understanding parents . . . taking the time to learn about the people in
your building . . . that‘s one way to achieve equity.
So far, the analysis has focused on the attitudes and commitment that educators
needed to overcome barriers to educational equity. Next, specific strategies and actions
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are discussed. Leaders at Oakwood, Arroyo, and Desert Springs cited instructional
planning as a vehicle for equity. For Oakwood‘s principal, instructional planning
encompassed a variety of teacher behaviors: formulating and following curriculum
calendars, lesson planning that is responsive to student performance data, collaborative
planning, formal and informal assessment, integration of higher level thinking skills into
lessons, and regrouping students for interventions. At Arroyo, leaders viewed fidelity to
the instructional calendar as essential for the equitable delivery of curriculum to students;
it was, in the words of Arroyo‘s principal, ―the equity we can control.‖ The calendar was
tightly monitored at the school; deviation from it by more than two days was viewed with
concern.
The adaptation and differentiation of instruction for diverse groups of students,
especially English language learners, emerged as a priority of leaders all but the highest
SES school for achieving educational equity. In addition to district-required training in
the Sheltered Instruction Observation Protocol (SIOP; Echevarria et al., 2004), schools
provided training in the protocol at weekly staff development sessions. Leaders at
Oakwood and Arroyo monitored classrooms for language-building strategies such as
language grouping, cooperative learning, and pair-share. Oakwood‘s instructional coach
expressed frustration at not seeing the SIOP strategies more widely practiced.
In this section on achieving educational equity, participants‘ beliefs about the
responsibility of schools to provide equity for students has been analyzed, as well as their
belief that teachers were critical in the delivery of equity. The category investing in
teachers was described in detail earlier. When leaders took actions to create new
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meanings about diversity for their staff and provide training to increase inter-cultural
proficiency, they were investing in teachers in yet another way. This section has also
elaborated the interrelationships between achieving equity with two other categories in
the study: meeting student performance challenges and building productive learning
environments.
The next category to be discussed, data and testing, was related to current
perceptions of educational equity through the concept of performance. Publication of
performance data was mandated in the current accountability environment, and prevailing
definitions and perceptions of educational equity were based on relative performance.
Furthermore, the widespread availability of those data highlighted existing inequities and
prompted discussions on how to eliminate them.
Fifth Category: Testing and Data
Student data has been previously noted as a primary way to measure progress to
student performance goals. In this section, testing and data is treated as its own category
due to the importance attributed to it by leaders. Every participant mentioned the
importance of student data; many attributed its importance to the current accountability
environment. In addition to showing progress toward performance goals, leaders cited
other perceived benefits of data: as an objective measure of student knowledge and
learning, as an indicator of instructional effectiveness, as a tool for equitable treatment of
students, as an indicator that let teachers know what they needed to re-teach, as an
identifier of students who needed interventions, as a promoter of accountability, and as an
information source for parents. Two principals proudly described their schools as being
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―data driven.‖ Teacher analysis of data was an accountable behavior expected by leaders.
Oakwood‘s principal stated, ―You can‘t be a teacher here and not know how to read
data.‖ And Desert Springs‘ principal described data as a ―double check‖ on both teacher
and student performance.
All participants reported that the accountability environment forced them and
their teachers to look closely at performance data. Accountability systems required the
publication of aggregate and disaggregated data for each grade level and subgroup and
identified students as exceeding, meeting, approaching, or falling far below targeted
standards (U.S. DOE, 2002; ADE, 2005). Desert Springs‘ instructional coaches related
that in the past, teachers were focused on creating exciting curriculum, whereas currently
they were more focused on what students have learned. In this way, the accountability
environment seemed to drive an orientation toward data. Two hypotheses can be
formulated in which student data is the common element: the accountability environment
causes data analysis, and data analysis causes accountable behavior.
Although all the participants praised the accountability environment for
mandating publication of disaggregated data, some expressed mixed feelings about
testing and data. For Arroyo‘s instructional coach, constantly testing students was
difficult and time-consuming but worthwhile because it benefited children. Whitcomb‘s
instructional coach expressed a belief that some of the formal assessments lacked
reliability, and Desert Springs‘ instructional coaches thought the focus on data had gone
too far. They complained that data and testing regimen created extra work and stress for
teachers and students, created a culture driven by numbers, over-tested children, did not
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accomplish the essential function of making curriculum accessible to all students, and
took away time from professional development. One Desert Springs instructional coach
commented on this latter point:
Part of the professional learning community is professional growth. . . . If we look
at data too much, then the teachers—then it impedes their growth. They‘re
wanting to look at something more and stretch themselves as a professional.
Collaborative Data Analysis
Four properties emerged from the data under the category testing and data: (a)
collaborative data analysis, (b) types of data, (c) teacher judgment and data, and (d)
leader involvement with data. Collaborative data analysis is discussed first. All
participants viewed analysis of student performance data as a collective rather than
individual matter and indicated that the purpose of this collective analysis was to guide
instructional planning and identify interventions for students. Each school in the study
had grade-level teaching teams that spent much of their meeting time analyzing student
data. Whitcomb‘s principal called planning without data ―teacher planning‖ and planning
with data ―instructional planning.‖ A Desert Springs‘ instructional coach stated, ―We
spend a lot of time looking at test scores and identifying at-risk students.‖ Teachers
analyzed test data at the grade level and individual student level of analysis. At Arroyo,
an intervention specialist assisted teams by preparing student performance data
summaries. Based on their analysis, teachers made decisions about re-teaching,
regrouping students, and providing individual interventions such as tutoring.
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Types of Data
The second property of data and testing concerned types of data used. Formal
assessment data that originated from the state, district or school was one type. These
included AIMS, quarterly district benchmark assessments, and a reading proficiency test
known as the Dynamic Indicators of Basic Early Literacy Skills (DIBELS; Gordinier &
Foster, 2004) administered to students every nine weeks. At Arroyo, chapter and unit
tests of the Success for All (What Works Clearinghouse, 2007) reading program were
standardized. A second type of data was informal. It included daily student work,
teacher-designed checklists, rubrics, and running records. Desert Springs‘ principal
stated a belief that everyday student work was an important data source; she promoted the
analysis of student work in teacher collaborative teams. A third type of data, nonacademic data, consisted of information about individual students that could help teachers
meet their needs. Participants from Whitcomb and Oakwood cited the value of nonacademic data when it was used to assist students rather than stereotype or blame them,
especially when the information related to student problems or disadvantages.
Whitcomb‘s principal illustrated the multidimensional nature of student data:
What [teachers] do during those grade level meetings is look at data. . . . How are
they doing or not doing? Some of that is informal classroom assessments that
teachers do, their observations of students to running records, it‘s standardized
tests, it‘s DIBELS, it‘s grades, it‘s everything. And some of that data is, is there
anybody at home that helps these kids with their homework? So you have to look
at all the data. Are they absent; are they late? Why? Why are they absent; why
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are they late? And sometimes that takes a bit of a detective to figure it out,
because families don‘t want you to know that they‘re going up to Florence to visit
someone who‘s in prison; they don‘t want you to know that they‘re going to court
because they‘re about to loose their house.
Teacher Judgment and Data
The third property of testing and data concerned teacher judgment and data. This
topic was mentioned earlier under the idea of supporting teachers, particularly at
Whitcomb Elementary. At that school, teacher professional judgment was valued over
performance data. Whitcomb‘s instructional coach regarded teachers as the ultimate
experts regarding students. She stated, ―Teachers here are very perceptive about their
children.‖ Data and professional judgment were used together to assess a student‘s status
and progress. Again, Whitcomb‘s instructional coach commented,
We‘re having a meeting tomorrow on a student. And we will have the DIBELS
scores and the benchmark scores there, but the teacher . . . was helping gather
additional information on the student to bring to that meeting. . . . We tend to start
with what the basic information might be, but then to gather more. And the
teacher‘s observations and professional opinions have a high place in our
meetings.
Leader Involvement with Data
The fourth property of testing and data was leader involvement with data.
Principals were not content to leave the analysis of performance data to teacher teams;
they took a personal interest. It was described earlier how principals at Whitcomb and
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Oakwood prepared individual data profiles of students. Principals studied benchmark
assessment data and mailed them home to parents. They then welcomed parent inquiries
about their children‘s performance. Arroyo‘s principal studied reports of chapter unit
assessments prepared by the intervention specialist and initiated corrective conversations
with teachers whose students were not performing. Another data-related behavior by
participants was to provide training in data analysis, often with the help of a district
statistician. Principals at Oakwood, Desert Springs, and Arroyo relied on a ―statistics
guru‖ for assistance in training teachers in disaggregated data analysis and believed this
training helped to improve student performance.
Sixth Category: Intervention for Struggling Students
One of the purposes of analyzing student performance data was to identify
students who are not progressing adequately towards meeting standards. How these
students are dealt with was of utmost concern to all the participants. Providing
interventions was an accountable behavior expected of teachers, in contrast to
unaccountable and unproductive responses such as inaction, stereotyping, or blaming
students. Participants viewed interventions for students as the antidote to those
unproductive responses, and they attributed success in meeting student performance goals
to student interventions. In addition, they believed interventions helped achieve equity
for students, e.g., that intervening was fair and just. Whitcomb‘s principal illustrated the
connection between data analysis and intervention:
You‘ve got to realize that it takes a lot of views of that child to get a real picture,
to put that puzzle together of what makes and motivates little John. . . . If they‘re
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not functioning at grade level, what are you going to do to get them there? And
you‘ve got to keep looking at that data, because if it‘s going along, stagnant, then
stop doing it. . . . Change what you‘re doing, so that you can see that the child is
growing and is going to be pulled up. It‘s not enough to say, ―She tries hard,
she‘s well behaved in class‖ [pounds table for emphasis]. You know what: ―tries
hard and is well-behaved in class‖ isn‘t going to get it. She‘s got to be able to
read and to write and to multiply and to analyze. . . . So we‘ve got to look at the
data and figure out how to get them as far as they can go. For some students,
that‘s up to grade level. For some students, that‘s recognizing that they‘re
capable of a lot more.
Three principals sought to provide different types levels of interventions,
including classroom level, school-wide level, and district level interventions. Referring
to the number of exposures a child needed to academic content, Desert Springs‘ principal
asked teachers to assess whether a student needed ―one scoop, two scoops, or three
scoops.‖ Arroyo‘s principal added to her school‘s repertoire of interventions yearly to
make the system of interventions ―tight.‖ Teachers at Arroyo were required to document
their student interventions, indicating the students involved, time spent, and actions
taken.
All participants perceived that the accountability environment, with its
requirements to publish performance data, required interventions. Oakwood‘s
instructional coach commented that the accountability environment meant ―no more
dumb kids sitting in the corner.‖ Another source driving interventions was the literature
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on professional learning communities, particularly the work of DuFour et al. (2004),
which stipulated that the work of such communities was to do ―whatever it takes‖ (p. 1)
to improve student performance. This literature was adopted and widely read in the
district where this study occurred.
Initiation of Interventions
Three properties emerged for the category interventions for students: (a) initiation
of interventions, (b) type of interventions, and (c) time. Initiation of interventions is
discussed first. At Whitcomb, Oakwood, and Desert Springs interventions were initiated
by teachers acting within their collaborative teams. Teachers shared performance data
and sought the team‘s assistance in designing a response. At Whitcomb, teachers
considered it a professional norm to respond promptly to performance problems and to
involve many people in the intervention discussion, including the child and parents.
Teams then made intervention decisions. Oakwood‘s principal compared the need to
continually monitor students academically to the rigorous way high school athletes were
monitored for eligibility:
We work to make kids eligible . . . and then the season ends. You have to get up
on them. . . . We had to stay with those kids. . . . The importance of eligibility for
sports should be just as important as when you‘re not playing that sport.
At Arroyo, the largest school, initiation of interventions was more systematic. In
addition to initiative from teacher teams, an intervention specialist identified grade level
or individual student performance problems and informed teacher teams. Individual
students were placed on progress monitoring status; they received intensive tutoring and
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were re-assessed every two weeks. The intervention specialist had considerable authority
in giving direction to teachers about interventions and also reported to the principal.
Types of Interventions
The second property of the category interventions for students was types of
interventions. The most common interventions were listed previously: re-teaching, regrouping, individual tutoring, and progress monitoring. Re-teaching was the intervention
of choice when data indicated that a large number of students in a class did not master a
skill or concept. In such cases, teachers re-taught the content material to the whole class.
Re-teaching was practiced at all the schools in the study but varied in importance among
the schools. Oakwood‘s instructional coach mentioned re-teaching three times in
response to a question about the purpose of data. Re-teaching was also a special concern
at Arroyo, according to the instructional coach. Arroyo‘s teachers were trained several
years ago in the plan, do, check, act (Heverly, 1994) protocol. Checking the
effectiveness of initial instruction often indicated the need to act by re-teaching. This
posed a problem for teachers trying to meet the requirements of their curriculum delivery
calendars. Arroyo‘s instructional coach described the problem and how it was dealt with:
The plan is you keep moving on, but you re-teach as you keep moving on. And
that was really different for us. Because we were in that mindset of you teach it,
if they don‘t get it, you teach it again, if they don‘t get it, you teach it again. And
we would be at the same spot, you know, for half the year. And so that was why
we weren‘t making any progress. . . . But the whole point is as you‘re moving on,
you are still revisiting that stuff that they didn‘t get.
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Regrouping students for targeted interventions occurred at Oakwood, Whitcomb,
and Arroyo. Regrouping occurred four days a week at Oakwood, and at Arroyo it was
scheduled daily as part of the Success for All reading program. In that program, leveled
groups were created for the purpose of increasing reading proficiency. Teachers selected
reading materials and methods to meet the needs of the leveled groups. Although groups
were ongoing, continual testing and re-grouping prevented a fixed tracking scenario. A
second type of regrouping was temporary and targeted at getting students to master
specific skills they were weak in. A third type of regrouping was intended for the
enrichment of excelling students; this type only occurred at Whitcomb and involved the
formation of clubs focused on book genres and other academic interests of student. A
fourth type of regrouping allowed teachers to instruct in their areas of strength.
Participants pointed out that the willingness to practice regrouping required flexibility,
resiliency, and trust on the part of teachers, who had to let go of their students for a time
and entrust them to another teacher‘s care.
Tutoring was another type of intervention that was used at all the schools. It was
reported earlier that leaders in the study invested school resources for tutoring to raise
student performance. Leaders expressed the belief that tutoring enhanced equity by
compensating for disadvantages or lack of preparation some students brought to school.
Tutoring occurred in various forms: as a pull-out program during the day, after-school
with a teacher, or after-school with a non-certified tutor. Tutoring was sometimes in
groups, sometimes individualized, and sometimes involved specialized computer
software.
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Time
The importance of time emerged in leaders‘ discussion of student learning and
interventions. Five participants cited time as a barrier to equitable achievement for
students with different backgrounds and levels of preparedness. Finding time was an
issue at all the schools, but it was less acute at Whitcomb, where leaders rejected the idea
of eliminating recess, and most acute at Arroyo. There, teachers had to move through the
curriculum calendar while simultaneously re-teaching material students had not mastered.
Arroyo‘s principal suppressed learning centers where non-tested material was presented.
In addition, physical education was abandoned at Arroyo. These actions and Arroyo‘s
interventions such as leveled regrouping for reading seemed to be aimed at creating time
for student learning.
Seventh Category: Identity as a Leader
The concerns of participants seemed to be closely tied to their identities as
leaders. Leaders did not operate in a vacuum. Each participant had life stories and
experiences to relate that resulted in strong beliefs and dispositions, such as wanting to
make a difference in children‘s lives, taking responsibility, being willing to make tough
decisions, and placing trust in people. Although these stories and experiences varied,
participants were similar in holding strong beliefs and taking decisive actions. They were
intense, resolute, and not inclined to hesitancy. Three properties emerged under the
category of leader identity and are now discussed: (a) leader beliefs and dispositions, (b)
background experiences, and (c) leader actions.
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Leader Beliefs and Dispositions
Every participant expressed a sense of responsibility and accountability. When
asked about their accountability to various school constituencies, they consistently
responded that they felt most accountable to children and to themselves. Whitcomb‘s
instructional coach believed continuous improvement is imperative. She stated: ―No
matter how good you are, you can always get better.‖ At the end of each day, Arroyo‘s
principal asked herself, ―Am I doing what I‘m supposed to be doing in my heart? What
did I not do?‖ Similarly, Desert Springs‘ principal held herself to a high standard:
I have this one mantra that‘s been with me for as long as I can remember. . . . I
would say to myself, are you doing all you can do? And sometimes, if you‘re
doing all you can do, that‘s all you can do. But you have to be sure you really are
doing all you can do. So I always tell that to my people. . . . I‘d look people in the
eyes. Are we doing all we can do for this kid? If we are, then that‘s going to have
to be enough.
Several leaders spoke of wanting to make a positive difference in children‘s lives.
Whitcomb‘s principal chose education over an accounting career out of the desire to help.
The same impulse motivated Oakwood‘s principal to base all her decisions on the best
interests of children, whether the decisions were popular or not. She identified with
children with needs to such an extent that in them, she recognized herself as she was in
childhood:
I was the child that was the quiet one, looked away, didn‘t know the language,
didn‘t understand the culture of school. I was a runner and a crier and I learned to
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cope . . . and go through the motions of look engaged, and look like you know,
and do a lot of nodding and smile at the teacher and all that. But half the time I
was trying to translate the information in my head. And so by the time that I was
ready for the answer, the teacher had gone on and it appeared like I didn‘t know
the answer. I just wasn‘t given enough time. So I made a promise to myself that I
was never going to be that type of teacher . . . that ignored the quiet student,
ignored the student that didn‘t get it. [As a teacher], I focused on the middle to
the low kids and I saw the most gains with them.
Another area of commonality, especially among principals, was a sense of
personal efficacy. Desert Springs‘ principal cited the effect of her personal relationships
with students and presence in classrooms: ―So the teachers knew it, how I made them
better.‖ Whitcomb‘s principal stated,
I think that one of my strengths is being able to create a professional community,
encourage parental involvement, help teachers grow and reach a new level. I‘ve
had really good teachers when they come in, but they‘re better teachers after
they‘ve been here a few years . . . . I think that I also make this a safe place to try
new things.
And Oakwood‘s principal believed she was effective in promoting change:
Change takes three to five years for you to see what your vision is, reflect on the
practices, thus reflected on the data. So that [Oakwood‘s high test performance]
was a true indicator of my leadership . . . it was a confirmation for me. So last
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year‘s data is a true reflection of professional learning communities,
accountability, collaboration, data-driven, standard-based instruction.
In contrast to the claims of principals, the instructional coaches in the study tended to
affirm the efficacy of their principals rather than to speak of their own personal efficacy.
Whitcomb‘s instructional coach illustrated this tendency with this comment about her
principal: ―She has the most positive attitude I have ever seen in an individual in my
entire life.‖
Besides commonly held dispositions toward responsibility, helping children, and
personal efficacy, participants held other beliefs and dispositions that varied from one to
another. In an earlier section, it was noted that Whitcomb‘s principal built warm
relationships with adults and students, while Desert Spring‘s principal focused on
motivating people through ―relationships around student work.‖ These two principals
also exhibited a strong competitive spirit. They closely observed the practices and
performances of other schools. Desert Springs‘ principal advised, ―Find a school that has
similar SES . . . and find out what the other school is doing better than you are . . . . Find
out what‘s happening in those schools and do it.‖ She went on to describe how she took
a weekly walk with a principal from a peer school,
[That school] was my competition, my marker . . . . They went to excelling when
we weren‘t excelling. I‘m not going to kid you, I was like, ―darn.‖ Sit with those
principals. Get to know them intimately, call them when you‘re making a
decision. Because that‘s what I did . . . I could never have done this on my own,
no way.
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Arroyo‘s principal tended to worry; in order to deal with this, she worked at placing trust
in her teachers whenever possible: ―Trust the people that you trust and trust your gut
when something‘s not working with another person . . . because we have a great team
here.‖
Background Experiences
In the preceding section, the childhood struggles of Oakwood‘s principal and how
those struggles shaped her as an educator were related. Similarly, background
experiences were significant for many leaders in the study. For three of the leaders,
Oakwood‘s principal and instructional coach, and Arroyo‘s principal, their Latino
background figured prominently in their identity as educators. They saw themselves as
role models for children of color and identified with them closely, while caring for White
children as well. When asked about training in educational equity, Oakwood‘s principal
and instructional coach both replied that their life as minorities was their training. The
latter participant described how she was offended by patronizing remarks from a
principal:
When I was hired he mentioned, oh, not only are you a strong teacher, but it‘s
nice too that you‘re a minority because it‘s nice to have minorities here at
[Oakwood] . . . . What did he mean by that . . . like he‘s shocked to see that a
Hispanic is doing well?
For Whitcomb‘s principal, growing up in a working class White family in
Wyoming powerfully shaped her approach to children and perspectives on diversity and
equity:
