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Abstract

This qualitative study examines how three large urban school districts leverage federal funding
and research evidence to improve underperforming schools. Using document analysis and semi-
structured interviews with district leaders, we investigated decision-making processes,
implementation monitoring, program coordination, and funding alignment. Despite articulating
key improvement strategies, all three districts demonstrated critical gaps in their approaches.
Findings reveal that districts made minimal use of research evidence in selecting external
providers, instead prioritizing schools' articulation of how programs would be utilized. Districts
lacked formal processes to coordinate, monitor, or evaluate external provider services in real-
time. School improvement efforts remained fragmented across programs, with limited
coordination of funding streams. Internal district collaboration was weak, with leaders often
unable to answer questions about initiatives within their purview. The study highlights three key
implications: the need for systematic reflection processes at the district level, a critical
reexamination of how external providers are engaged to build rather than substitute for internal
capacity, and improved knowledge mobilization connecting research, policy, and practice. These
findings underscore persistent organizational challenges facing urban districts and suggest that
without coherent, evidence-based strategies, substantial federal investments in school
improvement will continue to yield limited results.
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Introduction

There is a considerable history in U.S. education of federal funds being designated
specifically for the nation's most underperforming schools. School Improvement Grants (SIG)
and Elementary and Secondary School Emergency Relief (ESSER) are two of the most recent
federal initiatives that have pumped billions of dollars into school systems to improve schools.
The rationale is that underperforming schools need more resources, guidance, and overall
assistance to overcome myriad challenges (Smith, 2023 p. 12). There is little question that these
schools regularly face significant external and internal challenges that other schools, sometimes
even within the same district (Anyon, 2005), do not. Given their administrative and liaising roles
within the system, school districts are required to provide and coordinate resources to schools to
improve school culture and climate, as well as teaching and learning (Levin et al., 2021). Most
federal funding designated for underperforming schools must first go through state educational
agencies and district central offices (Author, 2019). However, studies of state education agencies
suggest that few guidelines are in place to solicit, vet, and monitor what program providers are
paid for services (Author, 2021). Further, few program providers marketed at the state level have
evidence of positive impact on schools (Author, 2018). If state education agencies provide
limited guidance and district organizational capacity generally seems stretched, investigating
how districts determine what providers to contract with and for what purposes they contract is an
important first step to understand if and how school districts can improve how they use federal

(and other) funds to intentionally provide underperforming schools with good programs aligned
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to district and school improvement initiatives. Despite some studies of the impact of these

federal initiatives on various school and student outcomes, almost no research has been
conducted to understand if school districts have the capacities to make sound financial decisions
— (e.g. what intervention or strategies to fund, support or implement as a part of a larger strategy
to improve schools) — when spending these federal funds on various school improvement
programs. To better understand how district leaders leverage federal funds to improve
underperforming schools, we conducted a qualitative study of three districts to answer the
following research questions:

1. In what ways do school districts make school improvement decisions based on their

understanding of research?

2. How do school districts establish routines and processes for understanding

implementation of priority reforms?

3. To what extent (and what ways) are school improvement efforts coordinated across

programs?

4. In what ways are funds to support school improvement coordinated with other streams

of funding to support efforts?
Purpose of This Study

As local education leaders continue to face pressure from federal policies to find and use

research evidence to inform their decision making, it is critically important for those leaders to
have a better understanding of what works in schools. The Every Student Succeeds Act (Public
Law 114-95) calls on leaders to select, adopt, and implement “evidence based” programs and

strategies that have demonstrated improved student outcomes or the potential for improved
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student outcomes. This act follows nearly two decades of federal policy making focused on

increasing leaders’ opportunities to access and use high-quality research evidence (Haskings &
Margolis, 2015; Haskins et. al., 2009). As research about working strategies for capacity building
in a school context is limited, information about how often and where local education leaders
access research and the purposes for which they use it is incomplete. A review of studies of
school and district leaders’ research use indicate that research is difficult for leaders to access, it
is rarely used, and it is only sometimes consulted for decision making about program adoption
(Coburn et. al., 2009). This paper presents data from a study designed to better understand how
districts make school improvement decisions based on research, establish routines and processes
for understanding implementation of priority reforms, coordinate school improvement efforts
across programs, and fund school improvement efforts.
Literature Review

Two interrelated areas of research inform this study. The first area highlights school
improvement. The second focuses on federal accountability and funding.

School Improvement

Research on the effectiveness of school improvement efforts over the past twenty years is
mixed, with no clear, prescriptive solution to improving schools (Schueler et al., 2020).
Despite noble intentions and the expenditure of vast sums of money, most reform efforts over the
last 40 years have failed (Bryk et al., 2015). Research on school improvement underlines the
significance of changing key organizational processes and focusing on school improvement in
context to get profound information about transformational processes (Harris, 2020). The failure

of reform efforts reflects the challenges involved, which usually includes the need to change
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policy and practice across multiple levels, departments, and/or organizational structures

(Aldridge & Melure, 2023). The challenges of reform are compounded by the scale and
successive waves of reform (Sahlberg, 2018), which at the school level are reflected in efforts to
implement policies in ways that were not intended (Rigby et al., 2016). For example, a single
school might simultaneously introduce a reading program, a school-wide bullying program, a
new learning management support platform, and a collaborative inquiry process. The addition of
policy demands results in an extra layer of complexity on top of existing change efforts
(Hargreaves et al., 2005), daily responsibilities (Pollock & Ryan, 2013), and levels of crisis
management (Smith & Riley, 2012). Moreover, over the past decade, there has been an
increasing shift from individual school improvement initiatives to system-wide (i.e. national,
state, or district) change (Harris & Chrispeel, 2008).

The federal role in school improvement has evolved. At the turn of the century, school-
based accountability became the centerpiece of federal education policy with the No Child Left
Behind (NCLB) Act of 2001 (Coburn, 2016; Figlio & Loeb, 2011). Central to this federal policy
was school improvement. School improvement describes school level factors and processes that
promote school success (Reynolds et al., 2014). School improvement was conceptualized by
Jackson (2000) as a “journey” that involves continuous efforts to improve educational
performance and student achievement. We have learned a lot about school improvement since
the implementation of the NCLB. The research has described processes associated with
successful change (e.g. Hall & Hord, 2020) from various perspectives (Hallinger & Heck, 2011).
Furthermore, this research has identified phases critical to the school improvement process

(Hopkins et al., 2014) and developed frameworks (Reezigt & Creemers, 2005) and models to
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help explain improved educational performance (Leithwood et al., 2006). School improvement
research has also examined the role of leadership practice (Robinson et al., 2008) and sense
making (Ganon-Shilon & Schechter, 2019) during reform implementation. As Hargreaves and
Fink (2006) pointed out, leading and sustaining change in schools is extraordinarily difficult with
marginal effects observed in various settings (Chambers et al., 2013; Hargreaves & Fink, 2003,
2004; Preiser et al., 2014; Trombly, 2014).

