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Opportunity to Learn: The Role of Prompting Cognitive Shifts
in Understanding and Addressing Educational Inequities

by
Ann F. Allwarden
Dissertation Chairperson: Diana Pullin, J.D., Ph.D.
Abstract

This dissertation examines how district- and school-level leaders’ understanding
of achievement gaps influences the work of leadership in addressing educational
inequities and broadening students’ opportunity to learn. While the reporting of
disaggregated data by student subgroup confirms that achievement gaps exist, reports
from high-stakes testing fail to provide district- and school-level leaders with the
diagnostic data needed to identify key factors inhibiting student performance. Yet,
identifying and understanding factors hindering student performance is critical
knowledge for leaders to cultivate as they work to address elements within their school or
district that may need to change if student learning is to improve. Results from this single
case study in a diverse urban district illuminate how district- and school-level leaders can
challenge and support their community as they work collectively to confront and address
issues related to disparities in student performance.

Drawing on previous research, which introduced the cognitive shift as a unit of
analysis for studying the work of leadership, this study identifies shifts in thinking that
district- and school-level leaders attempted to prompt in others, as well as the framing
strategies district- and school-level leaders used in their attempts to prompt identified
shifts in thinking. The study found that district- and school-level leaders attempted to

prompt a common set of cognitive shifts using a range of framing strategies.



Furthermore, the study found a correlation between leaders’ use of a particular of framing
strategy and their level of leadership (i.e., district or school), with common patterns of
strategy use unique to each level of leadership. Additionally, distinct patterns of strategy
use also emerged for the leaders of the district’s top performing schools which differed
from the patterns of strategy use that emerged for the leaders of the district’s lower
performing schools. These findings suggest that certain framing strategies may be more

effective than others.
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Context and Background
The release of A Nation at Risk in 1983 marks a defining moment in the history of

American education, heralding the advent of standards-based educational
reform. Whereas previous reform efforts worked to provide equal access to
education for minority groups (e.g., Brown v. Board of Education, Civil Rights Act
of 1964, Elementary and Secondary Education Act, Amendments of 1966,
Rehabilitation Act of 1973, Education for All Handicapped Children Act of 1975),
the standards-based reform movement focuses on excellence for all. Providing
the same to all may at times create unfair and unjust circumstances leading to
greater levels of inequity and injustice. As a result, there are times when
“persons may be treated

and also justly” (Green,
PROVIDING THE SAME TO ALL MAY AT .
TIMES CREATE UNFAIR AND UNJUST 1983, p. 324). While some
CIRCUMSTANCES LEADING TO GREATER examples of inequalities are
LEVELS OF INEQUITY AND INJUSTICE. in fact just, inequities are
never just.

In the pursuit of excellence, the role of standards continued to gain strength,
culminating in the reauthorization of the Elementary and Secondary Education
Act of 1965, now commonly referred to as the No Child Left Behind Act of 2001
(NCLB). With bi-partisan support for the enactment of NCLB, standards-based
educational reform emphasizing standards, assessments, and accountability “was
catapulted into national policy” (Foorman & Nixon, 2006, p. 163). In order “to
ensure that all children have a fair, equal, and significant opportunity to obtain a
high-quality education” (20 U.S.C. 6302 § 1001), NCLB established a test-based
accountability system (Hamilton, 2003; Hamilton & Koretz, 2002). Test-based
accountability systems include four major components: goals (i.e., rigorous
standards), measures (i.e., high-stakes state tests), targets (i.e., adequate yearly
progress), and consequences (i.e., school transfer options, supplemental services,
corrective actions, and restructuring) (Hamilton & Koretz, 2002).

Since the authorization of NCLB in 2001, there is little evidence to suggest that
the current accountability system is having a positive effect on long-standing
equity issues (Harris & Herrington, 2006). Even though the ultimate effectiveness
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of current federal and state policy is yet unknown, policymakers continue to
show unwavering support for the pairing of rigorous standards to test-based
accountability. Most recently, support for this pairing was demonstrated by the
provision of federal funding to the assessment consortiums of SMARTER
Balanced and Partnership for Assessment of Readiness for College and Careers
(PARCC) to support the development of a national testing system that will assess
the Common Core State Standards (CCSS) adopted by 45 out of the 50 United
States of America (Achieve, Inc., 2013; SMARTER Balanced Assessment
Consortium, 2012; U.S. Department of Education, 2013).