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My father was in the oil field, and it was the beginning of the oil field boom in
Gillette. We lived in trailer houses, and we were ―white trash.‖ And it didn‘t
matter what my parents‘ education was; it didn‘t matter the diversity of the group.
We were all grouped together; we were oil field white trash. Then, when I was in
high school, the mine outside of town, the coal mine, suddenly boomed, and all
these miners came in. . . . And there was an article in the paper . . . that I still
have. . . . It talked about what a scourge on society these new miners were. Not at
all like the oil field people, who have been such fine, upstanding citizens. Well, I
knew that I hadn‘t changed . . . what had changed was there was now a new group
to be on the bottom. I got moved up by virtue of them, not me. And so to me,
ingrained in my soul is the idea that you can‘t judge people as a group. They‘re
all individuals. And you can‘t look at them on the outside and say, I think I know
who you are because of the English that you use or because of the color of your
skin or because of the area of town that you live in, because of what your father
does. You have to look at each person as an individual and recognize that they
come with all those things, but they have their own potentials.
Now this principal works to ensure that each child reaches his or her potential.
Additional background factors that shaped leaders‘ identities included education,
classroom experiences, and relationships. One instructional coach from Desert Springs
earned a doctorate focused on how children‘s identity was supported or suppressed in
classrooms. She spoke passionately of helping students from different cultural
backgrounds affirm their identities. Arroyo‘s instructional coach came to the painful
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realization after years of teaching that she did not know how to effectively teach reading
to children. She educated herself to competency and now coaches other teachers in
reading instruction. Whitcomb‘s instructional coach related how a relationship with a
student caused her to value each individual child:
There are so many qualities that a person can have that are valuable to our society,
but maybe they‘re not the best reader or the best writer. . . . So, again, it comes
down to that respect for the individual and that everybody has something to offer.
. . . As a Special Ed. Teacher, I had a very handicapped child in my classroom for
many years that I remained a friend with. She just passed away. She was 30, so I
knew her since she was 10. . . . She always smiled and she gave you unconditional
acceptance and love. And that was a lesson for me at that time in my life. . . . At
her funeral, every person who spoke derived the same lesson from her. . . . So,
everybody has something to offer the world, and to me that is what diversity is all
about.
Leader Actions
Leader identity consisting of beliefs, dispositions, background, and experiences
seemed to form the basis for leader actions. The concern of Desert Springs‘ principal for
doing all she could for each individual child was described. By her own account and that
of her instructional coaches, she lived out this concern by personally knowing each of the
five hundred children at her school by name and interacting with them about their work
in classrooms daily. She also to motivated staff to the same high standard she held
herself to. Her instructional coaches reported that her continual presence in classrooms
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kept teachers alert and focused on instructional goals. Whitcomb‘s principal believed
that supporting teachers was her most important job. To that end, she was flexible and
willing to take on teacher roles such as lesson planning and substitute teaching. She
believed this flexibility gives her credibility with staff and created greater
interdependence and collegiality. She also protected teachers from unnecessary
distractions. An extended narrative of the change process initiated by Oakwood‘s
principal that illustrated the relationship between leader identity and action was given in
Chapter 3.
In this section, leader identity was discussed as an emergent category of the study.
It was striking that participants related stories that revealed their backgrounds, beliefs,
and motivations, and that these personal elements influenced their behaviors. Whatever
the importance of external forces such as district mandates or the accountability
environment, it seemed clear that leaders‘ internal compasses guided their actions to a
great extent. The next section examines the impact on leaders of one external force, the
new accountability environment. It is demonstrated that that the accountability
environment exerted its main effect on leaders‘ agendas by determining student
performance goals. However, in some of their detailed aspects, accountability systems
had strikingly little effect on the study‘s participants.
Eighth Category: Dealing with the Accountability Environment
Meeting student performance challenges was selected as the core category of this
study due to its ability to explain many of the concerns of participant leaders. It was
noted that student performance challenges were defined in large part by the
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accountability systems No Child Left Behind (U.S. DOE, 2002) and Arizona Learns
(ADE, 2005), which mandated the tests children take and required levels of performance.
In addition, a broader accountability environment surrounded these specific systems.
One effect of this environment was to elicit accountable behaviors from educators such as
providing interventions for struggling students. Participants reported that the
accountability environment kept educators alert and aware that their practices were being
monitored. Thus, the accountability environment overlapped with and the core category
and shaped major concerns of participants. As with other categories in the study, the
accountability environment is now examined as a distinct category in order to elaborate
its properties and relationships with the core category. This category was conceptualized
as dealing with the accountability environment and had six properties: (a) leader response
to the accountability environment, (b) low knowledge of accountability system elements,
(c) perceived accountability environment benefits, (d) neutral areas, (e) perceived
accountability environment shortcomings, and (f) earning/retaining a good label.
Response to the Accountability Environment
When participants first became aware of the new accountability systems, their
responses included worry, stress, welcome, and efforts to integrate the new systems with
their prior practices and use them to induce change. Oakwood‘s instructional coach
remembered experiencing ambivalence:
I was happy that teachers were being made accountable for their teaching and for
their students. . . . Accountability is good. . . . Our former principal . . . I
remember him saying all your little cute units, your little bear units, your little
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apple units, your little dinosaur units, those are out the door. Education is
changing. They‘re going to tell you what to teach, how to teach it, when to teach
it. . . . I remember thinking . . . that won‘t happen. And then it did happen. And
he was right, you know. . . . But I have seen with all this accountability that
teachers are starting to pay attention. That they‘re starting to look at the child and
where they are.
Worry, stress, or pressure was reported by six of the eight participants as an initial
response to the new accountability environment. Desert Springs‘ principal worried about
how schools would be reflected under the new systems. She and Oakwood‘s principal
also worried about the effects on English language learners. Other participants reported
worrying about the additional requirements mandated by accountability systems and
wondered how educators who already had full agendas would be able to meet the
requirements. Arroyo‘s principal worried about whether her teachers were following the
curriculum calendar, whether they needed additional support, and whether students were
being adequately prepared to take the tests.
An example of the pressure associated with the accountability environment
emerged at Desert Springs. It was noted that teachers there experienced pressure to meet
student performance goals and that some expressed a fear of punishment for not meeting
those goals. The school operated under a full inclusion model that mainstreamed special
needs children into regular classes. The school also enrolled students from a nearby
group home. The principal described the dilemma teachers faced when asked to accept
special needs children into their classes:
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Teachers don‘t want ELLs and group home kids. . . . [They say,] ―And then
you‘re going to put that data in front of me. . . . Thank you, no, I‘ll pass. . . . So all
children, taking them where they are . . . I just need to make sure they make a
year‘s worth of growth. Now I‘ve got a kid I‘ve got to get to make two year‘s
worth of growth. That makes me nervous.‖ And you know what? There‘s not too
many teachers that say, ―Yeah, I‘ll take that kid.‖
Although Whitcomb‘s principal related she was not worried by the new
accountability environment, she had to reassure teachers who were worried:
I said good teaching is good teaching, and it isn‘t going to make any difference
how you test those kids. . . . It‘s not going to change the fact that you‘re still going
to focus on each child, that you‘re still going to take them from where they are
when they come in your room and take them as far as they can go.
Despite the worry and stress, the advent of the accountability environment also
met with acceptance and even welcome by some leaders. ―It‘s about time,‖ was the
reaction of Oakwood‘s principal. Whitcomb‘s principal welcomed standardization of
curriculum delivery and informed teachers they didn‘t have any choice about educating
all children to performance standards. Although Arroyo‘s principal agreed that
accountability gave administrators ―backing to help educators understand that we needed
to change,‖ she was careful to use this tool carefully to motivate teachers rather than
threaten them with it. Arroyo‘s instructional coach believed the worry and stress
generated by the accountability environment was ―worth it‖ due to the benefits for
children and added, ―Some of us would never change unless we had to.‖ Participants
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reported that the new environment sharpened their focus on such issues as hiring good
teachers, strategically placing teachers in optimal positions, being present in classrooms,
promoting research-based instructional practices, providing high-quality professional
development, and designing intervention programs for students.
Three participants sought ways to join the new with the old by integrating
accountability environment mandates with their prior knowledge of educational practice.
Whitcomb‘s instructional coach felt a tension between accountability mandates and her
concept of child-centered learning. She favored in-depth, inquiry-based learning and
found that approach difficult to reconcile with the mandated standards-based, calendardriven approach. She believed this integration would be possible if extra time and
resources were allotted to teachers for professional development and curriculum design.
One of Desert Springs‘ instructional coaches noted the creativity of experienced teachers
in finding ways to retain valued practices while meeting accountability requirements.
Teachers try very hard to bridge the gaps and to . . . teach the district guidelines
but also to bring in other approaches. . . . They try not to lose as much of the stuff
that gets thrown out as perhaps other schools have lost.
Low Knowledge of Accountability System Elements
An important finding of this study was that participants had a low level of
knowledge about specific elements of accountability systems. A series of interview
questions dealt with participants‘ understanding of features of NCLB (U.S. DOE, 2002)
and AZ Learns (ADE, 2005) such as adequate yearly progress, the safe harbor provision,
and value-added points. The only areas in which principals consistently demonstrated
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accurate and complete understanding were the requirement to test 95% of students overall
and within each subgroup, and the number of students that constituted a subgroup.
Principals‘ understanding of annual measurable objectives under NCLB was less
complete. In the areas of adequate yearly progress, safe harbor, confidence intervals,
status points, growth points, value added points, exceed points, weighted averages, and
incentives of NCLB and AZ Learns, principals demonstrated low or inaccurate
understanding. In 61 responses related to accountability elements, principals
demonstrated high understanding 14 times, some understanding 6 times, and low
understanding in 41 times. For some items, the response, ―I don‘t have a clue‖ was
typical. Understanding of the state accountability system was lower than for the federal
system. Desert Springs‘ principal had the highest level of accountability knowledge
among her peers; she demonstrated high or medium understanding in slightly more than
half of her responses.
Instructional coaches demonstrated even less knowledge about accountability
systems than their principals. They responded with high understanding 3 times, some
understanding 7 times, and low understanding 48 times out of a total of 58 responses. A
Desert Springs instructional coach commented,
I say we just leave all this up to the principal to do [laughs]. It‘s all a mystery. I
don‘t know. . . . We‘re really kept in the dark about this, I just realized. . . . I‘m
starting to feel like we‘re involved in pushing something that we don‘t really even
understand. . . . I‘m feeling like I should know more, but I don‘t.
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Whitcomb‘s instructional coach admitted, ―Considering my role, I should really know all
this.‖ And Oakwood‘s instructional coach responded, ―Ask me in August when I have to
present all this stuff and I‘ll tell you.‖
Perceived Accountability Environment Benefits
It was noted above that participants greeted the onset of the current accountability
environment with mixed reactions ranging from worry to welcome. They acknowledged
significant affects of the accountability system on their agendas, especially in the
interrelated areas of data, accountability for student performance, and setting measurable
goals for student performance. Participants welcomed accountability to the extent that
they perceived it to bring benefits such as backing for their change agendas, better
instruction, and interventions for students.
Data and testing were areas that participants were unanimous in citing as
important impact points of accountability systems. Participants often praised this aspect
of the current accountability environment, although three participants complained about
children being over-tested. All the participants perceived that the requirement to break
out data by race, SES, disability, and language subgroups made it less likely that certain
groups of children would be ignored and more likely that they would receive the attention
and equitable treatment they deserved. The data factor kept educators alert and
accountable; in the words of Oakwood‘s instructional coach, ―Accountability makes us
aware where each student is on an everyday level.‖ Arroyo‘s instructional coach stated
that accountability forced teachers to try new research-based strategies and claimed, ―It
made us better.‖ Timely awareness of student performance informed professional
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learning teams in each of the schools as they designed interventions for struggling
students. In addition, data informed parents in a much more detailed way than traditional
grade reports, providing students‘ performance levels for specific competencies and
standards. Parents could then work with schools to improve their children‘s performance
and hold schools accountable.
Participants cited other benefits of the accountability systems, but these were not
consistently shared. One instructional coach reported she had become more aware of
cultural and language differences in children in the current accountability environment.
A principal stated her belief that the accountability environment helped in recruiting and
retaining good teachers because it helped define what good teaching was. Two
participants believed accountability systems benefited underperforming students in highperforming and high-SES schools by focusing attention on them; however, they did not
believe the systems had the same beneficial effect on low-performing and low-SES
schools. One principal found accountability helpful in making strategic decisions about
funding and personnel. Oakwood‘s principal believed accountability helped in retaining
good teachers:
Remember everything that I described before on the instructional practices; [they]
have to be research-based, so its‘ not just the cutsie, funsie teacher. Now the
cutsie, funsie teacher needs to be accountable. So it helps retain and it gives us
almost like something to go by, like a gauge or a guide to go by to say what
makes her a good teacher.
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Four participants cited the standardization of curriculum as a positive result of
accountability. They stated that teachers could no longer shut their doors and teach what
they want without rational articulation through various grade levels.
Neutral Areas
Leaders reported no effect or a neutral affect of accountability systems on their
practice and agendas in different areas, including achieving educational equity, building
school-community partnerships, creating new meanings about diversity, and creating
inclusive school cultures. In other areas such as recruiting and retaining good teachers
and supervising instruction, participants were split about the impact of the accountability
environment. Three of four principals reported that the current accountability
environment had little or no effect on their agendas in more than 50% of their responses.
They explained either that their own personal accountability systems superseded the
external accountability systems, or that factors other than accountability systems had a
greater influence on their practice in the various areas. This non-data indicated a lack of
influence of accountability systems on some aspects of leader practice and was another
reason why dealing with the accountability environment did not emerge as the study‘s
core category.
Perceived Accountability Environment Shortcomings
Participants had various complaints about the current accountability environment
which fell roughly into the following areas: (a) lack of funding, (b) teacher
disempowerment, (c) loss of programs and practices, (d) testing requirements for students
with special needs, (e) personnel restrictions, and (f) various distorting effects. Lack of
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funding is discussed first. Several participants expressed the belief that accountability
systems were unfunded mandates and therefore were limited in their capacity to bring
about their purported goals. In their opinion, accountability systems mandated that
diverse schools meet uniform performance goals without providing necessary additional
resources and capacity, such as increased teacher education, professional development,
class size reduction, and various student services. A Desert Springs‘ instructional coach
questioned how accountability systems addressed major concerns: ―Are we meeting their
needs, are we making the curriculum more accessible for students from diverse
backgrounds? I‘m not quite sure . . . there‘s been the support and the training to remedy
the situation if there is [sic] inequities.‖ Recall that investing in teachers was a major
concern of participants and a category of this study; participants did not perceive that
accountability systems were helping them with this investment. Thus, although leaders
agreed accountability systems provided clear and measurable performance goals, they
also agreed that financial support and training to meet those goals was lacking.
A second complaint concerned the negative effect of accountability environment
on teacher empowerment. The limiting effect of accountability on teacher discretion was
acknowledged by all participants, and instructional coaches at Whitcomb and Desert
Springs were most vocal in their complaints. One coach at Desert Springs spoke of ―high
quality teachers having their hands tied and not being able to function because in an
effort to raise test scores.‖ She continued,
They‘ve put out these mandates so that the poorest teacher marches through all
this information. And so by trying to make this consistency across the district
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they dropped the quality . . . of a lot of teachers . . . and it‘s just gone too far. And
then because of that I think teachers feel less empowered as . . . a professional. . . .
They‘re intelligent and can make decisions for these students, and I think it‘s
taken that away.
For this instructional coach, the effect of disempowerment was to turn teaching
into ―just a job.‖ She believed that the professional judgment of teachers with a proven
record should be honored over the accountability mandates.
A third complaint concerned abandoned programs and practices. Here again, the
instructional coaches from Desert Springs had the strongest voice. They cited a number
of abandoned programs and practices that they and other teachers have long valued, and
implied that these practices were either discouraged or crowded out by mandated
activities. One of them recounted,
When I first came back after being out for three years . . . the teacher [next door]
walked in my room and said, ―Where are the books? We used to set up children‘s
literature. We used to have . . . our science area.‖
She continued listing abandoned practices:
The use of read aloud . . . and silent reading. All those aspects of reading
are pretty much gone from most classrooms. . . . I‘ve seen Writer‘s Workshop
abandoned because now they‘re doing the writing prompts. So no longer are kids
writing for authentic purposes or even just doing other teachable kinds of writing
like poetry. You know, there‘s no poetry prompts. . . . I see the interactive math
being abandoned for a lecture at the elementary level . . . because you can‘t cover
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. . . . The children learn so much and it‘s in-depth but I think there‘s a perception
if you do that, a lot of time goes by and . . . you can‘t get through fractions and
decimals.
Social studies has been completely abandoned. . . . Well, now the teachers
are all, you know, bent out of shape because we‘ve got social studies standards
and they said we‘re going to start testing social studies. Now like well, what are
you going to give us, two or three more hours in a day? Because . . . it‘s
impossible to do. We also got a mandate on P.E. Nobody does P.E. anymore
because who has time for that, you know, if you‘re going to cover all of these
pacing calendars [Note: At least one other school in the study, Arroyo, also
abandoned P.E.] . . . . Let‘s see, what else has been abandoned? I could go on and
on. . . . If they go along with all the mandates and the curriculum that‘s been
described to them, then they‘ve abandoned a lot of hands-on kinds of things in
favor of a workbook and worksheet driven, you know.
A fourth complaint about the accountability environment was that special needs
children were inappropriately tested. This concern was expressed by participants from
three schools and included testing of children with autism and other disabilities, and
testing of ELLs in English. A Desert Springs instructional coach characterized such
testing as ―torture.‖ Oakwood‘s instructional coach commented,
I feel really sorry for [students in] our two autistic classes that they have to take
the AIMS test. . . . We‘re asking them to do something that they‘re not capable of
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doing. And . . . they have to test them at their grade level. . . . That‘s like my
number one problem with this law.
A fifth complaint concerned personnel restrictions that accountability systems
imposed. Participants from three schools criticized the NCLB (U.S. DOE, 2002)
requirement that instructional aides have an associate‘s degree or 60 college credits.
They reported losing aides due to this requirement. Oakwood‘s principal pointed out,
But here‘s the inequity in that . . . that there was no pay incentive for them. . . .
And then for the teaching assistants that were in those positions who were very,
very good teaching assistants, there was no incentive for them to go back to
school, except here‘s your deadline, you will reach the deadline. If you don‘t, you
don‘t have a job with us any more. That was tragic. We lost a lot of very, very
good qualified people who for whatever reason couldn‘t go back to school,
couldn‘t afford it, didn‘t have the time. But they were good for kids and they
were good working with kids.
Other personnel issues were related to the highly qualified teacher provisions of
NCLB (U.S. DOE, 2002). Arroyo‘s principal was unable to retain long-term substitute
teachers who did not meet the requirements but whom she trusted and believed in. For
Oakwood‘s principal, it was difficult to find teachers for the autism classrooms:
They must have a severe and profound endorsement. . . . Many teachers who have
a, say, mildly mentally retarded endorsement, well they can‘t teach autism. . . . So
they are required to go back to school. No one‘s paying for their school. . . .
Many applicants have applied and gone through the whole process of
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interviewing and background checks, and all of that stopped at HR because they
do not . . . within two years get their endorsement.
Finally, distortions leaders perceived under the accountability environment
formed the basis of other complaints. Whitcomb‘s instructional coach claimed that
excessive testing placed undue pressure on students and teachers. She also questioned
the validity of district-mandated tests. Arroyo‘s instructional coach, who was
consistently supportive of the accountability environment, conceded that teachers were
overburdened with work, some teachers were scared away from the profession, and
community within schools was jeopardized. Oakwood‘s instructional coach believed the
accountability environment was harmful to cultural sensitivity in the classroom.
Consistent with their critical stance, Desert Springs‘ instructional coaches saw several
distortions: no recess for grades that have lunch before 11:30 a.m., teachers attempting to
remove children from the testing pool in order to raise scores, a hesitancy to place
English language learners who qualify for Special Education in those programs, an
overemphasis in the classroom on test-taking techniques, and stressful conditions for
teachers.
The problem of stress on teachers was highlighted after the final interview at
Desert Springs had been concluded and the audio tape had been stopped. One of the
instructional coaches suddenly broke down crying and spoke of a teacher who had been
forced to leave the school after parents claimed she was putting too much pressure on
children to perform. The instructional coach felt that the responsibility for the pressure
lay with the accountability environment rather than with the teacher. This teacher and

