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ABSTRACT

INTERACTIVE POLICY-MAKING: STATE INSTRUCTIONAL
POLICY AND THE ROLE OF THE SCHOOL DISTRICT

By

James P. Spillane

This study explores how two school districts respond to a state reading
policy which was developed to push ambitious approaches to reading
instruction. The study examines central office administrators' and school staffs'
efforts to guide classroom reading instruction and considers the role that the
state reading policy played in these local initiatives.

The study questions the traditional view of local administrators as mere
implementors of state policy and argues that local central office and school staff
contribute to making instructional policy. The state policy was only one of many
streams of instructional ideas on which local administrators drew to develop
local instructional policy. Based on this study, I argue that interactive policy-
making is a helpful perspective with which to explore the relationship between
state policy and school districts.

The instructional reform ideas local administrators understand from the
state policy vary both within and between these two districts, and these
individual differences shape the local district response to the policy. The study
suggests that the local response to state instructional policy is shaped by a
complex web of local administrators' personal resources (e.g., their knowledge
and beliefs about instruction) and local organizational resources. Central office
and school administrators' personal resources influence how they attend to and

interpret state policy. Personal resources also influence how local administrators



mobilize their organizational resources which, together, shape the local response
to state policy. To understand the local response to state policy, then, we must
focus on the interaction of personal and organizational resources in influencing
local administrators' understanding of state policy and their efforts to
incorporate these ideas into local instructional policies.

Finally, the study considers issues of policy design and analysis,
suggesting that current systemic reform efforts to push instructional change
through curriculum alignment need to pay closer attention to the dynamics of
the local context, especially how local administrators' personal resources shape
their response to state instructional policy. The study also questions traditional

zero-sum notions of state and local relations.
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CHAPTER ONE
EDUCATIONAL POLICY-MAKING

Until the 1950s most education policy in the United States was local.
Although state governments had constitutional responsibility for the school
system, they delegated most administrative tasks to local school districts. Locally
elected school boards and central office administrators made most policy
decisions. And many educational policy decisions, especially those relating to
curriculum and instruction, were left to the discretion of classroom teachers and
school principals.!

But since the 1950s, state and federal educational policy-making,
governance, and funding for public schools have all increased sharply. State
support of public schools surpassed local contributions in 1979.2 While the
federal funding share decreased during the Reagan era, state investments
continued to rise, reaching a high of 50.7% in 1986.3 State departments have also
grown in size, while the consolidation of schools and districts has increased.4
The volume of federal and state level educational policies has also increased.
State departments of education (SDE), in particular, have moved to implement
policies intended to enhance educational equity, raise student achievement
standards, and strengthen student graduation and teacher certification
requirements. Most noticeable perhaps, has been the increasing interest of state
and federal policy makers in issues of instruction and curriculum, issues that

traditionally have been left to the discretion of local educators.

IHannaway and Sproull, 1978-79.

2Doyle and Finn, 1984; National Education Assocation, 1987.
3National Education Assocation, 1987.

4Cantor 1980; Meyer, et al., 1987.



2
These recent trends raise many questions about the role of local

administrators and teachers in this dramatically changed educational policy-
making environment. Considering that SDEs have increased their policy-making
activities, what role do local central office administrators and school principals
play? How have local educators responded to state policy initiatives, especially
initiatives which address issues that local administrators and teachers have
traditionally taken responsibility for? I take these questions up in the following
dissertation through case studies of how two Michigan school districts
responded to a state reading policy. I consider the role of local school districts,
both central office and school administrators, in light of these developments. In
this chapter I consider changes in the state policy-making arena through a look at
the state policy-making arena in Michigan, paying particular attention to a state-
level initiative to reform reading instruction in the 1980s. I also explore the
puzzles that recent state policy initiatives pose, especially with regard to local
school districts, through the Michigan story and some of the existing literature on

the relationship between state and federal policy, and local practice.

An Expanding State Role in Educational Policy-making
By the early 1980s many SDEs which had previously confined their
attention to school finance were expanding their scope of attention to include
issues of curriculum. The reform efforts of the 1980s were aimed at improving
the quality of learning through strengthening course content, raising student
standards, and recruiting quality teachers. Minimum competency testing

programs and increased graduation requirements were two of the most
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commonly adopted policies by state governments in the late 1970s and early

1980s.5
Stronger State Policy: The Michigan Story

Even Michigan, a state where local control of schools is deeply rooted,
experienced significant change. State policy-makers in Michigan began to pay
greater attention to issues of curriculum in the 1970s and these efforts increased
throughout the 1980s. Despite a history of deference to local control, things
began to change in Michigan in the 1970s with the introduction of a state-wide
testing program, Michigan Educational Assessment Program (MEAP) for
reading, mathematics and science. During the 1970s and 1980s, the MEAP was
expanded as scores were reported by school and district rather than by state-
wide averages as they had been initially. In the early 1980s, the state reading
consultant began efforts to revise the state reading policy to push more ambitious
reading instruction in Michigan classrooms.

The late 1980s and early 1990s saw further changes, as state government
continued its educational policy-making initiatives. In 1989 new state legislation
tied a proportion of state funding to districts to improvement in local MEAP
scores. Public Act 25, which became law in 1990, required all school districts to
either adopt the state core curriculum or write their own core curriculum for
each grade level around student learning outcomes. Districts had to write a core
curriculum for each subject area and submit these to the SDE for approval. In
addition, in 1991 legislation was adopted which proposed the introduction of a
state endorsed diploma and a state proficiency examination which students

would be required to pass to obtain a high school diploma. The 10th grade

SIn the 1980s some 19 states were using tests to determine students eligibility for high school
graduation. Forty-five states were mandating new academic courses, specifying graduation
requirements for the first time or increasing existing state graduation requirements. For a more
in-depth consideration of these issues see Clune, White, and Patterson, 1989; Firestone, Fuhrman,
and Kirst, 1989.
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MEAP test would be used to identify which students were eligible for state

endorsed diplomas until the proficiency test was developed.

Considering the tradition of local control in Michigan, these developments
in state policy-making were dramatic and raised many questions about the role
of local school districts in educational policy-making and governance. Although
the state began to play a more active role in curriculum and instructional
governance, there were no efforts to restructure the educational governance
system so that state initiatives might be coordinated with the efforts of local
agencies. These state policy initiatives merely added an extra layer of curriculum
and instructional governance to what was already in place at the local level. So,
as Michigan's SDE adopted more curriculum and instructional policies, did the
role of local school districts on matters of curricular and instructional governance
and policy-making change? The educational policy literature suggests some
answers to this question, though the answers often conflict and numerous
puzzles remain unresolved.

Increased State Policy-making and the Role of Local Educators

Some commentators, troubled by the increased federal and state role in
education, argue that state and federal policies constrain and regulate the work
of local educational personnel.® Increasing centralization of the policy-making
and educational governance process at the state level, they conclude, results in
local educational personnel merely following the dictates of higher level
agencies. The discretionary space of district and school personnel is gradually
eroded as more and more decisions are made at the state level. Such an analysis
suggests that higher level policies have substantial effects on local government

and policy-making practices. Cantor sums up the position noting,

6Cantor, 1980; Wise, 1979; Garms, Guthrie, & Pierce, 1978; Kirst and Garms, 1980.
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The likelihood is that eventually a position will be reached whereby
in some states the central authority is more or less in complete
control of education throughout its territorial area . . . the corollary
of such a system is that school districts either disappear entirely or
have their powers so attenuated as to become rudimentary.”

This perspective suggests that state instructional policies, such as the Michigan
reading policy, reduce local central office administrators' and school staff's
decision-making authority on issues of curriculum and instruction curricula as
they defer to state policy-makers' directives.

But those who make the strongest argument for this interpretation provide
little data to support their claim. Other commentators argue, that increased state
and federal policy-making does not result in decreased local policy-making and
governance endeavors. Centralization of curriculum governance and policy-
making at one level of the organization, they argue, does not result in a
concomitant decrease in the curriculum governance and policy-making activities
of other levels.8 "Power and organization have often grown in tandem, rather
than growing in one place at the expense of another." In fact, most research
studies support this perspective, suggesting that state and federal policies have a
rather weak and non-uniform impact on local curriculum and instructional
initiatives. A few of these research studies are illustrative.

In the 1950s, National Science Foundation (NSF) curricular projects were
designed not only to update the content of the math, science and social studies
curriculum, but also to promote an inquiry approach to teaching and learning in
these subjects.10 Studies of the impact of the NSF projects indicate that their

influence varied dramatically across classrooms and schools. The NSF materials

7Cantor, 1980, p- 30.
8D. Cohen 1982; Berman & Pauly, 1975; Berman & McLaughlin, 1977; McLaughlin, 1990;
Furhman & Elmore, 1990.

9D. Cohen 1982, p. 476.
10pow, 1991; Jackson, 1983.
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were used to varying degrees in classrooms across the country.ll And although

classroom instruction changed in different ways, the available evidence suggests
that these changes were temporary with many teachers eventually reverting back
to traditional pedagogy.12 Local educators continued to exercise significant
discretion over curriculum and instruction.

The late 1970s and early 1980s witnessed an unprecedented level of state
activity in school curriculum. The reform efforts of the 1980s, in particular, were
aimed at improving the quality of learning through strengthening course content,
raising student standards, and recruiting quality teachers. Despite a common
thrust, these policy initiatives defined the problem with public schooling very
differently. Minimum competency testing programs and increased graduation
requirements were two of the most commonly adopted policies by state
governments in the late 1970s and early 1980s.13 Studies of minimum
competency testing programs suggest contradictory evidence on their impact at
the local level. Some commentators suggest these tests have a powerful impact
on instruction.14 But the impact is often to drive instruction in simplistic and
mechanical directions.!> Other studies suggest that testing has little impact on
what teachers do in their classrooms.16 Furthermore, the impact of competency
testing is far from uniform, as the attention given to these tests varies widely

across classrooms, with some teachers spending more time on test preparation

Tlweiss, 1977; Helgeson et al., 1977; Suydam and Osborne, 1977; Stake and Easley, 1978.

12 gtake & Easley, 1978; Jackson, 1983.

13[n the 1980s some 19 states were using tests to determine students eligibility for high school
graduation. Forty-five states were mandating new academic courses, specifying graduation
requirements for the first time or increasing existing state graduation requirements. For a more
in-depth consideration of these issues see Clune, White, and Patterson, 1989; Firestone, Fuhrman,
and Kirst, 1989.

14Darling-Hammor\d & Wise, 1985; Resnick and Resnick, 1989.

15Madaus, 1988.

16F10den, et al., 1978; Salmon-Cox, 1981; Sproull and Zubrow, 1981.
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than others.1’ In sum, state-level efforts to govern curriculum and instruction

through minimum competency testing at best have an uneven impact on the
work of local administrators and teachers.

A study of graduation requirements in six states suggests a rather similar
uneven impact of state policy at the local level.18 In almost all schools the state
graduation policies required the addition of math and science courses, but the
courses added "were predominantly at the basic level,"19, such as remedial math,
consumer math, general science, and general biology. State graduation
requirements did not affect all students to the same degree. The reform had
greatest impact on the type of courses taken by middle- and low-achieving
students and had little impact on college-bound students and schools in affluent
areas. Schools and districts seemed to adopt the state level initiatives with little
difficulty, in part, because many districts had similar if not more stringent
graduation requirements in operation.

Studies of NSF curricular efforts, competency testing, and graduation
requirements all suggest that the impact of these state and federal initiatives at
the local level vary across districts, schools and classrooms. There is little or no
evidence that these state and national policy initiatives had a large or consistent
impact on local practice nor that they resulted in limiting the efforts of local
administrators and teachers to make decisions about curriculum and instruction.
In fact, some studies of the state-level curriculum reform initiatives suggest that
local curriculum and instructional policy-making initiatives, especially central

office initiatives, increased rather than decreased during the 1980s.20

17Romberg, et al., 1989.

18g¢ce Clune, White and Patterson, 1989; Firestone, Fuhrman and Kirst, 1989; Fuhrman, Clune,
and Elmore, 1988.

19Clune, White and Patterson, 1989, p. 15.
2()Fuhrman, Clune and Elmore, 1988; Fuhrman and Elmore, 1990.
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But other commentators, as noted earlier, saw these higher-level policy

initiatives differently, perceiving them as major intrusions in the work of local
administrators and teachers. These commentators saw these state and federal
policy initiatives as controlling the work of local administrators and teachers,
gradually eroding local discretion on matters of curriculum and instruction.!
The assumption seems to be that once higher-levels of the hierarchy, such as state
and federal agencies, begin to exercise authority and control on educational
matters, local authority and control on these matters decreases. Some
commentators question this assumption, however, arguing that the hierarchical
model of control is seriously flawed in understanding the impact of state and
federal policies at the local level.22 Some researchers argue that although higher
level policies influence the work of local administrators and teachers there is little
evidence that these policies controlled what local educators did and limited their
discretion on matters of curriculum and instruction.22 The authors of one major
study of federal programs, the Rand Change Agent Study, concluded that federal
initiatives "exercised limited leverage" over local innovations.24 "Policy can set
the conditions for effective administration and practice, but it can't predetermine
how those decisions will be made."?> One reading of these findings is that
treating local administrators as implementors of higher level policy may be
flawed to a great extent, as many local agencies seem to continue to exercise
considerable discretion on educational policy. External policies exert limited
control over street-level bureaucrats (e.g., local administrators and teachers)

because the uncertainty of their work, coupled with scarce resources, necessitates

21Camtor, 1980; Wise, 1979; Garms, Guthrie, and Pierce, 1978; Kirst and Garms, 1980.
2EImore, 1979; Cohen, 1982.

2Berman and McLaughlin, 1975, p. 24; Elmore and McLaughlin, 1988; McLaughlin, 1976.
24Berman and McLaughlin, 1975, p. 24.

25Elmore and McLaughlin, 1988, p. 10.
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that they have considerable discretion over what they do.26 Street-level

bureaucrats make policy and external policies have only limited impact on what
they do.? From this perspective it seems premature to write-off the role of local
government agencies in the curriculum and instructional decision-making. How
do we explain these two distinctly different readings of how state and federal
policies impact the role of local administrators and teachers? What role do local
districts and schools play in light of increased state curriculum and instructional
policy activity? Recent developments in state educational policy-making

initiatives further complicate these issues.