Fullan (1992) noted that school improvement initiatives fail more often than they
succeed. Newman et al. (2002) noted that part of the failure occurs because many schools
seemed to be engaged in a large and fragmented circuit of activities that lacked coherence.
Furthermore, despite increased knowledge of frameworks, literature reviews and checklists,
those items fail to be operationalized at scale in school settings which lead to failure in reforms
(Alazmi & Alaxmi, 2023). For example, Alazami and Alazmi’s (2023) review of current
literature indicates a continuing gap between researchers, policymakers, and practitioners’ lack
of knowledge about contemporary research, which may be exacerbated by lack of access to such
research topics to be irrelevant to their real-world practices.

Federal Accountability and Funding

Research has shown that schools do respond to accountability — some in favorable and
many in unfavorable ways (i.e. Anagnostopoulos & Rutledge, 2007). Many of these research
studies investigated how schools respond to conventional test-based accountability models and
concluded that improvement efforts are unpredictable, uneven, and largely attributed to a
school’s cultural and professional resources (Diamond, 2012; Firestone & Gonzalez, 2013;

Newmann et al., 1997). In essence, there is a belief that accountability could show schools how
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to improve based on the premise that teachers and principals — often with help from a district
central office or outside support providers — would use data or feedback from accountability
tools to develop and enact plans for improving teaching and learning (McMahon, 2017). School
improvement is one of the major areas for which accountability plays a significant role as the
Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA) that was signed into law in 2015 requires states to redefine
their accountability system to include alternative indicators of progress and school quality, as
well as to identify its most underperforming schools. ESSA presented states with an opportunity
to create systems of accountability and support that could lead to improved outcomes for all
students.

While the evidence is mixed as to whether accountability works to improve all schools,
ESSA encourages states to provide targeted assistance to schools in need of improvement
(Edgerton, 2019). ESSA requires states to explicitly address equity concerns, such as funding
disparities, in their plans (Fusarelli & Ayscue, 2019). The Public K-12 education is one of the
largest single components of government spending (OECD 2013), and differences in school’s
financial resources across neighborhoods are often cited as key contributors to achievement gaps
by parental socioeconomic status and race/ethnicity (Jackson et al., 2016). Funding has played a
significant role in the federal accountability system efforts around school improvement, as one of
the main goals of school funding policy is to improve students’ academic performance (Sohn et
al., 2023). One way this is accomplished is by providing more funding for underperforming
schools or schools with economically disadvantaged students (McGuinn 2012). Students with
disadvantaged backgrounds face many barriers to performing as well in school compared to

students from more advantage backgrounds, further amplifying socioeconomic inequality in
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society. Therefore, attention has been focused on school funding to help underperforming

schools and students from disadvantaged backgrounds (Jackson et al., 2016). The adoption of the
Elementary and Secondary Education Act (ESEA) in 1965 allowed state and local education
agencies to receive increased federal funding through a grant (Title I) to support schools that
demonstrated need (National Center for Education Statistics, 2015). Through reauthorizations, it
is estimated that funds allocated through the Title I grant continues to impact more than 21
million children nationwide (National Center for Education Statistics, 2015). Federal aid is
explicitly designed to support low-income students., although it has remained less than ten
percent of the overall funds that schools have received in most years since the 1980s (Public
School Revenue Sources, 2022). Despite a significant temporary boost in funding through
pandemic era stimulus legislation, the ongoing level of Title I funding remains far below the
commitments of two decades ago (National Education Association, 2022). Where increasing
funding has occurred, more policy implementation demands have followed, including pressuring
education systems to improve performance and student outcomes. These demands have led to
increased efforts to improve the nation’s underperforming schools through school improvement
initiatives.

While one might expect to find vast improvements in educational outcomes because of
increased funding, researchers have yet to find any observable link between academic
improvement and funding from federal programs on education accountability (Dragoset et al.,
2016, p. iv). Furthermore, although the federal government’s major investments in elementary
and secondary education over the last two decades have sought to leverage wide-ranging changes

in American schooling, the nature of education change can make policy implementation difficult
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to navigate as implementation of a reform is rarely straightforward as policy demands often

results in an extra layer of complexity on top of existing change efforts (Hargreaves et al., 2005).
Moreover, after decades of reform, school improvement continues to be a challenging topic.
While we have learned much about how to improve individual schools, successful efforts at
systemic improvement have been less common. In part, research studies rarely capture reform’s
sustainability over time and at scale (Decorby-Watson et al., 2018). Research has described
processes associated with successful change (e.g. Hall & Hord, 2020). Over the past decade,
there has been an increasing shift from individual school improvement initiatives to system-wide
(i.e. national, state, or district) change, (Harris & Chrispeel, 2008). Therefore, policy makers
have been focused on school funding to help underperforming schools and students from
disadvantaged backgrounds (Jackson et al., 2016).

Schools are complex adaptive systems comprised of networked human relationships that
are interconnected in non-linear ways (Mason, 2008; McQuillan, 2008). In a complex school
system, agents (e.g., students, teachers, parents, volunteers) continually co-learn and self-
organize to provide feedback to each other (Fidan & Balci, 2017). Processes of individual and
organizational learning lead to emergent changes that drive sustainable improvements (Hubers,
2020). The greater the rate of feedback that loops through a school system, the greater the
adaptability of a school system to respond to change (Trombly, 2014).

Methods

This qualitative study was conducted in two phases across three large urban school

districts. The districts participating in this study were a convenience sample. We had existing

relationships with district leaders and an understanding of the districts’ contexts. These urban
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districts each had multiple schools identified by their state education agencies as
underperforming and were working to be responsive to school needs. The districts were located
across three different states in the Western region of the U.S. Furthermore, the districts also
varied in characteristics (e.g. students demographics, percentage of English learners, or special

education students). Table 1 provides a description of each district.

Table 1

District Name Population Percent Free or | Number of Locale:

Reduced Lunch | Schools

Westview > 65,000 > 65% > 100 City: Large
School District

Greenfield > 40,000 > 45% > 80 City: Large
Secondary

School District

Riverdale > 25,000 >30% > 50 Midsize
School District

Data reported on students are from the U.S. Department of Education of Education, National

Center for Education Statistics. Common Core of Data.
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We conducted this study in 2023 in two phases. During the first phase, district leaders were

invited to complete a table developed by the research team. At least one district leader
responsible for oversight of school improvement completed the table. The district leader
identified each provider the district currently contracts with specifically to improve the district’s
most underperforming schools. The table had several other questions about how and why these
providers were selected, as well as questions on issues such as provider services, cost of contract,
district monitoring of services rendered, etc. (see Table 2). Second, after at least one district
leader had completed the table, we interviewed that district leader and others in the district, as
necessary, if the initial leader interviewed did not have the knowledge or expertise to answer the
interview questions completely. The interview was designed to better understand the district’s
reasons and rationale for the selection of the providers within the district’s broader school
improvement initiative. The interview(s) took approximately one hour. The interview protocol
included questions that asked for an extension of information provided within the table and
explanations about overall district strategy to serve underperforming schools (see Appendix B
for a copy of the interview protocol).
Data Analysis

All the interviews were recorded and transcribed verbatim by a professional company.
We employed a multistage thematic analysis approach (Braun & Clarke, 2006) to analyze the
data systemically. Transcripts of the interviews were analyzed thematically regarding key
capacity strategies, funding decisions, and decision-making.