279

others at the school felt pressure to an extent that they often expressed their frustration in
tears and felt unable to celebrate the rapid performance gains Desert Springs made in
recent years on its way to earning an excelling label. For her part, the instructional coach
didn‘t believe the gains have been worth the stress. She avoided what she believed were
distortions, held recess daily, and combined long-held instructional techniques with new
accountability mandates. A check of her students‘ scores revealed that her fourth grade
students performed at a very high level, nearly as high as the fifth graders whose scores
were the basis for selecting Desert Springs for the study.
Earning / Retaining a Good Label
Perhaps the most visible symbol of the accountability environment for these
elementary schools was the label earned under Arizona Learns (ADE, 2005). Although
leaders‘ understanding of the details of that accountability system and how the labels are
earned was quite low, the label itself was held to be important by nearly all. Earning and
retaining a good label was perceived to bring several benefits to schools, although they
were not monetary benefits. For the principal at Whitcomb, her school‘s excelling rating
was a proud possession that brought positive attention and recruited top teaching
candidates.
It helps me in that everybody wants to come to an excelling school. So when I go
to a job fair, I make sure that the fact that we‘re an excelling school is right up
there in great big letters. It‘s right there on the door. [Whitcomb] Elementary is
an Arizona excelling school. I say it every time I talk to people. I say it three or
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four times. And so that‘s a huge help. . . . Several of the people we interview
talked about our great scores.
For the same reasons, she was keen on retaining the excelling label. According to
Desert Springs‘ principal, the excelling label allowed the school‘s good qualities to be
showcased and provided an occasion for community celebration. Arroyo‘s principal was
proud of her school‘s performing plus label, kept it posted on the school marquee, and
explained its meaning to community members at every opportunity.
Pressure to get and keep a good label was intense, and leaders understood that this
became more difficult as accountability standards progressively rose. Whitcomb‘s
instructional coach felt that pressure but believed that relationships with children were the
key to continued success:
We don‘t want to lose that, and it‘s hard to keep that growth growing to maintain
that . . . label. . . . So we do want to do well on the tests, but at the same time in
order to get children to do well on tests, I still, I think you have to build a
relationship with each child and you have to meet the needs of every individual
child.
It was related earlier that Oakwood‘s principal implemented incremental changes that
met with strong resistance after her arrival, and that she faced intense pressure when her
school‘s label dropped three levels in the first year. She persevered in her plans to make
the school more student-centered, and after the third year the school had risen to highly
performing status with the added accomplishment of having small or nonexistent
achievement gaps.