New Directions in State Policy-Making: Instructional Policy

Increased state-level policy-making, however, was but part of the story.
Concern about traditional didactic instruction was growing across the United
States by the mid 1980s, with many state and federal agencies calling for
fundamental changes in the manner in which teachers taught and students
learned.?8 Unlike earlier state-level policies, which for the most part focused on
the "ritual classifications of schooling", e.g., teacher certification requirements,
graduation credits, and testing, these "new" policy initiatives focused on the "core
technology of schooling,"? that is, teaching. State instructional policies began to
call for more ambitious visions of student learning which implied radical shifts in
teachers' instructional roles and practices. These changes in state educational
policy were dramatic when compared with earlier state curricular reform
initiatives of the 1980s, which focused almost entirely on students' acquisition of

basics skills in mathematics and reading. Policy-makers' began to argue that

26Lipsky, 1980; Weatherly and Lipsky, 1977.
27Lipsky, 1980; Weatherly and Lipsky, 1977.

28Michigan State Board of Education, 1985; Michigan State Department of Education, 1987;
California State Department of Education, 1985; 1987.
29Meyef and Rowan, 1978.



10
students should learn to think independently, reason, and analyze critically. This

trend represented a new departure for state government, for it involved both
detail about the content of the school curriculum, and its presentation to
students.

These developments further complicate efforts to understand the role that
local school districts play in curriculum and instructional governance. From one
perspective, these instructional policy initiatives represent a further expansion of
the state role in educational governance by the involvement of state policy-
makers in issues that had traditionally been the responsibility of local educators.
From another perspective, however, the nature of the instruction these policies
push, coupled with the political and economic contexts within which they were
developed, suggest that these policies may do little to limit the curriculum and
instructional decision-making of local school districts. State instructional policies
that focus on changing the manner in which teachers teach and students learn
may in fact increase the capacity for business and governance at the local level
because they may increase the uncertainty of local work.30 A closer look at one
such policy, the Michigan reading policy, highlights how these policies may not
decrease local activity around issues of curriculum and instruction.

The Michigan Reading Policy

State policy-makers in Michigan were concerned with the traditional

emphasis on isolated reading skills and lack of attention given to reading
comprehension. Reading instruction focused on isolated decoding and phonics

skills and was centered around a basal reader with little attention given to

students' comprehension of the material.31 One local central office administrator

in Michigan described it rather aptly when she remarked:

30D, Cohen, 1988; Elmore and McLaughlin, 1988; Lipsky, 1980.
31Michigan Reading Assocation, 1984; Durkin, 1978-79.
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Emphasis as I see it was on phonics. Certainly we hoped that
students would understand. But I think we dealt more with the
tools than we perhaps did with content [comprehension]. We
probably looked at reading as something that one did if they put
together all the pieces.32

Increasingly, research on reading instruction was calling into question the
practice of drilling students in isolated reading skills (e.g., phonics) and
encouraging practitioners to pay greater attention to students' comprehension of
what they read.33 Some state policy-makers in Michigan, with the help of the
Michigan Reading Association (MRA), took up the challenge posed by these
research findings.

The state reading definition. In 1985, after considerable preparatory work on
the part of State Department of Education’s reading consultant, the MRA, and
some university academics, the State Board of Education approved a revised

definition of reading.

Reading is the process of constructing meaning through the
dynamic interaction among: the reader's existing knowledge, the
information suggested by the written language, and the context of
the reading situation.34

Compared to the previous state definition which described reading as "a process
of transforming the visual representation of language into meaning," the revised
definition implied a radical shift in how state policy makers envisioned reading

instruction in Michigan classrooms. In the old definition, reading was portrayed

32 Agsistant Superintendent for Curriculum (Hamilton School District, Michigan) interview, 14
July 1992.

33For a more in-depth look at this research see Pearson, 1985.
3“‘Michigaru State Department of Education, 1987, p. 1; Michigan Reading Association, 1984.
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as a series of isolated skills which students had to master in order to extract

meaning from what they read.

The revised definition suggested a dramatic change, placing much greater
emphasis on students' comprehension of text. Rather than merely figuring out
words, the revised definition suggested that students should be able to construct
meaning from whole texts. Moreover the new policy portrayed comprehension
as an interactive process shaped by readers' pre-existing knowledge, the material
being read, and the context in which the reading took place. Comprehending
text involved more than finding the "correct" meaning; it encouraged students to
construct meaning based on the interaction of their prior knowledge with the
printed matter. Different readers might construct different meaning from the
same text, depending on their prior knowledge and their reasons for reading.
The state's "essential objectives for reading," which were developed by state
policy-makers to shape reading instruction in Michigan classrooms, were also
revised to reflect the state definition.3> These objectives were distinctly different
from traditional reading objectives which focused on students' ability to master
discrete reading skills, such as, "identifying consonant blends." The revised
objectives focused on the need for students to construct meaning, students'
knowledge of the reading process, and students' attitudes and perceptions about
reading.

An ambitious instructional reform agenda but limited resources. For the first
time, Michigan policy-makers had gone beyond using state policy as a means of
specifying the content of the reading curriculum, and attempted to affect
instruction. The definition implied radical change for reading instruction in
Michigan classrooms but these ambitious changes presented state policy-makers

with a number of problems if their ideas about reading instruction were to reach

35Michigan State Department of Education, 1987.
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Michigan classrooms. The SDE had few financial resources to devote to

dissemination efforts and there was only one state department consultant with
responsibility for reading. Attempting to reach more than 90,000 teachers and
administrators spread across 562 Michigan school districts with these limited
resources seemed impossible.

Furthermore, the Michigan SDE, like many others across the country, did
not control many of the instruments (e.g., reading textbooks) typically used to
guide classroom instruction. Curricular and instructional governance had
traditionally been left to local administrators and teachers. In many states,
including Michigan, local districts rather than state departments continued to be
the major provider of staff development for teachers, resulting in local educators
controlling one of the primary dissemination mechanisms for new instructional
ideas.3 In addition, in Michigan many of the other instructional guidance
instruments (e.g., textbook adoptions, and most testing policy) were under the
control of either local schools or central offices. Consequently, though state
policy-makers proposed ambitious instructional reform they did not have direct
access to some of the critical instructional guidance instruments in order to
communicate their message to local teachers. State policy-makers in Michigan
had to address these problems in order to disseminate their ideas to local
educators.

A revised state testing program. The primary instructional guidance
instrument available to state policy-makers in Michigan was the MEAP reading
test which many policy-makers believed would drive instructional change. State
policy-makers revised the Michigan Educational Assessment Program (MEAP) in
reading, to reflect the changes in reading that they were advancing. In fact many
of the policy-makers saw the MEAP as "the only wedge" the state had to get local

365ee Little, 1989, for an excellent treatment of this issue.
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educators to pay attention to the reading policy.3” The revised MEAP, which

was administered at grades 4, 7, and 11, differed significantly from its
predecessor. The previous MEAP focused entirely on isolated reading skills (e.g.,
identifying suffixes, prefixes, antonyms) and literal and inferential
comprehension which required students to read brief text selections (typically
less than 100 words) and answer questions. These reading selections were short,
and written for the purpose of the test.

In contrast, the revised test focused mostly on students' ability to
comprehend text, requiring students not only to respond to questions to which
answers were found in the text, but also questions that drew on students’ prior
knowledge and experiences. Test items no longer focused on measuring
students’ ability with isolated reading skills (e.g., word decoding skills), and
reading selections were longer (500-2000 words) and drawn from children'’s
reading material rather than selections that were written exclusively for the test.
Furthermore, both narrative and informational selections were used, suggesting
that reading fiction should be but part of students' exposure to reading. In
addition, the test also measured students' attitudes and self-perceptions towards
reading, their familiarity with the topics addressed in the selections, and their
knowledge of reading (e.g., story genre). So not only was students' ability to
comprehend what they read important, but also their knowledge of text structure
and their interest in reading.

Engaging local support: State staff development. Despite a shortage of SDE
resources to support dissemination efforts, state policy-makers managed to
engage the support of some local educators to fund an ambitious staff
development program, and to serve as trainers of other educators in their local

districts. State Department staff, with the assistance of the Michigan Reading

37Wixson and Peters interview, 25 Oct. 1989.



15
Association and some local educators, conducted a variety of two workshops

across the state beginning in 1985. The audiences were large, with one
conference in Flint attracting over 1,000 participants.38 These workshops
involved presentations on the research behind the policy and classroom activities
that teachers should use in their classroom to teach reading. Presenters told
participants about the research behind the definition, explaining ideas such as
metacognition, prior knowledge, and text structure.3? Presentations on the
reading strategies included "Directed-Reading-Thinking-Activity" (DRTA),
"Reciprocal teaching," "story mapping," "Know/Want To Learn-Learned" (KWL),
and "Question and Answer Relationship" (QAR).40

Ironically, although state policy-makers encouraged local educators to
adopt innovative pedagogy and encourage students to play a much more active
role in the reading process, their own pedagogy was rather traditional.
Participants were assigned a passive, listener role, and only occasionally given
opportunities to ask questions.4! Most sessions focused on modeling reading
strategies, with presenters "telling" teachers what they should do in their
classrooms. Conference organizers developed scripted modules of the
presentations with transparencies and handouts which participants were given
and encouraged to use to conduct their own staff development efforts in their

districts and schools. This was a way for state policy-makers to try and

38wixson interview, 15 Aug. 1990.

39Michig:=m Department of Education, 1988.

40These strategies were developed from research in cognitive psychology and reading
instruction. Researchers in cognitive psychology argue that good readers use these strategies to
direct and help them think about their comprehension of what they read. Other strategies focus
on text structure (i.e., expository and narrative), enhancing readers' ability to identify how parts
of stories (e.g., character, plot, problem) relate and thereby developing their ability to understand
what isread. Reading strategies are highly structured routines, which researchers argue should
be taught to and used by all readers to aid their ability to understand what they read. For a more
detailed discussion of reading strategies see Pearson, 1984. See also Michigan Reading
Assocation, 1984, and Michigan Department of Education, 1987; 1988.

410bservation of Special Needs Conference, Traverse City, Michigan, 30 Sept. 1990 and 1 Oct.
1990; Michigan Department of Education and Curriculum Review Committee, 1988.
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maximize their influence on local practice with limited resources. But it also

increased state policy-makers' dependency on local administrators and
educators, because they relied on local administrators to use local resources (e.g.,
money, staff, central office instructional guidance instruments) to get the
instructional reform message to schools and classrooms.

State Instructional Policy and the Role of School Districts

The new reading policy was an ambitious effort. State policy makers had
taken a bold step in attempting to change the manner in which students learned
to read. For the first time, they had gone beyond using state policy as a means of
specifying the content of the reading curriculum, and attempted to affect learning
and instruction. Although state policy-makers began to pay greater attention to
issues of instruction, they seemed to depend to a great extent on local central
office administrators and school educators to get their message to Michigan
classrooms. A number of factors heightened the dependency of state policy-
makers on local educators. As noted earlier, the limited financial and staff
resources of the SDE coupled with the fact that they controlled few of the
instructional guidance instruments increased dependency on local government
agencies to get their message for instructional reform to local teachers. But other
issues, endemic to efforts to push more ambitious instruction, also heightened
their dependency on local school districts.

First, although state policy-makers in Michigan were intent on changing
reading instruction, most of the policy documents and dissemination efforts
focused on student reading and learning. Although the strategies were
techniques that teachers could use to teach reading, they were after all,
developed from theories of learning rather than theories of teaching. The state
reading policy provided little direct advice to local educators on teaching as

distinct from learning. Like previous efforts to push more ambitious teaching,



17
the state reading policy portrayed teaching as a simple reflex of learning.4? State

policy-makers' expressed ambivalence on their vision of reformed reading
instruction. Although state policy-makers agreed about the reading practice they
wished to change, they seemed less clear about the alternative they were
proposing. Some saw the policy as promoting a constructivist approach with
children constructing different meanings from what they read, while others
viewed it from a cognitive psychology perspective with readers constructing
right meanings by applying the correct reading strategies.43

This ambivalence was reflected in the state policy documents. At least one
interpretation of the state reading definition suggested that readers would
construct multiple meanings from text depending on their prior knowledge and
the reading situation. In contrast, although the revised MEAP encouraged
students to construct meaning, the multiple choice format required all students
to identify the one best meaning. Regardless of their prior knowledge students
were all expected to construct the same correct meaning, rather than using their
knowledge and experiences to construct a variety of interpretations. From this
perspective, the test was at odds with at least one interpretation of the state
reading definition which suggested readers construct their own meanings.
Which perspective were local educators to adopt and attempt to enact in their
schools and classrooms? State policy-makers provided conflicting answers to
this question leaving central office staff, school administrators and teachers to
decide what the reading policy meant for reading instruction in their schools and
districts.

Second, ambitious visions of teaching heighten the uncertainty of the

teaching activity, making prescriptions about how to teach difficult.44 If teachers

42p, Cohen, 1988.
43Elaine Weber interview, 27 Aug. 1990; Charles Peters interview, 13 Aug. 1991.
44p, Cohen, 1988; Cuban, 1984; Rowan, 1990; Jackson, 1986.
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are to teach students to construct multiple meanings from texts based on their

prior knowledge and experiences, then teacher discretion seems vital to
undertake such teaching. In other words, ambitious teaching is heavily
dependent on the classroom context and the experiences and knowledge
individual learners bring to the classroom. Ambitious teaching relies heavily on
teachers' "intuition, creativity, improvisation, and expressiveness".4>
Consequently, state policy-makers' efforts to push ambitious approaches to
learning and instruction obligated local educators to exercise considerable
discretion in determining how to teach.4¢ At least one of the Michigan policy-
makers was aware of this, arguing that "teachers need to be empowered" in order
to reform their reading instruction.#’ This new genre of state instructional
policies posed new problems for state policy-makers who wanted to push
ambitious approaches to instruction, but to do so had to provide local educators
with considerable discretion in order to undertake such teaching. This situation
suggests the need for state policy-makers to strike a difficult balance between
pushing local administrators and teachers to change their existing practice while
simultaneously encouraging them to use their own discretion to construct this
reformed instruction to fit the local context.
I

Instructional policies, such as the Michigan Reading Policy, are open to
even more varied interpretations than traditional educational policies which
focused on the structure and organization of schooling (e.g., finance policy,

certification requirements).#8 The uncertainty surrounding ambitious pedagogy,

45Gage, 1978, p. 15; see also Eisner, 1978.