Stage 1: Data Familiarization and initial Coding
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Each member of the research team independently read all transcripts. During the first
reading, researchers noted initial impressions, patterns, and questions. In the second reading
researchers applied open coding to identify segments of text relevant to the four research
questions.

Stage 2: Codebook Development

The research team met to develop a preliminary codebook based on: (a) deductive codes
derived from the research questions, and (b) inductive codes emerging from initial open coding.

Stage 3: Systematic Coding

Researchers systematically coded all interview transcripts and table documents. Each
transcript was coded by at least one researcher. Discrepancies were resolved through discussion
and reference to the codebook.

Stage 4: Cross-Case Analysis

After coding was complete, we conducted within-case analysis for each district, creating
detailed case summaries organized by research question. We then performed cross-case analysis
using matrix displays (Miles & Huberman, 1994) to systematically compare patterns,
similarities, and differences across the three districts.

Stage 5: Theme Refinement and Validation

Emerging themes were refined through iterative discussions. We employed case analysis,
actively searching for data that contradicted emerging patterns.

Stage 6: Interpretation and Write Up

The research team collaboratively interpreted findings in relation to existing literature on

distract capacity, school improvement, and federal funding. We selected representative quotes
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that best illustrated each theme, ensuring balanced representation across districts. Pseudonyms

have been used for participating districts and individuals to protect their identities (Tilley &

Woodthorpe, 2011)).

Throughout the analysis process, researchers-maintained audit trail documenting coding

decisions, theme development, and analytical reflections to ensure transparency and replicability.

Findings

To better understand the context of each district, we wanted to understand the key

strategies underway to support underperforming schools. Table 2 outlines those strategies and

areas for improvement as identified by the participants.

Table 2: Snapshot of district interviews

levers (culturally specific partnerships,
guaranteed curriculum, monthly principal
meetings) but lacks systematic process to
coordinate these efforts or assess their
cumulative impact. This suggests
improvement strategies operate in parallel
rather than synergistically.

Self-identified gaps reveal a structural
disconnect: the absence of data interpretation
processes and evaluation mechanisms indicate
that strategy deployment precedes — rather than
follows — diagnostic understanding of school-
level needs.

District Reactive vs. Proactive Orientation Systemic Coherence
Mechanisms
WestView Fragmented Implementation patterns: Weak horizontal
The district deploys multiple improvement integration:

The lack of priority around
instruction across
underperforming schools
exposes a critical
misalignment: curricular
standardization without
corresponding instructional
coherence creates the illusion
of systemic improvement
while allowing school-level
variability to persist
unchecked. The absence of
district-wide principal
development infrastructure
further fractures
implementation leaving
individual schools to interpret
and enact district priorities
through idiosyncratic local
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lenses. Lack of evaluation
around school improvement
efforts improve
underperforming schools

The focus on modifying and changing short
cycle plans indicates optimization of current
approaches rather than fundamental
reconceptualization. The district operates
within an established improvement model,
making tactical adjustments rather than
questioning underlying assumptions about how
change occurs. This pattern — common when
prior efforts produced modest gains — can
create path dependency where incremental

Greenfield Reactive compliance mode: Vertical fragmentation of
Despite board-level equity goals and root cause | resources.
analysis protocols, the district exhibits a The lack of clarity around
fundamentally reactive posture: improvement | how funding is coordinated
process activates in response to federal across funding streams points
designation rather than internal performance to siloed fiscal architecture
signals. This reveals that formal governance where different revenue
commitments and analytical tools exist sources operate according to
independently of operational decision-making | distinct logics and
rhythms. accountabilities. This
structural arrangement
The gap between prior knowledge and prevents the district from
awareness and actual intervention suggest that | strategically deploying
organizational knowledge does not resources as an integrated
automatically translate into organization portfolio, instead forcing
action — a symptom of week coupling between | schools to navigate multiple,
diagnostic capacity and resource allocation potentially contradictory
authority. funding regimes.
Professional learning
communities and instructional
materials initiatives thus
functions as discrete
interventions rather than
mutually reinforcing elements
of coherent improvement
infrastructure.
Riverdale Incremental refinement within existing Absence of learning
paradigm: systems:

The district provides schools
with data analysis support and
common training, suggesting
investment in building
consistent practices. However
the self-identified lack of
process to understand return
on investment reveals a
critical organizational blind
spot: without mechanisms to
systematically evaluate which
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modifications crowd out more transformative interventions produce
possibilities. meaningful outcomes, the
district cannot distinguish
between effective and
ineffective strategies. This
perpetuates activity-based
improvement rather outcome-
driven adaptation.

This table should be read not as a summary of what districts report doing, but as
interpretation of the organizational logics that shape their improvement work. Each cell reveals a
systemic pattern rather than a discrete practice: where WestView lists multiple strategies , the
analysis identifies fragmentation as the underlying structural condition; where Greenfield
describes equity commitments, the interpretation uncover s reactive compliance rhythms that
override those commitments. The two analytical dimensions — reactive versus proactive
orientation, and systemic coherence mechanisms — function as diagnostic lenses that make
visible the often — invisible organizational dynamics that enable or constrain school
improvement. Read vertically to understand how each district’s particular configuration of
challenges emerges from specific structural arrangements; read horizontally to trace how similar
organizational pathologies (weak coupling, siloed resources, absent feedback loops) manifest
differently across contexts. The cross-cutting themes section then synthesizes these district-
specific patterns into broader insights about why improvement efforts stall even when districts
possess sophisticated tools and genuine commitment. Ultimately, this analysis argues that
sustainable improvement requires not just better strategies, but fundamental changes to the

organizational architectures that determine whether those strategies can take root and thrive.
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While it was clear that the districts could articulate key strategies designed to improve

underperforming schools, we identified some critical gaps in their approaches. For example, for
the most part, no district had clear, formal plans in place to (1) coordinate services that external
providers provide; (2) monitor external providers in real time; or (3) evaluate external providers'
performance. Furthermore, the focus or content areas of the external providers identified by each
district differed noticeably. All three districts identified external providers contracted to deliver
services to specifically to help UP (underperforming) schools. Moreover, the number of external
providers identified by each district differed noticeably and the processes for vetting also
differed, but each claimed a process. Lastly, the cost of the providers within and across districts
varied largely.

Providers in all districts—but especially Westview School District and Greenfield
Secondary School District —had difficulty identifying district priorities for underperforming
schools and how the external providers were responding to (or aligned with) those issues.
Westview and Greenfield had little understanding about who was responsible for the nuances of
working with external providers or determining if external providers were good or worthwhile.
Riverdale School District had a clearer vision about how all of this at the district was supposed to
cohere and who was responsible. However, ALL of them placed the responsibilities onto
schools. School leaders were to determine and articulate how EPs were going to be leveraged
strategically (even when the districts were the ones signing EPs and placing them into schools).
Research Question Findings

Our analysis of district practices across Westview, Greenfield, and Riverdale reveals

systematic organizational failures in how urban districts approach school improvement. Below,
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we present findings for each research question, emphasizing the analytical patterns that emerged

across districts and their implications for understanding district capacity.