281

This section examined how leaders dealt with the accountability environment.
The stance of leaders toward accountability was described as welcoming in some areas,
neutral in others, and critical in still others. Leaders seemed to use accountability
systems to advance their core concerns, which were focused on student performance.
Leaders demonstrated strikingly low understanding of specific accountability system
mechanics while, simultaneously and paradoxically, highly valuing the school labels the
system conferred.
The next section examines the final emergent category of the study, how leaders
coordinated efforts of their faculties. Like student interventions and research-based
instruction, coordinated efforts were a type of accountable behavior required by leaders
to meet student performance challenges.
Ninth Category: Coordinating Efforts
Coordinated efforts were listed as a property of the core category in reference to
activities such as collaborative data analysis and teacher professional teams. The
elaboration of coordinating efforts as a separate category reflects its importance in the
data, especially at the largest school, Arroyo. Coordinated efforts were observed as six
types: (a) curriculum calendars, (b) professional learning communities focused on student
data, (c) coordination between school and home, (d) coordination between principals and
instructional coaches, (e) a leadership team (observed only at Arroyo), and (f) schoolwide programs. Arroyo‘s instructional coach highlighted the importance of coordination
when asked about her school‘s success:
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I would say it‘s the calendars and grade level collaboration. We have great
trainers at our school. We are data-driven. There‘s a lot of work that goes into it.
. . . We have our leaders go into our classrooms. . . . . They check our lesson
plans, they check our objectives.
Curriculum Calendars
Variously called instructional calendars, pacing calendars, or curriculum
calendars, these were provided by the district in the core areas of reading, writing, and
math and were implemented at all the schools in the study. Curriculum calendars were
particularly emphasized by the participants at Arroyo as one of their highest concerns.
With an enrollment near 1,000 students, Arroyo was much larger than the other schools
in the study. Arroyo‘s leaders viewed the calendar as a vehicle for curriculum delivery
and a tool for equity. They closely monitored ―fidelity‖ to the calendars. Both the
principal and the instructional coach attributed their school‘s success to them. The
principal‘s reply was, ―Our curriculum calendars. We talked about it—it brings in equity
for everyone. It holds people responsible to maintain research-based programs that we
have in place.‖
Professional Learning Communities Focused on Student Data
Participants used the term professional learning communities or PLCs (DuFour et
al., 2004) to describe the collaborative teams that met regularly to analyze student
performance data and design student interventions. In an earlier section, PLCs were
considered earlier from the perspective of data. Here, the perspective is the coordinating
function of PLCs. In elementary schools, time for teacher planning was limited, and time
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for collaborative work had to be consciously carved out. At Oakwood, leaders placed an
arts program back-to-back with librarian instructional time to create time for
collaborative teams. Whitcomb‘s principal described PLCs and their focus on data:
Our instructional coach meets with every grade level once a week. They do it by
either working lunch hours or after school depending on what the grade level
wants to do. And what they do during those grade level meetings is look at data. .
. . How are they doing or not doing?
In addition, Whitcomb‘s teams held a second weekly meeting three weeks a month in lieu
of formal staff development sessions. Whitcomb‘s instructional coach was gratified that
teams also met spontaneously at non-scheduled times. She described the growth of
professional teams:
Grade levels are collaborating all of the time. . . . And it‘s just—it‘s like, it
exploded. It absolutely exploded. . . . I‘ve gone into classrooms and seen them
meeting without me [laugh], which is wonderful. You know, that they‘re getting
together and they‘re developing their units.
PLC teams were also prominent at Arroyo, and leaders credited them for school
advancement. Arroyo‘s instructional coach identified the goals of teams as improving
instructional practice and designing interventions for students. To meet these goals, she
believed teams must be safe, collegial environments where teachers could share student
performance data and offer assistance to each other. Leaders at Arroyo and Oakwood
acknowledged that resistance to teaming and laxity existed at some grade levels, so they
were careful to be present at meetings to ensure that teams function properly.
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Coordination between School and Home
Five participants spoke about coordinating with parents to meet student
performance goals. Oakwood‘s principal believed that consistent messages from school
and home were needed to encourage students to do their best. She recalled her own
background as an ELL who struggled in school yet was able to complete a university
education, and she compared her experience to the lack of diligence of some students
currently, including students of color who had many more advantages than she enjoyed.
Speaking of a relative in high school, she observed, ―He worked harder on taking the
easy way out than he would have had he tried hard to begin with.‖ The remedy, she
believed, was coordination between school and home.
At Oakwood, the principal coordinated with parents by studying student test
results and mailing them home. At Whitcomb, teachers called a meeting with parents at
the first sign of a performance problem. At Desert Springs, the principal held training
sessions with parents focused on what their children should know and be able to read at
different grade levels. Although she always focused on building relationships with
parents, since the current accountability environment began she‘s had more information
to share within those relationships. Her talking points with parents included their
students‘ performance data and the school label.
Coordination between principals and instructional coaches
Close alignment between principal and instructional coach in 14 linguistic areas
was noted in an earlier section on quantitative word analysis. These linguistic areas were
clustered by school, with similar word counts for principals and instructional coaches. In
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addition, there was a close alignment of responses between principals and instructional
coaches in qualitative terms at all of the schools except Desert Springs. These coworkers gave similar answers, used similar language, and emphasized similar themes.
Illustrations included the emphasis on individual children at Whitcomb, staff training and
curriculum calendars at Arroyo, and sensitivity to the needs of diverse learners at
Oakwood. These similarities indicate that principals and instructional coaches shared a
common culture and philosophy. These findings suggest a hypothesis that close
coordination between principals and instructional coaches contributed to overall
coordination of school efforts.
Leadership Team
The leadership team was a form of school coordination found only at Arroyo. As
the largest school and only Title I school in the study, Arroyo was unique in having
several additional employee positions. The principal built these people into a team with
many coordinating functions and attributed much of her school‘s success to this team.
One assistant principal took responsibility for coordinating curriculum and training
veteran teachers. The instructional coach trained new teachers, modeled instructional
practices, and followed up on their progress. The intervention coordinator analyzed
performance data, created data reports for the principal and teacher teams, advised teams
on standards to re-teach, and identified students who needed progress monitoring or other
interventions. At their meetings, the leadership team monitored curriculum calendars and
progress toward school performance goals. They selected weekly themes on instructional
practices or skills such as student engagement, planned trainings based on the themes,
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then observed in classroom for implementation of the practices. Arroyo‘s instructional
coach reported that coordination was hard work; sometimes ―it feels like drowning,‖ yet
she believed it helped the school meet its performance goals.
School-wide Programs
School-wide programs transcended classroom boundaries and therefore required
coordination. Examples were cited earlier in this study included tutoring, use of
intervention software programs, and re-grouping of students for re-teaching or
enrichment. All of the schools except Whitcomb had the OMA (Preston, 2003) program,
reflecting a priority of leaders for arts education. Participants indicated the program
provided important experiences and balance for their students. Arroyo‘s principal saw
connections between OMA and core academic standards.
Arroyo again stood out among the other schools with regard to school-wide
programs. The weekly school-wide skill was one such program. In addition, under a
grant received several years ago, the leadership adopted the Success for All (What Works
Clearinghouse, 2007) reading program, which divided students into performance leveled
groups for two hours each day. Student groups met with a teacher who might or might
not be their regular teacher. The reading curriculum was highly prescribed. The
principal credited this program for steadily raising reading scores at the school. Arroyo
also had a daily 90 minute math block and a test-taking program called Rewards, which
took up 30 minutes each day. Due to the large amount of time devoted to these
curriculum blocks, science and writing at Arroyo were joined together as one subject, and
students did much of their writing in a science journal.
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Summary
The chapter described several aspects emerging from the interview data: (a)
differences that clustered by profession; (b) differences that clustered by school; (c) the
core category, meeting student performance challenges, and its properties; (d) eight
additional emergent categories and their properties; and (e) relationships between those
categories and the core category. It was demonstrated that participants strove to raise
student performance and provide educational equity by investing in teachers, inducing
accountable behavior, and creating productive learning environments. The next chapter
examines the challenges in determining the educational equity of a school.
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CHAPTER 5
EVALUATING SCHOOLS‘ EDUCATIONAL EQUITY
This chapter explores the fifth research question of the study, which was stated:
What are the challenges that exist in accurately measuring a school‘s educational equity?
It was noted in earlier chapters that the current accountability environment mandated the
publication of student performance data at different grade levels and subjects and that
those data must be disaggregated by race, poverty, language status, and disability. The
abundance of data generated by these requirements is great indeed, and the task of
making sense of it to evaluate the educational equity of individual schools, groups of
schools, and whole districts can be difficult and daunting. This study introduces a new
tool, the equity achievement driver, to aid in the task of analysis. Advantages and
disadvantages of the driver are discussed.
Comparing Individual School Performance with the Equity Achievement Driver
A set of performance data illustrated how educational equity could be evaluated.
Table 6 shows the performance of fifth graders on the Reading section of the Arizona
Instrument to Measure Standards (AIMS; ADE, 2005) for 71 schools in the district where
the study was conducted for the 2005-2006 school year. Because all data were in the
public domain, actual school names are given. The SES status of each school is noted
using Group numbers 1 through 4. The data are sorted from highest to lowest on the
basis of raw aggregated scores by school. Table 6 indicates that performance in reading
co-varied with the SES of schools. Based on raw score performance, the top four
performing schools were all from Group 1, the highest socioeconomic group; and the
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bottom four performers were all from Group 4, the lowest socioeconomic group.
Throughout the distribution, Group 1 schools occupied ranks ranging from 1st to 11th;
Group 2 schools occupied ranks ranging from 5th to 40th; Group 3 schools occupied ranks
ranging from 9th to 63rd; and Group 4 schools occupied ranks ranging from 21st to 71st.
Proceeding down the ranks, the distribution becomes progressively more populated with
schools from the lower socioeconomic groups. Thus, while performance was associated
with school SES, there was a large amount of variation in performance, particularly
among schools from Groups 2, 3, and 4.
The fourth column of Table 6 displays the uncorrected equity achievement driver
corresponding to the raw score. Due to an imposed penalty factor, the driver is always
less than the raw score; the magnitude of the difference is influenced by the size of
performance differences between different racial and ethnic groups within a school. The
fifth column shows the penalty imposed by the driver, and the sixth column shows the
change in performance rank of schools resulting from application of the driver. It can be
seen that 21 schools had penalties of 10 points or more, while 6 schools had penalties of 3
points or fewer. A large penalty may indicate an educational equity issue for school,
while a small penalty may indicate an educational equity accomplishment.
When the schools were sorted on the basis of the equity achievement driver for
the same reading AIMS test, the distribution was altered (see Table 7). Relative rankings
based on the driver can be used as an indicator of educational equity. Despite the
changes in ranking, ranks still co-varied with SES groups. Changes were smaller for
schools at the extreme ends of the distribution and larger for schools in the middle of the
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Van Horne

Lyons

Brichta

Whitmore

Steele

Jefferson Park

Hudlow

Miles

Kellond

12

13

14

15

16

17

18

19

20

21

22

23

24

25

Rank

School

3

2

3

3

2

2

3

3

2

3

3

2

4

2

73.9

77.8

70.9

72

70.4

75.5

72.6

69.6

72.7

68

73.6

81

72.5

77

60.3

60.5

61

62.7

63.9

63.9

64

65.6

66.1

66.2

67.6

68.8

69.2

71.6

13.6

17.3

9.9

9.3

6.5

11.6

8.6

4

6.6

1.8

6

12.2

3.3

5.4

Reading Performance

-8

- 11

+1

+1

+6

-6

+1

+10

+2

+13

+3

-2

+8

+2
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Blenman

Marshall

Lineweaver

Davis

Oyama

Lynn

Roskruge

Booth

Henry

VanBuskirk

Reynolds

Schumaker

Grijalva

Maldonado

26

27

28

29

30

31

32

33

34

35

36

37

38

39

Rank

School

4

3

3

4

4

2

2

4

4

4

3

2

2

3

54.3

56.6

65.5

61.2

57.4

72.3

65.9

66.7

66.7

63.5

70.3

70.5

61

64.4

52.6

53.2

54.4

55.1

55.3

55.8

56.6

56.8

56.9

57.8

57.8

58.3

58.5

59.2

1.7

3.4

11.1

6.1

2.1

16.5

9.3

9.9

9.8

5.7

12.5

12.2

2.5

5.2

Reading Performance

+13

+10

-4

+3

+11

- 12

-1

-2

+7

-2

-3

+13

+8
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Holladay

Rose

Vesey

White

Roberts

Tolson

Myers

Erickson

Warren

Miller

Robison

Mission View

Ft. Lowell

Carillo

40

41

42

43

44

45

46

47

48

49

50

51

52

53

Rank

School

3

4

4

4

4

4

3

4

4

4

3

4

4

3

58.3

64.1

51.1

60.9

51.1

53.8

59

64.1

51.3

54

56.1

58.5

56.3

74.1

46.2

46.4

46.5

46.8

46.9

47.2

47.3

47.7

47.8

48.1

50.1

50.1

51.5

52

12.1

17.7

4.6

14.1

4.2

6.6

11.7

16.4

3.5

5.9

6

8.4

4.8

22.1

Reading Performance

-8

- 17

+6

-9

+7

+6

-4

- 10

+10

+9

+8

+1

+8

- 24
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Dietz

Corbett

Banks

Ford

Pueblo Gardens

Richey

Davidson

Manzo

Tully

Safford

Duffy

Howell

Lawrence

Cragin

54

55

56

57

58

59

60

61

62

63

64

65

66

67

Rank

School

4

4

4

4

4

4

4

4

4

4

3

3

4

3

47.7

42.5

59.6

45.7

50

57.3

44.7

47.7

46.7

51

51

56

61.8

47.1

36.5

37.8

37.8

38.7

39.7

39.9

40

40.7

42.3

44

44

45.3

46

46.1

11.2

4.7

21.8

7

10.3

17.4

4.7

7

4.4

7

7

10.7

15.8

1

Reading Performance

-6

+3

- 23

+2

-3

- 15

+6

+2

+5

+1

+1

-5

- 17

+9
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Hollinger

Menlo Park

Wright

Ochoa

68

69

70

71

Rank

School

4

4

4

4

30.6

45.9

41.4

42.7

23.8

32

34.4

35.7

6.8

13.9

7

7

Reading Performance

-5

+1
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distribution. Thus, the top four performing schools based on raw scores all retained their
ranks when the equity achievement driver was applied, and the bottom four performing
schools based on raw scores all continued to occupy ranks in the bottom six when the
driver was applied. In the middle of the distribution, however, changes in rank of as
many as 24 positions occurred. Of the 71 elementary schools, 35 had a rank change of
five or less positions, and 36 had a rank change of greater than five positions Rank
changes of ten or more positions were observed in the range between the 13th and 55th
positions.
Schools that Gained in Rank
Schools with the rank changes of 10 or more positions are shown in Table 8.
Schools with large changes in rank were from SES Groups 2, 3, and 4; that is, all groups
except the highest SES group had at least one member with a rank change of ten or more
positions. Seven of the schools with changes of 10 or more ranks increased in rank when
the equity achievement driver was applied, and eight decreased in rank. The average
rank of increasing schools is 42nd based on raw score and 31st based on the equity
achievement driver; while the average rank of decreasing schools is 41st based on raw
score and 29th based on the equity achievement driver. Thus, the increasing and
decreasing schools roughly mirrored each other by exchanging ranks. The relatively
large changes of rank in these schools invite a closer examination of their performance
data and demographics.
Inspection of district website data indicated that among the schools in Table 8 that
increased in rank, the average percentage of non-White children or children of color was
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Table 8
Schools that Gained or Lost 10 or More Positions in Rank When the Equity Achievement
Driver was Applied