46For an excellent discussion of how different theories of teaching as a technology have major
ramifications for proposals to reform education, see Rowan, 1990.

47Weber interview, 27 Aug. 1990.

48My intention is not to suggest that traditional educational policies are not open to different
interpretations. The evidence suggests they are.
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the need for teacher discretion in order to undertake such teaching, and state

policy-makers' scarce resources to disseminate the reform ideas suggests that
(contrary to the expectations of many commentators) increased state policy
activity may increase, rather than decrease, local activity on issues of curriculum
and instruction. These policies may result in the scope of central office
administrators' and school principals' work being expanded to include issues
they had not previously addressed. Local administrators and teachers in
Michigan, for example, were confronted with decisions about what reformed
reading instruction would look like, and whether and how the instructional
reform ideas they understood from the policy should be incorporated into local
curriculum and instructional decisions (e.g., textbook adoptions). Consequently,
the successful dissemination of state instructional policies that focus on changing
the manner in which teachers teach and students learn depends to a great extent
on the responsiveness of local administrators and teachers.

These recent developments in state instructional policy-making, as
illustrated by the Michigan reading policy, raise anew some old questions about
the relationship between state policy and local practice. How do central office
administrators and school principals respond to these policy initiatives? Did the
state reading policy impinge on local curriculum and instructional decision-
making, and if so, how? How was the scope of local policy-making efforts
influenced by the state reading policy? How did the reading policy influence the
balance between state control and local control over curriculum and instruction?

And what explains the local response to these state policy initiatives?

State Policy and Local Governance: The Implementation Perspective
Although extensive research has been done on the relationship between

state and federal policy and local practice, few studies have focused specifically
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on school districts, especially the district central office. Existing research is

helpful, however, providing an understanding of the local response to state and
federal policy. But the implementation literature also poses many unresolved
puzzles and offers conflicting opinions. I consider some of the findings from
implementation research tradition below and explore some of the problems
posed by the implementation perspective.

Explaining the Policy and Practice Relationship

Again, although analysts tend to agree for the most part that federal and
state policies have had rather limited impact on regulating the work of local
agencies and personnel, the explanations they offer for this outcome differ
considerably. Typically the explanations offered, though interrelated, fall into a
number of separate categories. Some researchers point to the nature of
educational policy in attempting to explain the rather weak impact policy has on
practice. Other explanations focus on the fragmented and loosely-coupled school
organization. Still others suggest that the answer lies in attributes of the local
context (e.g., district, schools, and classrooms), which hinder change.

Policy explanations. Some see the implementation problem as one of
unclear and ambiguous policies which are highly uncertain with regard to their
potential consequences on practice.4? State and federal level policies deal with
global issues and lack specificity on the changes that are proposed. At both the
federal and state level, power and decision-making authority is divided between
judicial, executive and legislative branches of government.?0 Adding to this
divided government system a huge array of interest groups attempting to
influence policy decisions and relatively weak party discipline illustrates the

fragmented nature of the educational governance system at both the state and

49Elmore, 1975; M. Miles, 1978; Pressman and Wildavsky, 1974; Ripley, 1985; Weatherley, 1979.
50Cohen & Spillane, 1992; Kaufman, 1969.



21
federal levels.5! The need for legislative coalitions and agreement between

different levels of government in order that policies can be adopted results in
much compromise.>2 As a result, ambiguity is often a necessary condition in
order for policies to gain the necessary political support for adoption at the state
and federal levels.53 The importance of elections at both the federal and state
levels results in government officials focusing on politics rather than policy.54
Legislators, to increase their chances of re-election, focus on new policies that
have high visibility, immediate effects, and clear benefits, rather than on
improving existing policy areas.5> In addition, policy initiatives are often
removed from the everyday practical issues that local personnel have to address
and provide limited detail on the changes that are proposed. Numerous studies
document how the failure to address specific needs and prescribe the desired
changes undermine the implementation of policy.56

Agreeing that policies tend to be unclear, others suggest that policies also
tend to lack consistency, authority, and power.57 Aspects of the instructional
guidance system (e.g., textbooks, testing, curriculum guides) through which
policies are implemented, and the linkage among multiple state and federal
policies often send inconsistent messages to local educational personnel.
Consistency enhances the impact of policy at the local level. Furthermore,
policies often lack authority and power because state and federal agencies have

limited staff and resources to oversee the implementation of their initiatives.>8

51Cohen & Spillane, 1992; Collie, 1985; Epstein, 1980.

52Olson, 1980; Lowenberg & Paterson 1979.

53 For a detailed discussion of this issue see Kingdon, 1984.

54Mayhew, 1974; Salmore & Salmore, 1990; Fuhrman, 1993.

S5Fuhrman, 1993.

S565ee for example, Emrick & Peterson, 1978; Floden et al., 1988; Porter et al., 1988; Williams,
1976;

57Floden et al., 1981; Murphy, 1974; Porter et al., 1988;

58Cohen & Spillane, 1992; Murphy 1974; McDonnell & McLaughlin, 1982.; McDonnell & Elmore,
1987.
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Policy-makers frequently have few sanctions or rewards with which to

implement their policies. In other words, state policies often send inconsistent
and weak messages to local agencies, thus leaving local personnel with much
discretion over curriculum decisions and providing them with considerable
room within which to ignore external policy.

Another explanation may lie in the fact that policy "often has little to do
with instrumental action."? In other words, policy makers develop policy to
symbolize a position rather than to achieve specific changes in local practice.
Policy is a means for policy-makers to take positions and build coalitions.0
Educational policy also provides a relatively inexpensive means for state and
federal governments to be seen "acting" on more difficult problems such as the
economy. The NSF curricular efforts in the 1950s were a case in point, as was
the back to basics movement of the early 1980s. Diminishing American
competitiveness in international trade markets and an international recession
provided the spring board for the back to basics movement and A Nation At Risk
(1983) which challenged state governments to reform education. Educational
policies, therefore, become symbols for government action on pressing national
and state problems such as the economy, with little intent to change local
practice.

A somewhat similar argument focuses on how educational policy is
designed to protect the weak "core technology" of schooling (i.e., teaching) from
external scrutiny which would question public confidence in the school system,
especially its legitimacy as a social stratification mechanism.6! As aresult,

educational policy focuses on the formal structure of schooling (e.g., teacher and

59EImore, Sykes, & Spillane, 1990, p. 8.
60Elder and Cobb, 1983.
61Meyer & Rowan, 1978.
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student certification) and thereby buffers the weak core technology protecting

public confidence in the school system.

Some researchers, however, argue that although characteristics of external
policies are important in understanding how these policies are implemented at
the local level, the importance of these policy factors in explaining how policy
plays out at the local level is relatively weak when compared with characteristics
of the local context.62 The Rand Change Agent Study, for example, found that
the successful implementation of federal programs depended more on local
factors than on policy inputs, such as level of funding for the federal program.63
"The consequences of the various federal policies examined by Rand primarily
depended on local factors, not federal guidelines or funding levels."64

Organizational explanations. Others perceive the problem as an
organizational one. The governance structure of the American school system is
fragmented, with levels of governance loosely coupled with one another.65
Excessive oversight costs cause decisions made at one level of the system to be
ignored at other levels. Furthermore, the multi-layered educational governance
structure means that policies enacted at higher levels have to survive a multitude
of decision points during the implementation process.¢ Federal policies
frequently have to pass through state and local educational authorities, and at
each point are subject to change or circumvention.

The rewards and incentives of actors at different levels of the educational
system differ, so that policies made at higher levels of the system are re-

interpreted at other levels to fit with local agendas and priorities. Some

62EImore, 1979; Elmore and McLaughlin, 1988; Berman and McLaughlin, 1975; McLaughlin,
1990.

63Berman and Pauly, 1975; Berman and McLaughlin, 1977; McLaughlin, 1990.
64McLaughlin, 1990, p. 12.

65Weick, 1976; Meyer & Rowan, 1978.

66Pressman & Wildavsky, 1974; D. Cohen 1982.
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researchers compare the educational system to a series of overlapping games

(federal, state, district, school).6’ Although the games overlap, the rules and the
incentives to play the games are different at each level of the system.
Consequently, policy made at one level of the system flows into the other games
where the attention it receives and the manner in which it is implemented
depends on the local game.

Local explanations. Others interpret the failure of educational policy from
the local perspective. Some point to characteristics of the local context and the
nature of local work, while others focus on the attributes of local educators.

The rewards, incentives, and priorities of the local context have been
posited as explanations for the variable and weak response to higher level
policies.%8 Factors such as the lack of resources and community attitudes
influence the implementation of external policies at the local level. Financial
shortages and the lack of curricular materials result in policies not being
implemented at the local level.6? Time shortages also hinder the efforts of local
personnel to change their practice in response to policy. Teachers need time to
develop the understanding and knowledge needed to adapt a policy to their
particular classrooms. State and federal policy-makers, however, working on an
altogether different timeline, have adopted new policies before local educators
have had enough time to implement previous policies. Furthermore, the time
required to implement new policies often leads to the "overloading" of local
educators.”0 "Time is the essential ingredient in any reform" Elmore and

McLaughlin note, and the "function of time is to provide opportunities to

67Bardach, 1977; Firestone, 1989.

68 Firestone, 1989, Rosenholtz, 1989.

69Gross et al., 1971; Smith and Keith, 1971.

705mith and Keith, 1971; Weatherley & Lipsky, 1977.



25
accommodate, adjust, and adapt administration and practice to policy".”! The

active commitment of central office and school administrators to external
policies, their willingness of mobilize local resources to support change are also
important in explaining the local response to external policies.”? External policies
that push changes that conflict with community expectations and values are
often ignored at the local level.73

The unpredictability of social interactions, coupled with the uncertainty
that surrounds the means and goals of education, increases the discretion of local
educators (and other street level bureaucrats) over their work. The nature of
work is such that external supervision is difficult, increasing the discretion of
local educators and decreasing the impact of external policies.”4 Furthermore
the uncertainties of local work results in local educators adopting a number of
standard operating routines to simplify and make their work manageable.
These routines often hamper efforts to implement new policies, with policies
often being modified to fit with existing routines.”> In other words, it is not just
the local context that retards state and federal policy implementation but the
nature of street-level work which policy attempts to change. These uncertainties
may make changing practice through policy difficult. As Cohen puts it, "each
account assumes few barriers within teaching, to making it more adventurous.
All focus on external barriers, in circumstances of teaching."76

The beliefs and knowledge of local personnel about teaching and learning,
students, and subject matter also help explain the weak and rather erratic

response to state and federal policies at the local level. One study illustrated how

71Elmore & McLaughlin, 1988, p. 60; see also Cuban 1984., Weatherly and Lipsky, 1977.
72Berman and McLaughlin, 1975.

73Berman & Pauly, 1975; Jackson, 1983; Stake & Easley, 1978; Smith & Keith, 1971.
74Lipsky, 1980; Weatherley & Lipsky, 1977; Cole, 1979.

7SGross, etal,, 1971; Lipsky, 1980; Lortie, 1977; Sarason, 1977; Weatherley & Lipsky, 1977;
76Cohen, 1988, p. 9.
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fourth-grade teachers' beliefs and convictions about what should be taught was a

strong determinant of the content of the math curriculum.”7 Other studies
suggest that the manner in which individual local educators attend to and
interpret external policies influences how these policies are implemented at the
local level.78 The existing beliefs and knowledge of local educators, therefore,
shape their interpretation and implementation of external policy.

Literature from other fields also suggest that the manner in which
personnel interpret external reform initiatives influence how they implemented
these mandates.” One study of downsizing in 30 organizations in the U.S.
automotive industry found that whether managers interpreted the external
downsizing mandate as a threat or as an opportunity influenced how they
implemented the mandate within their organizations.80 In general, managers
who perceived the downsizing mandate as an opportunity undertook more and
greater changes than those who perceived the external mandate as a threat.
Furthermore, when managers used appropriated interpretation (i.e., attached the
downsizing mandate to existing agendas through redefinition and
appropriation), they were more successful in implementing the downsizing
mandate.

kA

The implementation literature, reviewed above, posits a plethora of
explanations for the rather weak and erratic impact of higher level policy on local
practice. These provide important insights into the relationship between policy
and practice and informed my research study. The implementation perspective

and the explanations suggested, however, raise a number of puzzles.

77Porter, et al, 1986; Schwille et al., 1983.

78Keisler & Sproull, 1982; Sproull, 1981; Weiss & Cohen, 1991; McLaughlin, 1987.
79Weick, 1988; Dutton and Jackson, 1987.

80Freeman, 1992.
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First, the manner in which the relationship between state policy and local

practice is cast seems problematic. The notion of the impact of higher level
policy on local practice implies a rather static and uniform local practice that
policy is designed to shape and transform. Policy impact suggests a linear and
uni-directional relationship from state policy to local practice which fails to take
account of what local educators do with policy in the manner in which I think
they should. Some commentators suggest that the practice of local
administrators and teachers is far from static and that they adopt an active stance
towards higher level policies.8! In fact, as noted earlier, the uncertainty that
surrounds the ambitious instruction that these new state instructional policies
push seems to necessitate a rather active role on the part of local educators, as
they figure out what the policy means for local practice. In other words, what
local educators do with policy as they make sense of the reform ideas is critical in
any effort to understand the relationship between state policy and local
practice.82 Recent research, especially work in classrooms, supports this notion,
suggesting that practitioners interpret policy and respond to their interpretations
of policy rather than a uniform, fixed vision of policy.8 The notion that local
educators respond to their interpretations of policy undermines the notion of
some fixed state policy impacting and shaping what local educators do.
Focusing only on how policy impacts practice, as much of the implementation
literature does, fails to grasp how local administrators and teachers influence
state policy-makers' reform ideas as they make sense of them within a local
context. The problem is due at least in part to the manner in which policy is
defined, rather narrowly, as the intentions and ideas expressed through the

policy statements of higher level agencies.