RQ1: In what ways do school districts make school improvement decisions based on their
understanding of research?

Finding: Districts systematically avoided research engagement by displacing evidence
evaluation onto schools.

Rather than demonstrating weak research use, our data reveal something more troubling:
districts had structurally designed their decision-making processes to bypass research entirely.
All three districts substituted evidence evaluation with a procedural requirement that schools
articulate how external providers (EPs) would be used. This substitution represents a
fundamental confusion between process compliance and substantive decision-making.

The analytical significance of this pattern lies in what it reveals about district sense-
making. When Riverdale's leader stated that "our Achilles heel is that we think we know
everything already, which our consistent outcomes over time would lead us to believe that this is
not actually true," this was not simply an admission of overconfidence. It exposed a cognitive
dissonance: districts recognized their approaches were failing yet continued to operate as if they
possessed adequate knowledge. This suggests that the barrier to research use is not primarily
access or literacy, but rather organizational cultures that have normalized operating without
evidence. Moreover, districts conflated "not wasting money" with effectiveness. They were
intensely concerned that schools demonstrate programs would be utilized—a question of

implementation fidelity—but showed little concern about whether those programs had any
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evidence of impact. This reveals a fundamental misunderstanding of what constitutes sound

decision-making: ensuring a program is used is meaningless if the program itself is ineffective.

The cross-district consistency is particularly revealing. Across different sizes (25,000 to
65,000 students), governance structures, and state contexts, all three districts exhibited identical
patterns of research avoidance. This suggests the problem is not district-specific but reflects
broader institutional forces—perhaps federal and state accountability systems that mandate
"evidence-based" programs without requiring or supporting districts to develop capacity to
evaluate evidence, or a school improvement marketplace that incentivizes vendor claims over
empirical validation.

RQ2: How do school districts establish routines and processes for understanding
implementation of priority reforms?

Finding: Districts confused awareness with action and systematically delegated
implementation monitoring responsibilities they were contractually and organizationally
obligated to fulfill.

Our analysis reveals that districts had virtually no implementation monitoring
infrastructure. However, the more significant finding is why: districts fundamentally
misunderstood what implementation monitoring entails and systematically displaced monitoring
responsibility onto the least empowered actors in the system—struggling schools. Westview's
statement that:

"Our orientation is not to improve, we don't think of improving outcomes through a

theory
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of action or logic model, we go straight to...we're going to improve [test] scores by some

number at the end of the year".... is analytically significant because it exposes goal

displacement.

The district substituted an implementation goal (delivering services) with an outcome
goal (improving scores) without establishing any logical connection between the two. This is not
merely poor practice; it represents a fundamental breakdown in organizational reasoning.
Without theories connecting actions to outcomes, implementation monitoring becomes
conceptually impossible—one cannot monitor implementation of something one has not clearly
defined. The pattern of awareness without action was evident across all districts. Westview
identified "a strong degree of misalignment between state standards and our instructional
materials" yet continued using those materials. This was not ignorance but organizational
dysfunction: districts could diagnose problems but lacked processes to translate diagnosis into
corrective action. This suggests that districts exist in a state of permanent crisis management
where problems are acknowledged but never systematically addressed because organizational
attention immediately shifts to the next immediate demand.

The delegation of monitoring to schools is particularly consequential. All three districts
contracted with external providers (districts signed contracts, authorized payments, and bore
ultimate accountability), yet all three expected school leaders to monitor provider performance.
This represents what we term "accountability inversion": those with the least power and capacity
are assigned the most critical oversight responsibilities, while those with contractual authority
and organizational resources abdicate monitoring obligations. Cross-district analysis reveals that

even Riverdale, which demonstrated clearer vision about district responsibilities than Westview
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or Greenfield, still delegated implementation monitoring to schools. This suggests that the

problem is not lack of understanding about what districts should do, but rather structural or
cultural barriers that prevent districts from enacting their own stated responsibilities. Districts
may lack the personnel, expertise, or political will to hold external providers accountable,
making delegation to schools a strategy of organizational self-protection rather than support.
RQ3: To what extent (and in what ways) are school improvement efforts coordinated
across programs?

Finding: Fragmentation was not an oversight but an organizational default state sustained
by structural siloing and deliberate decentralization of coordination responsibilities.

Our analysis found zero evidence of systematic coordination across any of the three
districts. However, the analytical insight emerges from understanding how fragmentation is
actively produced rather than passively allowed. Districts did not fail to coordinate; they
structured their operations in ways that made coordination impossible. For example, first,
internal organizational siloing prevented coordination at the district level. Different departments
contracted with providers independently, and district leaders responsible for school improvement
could not answer basic questions about provider selection or performance. This was most
pronounced in Westview and Greenfield, where participants frequently responded with "I don't
know" or "someone else [in the district] would know that" to fundamental questions about their
own improvement initiatives. This pattern reveals that knowledge about school improvement was
so fragmented within districts that no individual or team possessed comprehensive understanding

of improvement efforts.
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The analytical significance becomes clear when we examine what this fragmentation

enables: organizational blame diffusion. When no one person or team understands the full scope
of improvement efforts, no one can be held accountable for their collective failure.
Fragmentation thus serves an organizational function—it protects district leadership from
accountability for poor outcomes by making it impossible to trace responsibility. Second, the
placement of coordination responsibility on schools represents what we term "strategic
decentralization"—framing organizational failure as school autonomy. All three districts
emphasized that school leaders should determine how external providers were "leveraged
strategically," even though districts made provider selection decisions and signed contracts. This
framing obscures that schools were not choosing among options but rather were assigned
providers and then asked to make them work. For example, in Riverdale's case despite having
clearer articulation of how coordination should occur, Riverdale still delegated coordination to
schools. The district leader could describe coordination mechanisms but did not implement them
at the district level. This gap between vision and enactment suggests that coordination failure is
not primarily about lacking knowledge of what should happen, but rather reflects resource
constraints, political barriers, or competing organizational priorities that make coordination
impossible to achieve even when leaders understand its importance. The cross-district
consistency of fragmentation—across different sizes, contexts, and stated philosophies—
suggests it is not an accident but an equilibrium state that current policy and organizational
incentives sustain. Coordination requires time, expertise, authority, and accountability
mechanisms that districts currently lack or choose not to deploy. Without policy changes that

explicitly require and resource coordination, fragmentation will persist.
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RQ4: In what ways are funds to support school improvement coordinated with other
streams of funding to support efforts?

Finding: Districts treated federal improvement dollars as categorically separate resources
requiring distribution rather than as strategic assets requiring integration.