While efforts to raise standards and improve assessments deserve thoughtful
consideration in the “landscape of educational policy, they are not effective
drivers toward significantly changing the conditions for students who are in
need....For a student, or to a parent whose child is academically drowning, simply
moving the shoreline further away is not compelling” (Schott Foundation for
Public Education, 2012, pp. 10-11). Instead, attention must turn towards
formulating “a support-based reform agenda focused on creating the learning
environment and condition in which...all children will have an opportunity to
learn and succeed” (Schott Foundation for Public Education, 2012, p. 11).

Purpose of Study

The most recent “report cards” from the National Center for Education Statistics
(NCES) highlight enduring and substantial achievement gaps. In these reports,
disaggregated data from the National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP)
reveal statistically significant discrepancies between the performance of African-
American and Hispanic students and their White, non-Hispanic peers (NCES,
2011a, 2011b). Equally large performance gaps separate low-income from
middle- to high-income students (NCES, 2011a, 2011b). And, although less
attention has been focused on measuring, monitoring, and reporting changes
experienced by English language learners (ELL) and students with disabilities (SD),
considerable performance gaps also exist for these student populations (NCES,
2011a, 2011b). Equally alarming, national data exposes sizable differences in
graduation rates when presented by race/ethnicity. These on-going, statistically
significant disparities raise critical questions regarding educational equity and
students’ opportunity to learn within the public school system.
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Addressing long standing disparities in student performance calls for systemic
change, a theme that resounds throughout and across the work of many
educational practitioners, scholars, researchers, and advocacy groups. Igniting
such a transformational change requires “step[ping] outside the situation,
makel[ing] sense of it, and reframe[ing] the problem” (Grogan & Shakeshaft,
2011, p. 54). Part of reframing the problem involves a collective shift in thinking
that moves away from viewing disparate outcomes as an “achievement gap,”
which too often reinforces the beliefs and attitudes of some that the root cause
of widely discrepant outcomes stems from underperforming students’ lack of
ability to achieve at high levels, and towards seeing disparate outcomes as an
“opportunity gap,” which places the onus for divergent outcomes squarely upon
the educational system. This essential shift in thinking emphasizes that disparities
in outcomes for students are absolutely “not a reflection of their potential nor
their abilities—but a direct result of denying them equitable supports and
resources they need to be fully engaged and succeed” (Schott Foundation for
Public Education, 2012, p. 2). In an effort to further explore the “opportunity
gap” that exists for many students, the purpose of this qualitative research study
was to explore how district- and school-level leaders’ understanding of the
“nature of the gap” influences the work of leadership focused on addressing
disparities in student performance related to race/ethnicity, class, and/or
disability.

THIS STUDY SOUGHT TO ANSWER TWO OVERARCHING
RESEARCH QUESTIONS:
e HOW DO DISTRICT- AND SCHOOL-LEVEL LEADERS

UNDERSTAND DISPARITIES IN STUDENT PERFORMANCE
RELATED TO RACE/ETHNICITY, CLASS, AND/OR DISABILITY?
e HOW DO THESE UNDERSTANDINGS THEN INFLUENCE THE
WORK OF LEADERSHIP FOCUSED ON ADDRESSING
DISPARITIES IN STUDENT PERFORMANCE RELATED TO
RACE/ETHNICITY, CLASS, AND/OR DISABILITY?
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Methodology

Under the umbrella of qualitative research designs, a case study approach was
selected, “which focuses on understanding the dynamics present within single
settings” (Eisenhardt, 1989, p. 534). Yin (2008) explains “a case study is an
empirical inquiry that investigates a contemporary phenomenon within its real-
life context, especially when the boundaries between the phenomenon and
context are not clearly evident” (p. 18). Conducting a single case study allowed
the research team the opportunity to fully analyze all aspects of the study in
depth.