81Lipsky, 1980; Berman and McLaughlin, 1975; Elmore and McLaughlin, 1988.
82L ipsky, 1980; Berman and Mclaughlin, 1975.
83Cohen and Ball, 1990, Jennings, 1992; Keisler and Sproull, 1982.
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Second, most researchers in the implementation tradition assume there are

objective attributes of either the policy or local context which explain the
relationship between state policy and local practice. The terms factors,
properties, characteristics of either the policy or local context, imply objective
facets of the context whose absence or presence influences the local response to
state policy. For example, one aspect of the local context which has been
identified by some researchers as being important in explaining the local
response to state and federal policy is the financial resources of the local district
or school. Money is often important in order that local administrators can offer
staff development opportunities and purchase new curriculum materials that
support the changes pushed by state and federal policies. A shortage of financial
resources, therefore, could curtail the efforts of local educators to respond to state
policy. But this focus fails to capture human agency, that is, how local
administrators perceive the context within which they work and how they
respond as a result. For example, the importance of money in understanding a
school districts' response to a state policy must depend to some extent on how
local administrators see this financial resource and whether and how they decide
to use it in responding to a state policy. As Weick notes, "though an organization
may contain stimuli unlike those encountered in non-organizational settings,
these stimuli remain only potential stimuli until they are noticed".8¢ Researchers
who have attended to the agency of local educators, argue that it is a crucial
component in any effort to explain and understand how external policies are
implemented in local settings. Berman and McLaughlin, for example, argue that
the manner in which local educators understood federal policies, their
commitment and active participation in developing project materials to respond

to these policies, and their efforts to mobilize local resources in response to these

84weick, 1979, p. 32.
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policies, were important variables in explaining how federal policies were

implemented in local districts and schools. "[L]ocal choices about how (or
whether) to put a policy into practice have more significance for policy outcomes
than do such policy features as technology, program design, funding levels, or
governance requirements, . . . ."8 Consequently, focusing only on properties of
the local organization (e.g., money, community interest in education) fails to
attend to how individuals read both policy and the environment in which they
work and how this reading shapes their efforts to respond to the policy.

More recently, some researchers are paying greater attention to how local
educators' beliefs and knowledge shape the way in which they respond to state
policy. These research efforts bring human agency further to the fore in efforts to
understand the local response to state and federal policy. How do characteristics
and properties of the local context (e.g., financial resources, community values)
interact with characteristics of local educators (e.g., their beliefs and knowledge)
in shaping the local response to state policy? There have been few efforts to
attend to how the resources that individuals bring to their work (e.g.,
knowledge) interact with the resources available in the local organization (e.g.,
money). Bringing local administrators and what they do with state policy to the
fore - how they attend to, interpret and disseminate policy - helps address this
problem, as it highlights human agency in any effort to understand and explain
the local response to state policy.

A third problem with the implementation perspective, related to both of
the earlier problems, concerns the curious dichotomy that much of the
implementation literature draws between "policy characteristics" on the one hand
and "characteristics of local practice" on the other. Such a distinction raises

numerous questions. How are these two sets of competing explanations related

85McLaughlin, 1990, p. 12.
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to one another? How do attributes of the policy context interact with

characteristics of the local context? Doesn't the consistency and authority of state
policy depend to a great extent on how it is perceived by educators within a local
context? The nature of these new instructional policies, coupled with recent
research findings which suggest that the beliefs and knowledge of local
educators shape how they interpret and respond to these policies, suggest that
policy is more than the documents and ideas that state and federal agencies
disseminate. If, as some commentators suggest, local educators interpret policy
and respond to their interpretations of the policy, then things such as the
authority and clarity of state policy must depend to some extent on how local
educators construct the policy. Consequently, in order to understand the
relationship between policy and local practice we need to consider how
characteristics of both state policy and the local context interact with each other.
It seems impossible to gauge the importance of policy attributes (e.g., authority,
clarity, and consistency) apart from how policy is perceived and understood by
administrators within the local context.

Focusing on how local educators respond to state policy blurs the
dichotomy that has traditionally been draw between attributes of the policy and
attributes of the local context. Using the array of explanations offered by the
implementation perspective and acknowledging the puzzles the implementation
frame raises, I explore the response to the Michigan reading policy in two local

school districts.

The Research Study
I consider the relationship between the Michigan reading policy and local
practice in this study, focusing on how two local school districts in Michigan

responded to the state reading policy (see Appendix A). I confine my attention
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to local school districts (both central office and school administrators) for two

reasons. First, the role of school district in curriculum and instruction, and in
responding to state policy, has received relatively little attention. The few studies
that do exist suggest rather conflicting evidence. One study of school districts in
California suggests that while the number of central office staff increased and job
titles became more specialized between 1930 and 1970, little attention was given
to positions in curriculum and instruction.8 Other studies suggest that district
central office administrators pay little attention to issues of curriculum and
instruction in their interactions with school principals and teachers.8” But a few
studies give some reason for optimism, suggesting that central office
administrators can play an important role in the successful introduction of
change at the school and classroom level.38 The current state of research on
school districts suggests that much more work is needed to understand their role
in the relationship between state policy and local practice. Second, as noted
above, many of the instructional guidance instruments which are essential to
instructional reform initiatives (e.g., textbooks) are under the auspices of local
districts rather than SDEs. This is especially true in a state like Michigan which
continues to have a relatively decentralized educational governance system.
Consequently, understanding the school district's role in the relationship
between state instructional policy and local practice is essential.
The Research Questions

The cases of what happened in two Michigan school districts offer an
opportunity for exploring the school district's role in responding to this new

genre of state instructional policies. Three questions are central.

86Rowan, 1983.
87Hannaway & Sproull, 1978-79; Floden et al., 1988.
88Berman & McLaughlin, 1977; David, 1990.
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1. How did central office staff and school administrators in these
two districts respond to the Michigan reading policy?

2. How did the central office response to the state reading policy
influence the school-level response?

3. What explains these local responses to state instructional policy?

By response of central office and school administrators I mean the efforts of
central administrators to shape the reading curriculum and reading instruction in
their districts. Attending to the policy as perceived notion suggests that the
manner in which central office and school administrators interpret and
disseminate policy within their districts results in the policy ideas being
transformed within the local context. Drawing on the accounts of a number of
school administrators I consider what influence the central office response to the
state reading policy had on reading instruction at the school level.
The Local School Districts
Earlier research involving teachers in these two districts, suggested

considerable differences in the messages teachers were receiving from central
office personnel on reading instruction. The contrast between these two districts
on the messages about reading instruction served as the basis for their selection.
Both school districts are large, but are very different demographically.

Parkwood is a suburban school district with close to 20 schools. The
district has a large central office administration and has a reputation of
supporting rather progressive and innovative instructional practices. Of the
nearly 15, 000 students enrolled in the district, less than 1% were American
Indian, nearly 3% were Asian, under 2% were black, less than 1% were Hispanic,
and 95% were white.89 Parkwood is among the ten largest districts in the state,
serving almost 15,000 students. Over 7,000 students attend the districts' 12

89Data on student demographics for both districts is based on figures supplied by central offices
and the Michigan Department of Education, Bureau of Information Management (21 Nov. 1991).
This data is for the 1990/91 school year
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elementary schools. Students in the district come primarily from middle and

upper middle income families and the community is prosperous, with the
median income for the various townships which the school district serves
ranging between $40, 000 and $50, 000 in 1989.90 Furthermore, the number of
families living below the poverty level was fewer than 5% in 1989 in all
communities served by the district. In fact in two of the three urban
communities the district serves, only 1% or less of families lived below the
poverty level. Education is highly valued, and the community has high
expectations for the performance of the school district and their students.

The district budget for 1991-92 was over 73 million dollars, 69.6% was
devoted to classroom instruction, and 27.4% was spent on support services. Of
the 73 million dollars, close to 95% came from local revenues, less than 2% from
state revenues, and over 2.0% from federal funds. Parkwood seems to have had
little financial difficulty until the mid 1980s when changes in the state school
funding arrangements threatened the district's financial well being.!
Parkwood's central office grew dramatically between 1977 and 1988. By 1988,
central office staff included some 12 administrative staff, four of whom dealt
directly with issues of curriculum and instruction. In addition, the district had
also hired two full-time central office curriculum specialists. Most central
administrators have been with the district for long periods of time. The
superintendent, associate superintendent, and the assistant superintendent all

have been in their current positions for over 16 years.

90Data on income and poverty for both districts are taken from the US Bureau of Census, 1990.
This data provides only a rough indicator of the income and the number of students who live in
homes where income is below the poverty level, as census data is not aggregated by LEAs.
Furthermore, many families send their children to private schools (almost one quarter of school
age children attend private schools in Hamilton, while in Parkwood the numbers vary from 8.5%
in one of the townships served by the district to 16.7% in another) further complicating the
accuracy of these figures.

91parkwood central office, for example, lost 2 million dollars in state funding during the 1987/88
school year.
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Hamilton is a large urban school district with over 40 elementary school

sites. Of the more than 25, 000 students enrolled in the district in 1990/91, less
than 1% were American Indian, less than 2% were Asian, over 37% were black,
close to 9% were Hispanic, and over half the students were white. Close to 50%
of students come from low income families, with over 13% of all families in the
Hamilton community having incomes below the national poverty level in 1989.

The district budget for 1991-92 was over 162 million dollars, just over half
of which was devoted to classroom instruction, and the remainder being spent
on business operations and support services.?2 Close to 55% of the school
budget came from local revenues, nearly 30% came from state revenues, and over
5% came from federal funds. Hamilton has had considerable financial
difficulties over the past decade. Hamilton's central office is large with well over
30 staff members, over half of whom deal with different aspects of curriculum
and instruction. Financial shortages in the late 1980s and early 1990s resulted
substantial cutbacks in central office staff, with most cuts being made in the
number of curriculum consultants rather than senior administrative staff. In
addition, the Hamilton district has had four different superintendents since 1980.

kR

This thesis explores the response to the state reading policy in Hamilton
and Parkwood districts. Chapters Two and Three consider how the Parkwood
and Hamilton central office responded to the reading policy, focusing on central
administrators interpretation of the policy and their efforts to disseminate the
policy to schools. Chapter Four considers the influence that the central office
response to the state policy had in Hamilton and Parkwood schools through

mini-cases of two schools in each district. Chapter 5 attempts to explain the role

92Data on district revenues for both Hamilton and Parkwood are based on figures published by
the central offices for the 1991/92 school year.
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of the school district in the state policy and local practice relationship based on

the cases. Finally, chapter 6 considers the implications of the findings from these

cases for state instructional policy-making and policy analysis.



CHAPTER TWO
PARKWOOD CENTRAL OFFICE RESPONDS

The state reading policy proposed ambitious changes in reading
instruction, calling on Michigan teachers to strengthen students' ability to
construct meaning from text, rather than drilling students in isolated bits of
vocabulary, decoding and phonics. State policy makers had taken a bold new
step in attempting to change the manner in which teachers taught reading. For
the first time, they had gone beyond using state policy as a means of specifying
the content of the reading curriculum, and attempted to affect instruction. New
policies propose new ideas or new configurations of old ideas and therefore
imply learning for those who enact them.! The state reading policy seemed to
require considerable learning on the part of local educators, considering the
dramatic changes state policy-makers proposed about how students should learn
to read.

State policies, such as the Michigan Reading Policy, however, enter a
complex and dynamic work environment at the local level.2 Central office
administrators have much to attend to besides state instructional policies. And
while state policy-makers proposed many novel ideas about reading, local
educators had their own ideas on reading instruction. The local "slate," be it at
the central office, school or classroom level, "is never clean."3 Parkwood was no
different from other school districts in this respect. Michigan's new reading
policy entered a dynamic context in Parkwood in which many ideas and agendas
for instruction and educational reform were floating around. And this local

context shaped the manner in which Parkwood administrators responded to the

1Cohen and Barnes, 1993.
2Cohen and Ball, 1990; Berman and McLaughlin, 1977.
3Cohen and Ball, 1990, p. 333.
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policy. What central administrators understood and learned from the reading

policy was shaped by the context in which they worked. I begin by considering

this context.

THE CONTEXT FOR CHANGE: ENDURING TENSIONS

The Parkwood instructional guidance system, in place in the mid 1980s,
suggested considerable harmony among local educators on matters of
educational reform. A central office instructional guidance system centered
around textbooks, testing, staff development, and teacher evaluation pushed a
traditional approach to reading instruction (e.g., phonics, decoding). But such
harmony and stability was in stark contrast with the flux of ideas and reform
agendas that were floating below the surface of central office guidelines.
Organizations, such as school districts, are characterized by both stability and
change with streams of ideas, problems, solutions, and people flowing around
and occasionally coalescing to produce change.4 These streams are not always
homogenous; they flow at different rates and often in opposing directions.5
Recreating the multiplicity of streams that existed in the Parkwood LEA is
impossible, but two seem to have been particularly prominent and played no
small role in shaping the central office response to the state reading policy.

Educational reform efforts in Parkwood over the past decade were
characterized by both pedagogical and structural tensions. Tensions between
traditional skills based instruction and more progressive child-centered
approaches to teaching have been part of the Parkwood context for some time.

Furthermore, efforts to implement and maintain prescriptive central office

4M. Cohen, March and Olsen, 1972; Kingdon, 1984; Weick, 1979.
SWeick, 1979.
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curriculum guidance were in tension with the autonomy that a handful of local

school educators enjoyed to pursue more innovative approaches to instruction.5

Until the late 1970s, each school within the district was its "own little
island" with individual principals and teachers taking responsibility for
curricular and instructional decisions.” Central office played a limited role in
curriculum and instructional governance as principals and teachers in each
elementary school selected reading textbooks and what to teach in reading
classrooms. According to a 1979 report to the Parkwood Board of Education, 10
different basal reading programs were used across the district, with 3 or 4
different programs in use in some schools.8 Furthermore, in many schools
teachers made most curricular and instructional decisions, as the majority of
Parkwood principals up until the mid 1980s were "PR people" who "didn't know
much about instruction."® Until the late 1970s, therefore, most curriculum and
instructional policy decisions pertaining to reading were made at the classroom
and school-level, rather than by central office administrators.