a

School

Socioeconomic
Group #

Raw Score

Equity
Driver

Rank Change

Wheeler

3

68

66.2

+13

Marshall

2

61

58.5

+13

Maldonado

4

54.3

52.6

+13

Van Buskirk

4

57.4

55.3

+11

Lyons

3

69.6

65.6

+10

Grijalva

3

56.6

53.2

+10

Tolson

4

51.3

47.8

+10

Myers

4

64.1

47.7

- 10

Miles

2

77.8

60.5

- 11

Henry

2

72.3

55.8

- 12

Tully

3

57.3

39.9

- 15

Fort Lowell

4

64.1

46.4

- 17

Corbett

3

61.8

46

- 17

Howell

4

59.6

37.8

- 23

Holladay

3

74.1

52

- 24

Raw Score indicates percentage proficiency on AIMS Reading Test for 5th Graders in
2005-2006.
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higher, at 74%, than the corresponding percentage, 63%, in schools that decreased in
rank. An explanation for this difference is that some of the schools with increasing rank
had low student diversity and were characterized by racial isolation of Latino children.
Latino students comprised 94% of the testing pool at Van Buskirk Elementary, a school
with a rank gain of 11 positions. At this school, 64 of 68 test-takers were Latino. When
there is a dominant, isolated racial subgroup at a school, the proportion of students from
other groups is very small. The equity achievement driver is biased in favor of schools
that have lower diversity, because it penalizes them less based on the low proportion of
non-dominant subgroups. The same bias would occur in schools with an isolated,
dominant White population. However, such schools are rare in this district; one example
that approaches this condition is Fruchthendler Elementary; it had 74.8% White students
in the testing pool and ranked 2nd among schools on the basis of both the raw score and
equity achievement drivers (see Table 7). Because it was already at the top of the
distribution, the upward bias of the equity achievement driver did not affect
Fruchthendler‘s rank as it would if the school were lower in raw score rank.
The preceding analysis indicates that a gain in rank of 10 positions by a school
like Van Buskirk when the equity achievement driver is applied is not meaningful due to
the school‘s lack of diversity. The gain occurred not because Van Buskirk had a high
degree of educational equity, because rather because other schools that were more diverse
were penalized by the equity achievement driver. What Van Buskirk could celebrate is
that it ranked in the upper third of schools in its SES group based on raw scores in
reading.
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In contrast to Van Buskirk, Wheeler Elementary was an example of a school with
a relatively large gain in rank, 13 places, that was due to a high degree of educational
equity (see Table 8). Inspection of district statistics indicated that with a White
population of 47%, Wheeler had a high level of student diversity. Performance
differences among racial groups at Wheeler on the AIMS Reading test were small:
Percentages of students meeting the standard were 69% for Latinos, 68% for Whites,
63% for African Americans, and 75% for Asian Americans. Wheeler was rewarded by
the equity achievement driver for these small gaps. Due to a combination of high
aggregate performance and low performance gaps, Wheeler ranked 4th among Group 3
schools under the equity achievement driver on this test (see Table 7). This discussion
suggests that Wheeler could justly celebrate high levels of overall performance and
educational equity in reading.
Another type of school that experienced a gain in rank under the equity
achievement driver was characterized by high levels of diversity, low performance gaps,
and low overall performance. An illustration was Marshall Elementary, a diverse school
with 43% children of color. On the AIMS reading test, performance gaps between racial
groups were small: Percentages of students meeting the standard were 62% for Whites,
60% for Latinos, and 67% for African Americans. As a result, Marshall gained 13
positions with the equity achievement driver compared to its raw score rank (see Table
8). Despite this, Marshall still ranked near the bottom of Group 2 schools under the
equity achievement driver. Although Marshall could celebrate a lack of performance
gaps, the emerging concern for this school was its low aggregate performance. Marshall
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illustrated the dual nature of educational equity: high performance for all students plus
reduced performance differences between student subgroups.
Schools that Declined in Rank
The analysis turns now to schools in Table 8 that showed a loss of rank under the
equity achievement driver: Holladay Elementary stood out for falling from 16th place
among schools under raw score to 40th place under the equity achievement driver, a loss
of 24 positions. In raw score on the AIMS Reading test, Holladay was one of the top
performers among Group 3 schools. However, the percentage of Holladay‘s students
meeting the standard was 95% for Whites, 45% for Latinos, and 75% for African
Americans, representing a range of performance of 50 percentage points. The equity
achievement driver penalized Holladay for this large performance gap. The concern that
emerged from Holladay‘s data was not the very high performance of its White students
on the reading test, but rather the low performance of its Latino students on that test.
Like most schools that were highly penalized, Holladay was a diverse school, with 54%
children of color. In fact, Holladay‘s racial and socioeconomic demographics were
nearly identical to Wheeler Elementary, which gained rank under the equity achievement
driver. This suggests that educators at Holladay could learn from their counterparts at
Wheeler about reading instruction for children of color.
The case of Holladay Elementary illustrated how the equity achievement driver
could highlight educational equity problems within a school that were hidden within the
raw score data. These problems might also go undetected under No Child Left Behind
(U.S. DOE, 2002) and state accountability systems like Arizona Learns (ADE, 2005) if
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the subgroup sizes did not exceed the threshold of 40 students per grade level. The
pattern observed for Holladay was similar for other schools in Table 8 that lost rank.
Schools that Held their Position
Next, the analysis turns to schools that held their position when the equity
achievement driver was applied. It was demonstrated above that relatively large changes
in rank may or may not be meaningful from the perspective of educational equity,
depending on the diversity of the school involved. Because of this ambiguity, small
changes in rank are even less likely to have significance for equity. Therefore, in this
analysis, rank changes of less than five positions were considered insignificant and
equivalent to holding position.
Performance levels for schools that experienced little or no change in rank ranged
from very low to very high. For example, Ochoa Elementary ranked 71st or last among
schools for the AIMS reading test when evaluated by either raw score or by the equity
achievement driver (see Tables 6 and 7). With 97% children of color, the main concern
for Ochoa‘s leaders was not educational equity within the school but rather raising
aggregate performance. An example of a middle-level performer was Booth Elementary.
Booth ranked 32nd among 71 schools in Reading raw scores and 33rd in the equity
achievement driver. It was a diverse school, with 66% children of color. Racial
performance differences on the reading test at Booth were small to moderate and
included gaps that were the reverse of what is normally observed: Percentages of students
meeting the standard were 71% for Latinos, 63% for Whites, 67% for African Americans,
and 44% for Asian Americans. Although its educational equity appeared relatively good
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when considered from the perspective of performance gaps, the concern for Booth was
that its aggregate performance on this test ranked near the bottom for Group 2 schools.
An example of a school that ranked high among its socioeconomic peers in both raw
scores and equity achievement driver score is Robins Elementary. It ranked 5th among all
schools in raw score on the Reading test and 6th in the equity achievement driver and was
the top performer among Group 2 schools in both indices. Like Robins, each of the four
schools selected for this research study was characterized by high overall performance
among their socioeconomic peers in both raw scores and equity achievement drivers.
In addition to comparing schools within a single testing event, the equity
achievement driver can be used to monitor the performance progress of a single school
over a series of years. Such an analysis could identify trends in educational equity in the
school. However, that analysis was not undertaken in this study.
Analyzing Groups of Schools with the Equity Achievement Driver
In the preceding analysis, individual schools were taken as the unit of analysis and
their performance was compared to those of other schools. It is also possible to treat a
group of schools or an entire district as the unit of analysis, so that the equity
achievement driver may be used to evaluate the performance of an entire district. The
first row of data in Table 9 shows the performance of students district-wide on the AIMS
reading, writing, and math tests in 2005-2006 as raw scores and as equity achievement
drivers. The drivers were calculated by pooling performance scores from each racial /
ethnic group across the district. It can be seen from the table that the driver imposed
penalties of 9.4, 4.5, and 9.8 points for reading, writing, and math, respectively compared

c

76.5

64.2

55.1

SES Group 1

SES Group 2

SES Group 3

SES Group 4

50.5

56.2

70.8

86.8

- 4.6

- 8.0
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93

Raw
Score
63.7
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- 9.2
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- 1.6
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Penalty is the difference between the raw score and the equity achievement driver.

Raw Score indicates percentage of fifth grade students making proficiency on AIMS test in 2005-2006.

Groups Measured include the entire district and socioeconomic groups of schools based on free and reduced lunch.
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Performance of Fifth graders District-Wide and in Groups of Schools Stratified by Socioeconomic Status