Sample and participant selection. This qualitative case study began by identifying
a school district and superintendent through the review of district profiles on the
Massachusetts Department of Elementary and Secondary Education website.
Once a district was identified, the strategies of purposeful and snowball sampling
were used to identify school-level leaders, as well as additional district-level
leaders. To mitigate the risk of coercion, the superintendent of the district was
asked to name more people than needed for the research study sample, and
research team members have kept confidential who was, in fact, approached for
recruitment. To further assure confidentiality, an administrator’s decision
regarding whether or not to participate in the research study was not shared with
the superintendent.

Data collection. Data was collected primarily through semi-structured interviews
and then supplemented by the gathering of documents recommended by
participants during their interviews. The researchers used purposeful sampling
for the identification and collection of relevant school and district documents.
The collection and analysis of document data offered researchers the opportunity
to crosscheck and verify interviewee responses, as well as the conclusions being
drawn by the researchers as they engaged in data analysis. This process of
verification supported the triangulation of data and thus strengthened the
trustworthiness of the study’s findings and final conclusions.

Data analysis. This research study followed the three components of data
analysis described by Miles and Huberman (1994): (a) data reduction, (b) data
display, and (c) conclusion drawing/verification. Once data was entered into a



data display, several tactics were used to both draw and verify conclusions.
Ultimately, the researchers aimed to draw conclusions that have been rigorously
tested for “their plausibility, their sturdiness, their ‘confirmability’—that is, their
validity” (Miles & Huberman, 1994, p.11).

Findings and Discussion

The fourteen participants involved in this study shared their perspectives and
revealed that they engaged in interactions that contributed to their
understanding of the nature of the achievement gap. Some leaders in the New
Hope School District recognized that disparities in student outcomes was “not a
reflection of their potential nor their abilities—but a direct result of denying
them equitable supports and resources they need to be fully engaged and
succeed” (Schott Foundation for Public Education, 2012, p. 2). In turn, this
understanding influenced their work focused on addressing disparities in student
performance related to race/ethnicity, class, and/or disability. This was evident in
both participant responses and a full review of documents.

This research study applied the distributed leadership theoretical framework to
explore the following research questions: How do district- and school-level
leaders understand disparities in student performance related to race/ethnicity,
class and/or disability? How do these understandings then influence the work of
leadership that focuses on addressing disparities in race/ethnicity, class, and/or
disability? The distributed leadership framework allowed for a focus on
interactions and the practice of leadership (Spillane, 2006; Spillane et al., 2004;
Spillane et al., 2009; Sherer & Spillane, 2011). Specifically, the practice of
leadership focused on the interactions of district- and school-level leaders and
aspects of their work such as the tools and routines utilized to address disparities
in student performance and broaden students’ opportunity to learn (Spillane,
2006; Sherer & Spillane, 2011).

In this study four researchers (Allwarden, 2014; Potenziano, 2014; Talukdar,
2014; Zaleski, 2014) explored how district- and school-level leaders’
understanding influenced the work of addressing barriers inhibiting students’
opportunity to learn. In an attempt to answer the overarching research
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questions, each researcher examined separate aspects of the central
phenomenon, including:

e The specific shifts in thinking that district- and school-level leaders
identified as needed before disparities in student performance related to
race/ethnicity, class, and/or disability could be effectively addressed, as
well as the strategies district- and school-level leaders used in their
attempts to prompt these shifts in thinking (Allwarden, 2014).

o The professional learning leveraged by district-level leaders for school-
level leaders as an action to further learn about, understand, and address
the barriers that may be inhibiting students’ opportunity to learn
(Talukdar, 2014).

o The data analysis structures and routines that district- and school-level
leaders perceived to be essential in understanding and addressing
disparities in student performance related to race/ethnicity, class, and/or
disability, as well as promoting students’ opportunity to learn (Potenziano,
2014).

e The influence that interactions between district- and school-level leaders
had on their understanding of barriers to students’ opportunity to learn,
as well as the influence that existing ties between district- and school-level
leaders had on their practice aimed at improving students’ opportunity to
learn (Zaleski, 2014).