Our analysis reveals that funding coordination was not simply absent but conceptually
foreign to how districts thought about resources. The clearest evidence comes from the district
that distributed $125,000 to each underperforming school "based on a basic calculation of
dollars." This mechanical allocation reveals several analytical insights. First, it demonstrates that
districts confused equity with adequacy. Providing equal amounts to all schools—regardless of
size, student needs, existing resources, or specific improvement challenges—treats fairness as
sameness rather than as responsiveness to differential needs. This suggests districts lacked
capacity to conduct needs assessments that would enable strategic, differentiated resource
allocation.

Second, equal distribution avoided the politically difficult work of prioritization. By
giving everyone the same amount, districts sidestepped questions about which schools needed
more support, which interventions should be prioritized, and how resources should be sequenced.
This represents risk aversion: equal distribution minimizes conflict but also minimizes strategic
impact.

Third, the absence of funding coordination reveals that districts had no theory of resource
leverage. None of the three districts demonstrated thinking about how federal improvement
dollars could amplify, complement, or build upon existing investments. Instead, federal funds

were treated as an isolated pot of money requiring distribution and accounting rather than as part
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of an integrated resource strategy. The analytical significance of this pattern extends beyond

inefficiency. For example, when funding is uncoordinated, even substantial investments may be
wasted because they are not strategically deployed. A school receiving $125,000 in federal
improvement funds, $200,000 in Title I allocations, and $50,000 in state improvement grants
might use each funding stream for different, unrelated purposes, resulting in fragmented rather
than concentrated improvement efforts. Without coordination, more money simply enables more
fragmentation. Only Greenfield mentioned creating a district improvement grant, suggesting
some effort toward strategic funding. However, even this initiative lacked evidence of
coordination with other streams. The district could not articulate if or how it was leveraging
these dollars with other funding sources, indicating that even when districts attempted strategic
funding, they lacked processes to ensure actual integration occurred.

Cross-district analysis reveals no variation in strategic funding coordination despite
differences in total resources available. This suggests the problem is not insufficient funding but
insufficient capacity to think and act strategically about resources. Current accountability
systems require documenting how funds are spent (compliance) but do not require demonstrating
how funds are strategically coordinated (capacity). Until policy shifts from accounting for
expenditures to accounting for strategic deployment, funding coordination is unlikely to
improve.

Cross-Cutting Analytical Themes
Three analytical patterns cut across all four research questions and illuminate why district

capacity deficits persist:
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Pattern 1: Systematic Responsibility Displacement. Across all four domains—research use,

implementation monitoring, program coordination, and funding alignment—districts displaced
responsibilities onto schools. This was not delegation in the empowering sense but rather
abdication: districts assigned schools responsibilities without providing authority, resources, or
capacity to fulfill them. This pattern suggests that current district operations are characterized by
what we term "downward accountability deflection"—problems are pushed to the lowest
organizational level where they become individual school failures rather than systemic district
failures.

Pattern 2: Knowledge-Action Dissociation. Districts could often articulate what should happen
(especially Riverdale) but failed to enact their own stated priorities. This gap between knowing
and doing suggests that capacity deficits are not primarily cognitive but organizational: districts
may understand what effective school improvement requires but lack structures, resources, or
incentives to act on that understanding. This dissociation means that simply providing districts
with better information or professional learning is unlikely to change practice without also
addressing organizational barriers to action.

Pattern 3: Permanent Crisis Orientation. All three districts operated in what appeared to be
continuous reactive mode, responding to immediate pressures (state identification of
underperforming schools, compliance deadlines, crises) rather than engaging in proactive,
strategic improvement planning. This orientation makes systematic research use, implementation
monitoring, coordination, and strategic funding impossible because organizational attention

constantly shifts to the next immediate demand. Importantly, this was consistent across all three
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districts regardless of their specific contexts, suggesting it reflects broader systemic pressures

rather than individual district management failures.

These cross-cutting patterns reveal that district capacity deficits are not simply technical
problems requiring better tools or training but rather reflect deeper organizational and systemic
dysfunctions that current policy structures inadvertently sustain. Addressing these capacity
deficits will require not just district-level changes but reforms to accountability systems, funding
mechanisms, and state support structures that currently incentivize the very practices that
undermine effective school improvement.

Discussion

This study investigated how three large urban school districts leverage federal funding to
improve underperforming schools by examining four critical dimensions: research-based
decision-making, implementation monitoring, program coordination, and funding alignment. Our
cross-district analysis reveals a consistent pattern of organizational dysfunction characterized by
fragmented decision-making structures, absent accountability mechanisms, and systematic
displacement of district responsibility onto schools. These findings illuminate why billions in
federal investments have failed to produce sustained improvements in underperforming schools
and offer insights into the organizational capacity requirements necessary for effective reform.
A Systemic Failure to Prioritize Research Evidence

Our first research question examined how districts make school improvement decisions
based on research understanding. The data reveal that none of the three districts systematically

incorporated research evidence into their provider selection or program adoption processes. This
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absence was not merely a gap in knowledge but reflected a fundamental misalignment in
organizational priorities. As the Riverdale leader candidly acknowledged,

"our Achilles heel is that we think we know everything already, which our consistent

outcomes over time would lead us to believe that this is not actually true."

This statement captures a paradox evident across all three districts: despite poor outcomes,
districts operated with unwarranted confidence in their existing approaches rather than seeking
external evidence to guide improvement.

Critically, districts substituted research evidence with school-level articulation of
program utility. Rather than asking "what does evidence suggest will work?" districts asked "can
schools explain how they will use this program?" This displacement of evidence-based decision-
making onto individual schools represents a fundamental abdication of district responsibility.
Schools already struggling with performance challenges were tasked with evaluating and
justifying external provider effectiveness—a capacity they demonstrably lacked. This pattern
was consistent across Westview, Greenfield, and Riverdale, suggesting a systemic rather than
localized problem.

The implications extend beyond individual provider decisions. Without research as an
organizing principle, districts lacked a coherent theory of action connecting interventions to
expected outcomes. Westview's admission that "our orientation is not to improve, we don't think
of improving outcomes through a theory of action or logic model, we go straight to...we're going
to improve [test] scores by some number at the end of the year" exemplifies this atheoretical

approach. Across districts, the absence of research engagement meant improvement efforts were
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disconnected from any empirical understanding of what drives school performance, virtually
ensuring continued failure.
The Illusion of Implementation: Monitoring Without Understanding

Our second research question addressed how districts establish routines for understanding
implementation of priority reforms. The findings reveal that districts not only failed to monitor
implementation effectively but lacked even basic conceptual frameworks for what
implementation monitoring should entail. No district had systematic processes to track whether
external providers delivered contracted services, how those services were received by schools, or
what adaptations occurred during implementation.

This absence was most pronounced in the relationship between districts and external
providers. While all three districts contracted with multiple providers—Westview and Greenfield
each working with numerous vendors—none had established real-time monitoring mechanisms.
The few "monitoring" activities mentioned consisted of occasional check-ins with principals,
which participants acknowledged were superficial and insufficient. The cross-district consistency
of this gap is striking: whether large (Westview) or smaller (Riverdale), whether serving 100
schools or 50, districts uniformly failed to create accountability structures for external provider
performance.

