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ABSTRACT

IMPROVING READING INSTRUCTION THROUGH STATE POLICY:

TWO LOCAL STORIES

By

Nancy Suzanne Standerford

This study looked at the ways in which two small school districts
in southwestern Michigan responded to a state policy intended to improve
reading instruction. The study attempted to understand what those local
educators charged with this responsibility knew about the policy, what
it meant for reading instruction, and how to facilitate bringing about
those changes. The context of the organization and how routines and
procedures of the organization affected the work were analyzed. The
power structures of the districts and how those affected the work were
also examined. The ways in which these three factors, knowledge of the
participants, organizational characteristics, and power structures,
interacted to shape local efforts were analyzed.

The study found that the local educators had limited knowledge of
the ideas underlying the policy and were provided with few opportunities

to learn more about those ideas. This occurred because of the push to



Nancy Suzanne Standerford

fit the implementation efforts into standard operating procedures of the
organization. The teachers involved realized that they needed more time
to learn before they could do the work effectively; however, the power
structures left the decisions in the hands of the administrators who
were more focused on meeting district timelines and state mandates than
on improving reading instruction in classrooms. This situation limited
district efforts to a strategy instruction interpretation of the policy
which required that teachers learn some new instructional strategies
rather than learning how to fundamentally change their approach to
reading instruction.

In both districts, the individual teachers were attempting to sort
through the wealth of information coming to them from numerous outside
sources and were taking small steps away from traditional ways of
teaching reading. Most of these steps consisted of adding the new ideas
onto their existing practices. In one district, these steps were
supported and encouraged, while in the other district teachers looked

for ways to by-pass the district constraints to learn on their own.
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CHAPTER 1

OVERVIEW AND LITERATURE REVIEW

Introduction

Government agencies have a history of attempting to change practices
within the nation’s schools through policy formulation and implementation
(Cuban, 1990; Cohen, 1989-90). However, such efforts have typically been
less than successful in bringing about the intended changes in local
school districts. What happens to a state policy when it comes to local
school districts? Why does local implementation take the course that it
does? These are the issues on which this study focused.

In the mid-1980's, Michigan adopted a state reading policy designed
to improve reading instruction throughout the state. This study explored
what happened in two small school districts in southwestern Michigan as
they responded to this state policy. The events were examined from three
perspectives. The knowledge of the participants about the policy, the
changes it supported, and how those changes might happen was explored.
The work was situated within the context of a complex organization; thus,
the organizational factors which influenced the work were examined. The
efforts to implement the policy were negotiated through the political
system of power within the organization, so political agendas and power

structures were considered as they affected the efforts. These three



perspectives together offer valuable insights on what happened, why it
happened, and how those events affected the districts’ plans for

improving reading instruction in response to the state policy.

Research Question

The question that framed my study was:

How do (a) the knowledge and beliefs of the principal
actors, (b) organizational priorities and routines, and
(c) local political agendas interact to shape local school
district responses to a state-level reading policy?

This is a question about how local school districts responded to a
state reading policy. The study analyzed the thinking and actions of the
local educators directly responsible for planning the districts’
responses in two small school districts. In each district, a committee
of teachers and administrators was formed to revise the district reading
curriculum. These committee members, the central office administrators
overseeing the work, and the school board members who accept and approve
the work, in effect, decide what the policy becomes in each district.
The study looked at what these key people knew about the policy, what
they thought should be done in response to the policy, what they actually
did, and why those actions were taken.

The study focused on district responses at the elementary school
level. This focus was chosen for two reasons. First, each district
organized the work by separating elementary and secondary efforts.
Second, the expertise and interest of the researcher lies at the
elementary school level.

Major issues of the study concerned the factors affecting policy

implementation, instructional change, and reading instruction. These



major issues were investigated by analyzing how individual knowledge
about reading instruction and instructional change, organizational
routines, and political agendas interacted to shape implementation of the

policy.

Limitations of the Study

My study looked at district-level attempts to implement a state
policy designed to change classroom reading instruction. The focus was
on what the participants charged with this work thought and did at the
district level. 1 attempted to understand their thinking about the ideas
of the policy by observing them in meetings, by interviewing them, and by
looking at artifacts and documents.

My study has some limitations. First, I did not focus on the
classroom reading instruction of the participants. Although that would
be worth doing in another study, it was beyond the realm of this study.
Therefore, the information that I have on the teachers’ actual teaching
is limited. It is well-known that informants may tell a researcher what
she wants to hear rather than what they are actually doing. This
limitation was addressed by triangulating the information on classroom
instruction with observations of the classroom settings and the materials
which were being used, with teacher interviews, and with teachers’ words
and actions at committee meetings. I needed to understand teachers’
instruction as it supported their knowledge of the policy and what should
happen in the district-level efforts, so this limitation and the approach
taken seem credible. However, the participants viewed and described the

changes which they were making in their reading instruction through the



lens of traditional reading instruction with which they were more
familiar; the reader should bear this in mind.

A second limitation concerns my picture of the first three years of
the work in Fortville. I constructed this picture from oral histories of
the participants and from documents. I triangulated this data across
participants and between what I was told and what I found in district
documents such as meeting agendas, rough copies of the proposal, and
notices of meetings and of actions taken at meetings. I observed the
actual work during the fourth year of the study.

A third limitation concerns my role in Rockville. I was able to be
on site for the entire four years because I was working as a reading
specialist in the district during that time. This had both advantages
and disadvantages. My position allowed me to be on site and to observe
the story as it developed more closely. It allowed me to conduct many
informal conversations which added to the richness of the data. My role
was a disadvantage in that I was closely involved with the participants.
This personal involvement was a constant reminder that I had to record
events and words exactly as they happened to address personal bias. As
with all qualitative research, the researcher’s bias is always a concern.
Therefore, throughout this report of the study I have used actual quotes
from participants and from documents whenever possible. It is hoped that
this approach will allow the reader to spot any undue researcher bias in
my interpretations of these words.

My study did construct pictures of the work of two small school
districts as they responded to a state policy. These pictures offer

insights into problems of policy implementation and of influencing



instructional change. These pictures were constructed from participant
observations, observations, interviews, informal conversations,
documents, and dialogue journals with participants. I believe that the
variety of the data and the length of the data collection offered the

opportunity to build accurate pictures of this district-level work.

an’ ea ine

In the early 1980’s, a new instructional specialist for reading at
the Michigan Department of Education assumed the task of revising the
reading objectives for the state as part of the state’s five year
curriculum revision cycle. She formed a Curriculum Review Committee to
do this work. This group consisted of university faculty, public school
teachers and reading specialists, representatives from the Michigan
Reading Association, representatives from publishers, and state
department personnel concerned with reading instruction (e.g., Chapter I
monitors). This group of people read the research and attempted to write
a reading policy which would improve reading instruction throughout the
state. The policy consisted of a redefinition of the process of reading
(The New Definition of Reading), a set of goals and objectives (Michigan
Essential Objectives for Reading Education), and a new state assessment

program (Michigan Educational Assessment Program or MEAP).