Prompting cognitive shifts. The findings from this portion of the case study
include (a) district-and school-level leaders used a range of framing strategies to
prompt a common set of issue-and constituency-related cognitive shifts and (b) a
correlation existed between leaders’ use of particular framing strategies and their
“level” of leadership (Allwarden, 2014). The cognitive shifts that district- and
school-level leaders were attempting to prompt are presented in Figure 1 and
have been divided into two broad categories: issue- and constituency-related
cognitive shifts.

Issue-related cognitive shifts focus on the problems and solutions related to
student performance disparities. When attempting to prompt for issue-related
cognitive shifts, district- and school-level leaders’ choice of framing strategies
revealed similarities and differences. Whereas both district- and school-level
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Figure 1. Prompting for Cognitive Shifts

4 . N N\
Heighten awareness, increase
importance, and create a sense
of urgency regarding a problem
(or need) related to disparities in

student performance

. J

Issue-related
Cognitive Shifts ( h

Accept/Embrace a solution for
addressing disparities in student
performance

. J

Prompting for Cognitive Shifts

(" )\

How the Constituency Sees Itself: We
are responsible for helping all
students experience high levels of
academic success.

Constituency-related \. J
Cognitive Shifts s

How One Part of the Constituency
Sees Another Part: We can learn
from one another.

leaders used data to quantify and clarify the magnitude of a problem in order to
heighten awareness, increase importance, and create a sense of urgency (e.g.,
data war rooms, data walls, excel spreadsheets—all color-coded to emphasize the
distribution of students by achievement level), district- and school-level leaders
differed in their use of framing strategies for getting their audience to accept a
solution. District-level leaders focused on offering proof that an idea worked. For
example, they frequently leveraged the success of the Level 1 school with
implementing inclusive practices. District-level leaders also focused on explicitly
establishing the direction (e.g., schools had to establish a data war room;
principals had to spend 2.5-3 hours a day in classrooms). School-level leaders, on
the other hand, concentrated on presenting solutions as best practice (e.g.,
students analyze their own data, set individual goals, and track their progress;
teachers use performance data to inform their instruction and select appropriate
interventions). Furthermore, data collected from leaders of Level 1 and Level 2
schools revealed that these leaders also focused on framing issues as having
leverage (e.g., being strategic, focusing on and prioritizing the “right things”) and
connecting solutions to their school’s mission.
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Constituency-related cognitive shifts involve a change in how an audience views
themselves, their work, or others within the school district. The framing
strategies that district- and school-level leaders used to prompt constituency-
related cognitive shifts were the same. In order to foster a sense of responsibility
for helping all children experience high levels of academic success, leaders
focused on redefining and re-envisioning the constituency’s role and
responsibilities within the organization (e.g., district-level leaders working side by
side principals; principals spending 2.5-3 hours a day in classrooms; using data to
inform instruction). In order to promote the idea that we can learn from one
another, leaders concentrated on building and acknowledging the competency
and capacity present within the constituency. While the framing strategies used
by district- and school-level leaders were the same, important differences were
noted regarding the cognitive shift that emphasized learning from one another.
Whereas district-level leaders spoke of the schools learning from one another
(e.g., communicating regularly, sharing successful practices), school-level leaders
spoke of learning from individuals, or groups of individuals, within their school
(e.g., data meetings, common planning time). Another notable difference
emerged with the disaggregation of data collected from leaders of Level 1 and
Level 2 schools. These leaders used the framing strategy of redefining the
students’ role and responsibility within the organization to prompt the following
cognitive shift among students: we are
capable (e.g., knowing their data, setting
goals, tracking their progress).

“I WISH WE COULD COME

Social ties among leaders. Social capital

‘ - ) ) e TOGETHER MORE AS A
theory reminds us that the structure of ties COLLECTIVE LEADERSHIP
relate to how knowledge and resources GROUP IN THE DISTRICT.

flow to individuals in the network (Daly &
Finnigan, 2011), and are considered to be a
determinant in actions (Daly & Finnigan,
2010, 2012; Leanna & Pil, 2006), and that
trusting, cohesive, partnerships are an
essential element to the tie relation (Bryk &
Schneider, 2002; Daly & Finnigan, 2011,
2012; Nahapiet & Ghoshal, 1998).