More concerning is evidence that districts confused activity with implementation.
Westview's statement about finding "a strong degree of misalignment between state standards
and our instructional materials" yet continuing to use those materials demonstrates a fundamental
disconnect between knowing what should happen and ensuring it occurs. This pattern—

awareness without action—recurred across districts and domains. Districts could identify
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problems (misaligned materials, fragmented efforts, inadequate professional learning) but lacked
organizational mechanisms to address them systematically.

The delegation of implementation responsibility to schools compounds this dysfunction.
All three districts expected school leaders to monitor and coordinate external provider work, yet
provided neither guidance on how to do so nor support for building this capacity. This represents
a form of systemic neglect: districts brought providers into schools, paid for their services, but
then treated implementation as a school-level rather than district-level responsibility.
Fragmentation as Organizational Practice

Our third research question examined coordination of school improvement efforts across
programs. The data provide no evidence that any district systematically coordinated external
provider services or aligned them with internal improvement initiatives. Instead, fragmentation
appeared to be the default organizational state. Multiple providers worked simultaneously in
schools with no clear understanding of how their efforts connected, complemented, or potentially
contradicted each other.

This fragmentation operated at multiple levels. First, within districts, different
departments or offices contracted with providers independently, creating siloed improvement
efforts. The lack of internal collaboration was so pronounced that district leaders responsible for
school improvement could not answer basic questions about provider selection, monitoring, or
performance—questions squarely within their purview. Second, between districts and schools,
fragmentation manifested as providers being "placed" in schools without clear strategic rationale

or integration with existing school initiatives. Third, between concurrent initiatives, the data
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revealed no evidence of intentional sequencing, alignment, or integration of multiple reforms
occurring simultaneously.

The cross-district comparison illuminates how fragmentation persists across different
organizational contexts. Riverdale, despite having a clearer vision of district coherence than
Westview or Greenfield, still delegated coordination responsibility to schools. Even when district
leaders could articulate what coordination should look like, they failed to enact organizational
structures to make it happen. This suggests that fragmentation is not simply a resource problem
but reflects deeper challenges in how districts conceptualize their coordinating role in school
improvement.

Newman et al.'s (2001) observation that schools engage in "a large and fragmented circuit
of activities that lacked coherence" applies equally to these districts. The failure to coordinate
across programs means that even potentially effective interventions become diluted or
contradictory when implemented alongside incompatible initiatives. Without coordination, more
programs do not equal more improvement—they equal more chaos.

Missed Opportunities for Strategic Funding Alignment

Our fourth research question addressed coordination of school improvement funding with
other funding streams. The findings reveal that districts treated federal improvement dollars as
categorically separate from other resources rather than as components of an integrated funding
strategy. Only Greenfield mentioned creating a district improvement grant, but even this
initiative lacked strategic connection to other funding sources. Across all three districts, funding
decisions appeared ad hoc rather than strategic, reactive rather than proactive. For example, the

$125,000 allocation mentioned by one district—distributed equally to schools "based on a basic
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calculation of dollars" rather than need or strategic priorities—exemplifies this approach. Rather

than using funding strategically to build capacity, target specific challenges, or leverage
complementary resources, districts treated federal dollars as simply another bucket of money to
distribute. This mechanical approach to funding allocation reflects the broader absence of
strategic thinking about resource deployment for school improvement.

Cross-district analysis reveals no variation in this pattern: whether districts had larger or
smaller budgets, served more or fewer underperforming schools, or operated in different state
contexts, none demonstrated strategic funding coordination. This consistency suggests that
current accountability systems neither require nor incentivize districts to think strategically about
resource alignment. Federal policy mandates spending on underperforming schools but provides
little guidance or accountability for how those resources should be coordinated with existing
investments.

The Capacity Paradox: External Providers as Substitutes Rather Than Supplements

A critical pattern emerging across all four research questions is what we term the
"capacity paradox": districts contract with external providers ostensibly to fill capacity gaps, yet
this practice undermines capacity development. By outsourcing school improvement to external
vendors without building internal systems for coordinating, monitoring, or learning from these
partnerships, districts ensure their capacity gaps persist. External providers become permanent
substitutes for rather than temporary supplements to district capacity. This paradox manifests in
multiple ways. First, districts lack capacity to select evidence-based providers, so they delegate
selection to schools—which also lack this capacity. Second, districts lack capacity to monitor

implementation, so they assign this responsibility to schools—again, without building school
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capacity to do so effectively. Third, districts lack capacity to coordinate multiple initiatives, so

each provider operates independently guaranteeing continued fragmentation. At each juncture,
capacity deficits are addressed by displacing responsibility rather than building capability.

The cross-district consistency of this pattern is particularly significant. These three
districts varied in size, demographics, and state context, yet all exhibited the same paradoxical
approach to external providers. This suggests the problem is not idiosyncratic to specific district
contexts but reflects broader structural issues in how school improvement has been
conceptualized and resourced under federal policy. The "school improvement industry" that has
emerged (Rowan, 2002) appears to have created perverse incentives that discourage rather than
support district capacity building.

Implications for Theory and Practice

These findings challenge prevailing assumptions about how federal accountability and
funding mechanisms drive improvement. The theory undergirding policies like ESSA assumes
that pressure (accountability) plus resources (funding) will motivate and enable districts to
improve underperforming schools. Our data suggest this theory is incomplete. Pressure and
resources are insufficient when districts lack the organizational infrastructure—decision-making
processes, monitoring systems, coordination mechanisms, and strategic capabilities—to deploy
resources effectively.

The findings point to three specific organizational capacities critical for effective school
improvement that were absent or underdeveloped across all three districts:

First, districts need systematic inquiry routines that embed research engagement into

decision-making. This means not just occasional literature reviews but ongoing processes for
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identifying problems, seeking evidence about effective solutions, piloting approaches,

monitoring implementation, and adjusting based on results. None of the participating districts
demonstrated such routines. Instead, decisions appeared reactive, driven by immediate pressures
rather than systematic inquiry.

Second, districts need robust accountability infrastructures for external
partnerships. This includes clear performance expectations, real-time monitoring mechanisms,
evaluative processes, and consequences for non-performance. The absence of such infrastructure
across all three districts meant that external providers operated with minimal oversight—a
situation benefiting vendors but not schools or students. Building this infrastructure requires both
technical capacity (data systems, evaluation expertise) and political will to hold vendors
accountable.

Third, districts need integrative coordination mechanisms that create coherence
across initiatives. This requires dedicated organizational structures and roles—not just individual
leaders with coordination in their job descriptions, but systems that make coordination routine
rather than exceptional. None of the districts studied had created such structures. The result was
that even well-intentioned initiatives operated in isolation, limiting their potential impact.
Confronting the Limits of External Solutions

Perhaps the most sobering implication of this study is that the dominant approach to
improving underperforming schools—pumping in resources via external providers—may be
fundamentally flawed without concurrent investment in district capacity. Our findings suggest
that billions of federal dollars are being spent within organizational contexts incapable of using

them effectively. More money for more programs, absent organizational infrastructure to
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coordinate and monitor those programs, simply scales up fragmentation and waste. This does not

mean external providers have no role. Rather, it suggests their role must be reconceptualized.
Instead of substituting for district capacity, external partnerships should explicitly aim to build it.
This requires different contractual relationships, different performance metrics, and different
accountability structures. It also requires federal and state policies that incentivize districts to
develop internal capacity rather than simply distributing resources to be spent on external
services.