What Does the Policy Mean?
In Michigan the generally accepted definition of reading prior to

1980 was that reading consisted of figuring out the words on the page.

This "old" definition stated the following.



Reading is the process of transforming the visual

representation of language into meaning (Michigan

Department of Education and Curriculum Review Committee,

1988, Module #1, p. T6).
This view assumed that if students could figure out the words and knew
what the words meant, meaning of the text followed automatically. Thus,
instruction focused on word level skills of word recognition and
vocabulary development. Instruction in word recognition focused on
memorizing sight words, learning rules of phonics, and drilling on
structural skills (e.g., affixes and root words). Vocabulary was often
taught by having students look up words in the dictionary. Such discrete

skills were easily presented, practiced, and tested in classrooms

(Pearson, Dole, Duffy, & Roehler, 1991; Durkin, 1978-79).

The New Definition
Michigan’s New Definition of Reading attempts to change how teachers
think about reading instruction. Reading is now defined as the
construction of meaning through an interactive process between the
reader’s knowledge, the information suggested by the printed text, and
the reading situation.
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 situation

(Michigan Department of Education & Curriculum Review

Committee, 1988; Michigan Reading Association, 1984).
This view of reading would call for instruction which focused on
comprehension of whole pieces of text rather than focusing on figuring

out words (Pearson, 1984; Pearson, et al., 1991; Paris & Wixson, 1987).

This definition sees the reader as an active participant in the



sense-making. The text merely suggests information which is then
mediated or interpreted through what the reader already knows about the
topic, the type of text, and the purpose for which the reading is being
done. The reader must be knowledgeable about what strategies will enable
him/her to construct meaning, when and why to use a specific strategy,
and how to use that strategy (Duffy & Roehler, 1989; Paris & Wixson,
1987; Pearson, et al., 1991). This type of knowledge puts the reader in
control of the reading process and allows him/her to construct meanings
appropriate to the purpose for which he/she is reading (Duffy & Roehler,

1989; Duffy & Roehler, 1989b).

The Essential Objectives

"Michigan Essential Objectives for Reading Education" attempt to
translate this definition into student outcomes. These objectives focus
on what students need to know to construct meaning from text, what
students should know about the process of reading, and what attitudes and
perceptions students should have about reading. These objectives are not
based on hundreds of discrete skills, as in the past, but make broad
statements that apply to readers of all ages and abilities (Pearson, et
al., 1989). The objectives, then, are quite similar for grades three,
six, and nine (the grade levels addressed by the state). For example,
under the heading "Knowledge About Reading," all three grades have the
goal of "knowing that reading is communication" and the subgoal of
"knowing that what is read was written by someone who was trying to say
something."” Under the subheading "Strategies," all three grades should

"know(ing) about a variety of strategies for identifying words, e.g.,



predictions, context clues, phonics, and structural analysis." With such
broad goals, it is left to the teacher to decide what type of instruction
or which type of strategy is most appropriate for each situation and for

each student.

The Test

The Michigan Educational Assessment Program (MEAP) was also revised
to fit with this new view of the reading process and of what students
should learn. This revision was done by the MEAP Department of the
Department of Education working with the Curriculum Review Committee.

The new assessment instrument (which is administered each fall to all
fourth, seventh, and tenth graders) measures students’ abilities to
construct meaning from complete passages of text, both narrative (story)
and expository (non-fiction, informational). To pass the test, students
must reach a predetermined score on both passages.

This test differs from previous state tests in its approach. First,
the passages which students read are complete stories (taken from
appropriate grade-level basal books) or sections from content area
textbooks. Students no longer read a series of unconnected short
paragraphs and answer questions on each. This test asks students to read
a longer, connected text and to answer questions about the meaning of the
passage. These questions are categorized as "beyond the text," "text,"
and "intersentence" level questions to assess whether students are able
to construct literal meanings from a few sentences, literal and
inferential meanings from the entire passage, or inferential meanings

going beyond the information suggested by the text. In addition, the



test attempts to assess the students’ knowledge about the reading
process, or how they would go about constructing meanings, their
attitudes and self-perceptions about reading and themselves as readers,
and their familiarity with the topic. These additional categories of
information are included to help teachers understand why students were or
were not able to construct meanings from the text.

The new MEAP is similar to the former test and to other standardized
tests in two connected ways. The new MEAP is written in a multiple
choice, rather than an open-ended, format. Students must select the one
best answer from a choice of four rather than wrestling with the ideas,
forming their own conclusions, and expressing these to an audience. This
multiple choice format limits student thinking and allows blind guessing
at answers. Second, students must all construct the same correct
meaning. Students are not expected to use their own knowledge to
construct a variety of interpretations, but are expected to come to the

same conclusions as the test authors.

Analysis of the Policy: What Implementation
Problems Does the Poljcy Present?

Inherent in Michigan’s reading policy are qualities that would be
likely to cause problems for local school districts as they respond to
it. The policy itself has at least three characteristics which would
cause implementation problems. It is open.to varied interpretations.
The alignment of the test and the definition are questionable. It is a
"policy as ideas" (Weiss, 1990) which lacks incentives for

implementation.
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Varjed Interpretations

The first problem inherent in the policy concerns defining what
instructional changes it supports. At least two interpretations of the
policy are possible.

The Department of Education and the Curriculum Review Committee
attempted to spread the word about this new policy across the state.
Working with very limited resources, they could provide limited learning
opportunities for educators. The Department of Education’s instructional
specialist presented the information in talks to local organizations
across the state. The committee organized state-wide conferences to
provide basic awareness information to attending educators. After these
initial conferences, the committee provided trainer-of-trainer
conferences for those who attended the initial conferences and others who
joined them. This series of three conferences provided scripted
materials for those attending to become trainers in their local work
sites. These new trainers were essentially novices with the policy
themselves, some had attended only a portion of the three conferences,
but they were expected to work from the scripted materials they received
to teach others about this new way of teaching reading.

This approach to dissemination, the lectures, conferences, and
materials, provided limited learning opportunities. Information was
"given" to those attending through presentations and written materials.
Participants did not have opportunities to wrestle with questions of how
these ideas would look in practice and to discuss their concerns. They
were basically handed "the answer" to impart to others, the typical

*pedagogy of policy" (Cohen & Barnes, 1991). Such limited experience
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with the new philosophy and ideas and how they would look in practice
could lead one to a simplified interpretation of the policy which might
be called "strategy instruction.” 1In strategy instruction, the focus is
on teaching the students the strategies which they can use to construct
the correct meaning, strategies explained in the written materials
distributed at the conferences. Strategy instruction carrigs the danger
of teachers learning and then teaching isolated strategies without
understanding nor teaching why, when, or where to use those strategies.
This scenario bodes the danger of producing instruction which resembles
the "old" view of teaching students isolated skills with little attention
to how these skills or strategies enable one to control the reading
process.