WE’RE UNABLE TO. IT'S NOT
THE CULTURE...YOU HAVE TO
BE CAREFUL WHAT YOU SAY
AND HOW YOU SAY IT AND
WHEN YOU SAY IT; IT
SOMETIMES CAN COME BACK
AND GET YOU.”

BUILDING LEADER JAYDEN
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Therefore, strengthening social ties is one way to improve collaboration among
district- and school-level leaders. After analyzing the data, the existing social ties
and their influence on leadership practice as it relates to students opportunity to
learn became clearer. As such, the following findings emerged: (a) lack of trust
hinders building level leader ties with one another, (b) district leaders have
greater ties and reciprocity among themselves than building leaders, (c) despite
specific building and district relations, ties are evident between district- and
school-level leaders, and (d) regardless of tie relations, all leaders engage in tasks
to enhance student learning (Zaleski, 2014).

Lack of trust hinders building-level leader ties with one another. Figure 2
displays the first analysis of tie relations, which is the social network among
building leaders. Each node represents one of the six interviewed building leaders
and the arrows reflect the direction of the connection. Participant responses
revealed that there are no mutual ties indicated in the group. Mutual ties in this
study refer to an aspect of tie strength that involves a reciprocal sharing of
information (Granovetter, 1973).

District leaders have greater ties and _

“YEAH, | THINK PART OF IT YOU
BUILD TRUST AS YOU GET TO
KNOW PEOPLE...| ALREADY
district leaders are represented in Figure KNEW VERONICA COMING INTO
3. Here, it is noted that there are greater THE POSITION ALREADY, AND
ties than in the building leader network I’VE LEARNED OVER THE PAST
as well as greater reciprocity. However, TWO YEARS TO HAVE A LOT
MORE TRUST FOR SEAN,
LOGAN, AND COTE...I THINK
THIS GROUP HAS A GOOD

reciprocity among themselves than
building leaders. Relationships between

of the eight district leaders interviewed,
there are no more than three mutual ties

between them. Trust was mentioned as WORKING DYNAMIC. | MEAN,

a factor among half of the district DO WE GO BACK AND EORTH
leadership team. Further interview data WITH EACH OTHER SOMETIMES
reveals that despite the nature of ON SOME MATTERS, OF COURSE
building or central office specific WE DO, BUT JUST OUT OF

FRUSTRATION FOR THE WHOLE
JOB AND LACK OF RESOURCES.”
DISTRICT LEADER ADRIANNE

relations, this does not hinder the
interactions between school and district

level leaders.




Figure 2. Sociogram for School-Level Leaders

Jamie
[ ] Joe
 J

Sharon
@

Bill
®

Jayden
®

Brian
o

Figure 3. Sociogram for District-Level Leaders

Kaydence
o

Veronica
[ 3

Alicia
]
Kelsey
@

Adrianne
@

Logan
9]

Sean Cots
Vs 3 ote

Despite specific building and district relations, ties are evident between district-
and school-level leaders. Despite the fact that trust impacts at least half of the
relations at the school and district level, Figure 4 highlights that all building
leaders have incoming ties from at least three district leaders. Figure 4 also
highlights that more than half of the district leadership team is actively seeking
out building leaders. Also, all five district leaders engaging with principals share at
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Figure 4. Sociogram for District- and School-Level Leaders
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least one mutual tie with a building leader. Similarly, four of the six building
leaders (with the exception of Sharon and Jayden) revealed that they are seeking
out district leaders to exchange knowledge, ideas, and seek advice. The two
leaders not seeking out district leaders attribute this to a perception that central
office has too much on their plate and other resources are more easily accessible

at the building level.