The cross-district consistency of our findings—three different districts in three different
states with three different contexts exhibiting the same organizational dysfunctions—suggests
that policy changes are needed at multiple levels. State education agencies must provide clearer
guidance on provider vetting and monitoring (as noted in the literature review, few currently do).
Federal policy must move beyond simply requiring evidence-based programs to requiring
evidence-generating systems that help districts learn what works in their contexts. And districts
themselves must recognize that their current approaches are not working and commit to building
the organizational capacities necessary for effective improvement.

Toward Capacity-Building Accountability

Jackson's (2000) conceptualization of school improvement as a "journey" is apt, but our
data suggest most districts are not on a journey—they are stuck, repeating ineffective approaches
while expecting different results. Breaking this cycle requires reconceptualizing accountability
from compliance (did you spend the money on approved programs?) to capacity (did you build
organizational capabilities to improve schools?). This shift would redirect attention from inputs

and activities to processes and systems.
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What would capacity-building accountability look like? At minimum, it would require

districts to demonstrate:

Decision-making systems that incorporate research evidence at multiple stages (problem

identification, solution selection, implementation planning, outcome evaluation)
e Monitoring infrastructures that provide real-time information about implementation
and enable rapid adjustment
o Coordination mechanisms that ensure initiatives are strategically aligned rather than
accidentally contradictory
o Learning processes that capture lessons from both successes and failures and feed them
back into decision-making
None of the districts in this study could demonstrate these capabilities, yet current
accountability systems do not require them. Until accountability policies explicitly attend to
organizational capacity rather than just resource deployment, we should expect continued
challenges with school improvement outcomes.

Conclusion

Research on the use of federal funds being designated for school improvement is sparse.
This study offers emerging insight into the use of federal funds by considering the capacity of the
districts to align improvement work and resource decisions within the context of large urban
school districts. We found that large school districts do not leverage the interconnectedness of

their community yet are asked to improve large numbers of schools.
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As the districts work to improve schools, they must find ways to leverage processes,
resources, and activities to create coherence. These school districts must consider ways to
prioritize the research while coordinating their efforts across the district, including the work in

partnership with EPs.

Overall, the participants in this study did not suggest that their respective districts had
developed the capacity to meet the challenge of prioritizing research and articulating a clear and
coherent strategy to align district efforts to improve schools. For successful districts in large
urban areas to foster and create structures that allow for the district to better understand what is
working and make school improvement decisions based on research, it is imperative that these
districts leverage their efforts through a coherent approach that includes coordinating efforts
across the district (including the work of external providers), monitor efforts (including those of

external providers), and evaluate performance (including that of eternal providers).

Journal of Educational Leadership and Policy Studies (JELPS) Volume 10 Spring 2026 Issue 35



Journal of Educational W Southern

SC Connecticut

Leadership and Policy Studies  * suetoenis

ISSN#: 2473-2826

References

Alazmi, A. A., & Alazmi, H. S. (2023). Closing the gap between research and policymaking to better
enable effective educational practice: A proposed framework. Educational Research for Policy

and Practice, 22, 91-116. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10671-022-09321-4.

Aldridge, J. M., & McLure, F. L. (2023). Preparing Schools for Educational Change: Barriers and
Supports — A Systematic Literature Review. Leadership and Policy in Schools, 23(3), 486-511.

https://doi.org/10.1080/15700763.2023.2171439.

Anyon, J. (2005). Radical possibilities: Public policy, urban education, and a new social movement.
New York: Routledge.
Braun, V., & Clarke, V. (2006). Using thematic analysis in psychology. Qualitative Research in

Psychology, 3(2), 77-101.https://doi.org/10.1191/1478088706gp0630a

Coburn C. E., Honig M. L., Stein M. K. (2009). What’s the evidence on districts’ use of evidence? In
Bransford J. D., Stipek D. J., Vye N. J., Gomez L. M., Lam D. (Eds.), The role of research in
educational improvement (pp. 67-87). Cambridge, MA: Harvard Education Press.

DeCorby-Watson, K., Mensah, G., Bergeron, K. et al. Effectiveness of capacity building interventions
relevant to public health practice: a systematic review. BMC Public Health 18, 684 (2018).

https://doi.org/10.1186/s12889-018-5591-6

Edgerton A. K. (2019). The essence of ESSA: More control at the district level? Phi Delta Kappan,
101(2), 14-17.

Emma, C. (2015, November). Here’s why $7 billion didn’t help America’s worst schools. Politico.

Journal of Educational Leadership and Policy Studies (JELPS) Volume 10 Spring 2026 Issue 36


https://doi.org/10.1007/s10671-022-09321-4
https://doi.org/10.1080/15700763.2023.2171439
https://doi.org/10.1191/1478088706qp063oa
https://doi.org/10.1186/s12889-018-5591-6

Journal of Educational W Southern

SC Connecticut

Leadership and Policy Studies  * suetoenis

ISSN#: 2473-2826

Fidan, T., & Balci, A. (2017). Managing schools as complex adaptive systems: A strategic
perspective. International Electronic Journal of Elementary Education, 11-26.
https://doi.org/10.26822/iejee.2017131883

Fullan, M. (1992). Successful school improvement: The implementation perspective and beyond.
McGraw-Hill.

Fuller, Bruce, Joseph Wright, Kathryn Gesicki, and Erin Kang. 2007. “Gauging
Growth: How to Judge No Child Left Behind?”” Educational Researcher 36 (5): 268-78.

Fusarelli L. D., Ayscue J. B. (2019). Is ESSA a retreat from equity? Phi Delta Kappan, 101(2), 32-36.

Gavin, M., & Stacey, M. (2022). Enacting autonomy reform in schools. The re-shaping of rules and
relationships under Local Schools, Local Decisions. Journal of Education Change.do

Hall, G. E., & Hord, S. M. (2020). Implementing change: Patterns, principles, and potholes (5th ed.).
Pearson Education

Harris, A., & Chrispeels J. (2008). International perspectives on school improvement. London:
Routledge Falmer.

Haskins R., Margolis G. (2015). Show me the evidence: Obama’s fight for rigor and results in social
policy. Washington, DC: Brookings Institution.