A second interpretation of the policy is also possible, though not
as likely given the way it was disseminated. This interpretation sees
students using their own knowledge to interact with the information in
the text and to construct new ideas from this interaction. In this.
constructivist view, text could be interpreted in many ways, depending on
one’s own background knowledge. Students would be constantly clarifying
their own interpretations through interaction with others who hold
varying interpretations. The teacher would be a facilitator helping
students to look within themselves to clarify their thoughts and to
communicate their ideas to others, thus helping them refine their ideas
through dialogue with others. The focus would be on learning through
dialogue and interactions with others and by reflection on one’s own
thinking. The role of the teacher would be drastically different, not a

knowledge dispenser, but a "more knowledgeable other" who helps students
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think critically to produce new ideas. The role of the text would be
drastically different. Students would be thinking about text, evaluating
it, integrating it with their own knowledge, and producing new ideas by
combining text ideas and their own ideas. The context of the reading
situations would be different. Students would be working toward
producing new ideas for their own use, rather than constructing the
correct idea to fit the expectations of others. This view of the policy
would be more in keeping with the research upon which the policy is based
which supported a deeper, more personally relevant approach to making
sense of what one reads.

If one assumes the policy supports a constructivist view of
learning, a tension appears. A constructivist view assumes that
knowledge is constructed as individuals and groups interact based upon
the prior experiences of the individuals and the context of the
interactions. Thus, subscribing to this view would mean that the
implementors would necessarily have varied interpretations of what the
policy meant for practice according to their knowledge and the context of
their work. If the policy is meant to be interpreted in multiple ways,
how would an observer know if the policy were being implemented? If each
location interprets the policy and constructs its meaning for themselves,
implementation would look different in each site.

In addition, there are different versions of constructivism. Some
who call themselves constructivists believe that all humans construct
knowledge similarly; thus, teaching strategies to construct knowledge
will help learners in their individual constructions. Others who term

their views constructivist believe that each person constructs knowledge
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in idiosyncratic ways; therefore, teaching everyone to use the same
strategies would not be appropriate. However, persons holding each view
believe they are interpreting the policy from a constructivist
perspective. By definition the policy would have many interpretations,
and implementation would look different in each context.

Michigan’s New Definition of Reading is open to varied
interpretations when one translates it into practice. Does it call for
teachers to learn new strategies and then teach these to their students?
Does it call for teachers to allow students to wrestle with text and to
formulate their own meanings? What does the policy want teachers to do
differently? This lack of clarity about what the policy means for
practice and the tension between allowing students to construct varied
interpretations as opposed to all constructing the same interpretation
will likely pose problems for local educators attempting to understand
and to respond to this policy. The fact that it can be implemented in
varied ways will also make it difficult for observers to know if the

policy has been implemented.

Questionable Alignment

Another problem relevant to Michigan’s reading policy occurs in its
design. This policy follows the "curriculum alignment" (Cohen, 1989-90)
family of reforms. This type of reform offers a new curriculum to focus
teachers’ attention on what needs to change, new texts or materials to
tell teachers how to make the changes in practice, and a new test to push
them toward the change. Attempting to change instruction in this manner

might be possible if the changes were easily understood and easily taught
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to teachers and if the philosophical alignment was clear. Attempting to
change instruction in this manner when the changes call for deep
understanding of the subject and for more teacher decision-making is much
more problematic and would be less likely to occur unless teachers had
thorough understanding of the new curricula (Ibid.). Thus, the
curriculum alignment approach, especially in this instance when teachers
had limited opportunities to learn about the expected changes and when
the changes themselves are nebulous, presents problems for teachers who
do not really understand what changes they are to make in their practice
while being "pushed"” by a test which is unclear in its philosophy.
Aligning the curriculum in this manner pushes the teacher to teach what
the test measures, i.e., finding the correct answer, rather than to teach
students to construct new ideas from their reading which is implied in
the New Definition. It is not clear what instructional changes teachers
should make. Thus, each district must interpret the ideas and translate
them into operational terms leaving the door open for multiple versions
of change to occur. The new MEAP was designed to assess students’
abilities to construct meaning; however, the multiple choice format and a
predetermined criteria for passing assumes that all students must
construct the same meanings to pass the test. This reduction of
students’ opportunities to construct meanings to choosing the correct
answer on a multiple choice test raises questions about the basic
philosophy of the state and how it should be interpreted locally. If
students will be assessed on how well they can construct the one
"correct" meaning of a text, then they are not really expected to be

constructing multiple meanings from text. The MEAP, then, pushes
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educators toward the strategy instruction interpretation of the policy
where students learn new strategies while still striving to identify the
correct meaning to pass the test rather than to use their own knowledge

to construct new meanings and ideas.

" eas"”

A third implementation problem relevant to this policy is that
Michigan’s New Definition of Reading is a "policy as ideas" (Weiss ,
1990). As such, it attempts to influence the way that people think about
reading and about reading instruction. The ideas are the policy
instruments; the assumption is that people can be persuaded to change
their beliefs and behaviors through new information. However, as
discussed earlier, the policy is open to multiple interpretations by
those responsible for implementing it. Again, if teachers, those
responsible for changing instruction, do not understand the ideas and are
not persuaded by the new information, the policy has little chance of
improving instruction. Teachers will not be persuaded to make changes
which they do not understand, which make little sense to them. Since the
policy does not carry incentives for implementation, confused local
educators would be likely to ignore it as they dealt with more pressing

policies and problems.

Confusion During Implementation
Local educators responding to Michigan’s reading policy are likely

to experience confusion over what changes must happen in response to the

policy. One would expect to find local implementors struggling with
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clarification of the intent of the policy and how it would look in
practice.

In addition to these problems of clarifying what changes need to
happen, attempts to change instruction occur within the context of public
institutions. Organizational contexts present their own problems for
bringing change. Inherent within organizations are mechanisms which seek
to maintain the status quo of the organization for its own preservation.
These organizational and bureaucratic mechanisms will present problems
for Michigan’s policy as it moves into school districts. Political
agendas, specifically concerning power to make and act on decisions, also
influence the attempts of school districts to implement such a policy.