Table 9
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to the raw scores. These penalties can be compared to the penalties imposed on
individual schools by the drivers (see Tables 6 and 7). In reading, for example, the
district‘s penalty was 9.4 points, while the average penalty for individual schools iwas 8.4
points. In Table 7, 24 individual schools had penalties greater than the district‘s penalty,
and 46 schools had penalties less than the district‘s penalty. This result indicates that
performance differences between subgroups district-wide were usually greater than
performance differences between subgroups within individual schools. A penalty greater
than the district penalty could be an indicator of an educational equity problem; like a
large change in rank, it invites further analysis and reflection.
The equity achievement driver can also be used to compare performance among
groups of schools within a district. The process is illustrated using socioeconomic groups
from this study. The drivers were calculated by pooling performance scores from each
racial/ethnic group across each socioeconomic group of schools. Results are shown in
Table 9. It can be seen that in all cases except one (writing in Group 3), penalties
imposed on the district as a whole by the equity achievement driver were larger in
magnitude than penalties imposed on socioeconomic groups of schools. This result
indicates that performance differences between racial subgroups district-wide were
usually greater than performance differences between racial subgroups within specific
socioeconomic groups of schools.
Use of a Correction Factor
In this chapter, the equity achievement driver has been presented in uncorrected
form. The driver is always smaller than the raw score it is based upon, due to the penalty
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it imposes for performance differences between subgroups. A correction factor can be
added to offset the penalty and normalize the driver on the raw score value. An
appropriate correction factor would reward schools with small performance differences
with a driver higher than the raw score and penalize schools with large performance
differences with a driver lower than the raw score.
Possibilities for values to use as correction factors include (a) the penalty
calculated district-wide, (b) the penalty calculated across a socioeconomic group of
schools that the school of interest belongs to, (c) the average of penalties for schools
within the socioeconomic group, or (d) the average of penalties for schools with a similar
racial and ethnic diversity profile. The district-wide penalty would be positively biased,
due to subgroup performance differences that are usually greater between schools than
within schools. It is therefore recommended that the correction factor be calculated as in
(b), (c), or (d) above.
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CHAPTER 6
SUMMARY AND DISCSUSSION
This final chapter of the dissertation restates the research problem and reviews the
methods used in the study. The major sections summarize the results and discuss their
implications, relate the findings to previous research, and make suggestions for further
applications and research.
Statement of the Problem
Although the concern for educational equity predated the current accountability
environment which featured No Child Left Behind (U.S. DOE, 2002) and state
accountability systems, that new environment highlighted the need to educate all students
equitably. In this environment, educational equity was conceptualized in terms of
adequate educational inputs and outputs, especially with regards to the performance of
historically disadvantaged student groups on state-mandated assessments. The
achievement of educational equity was complicated by contextual inequalities such as
racial isolation, disparities in school funding, existing performance differences, and
inequalities within schools and districts. NCLB and state accountability systems set
standards for student performance, yet they largely ignored those contextual inequalities.
School principals and other school leaders functioned in this context of demands
for educational equity and complicating factors that may hinder its attainment. How they
managed this challenge was the central problem of this study. Research indicated that
prior to the new accountability environment, school leaders promoted educational equity
in three broad ways: (a) by fostering new meanings about diversity, (b) by promoting
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inclusive school practices, and (c) by building connections between schools and
communities (Riehl, 2000). Specific practices included instructional leadership
(Rosenholtz, 1985), promoting professional learning communities (DuFour et al., 2004),
bringing issues of race and class out for discussion (Shields, 2004), holding high
expectations (Edmonds, 1979), and building cultural proficiency (Singleton & Linton,
2006).
Since the implementation of accountability systems, limited research has been
conducted on the response of school leaders to these systems. What research existed did
not focus issues of educational equity. For example, a study found that school leaders
complied with the strongly focused incentives of North Carolina‘s accountability system
regardless of their personal support of the system (Ladd & Zelli, 2002). Other studies
found that lower-performing students and students on the margins of passing improved
their performance (Reback, 2005); however, there was scant evidence of efforts targeted
to improving the performance of racial subgroups (Kane & Staiger, 2002b). Principals in
schools that were successful in dealing with accountability requirements emphasized
student performance data, high expectations, and alignment of school resources (Englert
et al., 2004). In addition, they sought new tools and training to evaluate performance
data (West & Macharia, 2002).
The primary goal of this study was to explore the beliefs, strategies, and responses
of principals and instructional coaches in high-performing schools to the challenges of
educational equity in the new accountability environment. An additional goal was to
discover how the socioeconomic and racial profile of a school influenced leader beliefs
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and responses in those schools. A final goal was to investigate the challenges that exist
in measuring a school‘s educational equity using a new measure, the equity achievement
driver.
Methodology
Elementary schools in a Southwest district were divided into four stratified
socioeconomic groups based on free and reduced school lunch. From each group, a
school that outperformed its socioeconomic peers in aggregate performance and
educational equity was selected for the study. Principals had been in place at the selected
schools a minimum of three years. The principal and instructional coach at each school
were interviewed based on a combination of the focused interview technique of Merton et
al. (1990) and the qualitative interview method of Seidman (2006). Interview questions
focused on participant beliefs and actions regarding educational equity, their responses to
the accountability environment, and their integration of the two concepts. Questions also
explored connections between participants‘ beliefs / actions and previous research
concerning school leaders and educational equity. Interviews were audio-taped and
transcribed.
Interview transcripts were analyzed quantitatively using the Linguistic Inquiry
and Word Count (LIWC) software, which measured selected dimensions of speech
(Mehl, 2005; Pennebaker et al., 2001). In addition, interview transcripts were coded
using grounded theory analysis, which utilized an inductive approach to discover from
the data what theory accounted for a given research situation (Dick, 2005; Glaser, 1978,
1992, 1998; Glaser & Strauss, 1967). The analysis consisted of several overlapping
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procedures: (a) constant comparison of incidents in the data and of incidents to
developing theory, (b) open coding to identify categories, (c) memoing to note
connections between incidents and categories and identify categories of properties, (d)
identification of a core category, (e) theoretical sampling to elaborate theoretical
relationships, (f) sorting of memos into a clear sequence, and (g) writing up the sorted
memos. In this study, theoretical sampling was limited to revisiting transcripts, because a
return to the field for further interviews was not possible.
Performance data from all the district‘s fifth graders for the 2005-2006 statemandated test were subjected to the equity achievement driver. The change in the ranked
distribution of schools and the penalty imposed by the driver on schools was analyzed.
More detailed analysis of specific schools was undertaken to determine the usefulness
and limitations of the equity achievement driver as an initial indicator of school equity.
Results
Differences in Participants that Clustered by Profession
Although the study focused on categories of responses common to all participants,
some differences in participant responses occurred. In some cases, differences were
noted between the two professional groups, principals and instructional coaches. In a
quantitative analysis using LIWC (Mehl, 2005; Pennebaker et al., 2001), principals
scored higher than instructional coaches in word counts related to the psychological
dimensions of leisure, metaphysics, and physical states. Instructional coaches scored
higher than principals in word counts associated with cognitive processes. In qualitative
data from the interviews, principals demonstrated a greater knowledge of the mechanics
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of accountability systems than instructional coaches, although the level of knowledge of
both groups was low. In addition, principals were more concerned with parents,
neighborhood, and community than instructional coaches. Finally, instructional coaches
tended to express praise and admiration for their principals, while principals referred to
their instructional coaches in more neutral terms.
Differences in Participants that Clustered by School
In other areas, differences were observed between the schools. In these areas, the
responses clustered by school, with the responses of the principal and instructional coach
at a given school being similar. Analysis by LIWC (Mehl, 2005; Pennebaker et al., 2001)
showed clustering by school in six linguistic dimensions related to pronouns and in the
dimensions of articles, prepositions, other references to people, assents, friends, and job.
When interview data were analyzed qualitatively, a difference was observed in the level
of unit analysis used by participants. In three of the four schools, participants
demonstrated a preference for speaking of individual children, especially regarding
student performance. At the largest school, participants tended to speak of classroom and
grade level units of analysis. Another set of responses that varied with school size
concerned the nature of student performance goals held by participants. At the two larger
schools, participants tended to hold fixed or unitary performance goals for all students,
while at the two smaller schools, participants spoke of individualized goals. Finally,
differences between schools were noted in the area of teacher autonomy and professional
judgment. These teacher characteristics were most valued at the school with the highest
SES population . Instructional coaches at the second highest SES school expressed a
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longing that teacher autonomy be strengthened. In contrast, at the two lower SES
schools, there was more emphasis on giving clear direction to teachers. Thus, responses
that clustered by school were centered on concepts about people and goals for groups of
people, especially students and teachers. Next, the summary turns to the categories that
unified the study.
Meeting Student Performance Challenges
Throughout the study, participants expressed a concern for meeting student
performance challenges. This concern was reflected in this quote by a participant
responding to a question about avoiding school improvement status under accountability
systems: ―Do I want to avoid school improvement? Absolutely, positively, without a
doubt. But does the motivation to avoid it set my agenda? No, student achievement
shapes my agenda.‖ When speaking of student achievement, participants often referred
to performance on standardized tests mandated by accountability systems. For this
reason, performance rather than achievement was used to describe this category.
However, participants were not simply concerned with aggregate test scores and
other accountability system measures. Rather, they repeatedly expressed a concern for
the performance of individual children. Based on those responses, meeting student
performance challenges was identified as the core category of the study rather than
meeting accountability system requirements.
Participants‘ approaches and behaviors for meeting student performance
challenges focused on four sets of behaviors, referred to in the study as properties of the
core category: (a) inducing accountable behavior from teachers, (b) utilizing available
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resources, (c) unit level analysis, and (d) types of student performance goals. First,
participants required, promoted, and monitored behaviors in which teachers actively took
responsibility for their students‘ performance. Those behaviors included research-based
instructional practices, interventions for struggling students, and coordinated efforts by
teachers working in collaborative teams. Second, participants strategically allocated
resources to improve student performance. Human resources included certified
personnel, tutors, and volunteers; material resources included kindergarten through Grade
3 funds, Title I funds, and tax credit monies. Third, participants gave attention to several
unit levels of performance, with a preference for individual children at three of the four
schools. They showed this attention by building relationships with children and by
knowing and appreciating the diversity students brought to school. At the two larger
schools, participants also gave attention to classroom level and grade level groupings.
Participants expressed concern for the English language learner subgroup at all schools
except the highest SES school. Although they demonstrated sensitivity to racial
diversity, participants did not speak of specific concerns for the performance of racial or
ethnic subgroups. Fourth, participants at the two larger schools held unitary performance
goals for students, whereas participants at the two smaller schools held goals for students
that were more individualized.
Investing in Teachers
Participants‘ concern for investing in teachers was summarized in this quote from
a principal: ―The most important job I have is to support the teachers I have and recruit
good teachers to come to our building.‖ Investing in teachers seemed to rank second
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only to meeting student performance challenges as a priority of participants. Moreover,
investing in teachers seemed to be the main strategy of participants for meeting student
performance challenges. Participants expressed their concern for investing in teachers
through five properties: (a) recruiting and hiring, (b) supporting and retaining, (c) training
and developing, (d) qualities of a good teacher, and (e) dealing with resistors.
First, participants were unanimous about the importance of recruiting and hiring
good teachers. Actions they took to accomplish this task included attending job fairs,
highlighting their schools‘ accountability label, carefully designing interview questions,
coaching interview committees on desirable teacher qualities, and reviewing candidate
histories for evidence of student performance. Second, participants supported and
retained teachers by praising them for their professionalism, shielding them from
distractions, and depending on the school, either honoring their professional judgment or
giving them clear direction. Teacher retention was an issue at one school, which was the
largest and had the lowest SES. Third, participants trained and developed teachers
through staff development sessions and instructional coaching. The specificity of
training and follow-up varied among the schools. Fourth, although they agreed about the
need for good teachers, participants‘ concepts of the qualities of a good teacher varied.
At the two schools with higher SES, participants sought highly competent teachers who
were self-motivated. At the two lower SES schools, participants sought teachers who
were willing to learn, collaborate, and work hard. All participants valued culturally
proficient teachers who took responsibility for student performance. Fifth, participants at
one school encountered resistance from veteran teachers upon their arrival. Their
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response was to focus their energies on teachers who collaborated, replace teachers who
left or retired with candidates who were willing to collaborate, and implement
incremental change.
Creating a Productive Learning Environment
The following quote from an instructional coach illustrated the category creating a
productive learning environment:
It‘s not the tests that make us excelling; it‘s what we‘ve done to get ready for
those tests that make us excelling. . . . The way the teachers interact with the kids,
it‘s the way they know each and every kid in their classroom and the relationship
they have and their ability to individualize and to make accommodations for kids.
. . . When a kid is having a problem . . . everybody gets together and talks about it
and tries to find a way to make changes. . . . That‘s what makes us different, is the
community that‘s here.
Through statements like this, participants showed their concern for the educational
environment. This category had seven properties: (a) high expectations for students; (b)
respect; (c) professionalism; (d) inclusive, caring environments; (f) safe for risk-taking;
(g) community; and (h) future orientation. The first property, high expectations for
students, was evidenced in a broad way when participants spoke to students about the
possibility of ―becoming smart‖ and in a specific way when they gave students
performance expectations on particular assignments. Second, participants valued respect
for students, their families, and cultures, and they required respect from students as well.
Third, participants described professionalism as taking responsibility for student needs
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and performance, persevering with students until they learned, and working together in
interdependence and collaboration, as when teachers regrouped students for
interventions. Fourth, participants sought to build an environment that was inclusive and
caring for students, believing that in that environment students would feel affirmed and
believe in their capacity to achieve. The fifth property of the productive learning
environment was the safety to take risks; participants cited the importance of this
property for students and teachers alike. Sixth, participants highlighted community
among school personnel and in relationships with parents. Finally, participants expressed
an orientation toward the future for their students that included expectations of college,
productive participation in society, and a successful life.
Achieving Educational Equity
Participants‘ concern for educational equity was demonstrated through their
detailed answers to interview questions on the topic. Educational equity and student
performance were interrelated; however, responses to questions about equity were more
focused on educator beliefs and commitment. The three properties of this category
emerging from the study were (a) educational equity as a responsibility of schools, (b)
barriers to educational equity, and (c) overcoming barriers to educational equity. First,
participants were consistent in identifying the delivery of educational equity as a school
responsibility. Although they recognized inequalities that complicated its attainment, the
leaders in the study expressed a belief that schools must educate students to equitable
standards and a confidence in their ability to do so. Second, participants viewed
disadvantages children brought to school and especially teacher beliefs and practices as
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the major barriers to achieving educational equity. They attributed the latter problem to a
lack of cultural proficiency, a failure to take responsibility for student performance, and a
belief that some students would not learn. Finally, participants asserted that barriers to
equity were overcome when teachers made an attitudinal shift from accepting student
failure to taking responsibility for student performance, became culturally proficient, and
planned their instructional with student needs in mind.
Testing and Data
Student test performance data figured prominently in participant responses, as
was illustrated in this quote from a principal: ―You can‘t be a teacher here and not know
how to read data.‖ Some participants described themselves and their schools as ―data
driven.‖ Four properties of the category data and testing included (a) collaborative data
analysis, (b) types of data, (c) teacher judgment and data, and (d) leader involvement with
data. First, analysis of student performance data was a main activity of teacher
collaborative teams. As one instructional coach put it, ―We spend a lot of time looking at
test scores and identifying at-risk students.‖ Second, the data being studied included
formal assessments such as the Arizona Instrument to Measure Standards (ADE, 2005),
informal teacher-designed assessments, and non-academic data about individual student
needs. Third, teachers supplemented data analysis with their own professional judgment
about student performance, and at one school teacher judgment was given priority over
data. Fourth, participant-leaders involved themselves in data analysis, reviewing student
classroom performance, mailing results home to parents, and providing training in data
analysis to their staffs.
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Interventions for Struggling Students
Participants worked to ensure that students who were not performing received
assistance. The properties of student intervention that emerged from the study were (a)
initiation of interventions, (b) type of interventions, and (c) time. First, participants
emphasized the importance of responding promptly when students struggled. Initiation
of interventions usually began with a teacher and was taken up by teams that included
teachers, parents, teachers, and school leaders. At the largest school, an intervention
specialist who monitored performance data often initiated the interventions. Second,
interventions took several forms: re-teaching when a large proportion of students did not
master content, re-grouping of students among teachers to address specific learning
needs, and tutoring during the school day or after school. Third, student interventions
seemed to be designed to provide additional time for learning, especially for students who
entered school with little background knowledge and experience.
Identity as a Leader
Participants‘ identities as leaders seemed to influence their practices at least as
much as external influences like the current accountability environment. Properties that
emerged for leader identity included (a) leader beliefs and dispositions, (b) background
experiences, and (c) leader actions. First, participants expressed a deep sense of
accountability to children and to themselves. They felt obligated to do whatever they
could for students, even when it involved courageous action and difficult decisions. The
principals in the study also expressed a sense of personal efficacy and recognized the
beneficial effects of their leadership on staff and students. Second, participants
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highlighted their background experiences as shaping their leadership identities.
Ethnicity, working-class background, and educational training were factors that formed
leaders‘ priorities and sensitized them to the needs of students. Third, leaders‘ identity
impelled them to action through relationships with children, presence in classrooms, and
active support of teachers.
Dealing with the Accountability Environment
The current accountability environment shaped the student performance
challenges that comprised the core concern of participants. The responses of leaders in
this study to the accountability environment were ambivalent—they saw benefits and
drawbacks, and inconsistent—they highly valued their school label but were uninformed
about the mechanisms of accountability systems. Properties of the category dealing with
the accountability environment included (a) initial response to the accountability
environment, (b) low knowledge of accountability system elements, (c) perceived
accountability environment benefits, (d) neutral areas, (e) perceived accountability
environment shortcomings, and (f) earning and retaining a good label.
First, the initial response of participants to the new accountability environment
was a combination of worry, welcome, and an attempt to integrate the new requirements
with their past practice. They worried about how to meet accountability requirements,
the response of teachers, and the effects on students with special needs. They welcomed
aspects that required more accountability from teachers, standardization of curriculum,
and interventions for students. Some participants struggled to retain practices such as
inquiry learning that might be abandoned in the new environment.
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Second, participants demonstrated low knowledge of NCLB (U.S. DOE, 2002)
and AZ Learns (ADE, 2005) features, including adequate yearly progress, annual
measurable objectives, safe harbor, confidence intervals, and point allocations. The only
features they were consistently knowledgeable about were the requirement to test 95% of
children in each official subgroup and the size of subgroups. Third, participants
perceived benefits in the areas of data reporting from mandated tests and the support they
received from the accountability environment for implementing change. Fourth,
participants expressed neutrality about accountability environment effects on many areas
of importance to them, including educational equity, inclusive cultures, and schoolcommunity relations. Fifth, participants cited negative effects of the current
accountability environment such as lack of funding for training, teacher
disempowerment, loss of programs and practices, testing requirements for special-needs
students, personnel restrictions, and stress on educators.
Coordinating Efforts
The final category emerging from the study was the coordination of efforts to
meet performance goals. Participants viewed coordination as an accountable behavior by
educators, and various types of coordination were in place at the schools: (a) curriculum
calendars, (b) professional learning communities, (c) coordination between school and
home, (d) coordination between principals and instructional coaches, (e) leadership team,
and (f) school-wide programs. First, all schools used curriculum calendars to coordinate
instruction, and participants at one school credited these calendars for their high student
performance. Second, each school adopted a professional learning community model
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(DuFour et al., 2004) in which teacher teams collaborated to plan instruction, analyze
student data, and design interventions. Third, participants involved parents in discussions
of student performance through trainings, assessment information that was mailed home,
and intervention meetings. Fourth, principals and instructional coaches demonstrated an
alignment of philosophy and practice as noted in their articulation of priorities and in
quantitative word analysis (Mehl, 2005; Pennebaker et al., 2001). Fifth, at the largest
school, the principal created a leadership team for coordinating performance-related
activities. Sixth, schools in the study employed various school-wide programs such as
tutoring, regrouping, computer programs, and Success for All reading (What Works
Clearinghouse, 2007) to boost performance.
Evaluating Schools‘ Educational Equity
The study also considered the problem of evaluating the educational equity of
schools given the volume and variety of performance data available. A data reduction
measure that combined aggregate performance with a penalty for performance gaps
between racial and ethnic subgroups was introduced. When reading performance data
from the AIMS test for 71 elementary schools was subjected to this equity achievement
driver, there was a redistribution of rank among the schools in comparison to the raw
score rankings. About half the schools experienced small or no changes in rank. Among
these were high-performing schools whose position near the top of the performance
distribution made large gains in rank impossible. The largest changes in rank occurred in
the middle of the distribution, with smaller changes at the extreme ends of the
distribution.
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Of the 71 schools, 15 had a change in rank equal to or greater than 10 positions.
Examination of schools that declined 10 or more positions in rank revealed that some of
them had large achievement gaps between racial subgroups that were hidden by
aggregate averages. Those schools sometimes ranked highly among their socioeconomic
peer schools in terms of raw score. In those cases, the equity achievement driver
highlighted problems in educational equity. If subgroup sizes were less than 40 at the
tested grade level, those gaps would not be detected by accountability system measures.
A few schools that gained 10 or more positions in rank were characterized by low
diversity and a dominant subgroup comprising more than 85% of the student population.
The gain in rank of those schools was attributable to their lack of diversity rather than
their educational equity, since the equity achievement driver penalized schools that are
more diverse. Other schools showing gains in rank had small racial achievement gaps
and low overall performance. Despite their gains, those schools retained a low rank
compared to schools in their socioeconomic peer group, since the equity achievement
driver measured both aggregate performance and inequality of performance. The gain in
rank of still other schools characterized by high student diversity was attributable to the
schools‘ high educational equity.
In addition to comparison of rankings, the size of the penalty imposed by the
equity achievement driver could be used as an indicator of educational equity. When the
driver was applied to performance at the district level, penalties were larger than the
median penalties experienced by individual schools. This finding indicated that
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performance differences between racial subgroups were usually greater between schools
than within schools.
A correction factor might be applied to normalize the equity achievement driver
so that schools with high educational equity would have drivers above the raw score, and
schools with low educational equity would have drivers below the raw score. The value
of the correction factor might be equal to the driver-imposed penalty calculated districtwide, the penalty calculated across a school‘s socioeconomic group, the average of
penalties for schools within the socioeconomic group, or the average of penalties for
schools with a similar racial and ethnic diversity profile.
Discussion
This section presents an interpretation of the study‘s findings, makes connections
with previous research, and notes implications for theory and practice. It should be noted
at the beginning of this discussion that the material presented in Chapter 4 and the
preceding summary are already interpretations, since grounded theory involves
conceptualizing of categories from the data and the drawing of theoretical connections
between them. This section will continue that process while leaving behind specifics and
illustrations from the data.
Before presenting a model that makes connections between the various categories
of response in the study, this discussion takes up differences in participant responses that
cluster by profession and school. First, it seems that higher word scores for principals in
areas of leisure, metaphysics, physical states, greater principal knowledge of
accountability system details, and greater attention of principals to parents and
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community concerns all reflect the professional role of principals as distinguished from
instructional coaches. Principals would be expected to have a broader perspective of
school concerns reflected in those dimensions than instructional coaches. In contrast, the
primary concern of instructional coaches is to assist teachers. Their higher word count in
the cognitive domain is consistent with an instructional focus.
Several differences in responses that cluster by school seem to co-vary with
school size. With an enrollment nearly twice the next largest school, Arroyo had
characteristics that set it apart from the other schools: classroom and grade level unit of
analysis, tighter coordination and direction, a leadership team, greater emphasis on
training, teacher turnover, and interventions to create more learning time. It is perhaps
not surprising that in a school of nearly a thousand students, maintaining an individual
student focus would be difficult. As a result, it seems that the focus of attention at
Arroyo moved up to the classroom and grade levels. Tighter coordination and direction,
leadership team, and greater emphasis on training seem to reflect a need for alignment of
efforts in a large school where communication between teachers may be less spontaneous
and more difficult. Teacher turnover and interventions to create more learning time may
reflect Arroyo‘s relatively low socioeconomic status. Rosenholtz (1985) demonstrated
that a challenge for poor, urban elementary schools is attracting and retaining good
teachers. In addition, children from poor backgrounds who are taught by lower-skilled
teachers require more academic learning time.
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A Conceptual Model
This study has shown that the need for students to meet performance challenges in
the context of an accountability environment explains a great deal of school leaders‘
behavior. Meeting student performance challenges is thus identified as the core category
of the study. Eight other categories emerging from the data have also been described
and analyzed. Their overlapping nature and relationships with the core category are
modeled in Figure 5. The model diagrams several relationships that can be stated as
propositions:
1. School leaders invest in teachers to meet student performance challenges.
2. Leaders also have a goal of achieving educational equity for students.
Achieving educational equity and meeting student performance challenges
are overlapping categories.
3. Collaborative analysis of student performance data informs and drives a
set of teacher actions referred to as accountable behaviors.
4. Accountable behaviors by teachers consist of research-based instructional
practices, interventions for struggling students, and coordinated efforts.
5. Accountable behaviors by teachers are focused on meeting student
performance challenges.
6. Actions by school leaders and teachers toward meeting student
performance goals take place within an accountability environment that in
large part defines student performance challenges and influences educator
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actions. In addition to being influenced by the current accountability
environment, leaders use the accountability environment to induce change
and elicit accountable behavior from teachers.
7.

Leaders attempt to build productive learning environments in which
student performance challenges are met. Their efforts are focused on
meeting student needs.

8.

Participants‘ identities as leaders influence their actions to meet student
performance goals.