The reading curriculum was "very basal bound" with reading instruction
in many elementary schools focused on teaching students discrete reading
skills.1® The 1979 report to the Board of Education, for example, noted how the
two basal reading programs used at Howard Elementary emphasized "decoding
skill development using the sounds of letters, the context of words within

sentences, and the meanings of words."!! Although basic reading skills

6All interview data in the following chapters is referenced with the interviewees pseudonym
followed by the date on which the interview took place. Where necessary details on the
interviewees position is provided in parenthesis. Reference to local documents and observations
also use pseudonyms for document titles and place names.

7Roberts (school learning specialist) interview, 18 July 1991.

8parkwood School Board, 1979. Elementary Reading

9Bolton interview, 8 May 1992.

10parkwood School Board, 1979. Elementary Reading; Cheney (elementary school principal )
interview, 19 Feb. 1991.

11parkwood School Board, 1979. Elementary Reading.
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(especially phonics) and basal readers may have dominated reading instruction

in most schools, a wide variety of instructional approaches were used. At
Atwood Elementary, for example, although most teachers followed either the
Scott Foresman 'Basics in Reading' or the Harper and Row 'Design for Reading'
basal programs, some teachers used "a more individualized reading approach”
using trade-books to teach reading while still following the "basal sequence of
reading skills."12 Other schools also used a variety of instructional approaches
from drilling phonics and word repetition to "linguistic” and "language”
approaches.

There were, however, some exceptions to this traditional reading
instruction. Some school principals and teachers supported more innovative
approaches to reading instruction. In Lorton Elementary, for example, principal
Eve Jensen encouraged teachers to use children's literature and multi-basal
programs in teaching reading, and teachers developed reading instruction to
meet the reading needs of individual students.!3 The approach to reading
instruction at Lorton was described, in the 1979 report to the Board of Education,
as a "language experience approach” in which students' "daily experiences" were
recorded and turned into "personalized reading books" for reading instruction.4
This approach to reading instruction was in stark contrast with the basic skills
and basal dominated reading instruction that characterized most other
elementary schools in Parkwood.

Beginning in the late 1970s, central office aspired to assume instructional

leadership for the LEA because of "a concern about basic skills."'S One principal

12parkwood School Board, 1979, Elementary Reading.

13Roberts interview, 18 July 1991; Cheney interview, 19 Feb. 1991, Chapman interview, 18 June
1992; Parkwood School Board, 1979, Elementary Reading.

Mparkwood School Board, 1979, Elementary Reading.

15Roberts interview, 18 July 1991; Bolton(elementary school principal) interview, 8 May 1992.
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remembered "it was a real back to basics push from the general public".1¢ In

1977, central office hired three new staff members, the first with responsibility for
curriculum and instruction. Larry Green, an advocate of strong centralized
instructional leadership, became assistant superintendent for curriculum and
was charged with developing more prescriptive central office guidance for
instruction.!” With the support of Mr. Farley (the superintendent), Mr. Green
established more prescriptive curriculum and instructional leadership through
curriculum guidelines, instructional materials, student assessment, staff
development, and teacher evaluation. District-wide curriculum guides were
developed for each subject area, providing detailed instructions on what should
be taught at each grade level. In the early 1980s, central administrators selected a
single basal reader which all schools were required to use.!® In addition, central
office sponsored and mandated training in ITIP for all district employees and
effective schools and basic skills "ideas" were also endorsed by central
administrators.'® To ensure teachers paid attention, all elementary principals
were trained in using the Hunter model to evaluate teachers. Student evaluation
was aligned with the district curriculum guidelines and textbook adoption.
Teachers were required to administer end of unit and end of book tests as well as
the IOWA test of basic skills, and send them to central office for scoring.2? This
central office instructional system pushed rather traditional notions about
reading instruction, emphasizing reading skills (e.g., decoding).

For most district elementary schools, the central office reading curriculum

meant little change as it endorsed rather than challenged modal reading practice.

16Bolton interview, 8 May 1992.
17Green interview, 7 May 1992.
18Cheney interview, 8 May 1992.

19Roberts interview, 18 July 1991; Tucker (elementary school media specialist) interview, 19 May
1992

20Bojton interview, 8 May 1992; Roberts interview, 18 July 1991.
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But for the few schools and educators who practiced more innovative reading

instruction, centralization efforts were problematic. Traditional approaches to
reading instruction mandated through the newly formed central office
instructional guidance system, were in tension with the autonomy that some
local schools and teachers enjoyed to practice more innovative and
individualized instructional approaches. Some school principals, teachers and
learning specialists had "real problems" with central office efforts to push discrete
reading skills and many of them refused to comply with the central office
instructional guidance system.2! Principal Kate Bolton, for example,
remembered how she managed to delay adopting the basal reader at her school
until it was no longer required by central administrators.22 One fifth grade
teacher vividly recalled her efforts to teach the reading skills that central
administrators mandated while still using literature to teach reading.23

Even within central office, the tension between traditional and progressive
notions about instruction were played out. While Mr. Farley (superintendent)
and Mr. Green (assistant superintendent) were strong advocates of both basics
skills instruction and strong central office instructional leadership, Ms. Jensen
who became director of elementary education in 1980, had many problems with
the pedagogical ideas they were pushing.24 Although Ms. Jensen supported
efforts to centralize instructional guidance as it introduced much needed teacher

21Bolton interview, 8 May 1992; Roberts interview, 11 Apr. 1992; Adams interview, 24 March
1992; 29 July 1992; Lyons (school learning specialist and member of districts task force on
reading) interview, 5 May 1992). Lyons recalls how while she was a teacher at Lorton Elementary
in the late 1970s and early 1980s the school refused to use the central office mandated basal
reader.

22Bolton interview, 8 May 1992

23May Adams teaches fifth grade at Atwood Elementary, where she has used literature rather
than basal readers for the past 20 years. She strongly opposed the central office reading
curriculum as it conflicted with her progressive approaches to reading instruction. She
attempted to modify this centrally mandated curriculum so she could continue to use innovative
approaches. Adams interview, 24 Mar. 1992; 29 Jul. 1992.

24Bolton interview, 8 May 1992; Roberts interview, 11 Apr. 1992; Cheney interview, 19 Feb. 1992.
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accountability, she was critical of the focus on discrete reading skills.25 "It's what

[central office] was monitoring that concerned me," she remembered,
"monitoring isolated skills don't [sic] necessarily make kids good readers or
teachers good teachers."26 Although she "fought many battles" with Mr. Green
and Mr. Farley on the content of the central office reading curriculum, especially
the district adoption of a single basal reading program, her ideas about
instructional reform received little attention until the mid 1980s.27
EAA AR

These different streams of ideas and proposals for both instructional and
organizational reform were in tension with one another and influenced the
manner in which Parkwood central office responded to the state reading policy.
This was the context in which central office administrators both learned from the
state reading policy, and the context in which they attempted to teach teachers
new ideas about instruction in response to the policy. As we will see, these
existing tensions influenced the ideas central administrators understood from the
policy and their efforts to disseminate the policy to schools and classrooms in

Parkwood.

THE CENTRAL OFFICE RESPONSE TO THE STATE READING POLICY

Many central administrators and school-level educators were involved in
crafting the Parkwood central office's response to the state policy. Four people,
however, seem to have played prominent roles. Eve Jensen, the director of
elementary education, played a central role in getting the central office to pay

attention to the policy and in reshaping the central office instructional guidance

25]ensen interview, 23 Sept. 1992.
26]enszen interview, 23 Sept. 1992.
27]ensen interview, 23 Sept. 1992; Roberts interview, 15 Oct. 1992.
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system to push new approaches to reading instruction. Sally Roberts, a school

learning specialists who chaired the District Reading Task Force that was formed
to respond to the state reading policy, played a central role in organizing an
extensive staff development effort for Parkwood teachers. Larry Green (assistant
superintendent for curriculum) also played an important role. Mr. Green's desire
for strong central office leadership in curriculum and instruction coupled with
his rather traditional notions of reading instruction were in conflict with the
more ambitious instructional reform proposals that Ms. Jensen and Ms. Roberts
advocated in response to the state policy. Joan Berry, who became the central
office language arts coordinator in 1986, also played a prominent role in
organizing staff development opportunities for teachers in response to the
policy.28 Her dissemination efforts were more closely aligned with Mr. Green's
agenda rather than with the more ambitious agendas of Ms. Jensen and Ms.

Roberts (see Figure 2.1).

28Interviews with 18 central office and school level administrators, curriculum specialists and
teachers suggest that these fourpeople played the central role in the Parkwood central office
response to the state policy.
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For analytical purposes, I have divided this account of the Parkwood
response to the state reading policy into three parts. First, I consider how central
administrators attended to and interpreted the policy, focusing on the different
ideas for instructional reform they constructed from the state reading policy.
Second, I consider central administrators efforts to disseminate the policy to
Parkwood school principals and teachers, exploring the different approaches
used by central administrators and the instructional ideas they were designed to
communicate. Third, I consider how the instructional reform climate changed in
Parkwood in the late 1980s, when Ms. Jensen and Ms. Roberts were no longer in

central office leadership roles (See Figure 2.2).



State TimeLine

Efforts to revise State definition begin

State reading consultant begins cumiculum review
presentation across the State

Michigan Reading Association adopts revised definition
of reading
Curriculum review presentations continue

Curmriculum review presentations continue

State Board of Education app! ised reading
definition

One day State conferences on reading definition begin

Two day State conferences on reading definition and
strategies begin
MEAP reading test pilot begins

One day State conferences on reading definition continue

Two day State conferences on detinition and strategies
continue
MEAP reading test pilot continves

Revised MEAP reading teet given for first time

State legistiation providing incentive monies to districts
for improved MEAP scores

Regional conferences on revised MEAP

Two day State conferences on definition and strategies
continue

Public Act 25 requiring districts to adopt core a
curriculum

State legistlation introducing state endorsed diplomas

Figure 2.2
Instruction
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1981-82

1982-83

1983-84

1984-85

1985-86

1986-87

1987-88

1988-89

1989-90

1990-91

1991-92

School Year

Parkwood TimeLine

District staff attended State cumiculum review
presentation at local ISD

District Reading Task Force formed with Ms. Roberts
as Chair

District receives State grant for staff development
efforts

Parkwood's staff developmert project on reading
begins

Parkwood's stalf development project continues

Ms. Berry hired as Central Office Language Ars
Coordinator

Ms. Berry replaces Ms. Robers as Chair of District
Reading Task Force

Reading Task Force works on revising the district
reading guidelines and reading philosophy

New district reading philosophy and reading guide-
fines published and distributed to teachers

New reading textbooks adopted

Staff development program on reading continues

Staft development program on reading continues

Me. Jensen, director of elementary education, retires

Chronology of State and Local District Events Related to Reading
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Attending to and Interpreting the Policy: Multiple Responses

In Parkwood central office administrators paid close attention to the state
reading policy. But central administrators attended to the reading policy for very
different reasons and interpreted state policy-makers' calls for reform in
distinctly different ways. For some innovative Parkwood educators, like Ms.
Jensen and Ms. Roberts, the policy provided a "window of opportunity” through
which they could advance their existing instructional reform agendas district-
wide; reform proposals that they both had long advocated but had little
opportunity to have implemented.2? But not all central office administrators
supported such ambitious instructional reform agendas, and the ideas they
understood from the state policy were less ambitious than those Ms. Jensen and
Ms. Roberts interpreted.
The Policy as an Opportunity to Advance Existing Reform Agendas

Both Ms. Jensen and Ms. Roberts had been strong critics of the basic skills
dominated reading curriculum in Parkwood for some time.3° From her
experience as a Head Start and preschool teacher, Ms. Roberts had strong
reservations about the basic skills emphasis in the Parkwood reading curriculum.
"When you work with young children and see what emergent reading is like,"
she commented, "it's very difficult to embrace this discrete skill thing when you
see children come at [reading] from so many different ways.31
Ms. Jensen had championed many innovative approaches to reading

instruction as an elementary school principal in the 1970s including; using

children's literature to teach reading, individualizing reading instruction to meet

29For a more detailed account of policy windows and the opportunities they provided for
advocates of various proposals and problems to advance their agendas, see Kingdon, 1984; and
M. Cohen, March, & Olsen, 1972.

30Roberts interview, 11 Apr. 1992; Jensen interview, 23 Sept. 1992.

31Roberts interview, 11 Apr. 1992.
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the needs of students, and not teaching isolated reading skills.32 She

remembered how, while principal at Lorton, she:

was really impressed with what they called child-centered or
interest based learning. We did a lot with developing units of
study. We used to pull together [units] using children's ideas,
what they knew about the subject, what they thought they might
like to learn and how they might go about doing it.33

Becoming director of elementary education, Ms. Jensen had hoped to implement
her instructional reform agenda district-wide. "I guess I had the notion that
maybe I could make a difference at the district-level, the same difference I made
at the building level," she recalled, "so you know I was going to try and see if we
couldn't get more schools really looking like we were looking [at Lorton] and
doing what we were doing."34 But neither Ms. Jensen nor Ms. Roberts had any
success in addressing the problems they perceived with the existing central office
curriculum, or advancing their agendas for instructional reform in Parkwood, as
Mr. Green's and Mr. Farley's efforts to establish a district-wide basic skills
curriculum dominated the central office reform agenda in the early 1980s.

The state reading policy helped to create a more conducive environment
for Ms. Jensen's and Ms. Roberts' instructional reform agendas. Considering that
the state was proposing to change the MEAP reading test, both Mr. Farley and
Mr. Green were more likely to pay attention to Ms. Jensen's efforts to reform the
district reading curriculum in response to the reading policy. Parkwood
residents paid close attention to students' test scores on MEAP, a factor which

neither Mr. Farley nor Mr. Green could afford to overlook. As Mr. Green

32Roberts interview, 18 July 91; Cheney interview, 8 May 1992; Chapman interview, 13 May 1992;
Sutton (elementary teacher and member of the district reading task force) interview, 19 May 1992.
33Jensen interview, 23 Sept. 1992. Ms. Jensen noted how the British Infant Schools had a strong
influence on her instructional ideas.