These factors of clarifying the policy, organizational contexts, and
political agendas will all work together to influence what happens in
local school districts as they respond to Michigan’s reading policy. The
policy seeks to have teachers teach reading in ways that will build deep
understandings and encourage thinking in students. However, the policy
is ambiguous. What does it really mean for practice? That question is
open to multiple interpretations as state educators attempt to understand
the policy and to translate it into instructional practices. The policy
instrument is the ideas on which the policy rests. However, these ideas
are not clear and simple to implement. The policy has no real authority
to force teachers to change. Will the MEAP provide enough push to
encourage teachers to change their instruction? How will they know what
to change, who must change, and when this change must occur?

Local educators must grapple with these questions as they respond to this

state policy. They must decide what the policy means, who it affects,
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what must happen in response to it, how that will happen, and within what
time frame it will occur. All of this must be decided and implemented
within the complex world of an organization, a public bureaucracy, and it
must be negotiated through a complex political system.

This exploratory study attempts to understand and explain what
happened in two districts over a four year period of time as they
responded to this policy at the local level. It also attempts to compare
the stories of these two school systems and to draw conclusions that
might illuminate this process for others facing similar tasks.

This study was informed by the wealth of information that has been
written about attempts to change instruction in our nation’s schools.
First, I looked at historical attempts to change instruction through
governmental policy. Second, I considered the context of instruction,
i.e., the school district as an organization, and its influence on
attempts to change instruction. Issues of power as they affect attempts
to change instruction within hierarchical organizations such as school
districts were examined. The nature of teaching as a practice and how it
affects change efforts was considered. Last, issues concerning
individual teacher characteristics and how those influence change were

analyzed. I will address each of these issues as they concern my study.

The Tides of Reform: Context of the Poljcy
Reform movements in American education rise and ebb much as do the
tides of the seas. Reforms of the 1950’s hoped to achieve intellectually
ambitious instruction. However, this instruction was to be achieved by

bypassing the teachers and providing "teacher-proof" curriculum
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materials. The 1960’'s brought political unrest and calls for the schools
to address civil rights and equity issues; however, it was unclear what
teachers needed to do to address these issues at the classroom level.
The late 1970’s and early 1980’'s saw attention focused on "basics."
Schools were thought to be lax in their standards, and teachers were
maligned for providing instruction that focused on affective areas rather
than on academics. The social and political forces called for tougher
requirements in basic subjects such as reading and math. These tougher
requirements would be measured by improved scores on standardized tests.
Although the focus on improved test scores has lasted, the mid to late
1980's have seen another shift in the focus of reforms. Teachers are now
expected to provide more thoughtful and intellectually ambitious
instruction which will develop students’ abilities to define and solve
problems and to apply knowledge in a variety of situations. While each
of these reforms may have brought minor changes in the schools, few have
been able to achieve the desired visions of the reformers (Cohen &
Spillane, 1991; Cohen & Barnes, 1991-92).

What can we glean from these earlier movements which might enlighten
today’s reform efforts to have teachers provide more intellectually
ambitious instruction? There are several key issues for policy makers

and those who implement policies to consider.

The Role of the Teacher

First, each of these large reform movements have one theme in
common; they fail to address what teachers need to learn to do

differently to achieve the visions of the policies. 1In the 1950's,
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teachers were expected to allow students to use high quality materials
with the expectation that the materials would teach the students. In the
1960’'s, the teachers were expected to provide more instruction for
disadvantaged students, but that instruction most often amounted to more
of the same. In the 1970’'s and early 1980's, teachers were told they
must use more structured pedagogical models to improve student test
scores. In the late 1980's, teachers were expected to be constantly
assessing student needs and to make instantaneous decisions about what
those students need to help them construct new ideas from their
experiences and dialogues. But, teachers are most often left to their
own devices to learn what they need to change and then to figure out what
that means for the daily life of their classrooms. This oversight is
particularly important in the reforms of today. Mbst teachers have not
experienced intellectually ambitious instruction themselves, nor have
they had many opportunities to learn how to provide such instruction for
their students (Weiss & Cohen, 1991). Moreover, their own knowledge of
the subject matter, especially at the elementary level, has seldom
prepared them with the deep understandings of the disciplines necessary
to prepare such instruction (McDiarmid, Ball, & Anderson, in press).
Reforms calling for teachers to provide intellectually ambitious
instruction must address the matter of how teachers will learn to provide
such instruction. The typical mode of helping teachers learn about new
practices (i.e., deficit model, see Jackson, 1971) has been "didactic and
teacher centered" (Cohen & Barnes, 1991). Policy makers typically

approach teachers with "THE" answers and proceed to tell them what to do.
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This presentation mode reinforces the teacher-centered approach to

teaching which today’s reforms attempt to change.

Fragmented Governance
Another difficulty which thwarts the success of reform movements is
that the system of government in the United States is structured to limit
and fragment authority over education. The federal government has
historically had a weak influence over education when compared with more
centralized educational systems of other countries (Cohen & Spillane,
1991). State governments have the constitutional authority to govern
schools; however, they have historically delegated much of this authority
to the local level due to a lack of resources to exercise much power
(Ibid.). This fragmented system leaves many educational decisions to the
local level; thus, there is wide variety in how state policies or
national reform movements are interpreted and impiemented at the local
level (Ibid.). This presents an interesting situation for educational
reformers. Cohen and Spillane state the following.
While the design of American government incarnates a

deep mistrust of state power, the design of most education

policy expressed an abiding hope for the power of

government, and a wish to harness it to solving social

problems (p. 6).
Americans continue to believe that federal and state educational policies
can resolve societal problems by addressing the problem at the school
level. However, in reality, the government is designed to limit the
power of government agencies and to allow local latitude in implementing

such policies. An interesting, often frustrating, paradox for policy

makers and policy implementors.
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Instructional Guidance
A third problem with efforts to change instruction in classrooms
through state policy is that the American system of allowing considerable
local latitude in decision-making applies also to the classroom level.
Individual teachers find themselves free to choose both the content and
the pedagogical approaches they will use in their own classrooms (Cohen &
Spillane, 1991). The American system does not provide strong
"instructional guidance" to classroom teachers. They are most often left
to follow the dictates of textbook publishers in whatever manner they
wish. This situation has begun to change as government agencies, local
districts, and professional organizations all seek to offer more
instructional guidance to teachers. However, these efforts are largely
undertaken independent of each other, leaving local educators unsure what
to do. Cohen and Spillane sum up the situation.
We live in a blizzard of different, divergent, and
often inconsistent efforts to create more consistent
guidance. . . . These novel schemes also compete with
established ideas and practices, for ’‘back to basics,’
'effective schools,’ and ’‘direct instruction’ all are
alive, well, and firmly rooted in school and classroom
practice (p. 21).
Not only are the local schools left to choose which schemes to adopt, but
there is often disagreement in the basic philosophies and intents of the
choices. Lacking adequate understandings of these divergent choices,
schools may opt to choose those practices which seem most familiar and
which could be implemented with the least expense and resistance.