Relationships among categories in the model can also be described less formally
in narrative, as follows. Leader identity as determined by training and background
experiences motivates leaders and shapes their actions aimed at meeting student
performance challenges. Leaders act within the current accountability environment and
are influenced by that environment. They also use the accountability environment to
further their goals. In order to meet student performance challenges, leaders invest in
teachers by recruiting, supporting, retaining them and by requiring accountable behavior
from them. Accountable behavior begins with collaborative analysis of student
performance data; this analysis in turn drives and informs research-based instructional
practices, coordination of efforts, and interventions for struggling students. The ultimate
goal of leader actions is to meet student performance challenges. The achievement of
educational equity is a congruent goal. Leaders strive to create productive learning
environments within which teachers and students can perform optimally.
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It has been argued in this study that meeting student performance challenges
rather than meeting accountability system requirements was the main concern of the
leaders in the study. Leaders consistently stated that student achievement was their top
priority. According to this argument, accountability system features such as grade level
performance and subgroup level performance are indicators of meeting performance
goals rather than ends in themselves. Even the desire for a good school label can be
interpreted as a way of advancing performance goals: Leaders value of label for attracting
high quality teacher candidates, bringing positive attention to their schools, and building
community.
The two concepts meeting student performance challenges and meeting
accountability system requirements overlap in several ways and yet are qualitatively
different. They are alike in their intended results: high levels of student performance and
elimination of performance gaps. Both concepts accept standardized test scores as a
primary indicator of student achievement. However, the concepts differ in their focus;
meeting student performance challenges is focused on individual children, while meeting
accountability system requirements is focused on mechanics and tactics. Study
participants continually referred to moving each student forward in learning, either to a
unitary or individualized goal. It seems that leaders are more attuned to the spirit of the
current accountability environment rather than to the letter of accountability system
elements. The focus of leaders on meeting the needs of individual children, discussed at
length earlier, aligns with the face language and broadly stated goals of No Child Left
Behind (U.S. DOE, 2002) rather than its mechanical complexity. This focus would not
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be required if participants simply wished to maximize their schools‘ accountability
indicators. In addition, the concern of participants for meeting student performance
challenges is reflected in their attention to productive learning environments and cultural
proficiency, areas on which accountability systems are silent (Fusarelli, 2004).
Participants seemed to believe that a holistic approach to children that includes these
elements is required for meeting performance goals.
A lack of preoccupation with accountability system mechanics is reflected in
participants‘ low knowledge of these mechanics and their willingness to delegate
responsibility for that knowledge to outside experts. Participants‘ lack of knowledge
about accountability system elements prompts two questions: (a) What does this lack of
knowledge indicate about leader concerns? (b) What are the consequences of this lack of
knowledge? In response to the first question, participants‘ low knowledge of indicates
that accountability system mechanics was not their core concern. If details of NCLB
(U.S. DOE, 2002) and AZ Learns (ADE, 2005) were the main concern of participants, it
is reasonable to expect that participants would better understand the systems. Instead, the
data suggest a more nuanced reality in which the accountability environment is part of the
core category through its influence in determining student performance goals, measuring
of their attainment, and driving accountable behavior by educators.
In response to the second question, low knowledge of accountability systems does
not appear to have damaged the schools in the study at this juncture of the accountability
timeline. That situation could change as accountability system requirements and
sanctions escalate over time. At the conclusion of this study, new results were published
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showing that two of the schools in the study did not make adequate yearly progress under
NCLB (U.S. DOE, 2002). Additional research will be required to determine if the
attention of school leaders to accountability systems increases as the 2014 culmination
approaches. In addition, the schools in this study outperformed other peer schools in
their socioeconomic groups on meeting student performance challenges. Other studies
will be needed to see how leaders in schools with lower performance deal with
accountability system requirements.
Participants did not respond to some accountability system incentives. Although
a study documented school responses to an incentive to focus efforts on students on the
margins of passing (Reback, 2005), that strategy was reported in only one of the schools
participating in the current study. Rather, participants consistently spoke of meeting the
needs of all children, including those who fell far below the standards. In addition,
participants did not focus attention on particular subgroups, with the exception of English
language learners. The observed lack of focus on racial subgroup performance in the
study does not imply a color-blind approach by participants; findings are quite the
opposite, and racial achievement gaps at the participating schools were small. Kane and
Staiger (2002b) suggested that incentives for racial subgroup performance are
counterproductive and schools do not respond to such incentives. The results from this
study seem to coincide with that finding. The concern expressed by participants for
English language learners seems driven more by moral rather than accountability system
considerations. Some participants disapproved of the requirement for these students to be
tested in English. Additional evidence of lack of alignment to accountability system
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incentives is the attention some participants gave to gender performance gaps, which are
not monitored by accountability systems.
Although participants did not invest much time and attention in mechanics of
accountability systems, they did invest in teachers. These leaders seemed to believe that
teachers were the key to achieving student performance challenges and achieving
educational equity. Their investment took the form of recruiting, retaining, supporting,
and developing teachers. These practices are consistent with the findings of Rosenholtz
(1985) in urban elementary schools prior to the new accountability environment. She
documented principal actions to recruit and retain teachers, induct them into school
norms, buffer them from non-academic distractions, and assist struggling teachers. Her
model of an exchange of teacher contributions for inducements also reflects the findings
of this study, in which teacher contributions are framed as ―accountable behaviors‖ and
inducements are the professional and psychological rewards associated with meeting
performance goals. It seems that the findings of Rosenholtz are as relevant in the current
accountability environment as they were before it.
Although it was the subject of this dissertation and the basis of its research
questions interview questions, educational equity did not emerge as the core category of
the study, but rather as a category highly aligned with the core category (see Figure 5).
Participants‘ comments demonstrated their concern for educational equity, their optimism
about achieving it, and their refusal to accept excuses for inequities. Responses also
highlighted areas of similarity between achieving educational equity and meeting student
performance challenges. Both categories reflect an effort by school leaders to seek
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higher performance for all students and eliminate performance gaps. For the most part,
both perspectives accept the performance goals defined by accountability systems and
promote the analysis of disaggregated data mandated by those systems. This overlap
between categories is reflected in the literature, where performance aspects of educational
equity have gained in prominence under the current environment of accountability (see,
for example, the definition of educational equity by Singleton and Linton, 2006, p. 46;
and student outcome elements of equity audits as described by Skrla et al., 2004).
Similarly, the merging of concerns for student performance and educational equity are
reflected in the findings of this study and its conceptual model.
Both categories emphasize caring for children, holding high expectations of
them, and meeting their needs as individuals with different cultures and ways of knowing
(see Ladson-Billings, 1994; Noddings, 1986; Riehl, 2000). Another similarity between
achieving educational equity and meeting performance challenges lies in a concern for
the equitable distribution and effective utilization of resources, including funding and
teaching expertise. Finally, both perspectives recognize the key role of teachers in
perpetuating or overcoming barriers to performance and educational equity. Participants
described teacher behaviors such as stereotyping that are consistent with the ―equity
traps‖ identified by McKenzie and Scheurich (2004). Participants sought to overcome
those barriers through an attitudinal shift in which teachers take responsibility for student
performance and persevere with students until they learn.
In summary, participants expressed the belief that performance is influenced by
educator attitudes and cultural proficiency. For these school leaders, achieving
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educational equity and meeting student performance challenges were inseparable
categories. However, accountability systems focus only on the performance aspects of
educational equity. This discontinuity implies a need for dialogue and training to meet
the needs of students in culturally diverse schools (see Riehl, 2000). Through their
efforts to care for individual students and build productive environments, participants in
this study seemed to demonstrate an understanding of this need.
High among participant concerns were productive learning environments that
were inclusive, caring, safe for students and teachers, and characterized by high
expectations and risk-taking. Supportive environments may act as a buffer to the
pressures arising from accountability system requirements. Although productive learning
environments were a stated goal of several participants, success in achieving them
appeared to vary. In the case of Desert Springs Elementary, it seems that some teachers
were left on their own and became disillusioned despite the school‘s performance
accomplishments. Whitcomb Elementary stood out as a positive example. The
instructional coach stated she would prefer to have her children at Whitcomb than
another high-scoring school due to the community. As a school that enjoyed several
advantages, did Whitcomb have the luxury to focus on school environment in addition to
student performance goals? Or was it productive environment that underlay the high
performance, as Whitcomb‘s instructional coach claimed?
Possible explanations for Whitcomb‘s success in building a productive
environment are found in the data from the study: the school‘s high SES, small size,
high-quality teaching staff, and the priorities of its leaders. Whitcomb‘s leaders

339

celebrated their school‘s environment as something they were privileged to be a part of,
but it seems clear they also had influence in creating that environment. It seems
reasonable to conclude that at Whitcomb, there was a strong association between meeting
performance goals and a productive learning environment. Additional data collection and
theoretical sampling would be required to further conceptualize the theoretical
relationship between student performance and school environment.
An additional emergent property of a productive learning environment was future
orientation. Participating schools varied in this property by socioeconomic status: At the
highest SES school, the principal spoke of students attending Ivy League colleges and
securing employment with multinational corporations. In the mid-SES schools, leaders
pointed students toward a future that included college and material benefits, while at the
lowest SES school, leaders emphasized immediate performance goals. These differences
are consistent with previous findings about the future expectations at middle class and
working class elementary schools (Carnoy & Levin, 1985).
In the category of data and testing, participants were consistent in requiring
collaborative data analysis of student performance data to inform instruction and student
interventions. This result is consistent with research findings about the priority of
principals for using small teacher teams to interpret disaggregated data and diagnose
instructional needs (West & Macharia, 2002). The leaders were also involved in data
analysis themselves through reviewing, commenting, and mailing home results. These
findings are consistent with a study conducted since the enactment of NCLB (U.S. DOE,
2002), which found that principals of high-performing schools were skillful interpreters
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of performance data and required their teachers to be knowledgeable about data as well
(Englert et al., 2004). Sharing data is a sensitive matter that requires trust between
educators, according to one participant. West and Macharia pointed out the need for
principals to be discreet with classroom level data. Negative feelings that result when
this norm is broken are reported in this study at Desert Springs Elementary.
Two hypotheses can be formulated in which student data is the common element:
the current accountability environment causes data analysis, and data analysis causes
accountable behavior. These relationships are illustrated in Figure 5. In the model, the
three accountable behaviors that result from collaborative data analysis are researchbased instruction, interventions for students, and coordinated efforts. Although researchbased instruction was important at all the schools, there was some variation in how it is
interpreted. At Whitcomb Elementary, where The Skillful Teacher (Saphier et al., 1997)
was carefully studied, teachers had latitude to experiment and try their own strategies as
long as their instruction was based on standards. In contrast, the Desert Springs
instructional coaches reported that insistence on research-based practice had a chilling
effect on teachers taking initiatives and decreased motivation of teachers to attempt new
strategies.
Interventions for students relate to the ―concern, care, and advocacy for individual
needs of students‖ (Riehl, 2000, p. 68). Interventions are also in important component of
recent formulations of professional learning communities (see DuFour et. al, 2004).
Participants in this study required interventions for struggling students that included
tutoring, regrouping, and re-teaching. At Arroyo, the largest school, a progress

341

monitoring system coordinated by a specialist was in place to identify students, respond
to their needs and re-evaluate them periodically. At other schools, the intervention
process was more informal.
Interventions seem aimed at creating more time for learning for struggling
students. The need for time stood out at Arroyo Elementary. A possible explanation lies
in a theory of learning advanced by Benjamin Bloom (as cited in Guskey, 2001) that
requisite time and exposures to material are critical to learning and vary among students.
When factors such as Arroyo‘s high ELL population, low SES, and relatively high
teacher turnover are taken into account, it seems reasonable that the school leaders would
take measures to create more academic learning time. A logical extension would be to
lengthen the school year and/or encourage summer school.
Coordination of efforts was the final accountable behavior to emerge in the study,
and like interventions, the complexity of coordination varied with school size. Uniquely
at Arroyo, a formal leadership team coordinated several school-wide programs; however,
less formal types of coordination such as regrouping were evident at the other schools.
Coordination was also evident between principals and instructional coaches on a
linguistic and psychological level at each site, as demonstrated by the results of
quantitative text analysis. Prior to the current accountability environment, Rosenholtz
(1985) noted that successful urban elementary schools were characterized by tight
coupling of school goals and practices. Benefits of accountability systems in promoting
the focused use of resources to improve student performance were predicted by Fusarelli
(2004). Englert et al. (2004) documented that high-performing schools were
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characterized by careful alignment of resources. This study‘s findings about coordinated
structures such as professional learning communities, curriculum calendars, regrouping,
and school-wide programs are consistent with those earlier results.
Throughout this study, the current accountability environment has been
referenced as a reality that educators must deal with and function within (see Figure 5).
Although it did not emerge as the core concern—participants had low knowledge of
accountability systems and described its effects on their practice as neutral in several
areas—the accountability environment contributes to the core category by shaping
student performance challenges. Positive effects of accountability systems that have been
predicted and are supported in this study are the focused use of resources and the use of
data to shine a light on individual student and subgroup performance (Fusarelli, 2004).
Participants also reported that the accountability environment provided support for their
change agendas. Predicted negative effects of the current accountability environment
include the neglect of multiculturalism, test preparation at the expense of authentic
learning experiences, marginalization of non-tested subjects, and a decrease in teacher
autonomy and creativity. Participants in the study cited each of these pitfalls and added
complaints about funding for teacher development, testing requirements for special needs
students, and qualification standards for personnel. However, a countercurrent of
creative activity was also detected in which teachers attempted to adapt accountability
requirements and integrate them with previous practices and knowledge. In summary,
participants acknowledged the effect of the current accountability environment on their
schools and practice while taking a view that balanced its benefits and disadvantages.
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This discussion concludes with the role of leader identity. All participants
revealed themselves as individuals who were motivated by personal stories and
experiences, driven to persist until goals are accomplished, and accountable to individual
children and to their own moral compass. The principals in particular were optimistic
and believed in their efficacy as leaders. These findings are consistent with the case
study research of Dillard (1995), who identified three aspects of effective leadership in
diverse schools: (a) actions grounded in understandings from leaders‘ personal
biographies; (b) advocacy for individual students; and (c) transformative work on behalf
of values, projects, and peoples. The first aspect is illustrated in the present study through
the unsolicited stories participants told about their social and ethnic backgrounds and the
effects on their beliefs and practices. The second aspect is reflected in participants‘
emphasis on meeting the needs of individual children. The third aspect is seen in the
persistent efforts of participants to build relationships with children, meet the needs of
children, support teachers, induce accountable behavior from teachers, and promote
effective and equitable practices. The high performance of participating schools relative
to their peers seems to indicate that these aspects of effective leadership documented a
decade ago remain relevant in the current accountability environment.
An additional consideration of this study is the utility of the equity achievement
driver for evaluating educational equity. The driver combines aggregate performance and
a penalty term that measures inequality between subgroups; the combined terms are taken
as an indicator of educational equity. When performance is evaluated using this measure,
rankings of schools based on raw scores are altered. The driver can also be used to
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evaluate groups of schools or entire districts. The results from this study are consistent
with the results of Stiefel et al. (2007), who found that racial achievement gaps were
greater between schools than within diverse schools.
Advantages and limitations of the equity achievement driver have been explored
in the study. On the one hand, the driver can serve as an initial indicator of the
educational equity of a school for any given assessment, and it can detect gaps that are
hidden within the aggregate data and may not be detected by accountability systems. On
the other hand, the initial positive or negative indication must be followed by a closer
analysis of school data to determine whether an actual equity accomplishment or problem
exists, or whether the indication is simply an artifact. Finding a clear and unbiased
measure of educational equity is difficult, because any measure that is chosen will have
differential effects depending on the level of diversity in a school. It was shown in
Chapter 2 that this is already the case with existing accountability measures, and the
equity achievement driver has a similar problem. Thus, it appears that the equity
achievement driver can be a useful tool only when used in combination with comparative
raw score data and individual school data and demographics.
The driver has little utility for schools with low diversity and racial isolation or in
comparing such schools to schools that are more diverse. Willie et al. (2002)
characterized a school in which a dominant group makes up 85% or more of the student
population as racially isolated. This percentage is proposed as an upper limit to the
usable range of the equity achievement driver.
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Among diverse schools, the driver can be useful as an initial indicator of the
educational equity of a school. A comparative list of raw scores and equity achievement
drivers can be generated for a given test. The schools are then ranked on the basis of raw
scores and equity achievement drivers, and changes in rank are noted. Positive or
negative changes greater than five positions invite further analysis of the data and
comparison with peer schools to determine whether a school has an emergent
accomplishment or problem in educational equity. A penalty that is greater than the
district-wide penalty is an additional indicator of equity issues.
The driver penalizes schools that are more diverse relative to less diverse schools.
In this respect, it is similar to other accountability measures currently in use although not
as severe, including measures to determine AYP under No Child Left Behind (U.S. DOE,
2002). When making comparisons using the driver, it may be advisable to group schools
with similar diversity profiles using an index such as those used in California and Texas
(Izume & Evers, 2002).
Advantages of the equity achievement driver include, as mentioned above, its
ability to highlight inequalities of performance that are hidden within aggregate or raw
data. A second advantage is that the driver is simple to calculate and enables a quick
comparative analysis of many schools. A third advantage is that the driver is not
dependent on subgroup threshold values associated with accountability systems. These
thresholds create a discontinuity: When subgroup membership is below the threshold,
accountability systems may not detect educational equity problems at a school, and when
subgroup membership is above the threshold, equity issues may result in sanctions such
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as the denial of adequate yearly progress (Kane & Staiger, 2002b). In contrast to the
discontinuous feature of accountability measures, the equity achievement driver is a
continuous measure of inequality.
The greatest advantage of the equity achievement driver may be that it encourages
an analysis of educational equity that is seldom undertaken. The driver can be an element
of a thorough equity audit process (Skrla et al., 2004).