34jensen interview, 23 Sept. 1992.
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remarked, "obviously . . . when the state moves in a direction you start to become

real interested in what's going to go on there."35 The importance of test scores to
the Parkwood community coupled with the proposed revision of the MEAP test
provided Ms. Jensen and Ms. Roberts with an opportunity to convince their
central office colleagues that a review of the district reading curriculum was
needed. When Ms. Jensen received word that the state department was
considering a revision of the state reading objectives and MEAP, she sent three
district representatives to a workshop that the state department was offering.
Sally Roberts, a school learning specialist, was one of the three Parkwood
representatives.

Cognizant of the opportunities for change the state policy provided, both
Ms. Jensen and Ms. Roberts had considerable incentives to attend to the policy.
Ms. Roberts explained, "so to think that the state might be moving in a direction
which was [towards] a philosophy that I embraced, I saw that as a real chance for
our district to start moving away from some of the practices that I though might
be holding kids back."38 The policy provided the opportunity to change modal
reading instruction in Parkwood; to tilt the scales in favor of the progressive
ideas about reading instruction that both Ms. Roberts and Ms. Jensen and a
handful of other Parkwood educators supported and away from the basic skills
approach Green and Farley had endorsed.37 Roberts remembered how she and
some of her colleagues saw the state reading policy as an opportunity to
"hoodwink central office administration and the school board" so they could no

longer endorsed existing curricular policies.38 They seized the policy as an

35 Green interview, 7 May 1992.

36Roberts interview, 11 Apr. 1992.
37Roberts interview, 11 Apr. 1992.
38Roberts interview, 18 July 1991.
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opportunity to reform the existing basic skills dominated reading curriculum in

Parkwood and advance their own agendas for instructional change.
Interpreting the Policy to Support Existing Reform Agendas

Aware of the potential for reform the state policy provided, both Ms.
Jensen and Ms. Roberts interpreted the policy as legitimating their existing reform
agendas and beliefs about instruction, and as a critique of the existing Parkwood
reading curriculum. Neither thought the state policy ideas on reading were
novel. Ms. Jensen remarked how the ideas state policy-makers were advancing
were just "new names" that fit with her existing beliefs about instruction.39 She
noted how the policy's call for the use of a variety of texts to teach reading rather
than using a basal reader exclusively "was the big big difference" for her.40 In
Jensen's view, the policy also supported both whole and small group instruction,
and the teaching of reading strategies. Many of the instructional ideas which Ms.
Jensen interpreted from the policy were ones which she had already successfully
implemented at Lorton elementary (e.g., focusing on reading comprehension
rather than drill on isolated skills, not relying on the basal to teach reading).

Similarly, Ms. Roberts noted how she was delighted that state policy-
makers were moving in a direction which she embraced. As president of the local
Michigan Reading Council and having recently completed a master's degree in
reading, Ms. Roberts had kept up-to-date with developments in the field of
reading research. She had heard about proposed changes in the state policy prior
to attending the local ISD curriculum review workshop. But unlike Ms. Jensen,
Ms. Roberts did not interpret the state reading policy as providing a concrete
alternative to modal reading instruction. Her knowledge of reading research

suggested that there was no agreement among researchers on what constituted

39Jensen interview, 23 Sept. 1992.
40jensen interview, 23 Sept. 1992.
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effective reading instruction. As a result, she interpreted the state policy as an

opportunity for teachers to consider their existing reading instruction and to
reconstruct their teaching practice based on the available research.4!

Ms. Jensen's instructional reform agenda, however, was more ambitious
than her interpretation of state policy-makers' reform initiatives. For example,
Ms. Jensen had long been an advocate of integrating reading and writing
instruction. She believed that students needed to understand that "reading was
writing written down" and that in order to read they needed to understand the
concept of print by reading what they wrote.42 Although the state policy made
no reference to writing, it provided Ms. Jensen with the opportunity she needed
to enact this reform proposal district-wide. Similarly, Ms. Jensen used the state
reading policy as an opportunity to promote her child-centered approach to
instruction; a developmentally appropriate practice curriculum.43

Both Ms. Jensen and Ms. Roberts, seizing the state policy as an
opportunity for instructional reform in Parkwood, interpreted the policy as an
endorsement of their existing agendas and a critique of the existing Parkwood
reading curriculum. Interpreting the policy in such a manner, provided them
with significant political leverage to convince their colleagues that modal reading
instruction (e.g., drilling students in isolated reading skills) needed to change.
A Less Ambitious Interpretation of the State Policy

Not all central administrators, however, understood the policy as

supporting such a radical transformation of the existing central office reading

41Roberts interview, 11 Apr. 1992; 30 July 1990.
42jenseninterview, 23 Sept. 1992.

43Ms. Jensen describes the developmentally appropriate practices curriculum as "child-centered
or interest based learning ... developing units of study, the British called them themes or thematic
instruction ... it's the good old fashioned unit we used to pull together with using children's
ideas, what they knew about the subject, what they thought they might like to learn and how
they might go about doing it. She also noted how the National Association for Teaching Young
Children and her experience as a teacher in a laboratory school influenced her reform agenda.
Jensen interview, 23 Sept. 1992.
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curriculum. Mr. Green (assistant superintendent for curriculum) supported

rather traditional notions about reading instruction and was one of central office's
strongest advocates for teaching basic reading skills. Furthermore, unlike Ms.
Roberts and Ms. Jensen, Mr. Green's attention to the policy was not prompted by
a strong desire to advance a personal instructional reform agenda: He was
content with the basic skills curriculum he had established in the early 1980s. Mr.
Green's attention to the policy was prompted primarily by the prospect of a
revised MEAP reading test, and as the implementation of the revised test drew
closer he became more anxious about Parkwood teachers' ability to prepare
students for the test.44

Mr. Green's interpretation of the state policy was considerably less
ambitious than either Ms. Roberts or Ms. Jensen's. He understood the policy as
specifying rather definite approaches to reading instruction which would
complement rather than supplant most existing reading practice. For Mr. Green
the state policy called on teachers to teach reading strategies so that reading skills
were taught in context rather than in isolation. With regard to the implications of

the state reading policy for student learning, Mr. Green remarked:

[Students] still have to do a few fundamental things, they got to
have some word attack skills, and they need to have some phonetic
ability, and they need to see patterns of words and put concepts
together. I think what is different is the strategies that are being
used now to re-approach [reading instruction].45

Ms. Berry, who became the central office language arts coordinator in
1986, claims to have learned many new ideas about reading instruction from the

state reading policy and the workshops she attended on the policy.46 She

44Roberts interview, 11 Apr. 1992.
45Green interview, 7 May 1992.
46Berry interview, 14 Apr. 1993
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recalled how the state policy ideas on reading instruction were entirely novel to

her when she first heard them. "I remember memorizing the definition and
having, and hearing what it meant," she recalled, "but having no ideas
conceptually what it would look like."47 Ms. Berry learned that "constructing
meaning” was "the most important part" of reading instruction. In addition, she

learned,

what strategies does a child need to have in order to construct
meaning, [and] the strategies that they need to have at different
stages of their life are going to be different, and to know that some
kids are going to be ready for strategies at different times and to be
sensitive to that.48

Similar to Mr. Green, the instructional ideas Ms. Berry learned from the state
policy had a strong strategies flavor.
$ kA AR

Parkwood central office administrators understood state policy-makers
calls for reform of classroom reading instruction in distinctly different ways.
Their beliefs and knowledge about reading instruction, coupled with the
instructional reform agendas they brought to the state policy, influenced the
instructional ideas they understood from the policy. Like classroom learners,
central office administrators' learning from state policy was shaped by their prior
knowledge and beliefs through which they learned from the policy, and the
context in which they learn. The prior knowledge and beliefs about reading
instruction that Ms. Jensen and Ms. Roberts brought to their efforts to
understand the policy were distinctly different from those of Mr. Green, and as a
result they constructed rather different instructional ideas from the policy. The

context was especially important in Parkwood, as the emphasis on basic skills

47Berry interview, 14 Apr. 1992.
48Berry interview, 14 Apr. 1992.
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within central office provided strong incentives for Ms. Roberts and Ms. Jensen

to pay attention to the policy in order to advance their own reform agendas.

Disseminating the Policy: A Variety of Approaches

If the state reading policy was to influence reading instruction in
Parkwood classrooms, central office administrators had to do more than interpret
state policy-makers calls for reform of reading instruction. They had to
disseminate the ideas they understood from the policy to Parkwood's school
principals and teachers, and convince them to change their existing reading
instruction. The task was no small feat considering that the district had over 700
teachers in close to 20 schools, most of whom taught reading as a process of
mastering isolated reading skills.

Central office administrators, however, rose to the occasion and between
1985 and 1989 undertook numerous efforts to reform reading instruction in
Parkwood schools in response to the state reading policy. Efforts to disseminate
new ideas about reading instruction were underway prior to the state-wide
conferences on the reading strategies. And the entire central office instructional
guidance system in Parkwood was revised prior to the first administration of the
revised MEAP reading test. Parkwood central administrators required little
pressure from state policy-makers to reform reading instruction. Central office
dissemination efforts, however, varied over time as central administrators with
different beliefs about teacher change came to the fore to craft efforts to teach
teachers about new instructional ideas. Initial dissemination efforts adopted a
less didactic approach, encouraging teachers to change their practice by providing
them with opportunities to develop their understanding of research on reading.

By 1987, however, central office efforts to reform reading instruction became more
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didactic relying heavily on mandates that pushed teachers to adopt new

instructional approaches.
Constructing an Alternative to Modal Practice: An Initial Response

When Ms. Roberts and her colleagues returned from the ISD curriculum
review workshop, they asked Mr. Green and Ms. Jensen to form a district task
force to review the central office reading curriculum, and they agreed. Ms. Jensen
selected Roberts to chair the district Reading Task Force. The task force provided
the initial opportunity for the district to disseminate ideas about reading
instruction and, early in 1986 with the help of a state grant, Ms. Roberts organized
an ambitious staff development effort for local teachers.

Ms. Roberts, as chair of the reading task force, had considerable
opportunity to shape Parkwood's response to the State reading policy. The
manner in which she interpreted the state reading policy, her concerns about
modal practice, and her knowledge and beliefs about teacher change influenced
the manner in which she set about her task. She designed task force meetings and
staff development workshops so they provided considerable opportunities for
task force members to learn new ideas about reading instruction and develop
their own understanding of the comprehension process, but not necessarily to
build consensus. She was pleased with the opportunities both the task force and
the staff development workshops provided for teachers "to understand the
definition, to internalize it and make it their own."49 She remarked with regard to

her design for the staff development workshops:

my idea was not to present this uniform picture . . . I said there
really isn't any agreement out there [on reading instruction]. With
the new definition of reading, it looks like there is, but there really
isn't because I've kept up with reading [research].50

49Roberts interview, 11 Apr. 1992.
S50Roberts interview, 30 July 1990.
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Ms. Roberts' goals for staff development on reading instruction were atypical.
Efforts to disseminate educational policy, that is, the pedagogy of policy, tend to
be didactic.5! District committees and staff development efforts usually assign
teachers a more passive role, with decisions being made by senior
administrators.52

Staff Development: Investing in teacher knowledge. Ms. Roberts'
dissemination efforts were helped by the fact that teachers who served on the
district reading task force shared her aversion to the existing district reading
curriculum and supported more innovative approaches to reading instruction.53
Furthermore, having successfully applied for a state department staff
development grant of $90,000, Ms. Roberts had ample financial resources to
disseminate the ideas for change she had constructed from the reading policy.
State funding reduced her reliance on some senior central office administrators
who had many concerns about her approach. Furthermore, the rather generous
financial resources which Ms. Roberts had at her disposal facilitated an ambitious
and extensive staff development program. The staff development program was
not a one shot deal, it involved a total of 30 hours of workshops over a ten week
period. Furthermore, many nationally recognized reading researchers, including
Patrick Shannon, Richard Allington, Eileen Carr, Jerry Duffy, and Karen Wixson
presented workshops on their research.

Throughout the weekly presentations attention was paid to the state

definition and to much of the research behind the definition (e.g.,

S1For an excellent account of the pedagogy of policy in the United States, see Cohen and Barnes,
1993.

52Standerford, 1992.

S3Roberts interview, 5 Oct. 1992; Sutton interview, 19 May 1992.
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metacognition).54 Several sessions focused on reading strategies (e.g., QAR,

KWL), paralleling the state staff development efforts. Presenters began by giving
teachers an overview of the research behind the particular strategy. Then
teachers were given a rationale for using the strategy and when they should use
it. Next, the presenter modeled the strategy going through the different stages
that teachers should follow in their classrooms.5%

But in keeping with Ms. Roberts' beliefs that teachers needed to
construct their own understanding of reading practice, many of the weekly
sessions took a rather different and less didactic format. Other perspectives on
reading and language arts instruction were also offered, including topics such as
teachers' reliance on basal reading programs, connecting reading and writing
instruction, and developing observational assessment techniques. The "extra"
topics reflected much of Ms. Jensen's and Ms. Roberts' educational reform
agendas.