Reforms which aim to change teachers’ conceptions of learning in radical

ways such as reforms which attempt to have teachers provide
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intellectually ambitious instruction would not be cheap and easy to
implement.

Societal factors also influence the ways in which local districts
will interpret and respond to government policies. Relaxed higher
education admission standards and employer disinterest in high school
achievement communicate to teachers and students that intellectually
demanding instruction is not expected (Cohen & Spillane, 1991; Powell,
Farrar, and Cohen, 1985). Thus, incentives to provide such instruction
are lacking in our society. In addition, Americans have historically
valued experience over formal education and practical content within
formal education rather than intellectually challenging content (Cohen &
Spillane, 1991; Cohen, 1988-89; Cohen & Barnes, 1991). Teachers who
attempt to provide intellectually ambitious instruction will likely meet
with both student and parent resistance to such unfamiliar and typically
undervalued practices.

These problems all speak to the difficulties a state policy which
seeks to make classroom instruction more intellectually demanding will
face. Teachers will have difficulty translating such unfamiliar ideas
into their own practice. Governance from regulating agencies is likely
to be weak and fragmented. Instructional guidance is seldom provided.
The larger society will not offer strong support for such changes. These
issues will all bear on my stories of two local school districts
attempting to respond to a state reading policy which attempts to move
reading instruction from a skills-based approach to an approach where

students become active participants in the construction of new ideas.
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The Michigan reading policy was written in response to broad
societal issues and was supported by recent research in the field of
reading. Let us now turn to those factors which influenced the

formulation of the policy.

Socjetal Changes

Changes in American society in the 1980’'s increased political
pressures from a variety of groups for educational reform. Business and
industry were calling for improved instruction in the schools;
instruction which would develop problem-solving skills and the ability to
apply what is read. Workplaces were becoming increasingly technological,
thus eliminating high paying, low skills jobs. Young adults without the
basic skills to learn these new technologies were finding their only
employment option to be low paying, service type jobs which relegated
them to poverty. The middle class was shrinking while the lower class
and the minority populations, whose children typically do poorly in
school, were rapidly growing. Discontent with the nation’s schools was
growing as the schools were once again seen as the vehicle through which
society’s p;oblems could be addressed (Hodgkinson, 1987; Hodgkinson,

1990).

Renewed Research

Research on learning to read and reading instruction had increased
dramatically beginning in the late 1970's (Pearson, 1984; Pearson, et
al., 1991; Paris & Wixson, 1987). This research described classroom

reading instruction in dismal ways. In most classrooms, reading
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instruction was based on a drill and practice view of learning (Pearson,
et al., 1991) where students spent most of their reading instruction time
independently completing practice sheets of isolated skills. Basal
reading programs dictated what and how teachers should teach (Durkin,
1978-79; Duffy, 1982; Pearson, 1984). These programs provided a flood of
workbooks, skill sheets, and skills tests, but seldom were these skills
applied in the stories students read (Durkin, 1978-79; Pearson, 1984).
Standardized tests were written and nationally normed to measure these
skills. A vicious circle evolved where teachers taught these skills
assuming they were important to reading achievement because they were‘
taught in the basal series and tested on the standardized tests (Valencia
& Pearson. 1987). When students did meet with the teacher to read and
discuss stories, the focus was often on oral reading and answering
literal questions about unimportant details (Pearson, 1984; Paris &
Wixson, 1987; Spache & Spache, 1969). From this type of reading
instruction, students built inaccurate concepts of what reading is (Duffy
& Roehler, 1989). As this reliance on commercial basal series and
testing programs grew, teachers relinquished their control of
instructional decisions to basal manuals written by "experts" (Barr,
1987; Duffy, 1982; Durkin, 1978-79; Spache & Spache, 1969).

Research described this dismal situation and supported changes in
reading instruction. One major shift called for students to learn that
the purpose of reading is to construct meanings from text, and that
instruction in comprehension strategies will enable them to successfully
construct meaning (Duffy, 1982; Pearson, et al., 1991; Paris & Wixson,

1987; Duffy & Roehler, 1989). Another major change was a focus on
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enabling students to assume control of their own reading by teaching them
what strategies are available to them (declarative knowledge), when and
why to use specific strategies (conditional knowledge), and how to use
each strategy (procedural knowledge) (Duffy & Roehler, 1989; Paris &
Wixson, 1987; Pearson, et al., 1991).

This research called for teachers to assign authentic reading tasks
for students rather than worksheets over isolated skills. Authentic
tasks are "the ordinary practices of the culture" (Brown, Collins, &
Duguid, 1989, p. 34). In the culture of readers, that would mean reading
a wide variety of materials for a wide variety of personally meaningful
purposes. Teachers would concentrate on developing attitude goals (one
reads to get the message of the author and reading is enjoyable and
useful), process goals (how the reading system works), and content goals
(constructing meaning from the text) (Duffy & Roehler, 1989). Teachers
would view all readers as "emerging experts" (Pearson, et al., 1991) who
use similar processes to construct meaning from various levels and types
of text. Reading would be taught within an integrated language arts
curriculum where all language processes (reading, writing, speaking, and
listening) are used in authentic communication activities. These types
of instruction would allow the students to become members of the culture
of readers (Brown, et al., 1989; Duffy, 1990).

This research-supported view of reading came to be popularly known
as "whole language." Whole language instruction is interpreted in widely
varied ways across the nation’s schools. Most often it includes viewing
students as emerging experts who should begin using reading and writing

as communication processes from the beginning. It calls for instruction
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on processes (skills and strategies) to be embedded in the context of
reading text. For example, letters and sounds are not taught in
isolation, but are called to students’ attention as they are encountered
within text. Drill and practice are replaced by reading and writing
tasks.

The whole language movement gained national strength rapidly in the
mid-1980's. University classes, professional publications, conferences,
workshops, and publishers all began to talk about how teachers could use
whole language practices within their classrooms, while seldom defining
just what they meant by "whole language" (Bergeron, 1990).

The 1980's were a time of national reform for education and
particularly for reading education. It was in the midst of this sea of
change that Michigan’s reading policy was developed. Cohen (1992)
described the situation

. the tide of change was rolling in and floating
on the surface was the Michigan reading policy, much as
one piece of seaweed, floating on the surface of the
water, rolls in with the tide (paraphrased).
The Michigan state reading policy was only one source of the pressure for
change in reading instruction. Teachers and districts were hearing the
call for change from a multitude of sources as part of a larger national

movement to improve education by having teachers provide more

intellectually challenging instruction.

Inertia: Aun Organizational Characteristic
An organization runs smoothly because it develops standard operating
procedures for conducting daily business. These are necessary routines;

however, these standard operating procedures work to limit efforts to
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make changes within the organization. Making change within an

organization is no simple matter.