Although it is simple to generate

the rank lists and note changes in rank and magnitudes of penalties, it is more difficult to
look more deeply at the unique features of an individual school‘s disaggregated
performance. However, looking more deeply is ultimately necessary to understand a
school‘s educational equity.
Implications for Practice
Mastery of accountability system mechanics does not appear to be essential for
school success in terms of overall performance and educational equity at the current stage
of the accountability environment. Given the accelerating nature of accountability
system requirements, training in accountability systems may be helpful to school leaders.
However, the results of the study indicate that leaders must have knowledge in the area of
data analysis for the purpose of improving teaching and learning and must foster that type
of data analysis within collaborative teams of teachers. This skill may not have been
essential before the current accountability environment, but it appears to be essential
now.
In addition, the findings of this study imply that leadership preparation and
training should focus on (a) developing and articulating leadership identity and (b)
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building the capacity of prospective school leaders to carry out the essential tasks of
building productive learning environments and molding a faculty characterized by
accountable behaviors. The first area, leadership identity, integrates personal history with
a commitment to children and their educational advancement. Developing that identity is
a reflective rather than technical process; thus, candidates for leadership and current
school leaders need ongoing opportunities for reflection.
Building productive learning environments and molding a faculty characterized
by accountable behaviors requires knowledge, skills, and persistence on the part of school
leaders. Knowledge and skills fall within several specialized areas: data analysis,
research-based instructional practice, and student interventions. Leaders must acquire
knowledge in these areas in order to build that knowledge in their teachers as well. The
accumulation of specific skills by school leaders has been referred to as expert power
(Snowden & Gorton, 1998).
The results also suggest that school leaders must have the ability to build
relationships and coordinate efforts and resources. Perhaps the most important skill is the
ability to foster a fundamental attitudinal shift in which teachers take responsibility for
their students‘ performance. Leaders have different strategies available for
accomplishing this shift. The current accountability environment gives them legal
backing. This is a form of authority referred to as legitimate power (Snowden & Gorton,
1998). In addition, investment in teachers through careful recruitment, support, and
training allows leaders to mold an accountable faculty. Perhaps the most effective tool
for achieving the shift to responsibility is the power of the leader to provide certainty to
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teachers that the rewards for their efforts in the form of student performance will be
worth their contributions (see Rosenholtz, 1985). This ability to lead through persuasion
is a form of authority Snowden and Gorton referred to as referent power. Once
responsibility for student performance is established, persistence in maintaining
accountable behaviors is required.
This study has highlighted the interrelationships between educational equity and
student performance. The two categories overlap in several aspects, including goals. In
the current accountability environment, it is no longer sufficient for schools to achieve
high performance averages while certain groups of students languish. The answer to this
problem does not seem to lie in targeting specific subgroups, but rather in an approach to
performance that takes the learning needs of individual children into account and builds
capacity for meeting those needs. Such an approach requires cultural proficiency, caring,
and commitment from educators. From this perspective, it would seem desirable to
merge the concerns of educational equity and student performance into a single concern
or category, so that every discussion of performance would include considerations of
educational equity, and every discussion of educational equity would include
considerations of student performance. This conceptualization of student performance
can be aided by measures like the equity achievement driver. When used with a
consideration to its limitations, it provides a basis of comparison among schools, a
measure of progress for individual schools and districts, and an incentive to look more
deeply at performance data to evaluate educational equity.
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In the area of policy, the study confirms a prediction made in Chapter 2 that
accountability systems with many elements may lack strong incentives for educators.
This seems true of Arizona Learns (ADE, 2005), which allocates points in several areas
based on three distinct models: performance level, growth, and value-added models.
Study participants in the relatively successful schools selected for this study did not
demonstrate a thorough understanding of Arizona Learns, although they highly valued
the label the system confers. The apparent lack of strong incentives may not be
undesirable, depending on how aggressive a stance a state wishes to take in its own
accountability system in comparison with No Child Left Behind (U.S. DOE, 2002).
Another implication for policy derives from the finding that leaders invest in
teachers and place the highest priority on getting and retaining good teachers. Earlier
studies showed that principals in schools that are underperforming or poor have difficulty
getting and retaining top teachers (Ladd & Zelli, 2002; Rosensholtz, 1985).
Accountability systems sometimes provide perverse incentives for good teachers to leave
or stay away from schools where they are most needed, and mediocre teachers tend to
concentrate in those schools, where they are subject to less scrutiny (McKenzie &
Scheurich, 2004). Unequal access to quality teaching is an issue of educational equity
(Skrla et al., 2004). Findings of the present study suggest that leaders in two schools with
higher SES had greater access to high-quality teachers, whereas leaders in the schools
with lower SES had to depend more on in-house training to build teacher capacity. To
remedy this inequality, it is recommended that accountability systems incorporate strong
incentives for high quality teachers to work in schools that are underperforming or poor.
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Implications for Research
The scope of this study was limited to elementary schools that were highperforming. It is recommended that similar qualitative studies be undertaken with
secondary schools and schools that are low-performing relative to their socioeconomic
peers. The emergent categories and priorities could then be compared and contrasted and
more inclusive conceptualizations made. In particular, the importance of accountability
system details in lower performing schools could be analyzed, since these details hold
serious potential consequences for the schools, including re-organization and takeover by
the state.
The current study examined schools and participants at a specific moment in time.
Longitudinal studies are desirable to show the trajectory of leader response to an evolving
equity and accountability environment. Such studies could shed light on topics such as
unitary versus individualized performance goals, since the latter are dependent on student
progress over several years. Longitudinal studies could also find whether leader
knowledge of and attention to accountability system elements increases as the
requirements escalate and opportunities for falling short multiply.
In the district in which this study was undertaken, schools within each
socioeconomic group varied considerably in their overall performance and educational
equity, to an extent that there was considerable overlap between groups. Indeed, many
individual schools demonstrated performance typical of a higher socioeconomic group.
Variation in performance indicates that large improvements in performance and equity
are possible in schools that currently have lower performance. It also suggests that high-
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performing schools could assist schools with similar demographics to improve
performance and educational equity. A first step toward that assistance might be to bring
leaders from high-performing and lower-performing schools together for data analysis
and dialogue about practice. Research is needed as to how such a professional
arrangement might work.
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APPENDIX A
INTERVIEW GUIDE
Phase 1: Life History and Beliefs
In this phase, topics related to the research questions are introduced in a general, openended manner. Participants are asked about their beliefs.
Notes:
1.

Participants have the right to refuse to answer any question, either written or oral.

2.

Participants will be advised that their names and the names of their schools will not
be used in reports.

3.

Participation is voluntary; participants may withdraw at any time.

4.

The researcher will maintain confidentiality of information about participants.
_________________________________________

1.

Please describe your own educational background.

2.

a. How many years have you worked at this school in your current position?
b. What positions did you work in prior to your current assignment, and for how
long?

3.

As a school leader, please describe how you are accountable to:
a. students
b. parents
c. the District
d. the State
e. the Federal Government
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f. yourself
4.

a. What does diversity in schools mean to you?
b. Why do we talk about diversity in education?

5.

a. What does equity in schools mean to you?
b. What does it mean to achieve equity in schools?
c. Why do we pursue a goal of achieving equity in schools?

6.

Please describe any background and training you have had in the areas of
diversity and equity.

7.

Here are two statements about achieving equity:
a.

Achieving equity means overcoming disadvantages or deficits faced by
children from less privileged backgrounds.

b.

Achieving equity means benefiting all students by bringing students of
different backgrounds to higher levels of learning.

Please comment on these two statements from your own experience. How true do
you think these statements are?
8.

What approaches do you take to achieving equity in your school? Please give
examples.

9.

In meeting the needs of your students from diverse backgrounds in an equitable
way, how important are the following? Why?
a.

Recruiting, hiring, and retaining good teachers

b.

Recruiting, hiring, and retaining teachers that reflect the diversity of the
student body
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c.

Setting measurable goals for student achievement

d.

Clear direction to teachers about instructional practice

e.

Professional learning communities in which teacher collaborate to
improve student learning

f.

Professional development to improve capacity and motivation

g.

Using student data for diagnosis and instructional planning

h.

Leaders creating new meanings about diversity and equity for staff (for
example, pointing out that certain placement practices are discriminatory)

i.

Building an inclusive school culture (for example, by being advocates for
students, promoting a caring environment, holding high expectations,
promoting multicultural curriculum and culturally relevant teaching, and
taking concrete steps to ensure equal access to learning opportunities).

j.

Building communities within the school and between the school and the
greater community

10.

To what extent do you and your staff use student data to diagnose problems and
improve learning? Please give an example.

11.

This question is about the achievement performance of students from different
racial, ethnic, socioeconomic, and language backgrounds at your school. Here are
three statements paraphrased from different educational researchers:
a.

Individual schools can ―beat the odds‖ and produce well-educated children
in spite of the hostile forces at work in many of those children‘s lives.
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b.

Although educators can narrow achievement gaps, school efforts alone
cannot close them, unless they are tied to economic and social policies to
lessen the gaps children face outside the classroom.

c.

Although educators collectively view themselves and the schooling
enterprise as inherently non-racist, tightly held educator beliefs and
understandings dramatically impact student achievement. As educators
engage in interracial dialogue about race with each other, students, and
their families, systems then can truly support all children in achieving at
higher levels.
i.

Please comment on these two statements from your own
experience. How true do you think these statements are, for what
percentage of schools are they true, and for which schools are they
true?

ii.

What are the barriers to high achievement for all students?

iii.

How important do you think it is to pay attention to achievement
differences and to reduce them?

iv.

To what extent do you believe achievement differences among
groups of students from different backgrounds can be reduced?

12.

How important are the following factors in affecting the achievement of students
from different backgrounds?
a.

economic isolation

b.

racial isolation
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c.

inequalities in school funding

d.

unequal opportunities within schools

e.

bias in standardized tests

Phase Two: History of Involvement with Accountability Systems
13. Please think back to the time you became aware of the accountability systems No
Child Left Behind and Arizona Learns.
a.

What potential opportunities and barriers did you think these
accountability systems would present for your school?

14.

b.

for education in general?

c.

How did you feel about the accountability systems?

Please describe any background and training you have had in the school
accountability systems No Child Left Behind and Arizona Learns.

15.

Please comment on your understanding of the following elements of
accountability systems:

No Child Left Behind
a.

Adequate Yearly Progress and how it is determined

b.

Annual Measurable Objectives

c.

Subgroup Rules: subgroup size and how subgroup performance is counted

d.

Safe Harbor

e.

Confidence Intervals

f.

Incentives of NCLB
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Arizona Learns

16.

a.

School Ratings and how they are determined

b.

How points are earned
i.

Status Points

ii.

Growth Points

iii.

Weighted averages

iv.

Value added points

v.

Exceed points

vi.

AYP points

c.

Subgroups in AZ Learns

d.

Incentives of AZ Learns

To what extent have No Child Left Behind and/or Arizona Learns shaped your
agenda as a school leader? Please give an example.

17.

This questions concerns school improvement plans.
a.

Have you ever worked in a school with an improvement plan under an
accountability system? Please describe.

b.

To what extent does motivation to avoid a school improvement plan shape
your agenda as a leader? Why?

c.
18.

What strategies do you use?

How have No Child Left Behind and/or Arizona Learns shaped your agenda in the
following areas, and why? Please give an example.
a.

accountability for student performance
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b.

the achievement of equity

c.

recruiting, hiring, and retaining good teachers

d.

recruiting teachers that reflect the diversity of the student body

e.

setting measurable goals for student achievement

f.

supervising teachers‘ instructional practice

g.

promoting professional collaboration for the improvement of student
learning

19.

h.

professional development to increase staff competence and motivation

i.

student data

j.

creating new meanings about diversity and equity for your staff

k.

building an inclusive school culture for students from diverse backgrounds

l.

building school-community relationships

Are there any other approaches or programs you‘ve introduced as a result of No
Child Left Behind and Arizona Learns? Please describe the programs and tell
why they were introduced.

20.

Are there any approaches or programs you‘ve abandoned as a result of No Child
Left Behind and Arizona Learns? Please describe the programs and tell why they
were abandoned.

Phase Three: Reflection
In this phase, participants are asked to reflect on the interrelationship of accountability
systems and leader practice related to student diversity.
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21.

Since your initial awareness of No Child Left Behind and Arizona Learns, how
has your perception of accountability systems and your response to them evolved
or changed, if at all?

22.

Since your initial awareness of No Child Left Behind and Arizona Learns, how
has your perception of equity for students from diverse backgrounds evolved or
changed, if at all?

23.

In meeting the needs and promoting the success of your students from diverse
backgrounds in an equitable way, to what extent have No Child Left behind and
Arizona Learns helped or hindered you? Please give examples.

24.

To what extent have No Child Left behind and Arizona Learns helped or hindered
you in the following areas? Please give examples.
a.

Recruiting, hiring, and retaining good teachers

b.

Recruiting, hiring, and retaining teachers that reflect the diversity of the
student body

c.

Setting measurable goals for student achievement

d.

Clear direction to teachers about instructional practice

e.

Professional learning communities in which teachers collaborate to
improve student learning

f.

professional development to improve capacity and motivation

g.

using student data for diagnosis and instructional planning

h.

leaders creating new meanings about diversity and equity for staff (for
example, pointing out that certain placement practices are discriminatory)

360

i.

building an inclusive school culture (for example, by being advocates for
students, promoting a caring environment, holding high expectations,
promoting multicultural curriculum and culturally relevant teaching, and
taking concrete steps to ensure equal access to learning opportunities).

j.

using student data for diagnosis and school improvement

k.

building communities within the school and between the school and the
greater community

25.

A comparison of data from your school and other schools with similar
socioeconomic profiles indicates that your school has been successful in student
achievement and in equity of achievement among diverse student groups.
(Showing the comparative data would be an option at this point).
a.

What is your reaction to this data?

b.

What do you attribute this performance to?

c.

What differentiates your school from other schools with a similar diversity
profile?

d.
26.

What is the most important thing you did to contribute to this success?

What advice, guidance, or assistance might you offer to other schools with a
similar diversity profile?
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