And some of the presenters paid little attention to giving teachers
practical techniques to use in their classrooms, focusing instead on getting
teachers to develop their own philosophies of literacy from which they could
construct their own approaches to reading instruction. Patrick Shannon, for
example, focused on getting teachers to develop an understanding of what they
meant by literacy by getting them to define reading and writing. The session
began with teachers reading different text selections at different levels of
difficulty in order to understand what it meant to read. Based on how they read
and the difficulties they had with the texts, teachers developed definitions of the

S54Teachers and other district employees attended a three hour workshop each week over a 10-
week period. The 10-week series of workshops were repeated on three occasions over a two year
period.
S5My account of the presentations is based on videotape recordings of the sessions and

y P pe 8
interviews with local administrators and teachers who attend the workshops.
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reading process and considered the implications of these definitions for the ways

in which they taught reading.56
State policy-makers calls for change were transformed in significant ways

through these local workshops, as both Ms. Jensen and Ms. Roberts interpreted
the policy as an opportunity to advance their own instructional reform agendas.
Parkwood staff development workshops were distinctly different from the state
staff development efforts in both method and content. Many of the ideas
disseminated through these workshops, such as, integrating reading and writing
instruction, received no attention in the state policy documents. The state-
sponsored workshops, for the most part focused on giving teachers new highly
structured instructional techniques -- especially reading strategies -- to teach
reading. In contrast, the Parkwood workshops focused on more than modeling
the reading strategies, offering teachers different perspectives on reading and
writing instruction and challenging them to construct their own instructional
approaches.
Conflicting Perspectives on Reforming Reading Instruction

Some central office administrators, however, had different ideas about
reading instruction and had many reservations about Roberts' dissemination
efforts. Mr. Green was especially concerned about Roberts' decision to allow task
force members and participants at the staff development workshops to work on
developing their own understanding of the comprehension process. Having
interpreted the policy as suggesting specific new approaches to reading
instruction, Mr. Green believed Ms. Roberts' efforts were misguided. Green
"thought we were really re-inventing and I thought we had to do that," Ms.
Roberts recalled, "he said [state policy-makers] already decided what

56My account is based on a video tape recording of the presentation and the accounts of some
participants.
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comprehension is".57 Mr. Green's concerns were also influenced by his belief in

the importance of strong central office leadership in matters of curriculum and
instruction. He believed that central office should adopt a much more directed
and didactic approach to teaching Parkwood teachers about the reading policy.
Ms. Roberts' leadership of the task force and her dissemination approach was "too
non-directed" and threatened to undermine the centralized instructional guidance
that Green had established in Parkwood.58 Mr. Green thought there was "too
much diversity [on reading] - - we've got to have people singing the same tune,"
Ms. Roberts explained, he "felt that the people who were in charge, should take a
stance."59 In short, Ms. Roberts' ambitious ideas about reading instruction and
her non-directed leadership and teaching style were in conflict with Mr. Green's
more traditional notions about reading and his efforts to maintain strong central
office guidance on matters of curriculum.

Parkwood teachers who attended the workshops also expressed
reservations about the dissemination approach. While participants gave the
workshops high ratings, most were concerned about the inconsistencies in the
messages different presenters were giving them as they wanted concrete answers

about how they should teach reading.69 One principal described how she,

sensed the crowd right away. I mean they weren't there, they
wanted concreteness, the principal and Eve Jensen were telling
them to do this and they wanted the "how to", the "handout" they
wanted the "this".61

S57Roberts interview, 11 Apr. 1992.

58Roberts interview, 5 Oct. 1992.

S9Roberts interview, 18 July 1991; 30 July 1990; 11 Apr. 1992.

60Roberts interview, 11 Apr. 1992; 30 July 1990; Cheney interview, 19 Feb. 1992; Bolton
interview, 8 May 1992.

61Bolton interview, 8 May 1992.
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So despite Ms. Roberts' efforts to invest in teacher knowledge and allow teachers

to craft the Parkwood response to the policy, the majority of teachers were
critical of her approach. Their desire for more concrete alternatives stemmed in
part from the fact that other central administrators were pushing them to change
their existing reading instruction.

Despite Ms. Roberts initial success, the tensions between her approach and
those advocated by Mr. Green continued, and were heightened by the prospect
of a revised MEAP test which was due for implementation in 1989. Mr. Green
felt that Roberts' efforts to get teachers to construct their own understanding of
reading was too time consuming considering the prospect of a revised MEAP.62
Mr. Green's concern about MEAP scores was such, that he and the
Superintendent considered administering a practice MEAP in Parkwood.63

But Mr. Green was not the only Parkwood central administrator who
supported stronger central office leadership in reforming reading instruction.
Ms. Jensen (director of elementary education) took a similar stance. Although
Ms. Jensen held many of the same ideas about reading instruction as Ms. Roberts,
she believed central office needed to provide authoritative instructional
leadership to schools in order to reform instruction. She commented, "if you
don't mandate change, it doesn't happen."64 As one principal remarked, "she
just didn't give a choice, she said workbooks are finished, that's it!"65
Considering Mr. Green's push for a much more direct central office role in
reforming reading instruction, Ms. Jensen may have had little choice but to
support this position if she wanted to have her reform agenda adopted district-

wide. So although Ms. Jensen supported many of the same instructional reform

62Roberts interview, 11 Apr. 1992.

63Roberts interview, 11 Apr. 1992; Bolton, 8 May 1992.
64Jensen interview, 23 Sept. 1992.

65Bolton interview, 8 May 1992.
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ideas as Ms. Roberts, she envisioned a different route to enacting these ideas

from Ms. Roberts' staff development approach.

Changes in state policy-makers' dissemination efforts also influenced how
Parkwood central administrators approached their dissemination task. By 1986
state policy-makers were offering clearer ideas about the types of change they
envisioned in modal reading practice through state-wide conferences that
focused on the reading strategies (e.g., KWL, QAR, and reciprocal teaching).
These conferences offered a more concrete alternative to modal practice in the
form of reading strategies than the earlier curriculum review conferences which
merely challenged central administrators to reconsider their reading curriculum
in light of a new state definition that would place much greater emphasis on
students' comprehension. Some Parkwood administrators and all the district's
school based learning specialists attended these conferences. These state
sponsored efforts provided central administrators with a clearer picture of the
type of reading instruction that state policy-maker's envisioned.

Mandating An Alternative to Modal Practice

Mr. Green got his wish for stronger centralized leadership in 1986 and
central office dissemination efforts began to change in Parkwood. When the
district hired a full-time language arts coordinator to "homogenize" the work of
the task force, Ms. Roberts was not selected.66 Ms. Joan Berry, was hired as
language arts coordinator and replaced Ms. Roberts as chair of the reading task
force. "I wasn'tin charge anymore", Ms. Roberts remarked, "and that's exactly

66A<:cordir\g to Ms. Roberts, Eve Jensen was a strong supporter of her efforts to disseminate new
ideas through the staff development workshops she organized. Furthermore, Ms. Jensen told Ms.
Roberts that she wanted her to have the position as language arts coordinator but Mr. Green and
Mr. Crampton, the director of secondary education, refused as they did not think Ms. Roberts
would provided the directed leadership that central office dissemination efforts needed in order
to be effective. According to Ms. Roberts, Jensen encouraged her to work on developing a more
directed leadership style. Roberts interview, 30 July 1990.
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what they did, they homogenized" the definition.67 Central administrators'

efforts to disseminate new ideas on reading instruction in the late 1980s certainly
took a much more homogenized and didactic approach compared with earlier
staff development workshops.

Ms. Jensen, with the assistance of Ms. Berry and a district committee of
teachers, reformed the central office instructional guidance system to reflect new
ideas about reading instruction. New district textbooks were purchased, the
district reading guidelines were rewritten, student report cards were redesigned,
and new central office policies on grouping for reading, workbooks, and the role
of learning specialists were implemented. Extensive staff development efforts
continued but changed under Ms. Berry's leadership focusing more on a "how to
do it" approach to their version of the reading policy and less on providing
teachers with opportunities to construct their own understanding of the reading
instruction.

Staff development: Telling teachers what to do. District staff development
efforts changed under Ms. Berry's leadership, as she adopted a more direct and
didactic approach to teaching Parkwood teachers about the state policy. Unlike
Ms. Roberts, Ms. Berry did not enjoy the same immunity from Mr. Green's
pressure for more directed and prescriptive staff development workshops. Ms.

Roberts noted:

I'm sure [Berry] got the same pressures that I did. Ijust wouldn't
bend. I mean I wasn't in an administrative position. It was entirely
voluntary. .. [So] it wasn't like my position depended on
[responding to Green's pressures] where [Berry's] did, so she's
under different kinds of constraints than I am.68

67 Roberts interview, 30 July 1990.
68Roberts interview, 11 Apr. 1992.
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Staff development workshops "became more how to do QAR's, how do you do

reciprocal teaching, how do you do story maps".69 Ms. Berry's descriptions of
her staff development efforts verify Ms. Roberts' account. Her staff development
workshops focused almost exclusively on reading strategies, using a modeling
approach. Workshops began with presenters giving teachers some background
information on a particular reading strategy (e.g., KWL) and then they provided
teachers answers to three important questions about strategies: "What it is?,
when do you use it?, how do you use it?".70 Presenters then modeled the
strategies using an integrated approach around the theme of Africa.”!

Berry 's presentations focused on the "how to" of reading instruction,
modeling and telling teachers concrete instructional approaches to use in their
classrooms. Her staff development workshops had a strong focus on reading
strategies, suggesting a less ambitious reform agenda than earlier staff
development workshops. In Berry's view, there were other instructional
techniques that teachers needed to adopt, such as integrating reading and
writing and using whole and flexible student grouping. But these components
could be added over time. She remarked with regard to her staff development
efforts, "we've spent a couple of years on whole class instruction, let's move now
to what comes next and the part that comes next in that small flexible group,
before I bring them back to whole class instruction."”2 Unlike Roberts, for Berry
reforming reading instruction did not require an investment in building
teachers’ knowledge of research or providing them with opportunities to

construct their own understanding of the reading process. Rather, teachers

69Roberts interview, 11 Apr. 1992,
7oBerry interview, 14 Apr. 1992.
71Berry interview, 14 Apr. 1992.
72Berry interview, 14 Apr. 1992.
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needed to acquire and perfect new instructional techniques which would

supplant their existing teaching techniques over time.

Curriculum guidelines: Mandating change. In 1988, a new district reading
philosophy and new reading guidelines for teachers were published and
distributed to all Parkwood educators. With the help of the reading task force,
Ms. Jensen and Ms. Berry rewrote the Parkwood reading philosophy and
curriculum guide. Ms. Jensen's interpretation of the state policy and the agenda
for instructional change dominated the committee's work. Most of the teachers
on the committee shared Jensen's beliefs about reading instruction -- one teacher
estimated that 80% of committee members supported the new ideas about
reading.”® Another committee member noted how they had to follow the
directions of central administrators, especially Ms. Jensen, resulting in more
traditional ideas about reading instruction receiving little or no attention. "When
things like this happen,” she commented "they start at administration and then
they filter down to us and so the administration is doing the dictating telling you
what they want you to do -- you just have to follow those dictates."74

The Parkwood reading philosophy and reading guidelines paid close
attention to the ideas about reading instruction presented in the State policy
documents. The importance of teaching students reading strategies (e.g., KWL,
QAR) in order to strengthen comprehension instead of learning isolated
decoding skills was emphasized. The Parkwood reading objectives were
practically identical to the State reading objectives, and even went a step further,
detailing for teachers what strategies went with particular learning objectives.

Comparing these documents with earlier curriculum guides suggests that, in

73gutton interview, 19 May 1992.

74watt (elementary school teacher who served on the district reading task force) interview, 19
May 1992.
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terms of reading instruction, Parkwood had undergone a revolution. According

to the district reading philosophy statement:

Reading, one component of the language process, is dynamic. The
meaning of the message which the reader constructs is dependent
upon the interaction of the reader's background experiences, the
author's purpose for writing the material, the type of material being
read, and the readers purpose for reading it.75

As aresult "reading is taught as a process of thinking, not as a series of isolated
skills."76 Mirroring the dramatic change in the state definition, the new reading
philosophy represents a considerable departure from the old Parkwood reading
philosophy statement where reading was portrayed as a process of decoding and
recognizing words - - a series of isolated skills.””

But although there were many similarities between the central office
policy documents on reading in Parkwood and the state policy statements, there
are also notable differences. Many of the instructional ideas contained in the
Parkwood reading guidelines, found no mention in the State policy documents.
Central office efforts to disseminate the state reading policy to teachers became
entangled with other reform agendas, such as, Jensen's developmentally
appropriate practices philosophy. One whole section of the Parkwood Reading
guidelines, for example, was devoted to "Developmental Stages of Reading" that
teachers should be aware of and use to guide their reading instruction. The
guide details six stages of reading development, points out indicators that
teachers should look for in gauging what stage of reading students are at, and
details helpful learning experiences for students at each stage.”® The

75Parkwood's Reading Curriculum Guidelines, 1988, p. 1.
76pParkwood's Reading Curriculum Guidelines, 1988, p. 1.
77Parkwood School Board, 1979. Elementary Reading.

78The guidelines detail six stages of reading development: emergent reading; beginning reading,
reading for consolidation; reading for independence, mature readers. They highlight indicators
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resemblance to Jensen 's developmental appropriate practices philosophy is

striking. Considerable attention was also given to integrating reading and
writing instruction in the Parkwood Reading guidelines. Again, writing received
no mention in the state reading policy documents. Other ideas that appeared
novel when compared to the state policy documents, included integrating
reading and writing instruction, using whole group and flexible group
instruction, and using a variety of texts to teach reading. Evidently, Ms. Jensen's
ideas about DAP and integrating reading and writing, among other things,
became entangled with the state reading policy and influencing her efforts to
revise the district reading guidelines.

Classroom materials. Ms. Jensen also aligned reading textbooks and other
materials with the reading guidelines to better the chances of these ideas making
their way into classrooms. Three literature-based reading programs were
purchased to replace the traditional skills based basal reading program. These
texts were closely aligned with many of the ideas that were presented in the
Parkwood Reading Guidelines. For example, one of the three district selections
paid careful attention to the use of reading strategies.”¥ Schools could also opt to
use textbook money to purchase children's literature instead of the reading
programs. Teachers could use their discretion to select textbooks that were
literature-based or literature itself. But teachers didn't have complete freedom,
for central office would actively resist the old drill-and-skill reading by cutting
off resources that might support it. Ms. Jensen told schools they could no longer
purchase any of the workbooks or practice books that accompanied the reading

programs and she had the means to enforce a ban on workbooks as central office

for teachers to assess students’ stage of reading development and delineate learning experiences
helpful at each stage. Developmental stages of reading received no mention in the state policy
documents.

79Cheney interview, 19 Feb. 1992.
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controlled textbook purchasing. The message central office was sending seemed

clear -- drill in isolated skills was no longer acceptable reading instruction and
real literature was the material to use to teach reading.

Students' report cards were also redesigned to focus on the new directions
in curriculum central office was promoting. The new report cards focused on
students' stages of literacy development and required teachers to evaluate
students in a number of different categories, including students' interest and
participation in reading, their ability to read for meaning, and their writing
ability. Furthermore, the IOWA Test of Basic Skills which was used in all
elementary grades in the early 1980s, was no longer required by central office.
The areas of evaluation identified in student report card were closely aligned
with the district reading guidelines and called for more ambitious changes in
reading than state policy-makers proposed.