Multiple Policijes: Multiple Decision Points

Implementation problems are likely to occur because interpreting and
translating the policy into practice is done amidst the daily business of
running the school district. The government adopts many policies, some
conflicting with others, so the local school district must consider many
government policies at one time (Allison, 1971; Cohen, 1989-90). Local
districts must make sense of what the numerous policies mandate, what
types of responses each demands, which constitute immediate problems, and
which can be ignored (at least temporarily). In the case of Michigan’s
reading policy, the fact that the policy instrument is the ideas makes
this policy one which would be easier to ignore than one where funding
was dependent on implementation of some visible practice. In addition,
as the district considers its response to the policy, decisions must be
reached by individuals who have different perspectives on what the issues
are and what the appropriate responses might be (Allison, 1971). These

decisions must then survive a multitude of decision points during the

implementation efforts (Pressman & Wildavsky, 1973).

Maintenance Versus Development

Organizations can respond to calls for change in ways that assure
maintenance or in ways that encourage development of the organization
(Berman & McLaughlin, 1979). Maintenance describes the tendency'of an

organization to maintain status quo in all but minor ways. Development
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refers to processes used to make fundamental changes in the way an
organization conducts daily operations. School districts are more often
prone to use maintenance activities which give the appearance of change
where little substantive change has occurred (Ibid.). For example, a
school district may revise standardized guidelines such as curriculum
documents to give the appearance of change while no real change in
instructional behaviors occurs. Subgroups within the district such as
curriculum committees may issue reports of progress which may be filled
with rhetoric giving the appearance of change while no real instructional
change has occurred. Such responses to a policy would give the
appearance that implementation has occurred while only minor changes in

instruction may have taken place.

Adding on to What Already Exists

Organizations attempt to maintain the status quo to minimize
uncertainty (Murphy, 1974). A district may also concentrate on improving
existing routines or structures rather than attempting to formulate
radically different ones, thus adding on to what exists rather than
starting over with new approaches. Such "first order changes" may
improve the efficiency and effectiveness of the organization without
upsetting what already exists (Cuban, 1990).

A school district could interpret Michigan’s reading policy as
calling for new techniques and strategies to add-on to the existing
reading instruction, a first order change. This interpretation would be
less disrupting for the organization and would solve the short-term

problem of appearing to respond to the policy; thus, it would be the path
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more likely chosen by school districts. However, such a course of action
would leave the long term problems which the policy attempts to address
unresolved. The policy intends that all students will become successful
readers through instruction which uses what they already know and which
allows them to construct new ideas (constructivist interpretation).
Adding a few new strategies onto traditional reading instruction
(strategy instruction interpretation) will fall short of that intent.
Adding onto existing routines, although a simpler approach for the
organization, is not without problems. Teachers may be asked to fit yet
another technique into their already full days with nothing removed from
the schedule nor any schedule changes which might facilitate success
(McLaughlin, 1990). Second, when an innovation is narrowly focused as an
add-on, the goal of overall improvement is lost and achievement of the
add-on becomes the end (Ibid.). For example, with a strategy instruction
interpretation of this policy, teachers might see teaching students the
strategies as their goal rather than teaching students to select and use
appropriate strategies to make sense of text. This view strongly
resembles the "old" way of teaching reading where mastery of a sequence
of skills became the goal for students. There is a plethora of
possibilities to add-on to existing practice, but a fixed amount of
instructional time into which these must fit. Fundamental changes in
instruction seldom happen because new techniques are added onto existing
practices, but occur as new ideas, beliefs, and practices of
practitioners gradually spread throughout the system (Elmore &

McLaughlin, 1988).
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Going Through the Motions

Organizations may also respond to a call for change by concentrating
on planning. Plans become "symbols" which give feedback without
requiring action, "advertisements" which tell the public that something
is happening (Cohen & March, pp. 114-115). The formulation of a plan
offers the appearance of action whether any real change 1s happening or
not. Thus, we might expect to find school districts writing plans about
how they are going to change without really defining what must be
changed. Plans give the appearance that change is occurring whether any
change in behavior really occurs or not.

Organizations are intent on minimizing uncertainty. This intent
requires that changes remain similar to what already exists while
appearing to comply with the policy mandates. Many such changes take on
the character of formulating plans to symbolize and advertise change
while no action takes place. Other changes become narrowly focused
add-ons to existing practices. Neither approach allows much substantive
change to occur; thus, maintenance of the status quo occurs.

Looking at policy implementation from the perspective of the
organizational context gives one a sense of the myriad problems
associated with implementation of a government policy due to the tendency
of organizations to reduce uncertainty, maintain the status quo, and add
on slight changes which give the appearance of change with the least

disruption to business as usual.
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owe cisio

The power structures within an organization will also affect local
efforts to implement a state policy. In this study, teachers were the
ones charged with designing district implementation responses. Yet,
teachers responsible for policy implementation within a school district
may feel they lack real power to make changes (Sarason, 1990; Freedman,
Jackson, & Boles, 1983). The bureaucratic structure of school districts
often subjects teachers to hierarchical control (control superiors
exercise over subordinates) over decisions beyond the classroom, but
allows delegated control (control that individuals exercise over their
own actions) to a greater extent within the classroom (Elmore, 1983).
The hierarchical controls under which teachers must make decisions beyond
their classrooms may leave teachers frustrated as they attempt to design
district-level implementation plans.

Teachers charged with revising a district curriculum may also feel
povwerless to set district-level policy due to the conditions under which
they must do the work. They are often given little time to learn about
the changes, yet they are held responsible if the changes fail to bring
the desired results (Sarason, 1990; Czajkowski & Patterson, 1980). The
work of planning for change is often done after school, on teachers’ own
time, suggesting it is not a priority with the district. This feeling
that their work is not a priority nor highly valued by the district
breeds a sense of powerlessness and a lack of commitment to do the work.

A sense of frustration and powerlessness on the part of the teachers
can be exacerbated or ameliorated by the type of leadership offered.

People who perceive their behavior is of their own choosing will develop
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more commitment and will produce better results in their work
(Sergiovanni, 1991). Conversely, people who perceive their behavior as
controlled by external forces beyond their control will lack this
motivation and commitment to the work. Teachers charged with designing a
district response to a state policy would need leadership which empowered
them to use their expertise and to gain new expertise in order to develop
a commitment to the work.