Haskins R., Paxson C., Brooks-Gunn J. (2009). Social science rising: A tale of evidence shaping

Hopkins, D., Stringfield, S., Harris, A., Stoll, L., & Mackay, T. (2014). School and system
improvement: A narrative state-of-the-art review. School Effectiveness and School Improvement,

25(2), 257-281. doi:10.1080/09243453.2014.885452

Journal of Educational Leadership and Policy Studies (JELPS) Volume 10 Spring 2026 Issue 37


https://doi.org/10.1080/09243453.2014.885452
https://doi.org/10.1080/09243453.2014.885452

Journal of Educational W Southern

SC Connecticut

Leadership and Policy Studies  * suetoenis

ISSN#: 2473-2826

Hosung Sohn, Heeran Park, Haeil Jung; The Effect of Extra School Funding on Students’ Academic
Achievements under a Centralized School Financing System. Education Finance and

Policy 2023; 18 (1): 1-24. doi: https://doi.org/10.1162/edfp_a 00375

Hubers, M. D. (2020). Paving the way for sustainable educational change: Reconceptualizing what it

means to make educational changes that last. Teaching and Teacher Education,93), Article

103083. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.tate.2020.103083

Jackson, D. (2000). The school improvement journey: Perspectives on leadership. School Leadership
and Management, 20(10, 61-78. doi:10.1080/1263243006888S8.
Jackson, C. K., Johnson, R. C., & Persico, C. (2015). The effects of school spending on educational and

economic outcomes: Evidence from school finance reforms (No. w20847). National Bureau of

Economic Research.

Labaree, David F. 1997. “Public Goods, Private Goods: The American Struggle
over Educational Goals.” American Educational Research Journal 34 (1): 39-81.
Leithwood, K., Jantzi, D., & McElheron-Hopkins, C. (2006). The development and testing of a school

improvement model. School Effectiveness and School Improvement, 17(4), 441-464.

do1:10.1080/09243450600743533

Levin, B. (2013). To know is not enough: Research knowledge and its use. Review in Education 1(1), 2-

31. https://doi.org/10.1002/rev3.3001

Levin, J., de los Reyes, 1. B., Atchison, D., Kearns, C., Martin, A., & Gonzalez, R. (2021). Evaluation of
Los Angeles Unified School District’s student equity needs index. American Institutes for

Research. https://stuartfoundation.org/resource/evaluation-of-los-angeles-unified-school-

districts-student-equity-needs-index/

Journal of Educational Leadership and Policy Studies (JELPS) Volume 10 Spring 2026 Issue 38


https://doi.org/10.1162/edfp_a_00375
file:///C:/Users/carlasmccauley/Downloads/93)
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.tate.2020.103083
https://doi.org/10.1080/09243450600743533
https://doi.org/10.1080/09243450600743533
https://doi.org/10.1002/rev3.3001
https://stuartfoundation.org/resource/evaluation-of-los-angeles-unified-school-districts-student-equity-needs-index/
https://stuartfoundation.org/resource/evaluation-of-los-angeles-unified-school-districts-student-equity-needs-index/

Journal of Educational W Southern

SC Connecticut

Leadership and Policy Studies  * suetoenis

ISSN#: 2473-2826
Mason, M. (2008). What is complexity theory and what are its implications for educational

change? Educational Philosophy and Theory, 40, 35-49. https://doi.org/10.1111/].1469-

5812.2007.00413.x

McMahon, K. A. (2017). Relations between accountability and school improvement practices in New
York City’s Children First Networks. Education Policy Analysis Archives, 25(122).
http://dx.doi.org/10.14507/epaa.25.3210

McGuinn, P. (2012). Stimulating reform: Race to the Top, competitive grants and the Obama education
agenda. Educational Policy, 26(1), 136-159.

McQuillan, P. J. (2008). Small-school reform through the lens of complexity theory: It’s “Good to think

with”. Teachers College Record, 1772—1801. https://doi.org/10.1177/016146810811000910

Miles, M. B., & Huberman, A. M. (1994). Qualitative data analysis: An expanded sourcebook (2nd ed.).
SAGE Publications.

Murphy, J.F. & Bleiburg, J.F. (2019). School turnaround policies and practices in the U.S.: Learning
from failed school reform. Cham, Switzerland: Springer International Publishing

Newmann, F. M., Smith, B., Allensworth, E., & Bryk, A. S. (2001). Instructional program coherence:
What it is and why it should guide school improvement policy. Educational Evaluation and

Policy Analysis), 297-321. https://doi.org/10.3102/01623737023004297

Powell, A., Davies, H.T., & Nutley, S. M. (2018) Facing the challenges of research-informed knowledge
mobilization: Practising what we preach?. Public Adminstration, 96(1), 36-52.

Reezigt, G. J., & Creemers, B. P. M. (2005). A comprehensive framework for effective school
improvement. School Effectiveness and School Improvement, 16(4), 407-424.

do1:10.1080/09243450500235200.

Journal of Educational Leadership and Policy Studies (JELPS) Volume 10 Spring 2026 Issue 39


https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1469-5812.2007.00413.x
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1469-5812.2007.00413.x
https://doi.org/10.1177/016146810811000910
https://doi.org/10.3102/01623737023004297
https://doi.org/10.1080/09243450500235200
https://doi.org/10.1080/09243450500235200

Journal of Educational W Southern

SC Connecticut

Leadership and Policy Studies  * suetoenis

ISSN#: 2473-2826
Rigby, J.G., Woulfin, S. L., & Marz, V. (2016). Understanding how structure and agency influence

education policy implementation and organizational change. American Journal of Education,
122(3), 295 — 302. Eds. doi:10.1086/685849.

Rowan, Brian. 2002. “The Ecology of School Improvement: Notes on the School
Improvement Industry in the United States.” Journal of Educational Change 3 (3):
283-314.

Sahlberg, P. (2018). Finnished leadership: Four big inexpensive ideas to transform education. Thousand
Oaks, CA: Corwin.

Saunders B., Kitzinger J., Kitzinger C. (2015). Anonymizing interview data: Challenges and
compromise in practice. Qualitative Research, 15(5), 616—

632. https://doi.org/10.1177/1468794114550439

Smith, C. (2023). Teachers in elementary schools ... do they have what they need? [Master's thesis,
Dominican University of California]. Dominican

Scholar. https://doi.org/10.33015/dominican.edu/2023.EDU.01

Sun, Min, Kenneth A. Frank, William R. Penuel, and Chong Min Kim. 2013.
“How External Institutions Penetrate Schools through Formal and Informal
Leaders.” Educational Administration Quarterly 49 (4): 610—44.

Tilley L., Woodthorpe K. (2011). Is this the end for anonymity as we know it? A critical examination of
the ethical principle of anonymity in the context of 21st century demands on the qualitative

research. Qualitative Research, 11(2), 197-212. https://doi.org/10.1177/1468794110394073

Trombly, C. E. (2014). Schools and complexity. Complicity, (11)(1), 40-58.

https://doi.org/10.29173/cmplct19017.

Journal of Educational Leadership and Policy Studies (JELPS) Volume 10 Spring 2026 Issue 40


https://doi.org/10.1177/1468794114550439
https://doi.org/10.33015/dominican.edu/2023.EDU.01
https://doi.org/10.1177/1468794110394073

Journal of Educational W Southern

SC Connecticut

Leadership and Policy Studies  * suetoenis

ISSN#: 2473-2826

Journal of Educational Leadership and Policy Studies (JELPS) Volume 10 Spring 2026 Issue 41