Other mandates New district policies on ability grouping for reading, and
the role of learning specialists were also implemented by Ms. Jensen. Teachers
were no longer to group students for reading instruction by their reading ability.
Ms. Jensen communicated this directive to teachers informing them that when
she and Ms. Berry visited classrooms they did not expect to see ability grouping.
In addition, learning specialists were no longer to operate pull-out programs for
remedial reading instruction. Rather, they were to work within the classroom as
the classroom teacher saw fit.

Again these two directives suggested that Ms. Jensen did not want to see
any more drill and skill for poor readers. Learning specialists had traditionally
operated with case loads of readers who were reading below age level as
measured by standardized tests, and they provided these students with drill on

discrete skills (e.g., phonics). Considering the focus on comprehension and
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teaching skills in context rather than isolation, Jensen 's directives were designed

to remove the occasions when this type of modal teaching could occur.
AR

Central office dissemination efforts enjoyed many of the attributes that
implementation research suggests are necessary for the successful adoption of a
policy at the local level, such as, consistency, prescriptiveness, and authority.80
There was considerable consistency across different elements of the instructional
guidance system and central office directives in calling for change in modal
reading instruction (e.g., reading curriculum guidelines, textbook adoptions,
student evaluation). Ms. Jensen's mandates for change were also prescriptive
detailing instructional practices that were acceptable (e.g., reading strategies)
and those that were not acceptable (e.g., ability grouping and reading
workbooks). In addition, the central office mandates enjoyed considerable
authority by virtue of the fact that they were supported by senior central office
administrators. Whether or not these mandates enjoyed authority in the eyes of
school principals and teachers is another matter which we will turn to in Chapter
Four.

But the strength and authority of the central office reform efforts had also
much to do with Ms. Jensen's leadership style. Most principals and teachers
seemed to have taken Jensen very seriously, as one principal put it "to hear
everyone talk about her she was like God."8! And principals who disagreed with
her ideas were hesitant to question her reform proposals. "Some principals
would have been a little bit uncomfortable with certain aspects of the
developmentally appropriate practices and they were apparently afraid to voice

it when Jensen was here".82 Furthermore, Ms. Jensen built coalitions of support

80porter, et al., 1988.
81Nickels interview, 7 May 1992.
82Boton interview, 8 May 1992, also Nickels interview, 19 Feb. 1992.
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among teachers and principals for her reforms: "Once [Jensen] had an idea she

got other people involved in it and got them to buy into it and then she would
present it district-wide, therefore, she always had supporters throughout the
school district."8 Ms. Jensen was a "strong visionary leader" whose visionary
qualities were tempered with a keen political skill.84 For instance, in 1988 when
the school board raised some concerns about her developmentally appropriate
practices curriculum and requested a third grade reading test to evaluate its
effectiveness, Ms. Jensen used this as an opportunity to push her reform agenda
even further. She selected a test that focused exclusively on students' ability to
construct meaning from real literature through open-ended responses and also
integrated reading and writing assessment.

Ms. Jensen's interpretation of the state reading policy, however, did not
inhibit her from a rather didactic approach to teaching teachers about the
reforms. For at least some local educators, Ms. Jensen's didactic approach to
teaching Parkwood teachers about new instructional ideas was in conflict with
the instructional approaches she wanted teachers to adopt in their own
classrooms.8 Central office "did not teach [and] treat the teachers in a
developmentally appropriate way,” a member of the reading task force
explained, "they expected that everybody was at the same place at the same time
and they [central office] would move to this other place."8 Although the
instructional ideas Ms. Jensen attempted to disseminate to teachers suggested
that teachers should teach based on individual students' stage of development

and learning style, her efforts to teach these lessons to Parkwood teachers paid

83Berry interview, 19 Aug. 1991.
84Cheney interview, 19 Feb. 1991; Bolton, 8 May 1992.
85Tucker, 19 May 1992; Olson (school learning specialist), 15 May 1992; Bolton, 8 May 1992.

86Tucker interview, 19 May 1992; also Olson interview, 15 May 1992; Bolton interview, 8 May
1992.
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little attention to the beliefs and needs of individual teachers.87 At least in the

eyes of some local educators, Ms. Jensen's efforts to teach teachers new ideas
about reading instruction (through central office mandates) were inconsistent

with her own pedagogy.88

A Changing Reform Climate: Balancing the Old and the New

Windows of opportunity for action on different reform proposals stay
open for only a short time. These windows of opportunity close for a variety of
reasons including the fact that reformers may feel they have addressed the
problem or enacted their proposals, or changes in personnel within the
organization undertaking the reform .89 In Parkwood, the ambitious reform
efforts that were undertaken as a result of a coupling of the new state reading
policy with Ms. Jensen's and Ms. Roberts' personal reform agendas, came to a
halt in the late 1980s. With Ms. Jensen's decision to retire in 1990, two of the
main advocates of ambitious instructional reform, Ms. Jensen and Ms. Roberts,
were no longer working in central office. Consequently, by 1990 the zest for
instructional reform had declined dramatically in Parkwood and more
traditional ideas about reading instruction (e.g., phonics instruction) began to
receive greater attention from central administrators.
A Central Office Without an Instructional Reform Vision

For both Ms. Jensen and Ms. Roberts, the state reading policy was not
just some new approach to read.ing they had to implement; it was an opportunity
to enact a strongly-held vision for instructional reform. Neither Mr. Green nor

Ms. Berry shared this vision for ambitious instructional change. One school

87Bolton interview, 8 May 1992; Nickels interview, 7 May 1992.

88 A similar tension was evident in the efforts of state policy-makers to disseminate their ideas
about reading instruction. For a detailed discussion of this issue see D. Cohen, Grant, Jennings,
and Spillane, 1993.

89Kingdon, 1984.
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learning specialist remarked, with regard to the impact of Jensen's departure, "I

don't know if we really have any vision of where we're going and some people
have gone backwards."90

Neither Ms. Berry nor Mr. Green approached the state reading policy
with a mission for instructional reform comparable to Ms. Jensen's. For Ms.
Berry, the policy was something which she was required to implement as part of
her role as central office language arts coordinator, rather than an opportunity to
realize some personal vision of instructional change. She acknowledged that she
knew nothing about these ambitious instructional ideas prior to hearing about
the state reading policy. The state policy "was just a new thing and I'd always
been willing to try new things and I would try this."91

Similarly, Mr. Green did not share Ms. Jensen's vision for ambitious
instructional reform. As one principal noted, "[Mr. Green] doesn't have the
elementary knowledge to truly guide us and lead us and give us a vision, he's
less knowledgeable about issues of instruction than Jensen."92 Mr. Green's
vision of educational reform seemed to be confined to creating a strong
centralized instructional guidance system, and he had attained this goal by the
late 1980s with a revised instructional guidance system firmly in place.
Furthermore, as noted earlier, Mr. Green's interpretation of the policy centered
on the reading strategies (e.g., KWL, QAR) which in his view supplemented
some of the mainstays of existing reading instruction (e.g., phonics). "I think
what is different is the strategies that are being used now to re-approach” reading

instruction, he explained, "I think strategies mean meaning."93 Ms. Berry's

90 Bev Lyons (school learning specialist) interview, 15 May 1992; also Cheney interview, 19 Feb.
1991.

9 Berry interview, 14 Apr. 1992.

92Cheney interview, 8 May 1992; Chapman interview, 13 May 1992; Bolton interview, 8 May
1992.

93Green interview, 7 May 1992.
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interpretation was similar. "Constructing meaning, and that's the most

important part" of reading instruction, she commented with regard to the state
policy, "and what strategies does a child need to have in order to construct
meaning."%4
Modifying Jensen's Reform Agenda

With Jensen's departure the central office instructional reform agenda
changed in significant ways. Central office efforts to push ambitious notions of
reading curriculum and instruction practically disappeared in the early 1990s.
One principal remarked how Jensen was very much of "a driving force in
reading” in Parkwood, she was responsible for "getting the ball rolling" and
since she left the district is "on hold mode" as there isn't "a real curriculum
driver" in central office.95

With Jensen's departure many traditional teachers and school principals
began to voice their concerns about new approaches to reading and
developmentally appropriate practices, especially the manner in which phonics
and skills instruction were down-played.% The board of education and the
Parkwood community also raised concerns about whole language and the DAP
curriculum.97 Ms. Berry explained, "the school board was concerned that the
developmentally appropriate practices and our approach to teaching reading
was so different than it had been in the past that I think they were afraid that
kids weren't learning to read and write."% And the larger community's feelings

were perceived to be similar. "I think the community is questioning, . . . [there

94Berry interview, 14 Apr. 1992.
95Chapman interview, 13 May 1992.
96Bolton interview, 8 May 1992; Nickels interview, 19 Feb. 1992.

97Nickels interview, 19 Feb. 1992; Berry interview, 14 Apr. 1992; Cheney interview, 19 Feb. 1992;
Roberts interview,18 July 1991.

98Berry interview, 14 Apr. 1992.
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are] lots of parents out there who will say we don't really go for that

developmentally [appropriate practices]."99

Growing concern among the community and more traditional principals
and teachers seems to have resulted in a modified instructional reform agenda in
Parkwood by the 1990s. Community and teacher concern coupled with both Mr.
Green's and Ms. Berry's lack of commitment to ambitious instruction reform
diluted the drive for reform from central office. "I don't think [Mr. Green] is
going to put himself out on a limb to support" whole language and
developmentally appropriate practices, one principal explained, "I don't think
he's going to put himself you know in a position to stand up to the board and
community if there's a lot flack out there to say 'well yes this is the best
program.'100

Mr. Green and Ms. Berry adopted a more balanced position, at least in
the eyes of many local educators, between traditional and progressive
approaches to reading instruction. Phonics and skills instruction, which were
down-played considerably in the early central office reform initiatives, received
much greater attention in recent central office policy documents. One school
learning specialist who currently serves on the district reading committee

remarked:

After the initial staff development workshops [teachers and
administrators] felt they shouldn't be teaching phonics. Nobody
wrote much about teaching phonics so teachers felt [phonics]
would just fall into place. But things have changed now and
phonics are a part of the new [1991] curriculum guide. 101

99Niickels interview, 19 Feb. 1992.
100Njickels interview, 19 Feb. 1992.
10104s0n interview, May 15 1992.
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Current efforts to write learning outcomes for reading, under Ms. Berry's

leadership, focus a lot on discrete phonics and decoding skills that teachers
should teach at different grade levels.192 And the central office push to use
literature in reading lessons also changed with Ms. Jensen's departure, with a
more moderate approach being adopted by central administrators which
supported the use of a combination of basal and real literature programs to teach
reading.103

The central office agenda for instructional reform seems to have changed
considerably in Parkwood compared with the ambitious agenda that Ms. Jensen
and Ms. Roberts advanced in the mid-1980s. The scales seem to have tilted again,
away from the innovative ideas about instruction pushed by Jensen and Roberts
and back toward more traditional conceptions of reading instruction,
maintaining a delicate balance in some middle of the road position. As one
reading committee member put it, "I think whole language and literature based

and all of those are just going to drift away."104

CONCLUSION

Central office administrators in Parkwood embraced the central ideas of
the state reading policy in their efforts to revise their existing instructional policy
on reading. They revised the entire central office instructional guidance system
in response to the state reading policy to disseminate many new ideas about
reading instruction, and all of these ideas were in stark contrast with the existing
discrete skills based reading curriculum that central administrators mandated in

the early 1980s. The Parkwood case suggests that state instructional policy

1020150n interview, May 15 1992; Tucker, May 19 1992.
103Lyons interview, May 15 1992.
104Tycker interview, May 19 1992.
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matters at the local level, prompting significant change in central office

administrators' efforts to shape classroom reading instruction through local
policy-making initiatives.

But although the state policy mattered, the manner in which it did was not
uniform, as central office administrators' read the policy differently. Delineating
a single central office response to the state policy is difficult. What appears on
paper (e.g., district reading philosophy, district reading guidelines, district
textbooks) as a uniform and coherent district response to the state reading policy,
looks in practice very different. Central administrators interpreted different
ideas about reforming reading from the state policy and set about disseminating
these ideas in distinctly different ways. Over time the central office response
shifted as different central administrators came to the fore in crafting the
Parkwood dissemination efforts. So although, there was consistency across
different efforts to guide classroom instruction, in that they all called for change
in modal reading instruction, there were notable inconsistencies in the vision of
changed practice advocated.

In order to understand the response to the state reading policy within
Parkwood central office, we needed to focus on how central administrators
interpreted the state policy and set about disseminating the policy. Central
administrators interpreted different reform ideas from the state policy depending
on their prior beliefs and knowledge about reading instruction. Furthermore, the
existing instructional agendas that central administrators brought to the policy,
also influenced their attention to the policy and the ideas they interpreted and
disseminated from the policy. These different interpretations of the policy
coupled with administrators' beliefs about changing instruction influenced their
efforts to disseminate the policy to Parkwood teachers. The manner in which
state instructional policy influenced the practice of central office administrators,
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therefore, depended on the beliefs and knowledge about reading instruction,

teacher change, and the role of central office that these administrators brought to
their efforts to learn from the policy and to their efforts to teach these ideas to
classroom teachers.

The authority which the state reading policy enjoyed in Parkwood central
office also had much to do with the local context and how local administrators
understood the policy. As described in Chapter One, state policy-makers
believed that the revised MEAP reading test would "drive" instructional reform
at the local level as it would provide their instructional reform agenda with
considerable authority. The Parkwood case provides some evidence that the
revised MEAP added considerable authority to the state reading policy. Mr.
Green's attention to the policy, for example, was influenced by his belief in the
need for local districts to pay attention to SDE reform efforts and the importance
placed on test scores by the Parkwood community. But, the authority of the
reading policy to drive instructional reform in Parkwood cannot be explained
solely by the revised MEAP reading test, nor the fact that it was being pushed by
state government. In both Ms. Jensen's and Ms. Roberts' case, the MEAP seems
to have played little role in explaining their attention to the policy and their
extensive efforts to reform reading instruction. Rather, the manner in which they
understood the policy as fitting with their personal reform agendas, coupled
with their need for some political leverage to convince their colleagues to revise
the existing district curriculum, explains their extensive attention to the state
policy. The authority of the policy for Ms. Jensen and Ms. Roberts had at least as
much to do with the personal agendas they brought to the policy, their
interpretation of the policy to fit this agenda, and the lack of support from other
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