Thus, in the work of policy implementation, those responsible for
the work need to feel they have the power to do the work as they see fit
if they are to develop a commitment to the work. This sense of power, or
delegated control, can be developed or destroyed by the type of
leadership the administrators in the district practice. Administrators
who rely heavily on hierarchical control may breed a sense of
powerlessness in the teachers, thus, causing a lack of commitment to the

work.

vidu e W

When the policy itself is not clear and is open to multiple
interpretations, it becomes critical that the individuals charged with
implementation have the opportunities to understand and to interpret it
together. A policy which calls for changes in teachers’ practice must
provide opportunities for the teachers to learn about those changes and
how they would affect their daily work.

At the most general level, the problem of promoting
change in teachers’ practice is a problem of promoting

learning in adults. Adults seldom learn new skills or
attitudes on demand. . . . External demand is largely
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ineffective in stimulating adult learning; the motivation

to learn new things must come from within (Elmore &

McLaughlin, 1988, p. 42).
The teachers expected to make the changes must see a need for the changes
and must be committed to learning new ideas and ways of behaving. This
commitment will be enhanced when teachers see how the change is better
for their students, when teachers feel competent and confident in their
ability to carry out the change, and when teachers see it as

professionally practical in time required and administrative support

offered (Ibid.).

Factors which Work Against
Individuals Changing Instruction

Even when teachers want to make changes in their imstruction,
teaching practice has proven difficult to change, in part, because of the
structure of the work of teaching. Meeting the needs of a wide variety
of abilities, working in a crowded classroom, and having little control
over the numbers of students, the materials available, or the
organizational practices to assess student learning all influence
teachers’ abilities to change their practice (Cuban, 1984). Calls for
curriculum changes are seldom accompanied by changes in these structural
aspects of the work which would make the instructional changes successful
(Zumwalt, 1988). For instance, teachers may wish to move to instruction
based on children’s literature rather than on the basal readers, but have
no authority to spend their supply money on multiple copies of literature
rather than on basal workbooks. Teachers typically have little voice in
many decisions that affect their everyday work (Sarason, 1971), and so

they are left to try new instructional ideas while attempting to conform
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to mandates from administrators which may conflict with the instructional
changes. For example, teachers may attempt to move toward reading
instruction which allows students to construct varied interpretations
from text. However, they may be required to assess student learning with
standardized tests which assume only one correct interpretation of text.
Teachers, driven by a need to maintain the activity flow in a
complex classroom, may not see how changes would look or fit with their
established routines (Duffy, 1982). This lack of understanding how new
ideas would fit with their own teaching situations will work against
teachers making changes; Teachers are usually left to their own devices,
without support from others, to figure out how such new ideas might fit
into their practice (Pearson, 1984; Fullan & Pomfret, 1977), and they are
left to implement these new ideas while maintaining order and routine in
the complex classroom environment. The separate classrooms and the
culture of teaching seldom encourage collaboration (Lortie, 1975) as
teachers are bounded by classroom walls (Griffin, 1986). They learn to
operate under norms of self-sufficiency, privacy, and non-interference
(Van Note-Chism, 1985). Trying new ideas is risky for these isolated
teachers as administrators often evaluate them on their ability to keep
order (Cusick, 1983), and because teachers bear the brunt of criticism
for failed innovations (Czajkowski & Patterson, 1980). Thus, teachers
desiring to make instructional changes are faced with their inability to
restructure their classroom situations in ways that would make those
changes successful; they are left to figure out what changes to make and
how.to fit those into the already complex world of the classroom without

the benefit of collegial sharing and advice; and they are left to make
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these changes while maintaining a semblance of order and routine for

administrators who evaluate their teaching.

Providing Time for Change
Teachers attempting to change their practice must have the time and
energy to devote to learning and developing new practices (Cuban, 1984).
Elmore and McLaughlin (1988) state the following.
If earlier reforms have anything to tell us, it is

that time is the essential ingredient in any reform and

that the function of time is to provide opportunities to

accommodate, adjust, and adapt administration and practice

to policy. . . . It means commissioning people who work in

real schools to fashion workable solutions to real

problems, and allowing those solutions the opportunity to

fail and the time to succeed (pp. 60-61).
The teachers must have time to develop the understandings and knowledge
needed to adapt the policy to real student needs in real classrooms.

They must see the policy as valuable to commit the energy that such

adaptation will require of them.

Uncertainties of Teaching Hinder Change

Teaching is full of uncertainties which affect the teacher’s
ability, desire, and commitment to change practice. Uncertainties
include intangible goals, difficulty in assessing one’s influence,
uncertainty about when to assess student learning, and uncertainty about
how their teaching will be judged (Lortie, 1975). The uncertainty of how
to judge whether students have really learned what the teacher has taught
often leads teachers to simplify knowledge to an easily measurable form
rather than to strive for deep conceptual understandings that are

difficult to assess (Jackson, 1986). Changes in practice which continue
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to allow learning to be simplified and measured may succeed, while
changes which increase uncertainty by making learning difficult to assess
will be more likely to fail.

One of the interpretations of Michigan’s reading policy (discussed
earlier) would multiply these uncertainties for teachers and
administrators, while the other interpretation would reduce the
uncertainties. A constructivist view of reading instruction would
increase the uncertainties teachers face. Teachers would be unable to
easily assess, measure, and report student learning. Administrators
would have difficulty judging teachers’ practice by traditional means.
The constructivist view of the policy would be uncomfortable for those
involved as new ways of evaluating teachers and students were considered.
This uncertainty and the need for radical change in evaluation procedures
would increase the difficulty of implementing the constructivist
interpretation. Instead, strategy instruction might appear the more
desirable interpretation. Strategy instruction would be easier to
assess, 1.e., teachers could measure students’ success in following the
steps of a specific strategy. Administrators could observe teachers’
knowledge of the steps of a strategy. Strategy instruction might bring
less fundamental change, but it would reduce the uncertainty for teachers
and administrators making it the more desirable choice. Thus, the nature
of teaching with its inherent uncertainties would likely lead local
implementors to a strategy instruction interpretation of Michigan’s
reading policy, an interpretation which would be less likely to address

the problems the policy was created to address.
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Conditions Favoring Changes in Practice

Some factors have been found to facilitate change. Local
implementors might be expected to use these conditions to facilitate
implementation of a policy designed to change instructional practices.
Factors which have been found necessary for lasting change to occur in
schools are: "institutional motivation, project implementation
strategies, institutional leadership, and certain teacher

characteristics” (Marsh & McLaughlin, p. 71).

Institutional Motivation

Institutional motivation encompasses commitment to the change from
all segments of the organization, but most importantly the commitment of
the teachers. Obtaining teacher commitment requires that administrators
actively support the change and communicate to the teachers that they
feel it is a worthwhile and important change. Planning for the change
must be done collaboratively between teachers and administrators. When
one or the other group is absent from the planning for change, the change
has little chance for long-term success.

Local implementors must develop commitment to the policy by
encouraging collaboration among teachers and administrators about what
must change and how that change should happen. If either group feels
their ideas are not valued in the collaboration, the chances for success
are diminished. The teachers must feel that the policy is better than
existing practice and must commit to implementation for this reason

rather than because of extrinsic rewards or hierarchical control.
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Implementation Strategies

Local districts have considerable latitude in designing their
implementation strategies. Two complementary strategies foster lasting
change. Staff-training activities often concentrated on giving teachers
specific skills and were helpful to transfer knowledge and change
behavior in the short run. However, for lasting change to occur,
staff-support activities were necessary. Staff-support activities
provided opportunities for "mutual adaptation" (Marsh & McLaughlin, 1978,
P. 77) of the change. Mutual adaptation means changing both the
innovation and the context in ways that make the change fit the needs of
the teacher and the situation.

Local implementors should provide both initial training sessions for
teachers to develop a basic awareness of the ideas and support activities
throughout the implementation period which help teachers as they try to
adapt the innovation to their individual situations. Both types of

support are necessary for the changes to occur.

Institutional lLeadership

District administrative support for the change gives legitimacy to
the efforts. Teachers will usually be unwilling to work hard to make
changes that seem unimportant to the administrators. Support is
necessary from both the central office and the building administrator,
but the building administrator’s support seems even more critical to
successful implementation.

Local school district administrators would need to become

knowledgeable about the policy and about the changes teachers would be
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expected to make. If administrators lack an understanding of the policy
and make little effort to gain that understanding, teachers would be
likely to question the importance of the policy. If the teachers see the
policy as unimportant to the district, they would be reluctant to put

forth the efforts required to make the changes.

Teachers as Individuals

Characteristics of the individuals can work toward successful
implementation of change. Teachers with several years of experience may
appear to resist change because of the way it is presented to them.
District-wide in-service presentations often leave experienced staff
feeling that "there is little challenge left for them and (they)
'turn-off’ from teaching" (Marsh & McLaughlin, 1978, p. 85). Experienced
staff can be an asset for change if the planning for change offers them
opportunities to draw on their expertise and experience, rather than
attempting to tell them new ways to behave.

Teachers, especially veteran teachers, need to see the policy as a
chance to use their knowledge and skills to collaboratively improve their
practice rather than as an ultimatum to teach in some new prescribed way.
Requiring teachers to learn new ways of doing what they are already doing
threatens their self-concepts and feelings of accomplishment (Elmore &

McLaughlin, 1988).

Teacher Effjicacy

Teachers must have both the will and the capacity to make

instructional changes before such changes will happen (McLaughlin, 1987).
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The capacity can be developed as teachers have opportunities to learn new
ideas and to practice new approaches. The will to change appears to be
related to the classroom autonomy of teachers and to characteristics of
the teachers as individuals.

Zumwalt (1988) found that teachers maintained positive attitudes and
continued trying to learn and to improve in spite of organizational
frustrations because of the autonomy to make professional decisions
within their own classrooms. This ability to make professional decisions
is the "essence of teaching"” (Ibid.). Teachers who have this classroom
autonomy can remain positive while those denied this "essence of
teaching" will not. Thus, teachers attempting to implement Michigan’s
reading policy in their own classrooms, where they have the autonomy to
make and to act on professional decisions, may remain positive and
continue trying new ideas in spite of frustrations beyond the classroom.

Teachers who continue trying to improve their own practice also seem
to exhibit feelings of personal self-efficacy (Poole & O’Keafor, 1989;
Dembo & Gibson, 1985). This personal self-efficacy means that the
teacher believes he/she can influence what happens by his/her actions.
Applied to a teacher, this sense of efficacy means the teacher believes
that he/she can successfully affect student learning (Dembo & Gibson,
1985; Duffy, 1982). Teachers who believe they, as individuals and as
teachers, can develop means by which to further student learning seem to
have the will to continue looking for better ways to do so. These
teachers are "always actively involved in the process of becoming better
teachers" (Wigginton, 1985). This desire to improve, coupled with the

self-confidence to experiment with new ways of teaching, enable these
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individuals to ask questions, to criticize their own teaching, and to
build relationships with other teachers to support them in their efforts
(Ibid.). This active problem-solving allows these teachers to use their
own skills to adapt both innovations and their situation and to build
commitment to new ideas with which they feel successful (Elmore &
McLaughlin, 1988). Thus, such a teacher comes to see herself/himself as
"one who continues learning,"” not as "one who knows" (Marsh & McLaughlin,
1978; Zumwalt, 1988; Harvard Education Letter, 1986). This
reconceptualization of the role of teacher supports continually learning
new ideas and allows one to try new practices without losing one’s
confidence, maintaining a sense of self-efficacy.

Teachers trying to understand and implement Michigan’s reading
policy would be more likely to make changes in their own teaching if they
had strong feelings of self-efficacy which would enable them to accept
risks and uncertainty as they learned new ways to teach. The ability to
make those professional decisions in their own classrooms, the essence of
teaching, would likely bolster their feelings of efficacy and sustain

their attempts to improve.

Conclusion

This study looked at issues of policy implementation in a specific
context and from the viewpoints of teachers and administrators involved
in local policy implementation. Answers to the questions posed by this
study will illuminate how the thinking and actions of those responsible
for interpreting and implementing one complex state policy at the local

level affected the work. The study offers a view of how the context of
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the local district, as an organization, affects local implementation. It
offers insights about how the uses of political power affect policy
implementation. The study also offers a perspective on how these three
factors work together to shape local efforts to implement a state policy.
This study provides an opportunity to better understand issues
relating to policy implementation, improving reading instruction, and
teacher change. It offers rich possibilities for learning how the
front-line policy makers, or as Lipsky (1980) terms them "street-level
bureaucrats,” think about state-level policies and their effects on
classroom practices. In light of the current trend for government to
attempt to tighten controls on the nation’s schools through increasing
the numbers of educational policies, understanding the thinking of those
responsible for implementing one such policy seems a significant

contribution.



CHAPTER 11

RESEARCH DESIGN AND METHODOLOGY

Introduction

This study explored district-level efforts to implement Michigan’'s
reading policy in two local school districts. The study looked at the
work and the thinking of the people charged with planning for
district-wide change in response to the policy. In both districts, these
people included teachers, principals, central office administrators, and
school board members. These key people were chosen because as members of
the district committees, they were charged with planning for
implementation by revising the district reading curriculum. The study
looked at efforts at the elementary school level. Data were collected in
Rockville for two school years, with additional supporting data from a
pilot study which covered two years prior to this study. Data were
collected in Fortville for one year with supporting data from oral
histories provided by the participants. These data were triangulated by
comparing the information across participants and by searching relevant
documents. I used a combination of participant observations of committee
and subcommittee meetings, observations of inservice programs,
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