“I GUESS PART OF IT IS THEY ARE PEERS OF MINE AND IT’S A NATURAL WAY
FOR ME TO KIND OF EXPAND THE KNOWLEDGE THAT | NEED BY WORKING
WITH THEM, AND PROBABLY PART OF IT IS PROXIMITY. THEY’RE HERE IN THE
SAME OFFICE WITH ME, | CAN SIT IN MY OFFICE AND SCRATCH MY HEAD AND
TRY TO FIGURE IT OUT OR | COULD WALK DOWN THE HALL AND TRY TO
BRAINSTORM AND TRY TO BRAINSTORM IT WITH THEM.”

DISTRICT LEADER COTE
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Complementary Findings

The following discussion synthesizes insights drawn from the four individual
studies. These insights were gained by searching for complementary results
based on the “complementarity model of triangulation” (Erzberger & Kelle, 2003,
p.469). Applying the complementarity model of triangulation involved reviewing
the individual studies for findings that complemented one another. Because the
complementary findings were drawn from individual studies that highlighted
different aspects of the central phenomenon, these findings offer a stronger
depiction of the topic being analyzed (Erzberger & Kelle, 2003) and further inform
current understandings about the work of leadership focused on addressing
disparities in student performance and enhancing students’ opportunity to learn.

Level 3 status: Catalyst for change. Gioia and Chittipeddi (1991) emphasized that
initiating change often triggers cyclical patterns of acquiring knowledge and
taking action. Insights from across the studies revealed that the designation of
Level 3 state accountability status served as a catalyst for change in the New
Hope School District. The assignment of Level 3 status led to the development of
new organizational structures and routines, which, in turn, supported patterns of
acquiring knowledge and taking action (Allwarden, 2014; Potenziano, 2014;
Talukdar, 2014; Zaleski, 2014). Specifically, the development of new
organizational structures and routines led to (a) increased opportunities for
leaders to interact with one another (Zaleski, 2014) and (b) enhanced
opportunities for leaders to engage in professional learning (Talukdar, 2014).
Furthermore, since the structures and routines described by district- and school-
level leaders occurred regularly

(e.g., weekly, monthly, _
quarterly), leaders were provided “THE DSAC TEAM ASSISTED THE

with ongoing support as they DISTRICT BY MEETING WITH SCHOOL

AND DISTRICT LEADERS MONTHLY,

grappled with understanding=or | /', SOMETIMES MORE OFTEN, AND

further developing their HAS SUPPORTED AND ASSISTED US
understanding—of barriers WITH COLLABORATING, ANALYZING
hindering students’ opportunity DATA, AND CREATING THE

to learn (Allwarden, 2014; ﬁfjﬁLERATED IMPROVEMENT

Potenziano, 2014; Talukdar,
2014; Zaleski, 2014).

DISTRICT LEADER SEAN
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Additionally, the development of new organizational structures and routines
provided leaders with a forum for presenting their plans for addressing
disparities in student performance, as well as presenting the outcomes that
resulted from actions taken.

Figure 5 depicts the relationship between the catalyst for change, the
development of organizational structures and routines, and the increased
opportunities for leader interaction and professional learning (Potenziano, 2014;
Talukdar, 2014; Zaleski, 2014). Figure 5 also illustrates the relationship between
these three elements and leaders’ ability to frame problems, solutions and
constituencies related to disparities in student performance (Allwarden, 2014).
While the individual researchers of this study looked at specific aspects of
leadership in isolation, Figure 5 offers a broader, more complete picture of how
these elements interacted and influenced one another in real life.

As a result of the Level 3 status, district-level leaders sought out and established
a partnership with the District and School Assistance Center (DSAC), a state
sponsored organization. This partnership led to the establishment of new
structures and routines which afforded on-going opportunities to conduct in-
depth analyses of (a) disparities in student performance, (b) barriers in the
learning environment, and (c) organizational challenges related to students’
opportunity to learn. Grogan and Shakeshaft (2011) emphasize the importance of
analyzing situations in an objective fashion and framing issues from a different
perspective when working to addressing long-standing disparities in student
performance. The partnership with DSAC led to the construction of structures
and the development of routines that supported this aspect of leadership work.

As leaders came together to analyze disparities in student performance, barriers
in the learning environment, and organizational challenges related to students’
opportunity to learn, the professional learning environment within the district
was further enhanced. The interactions that took place within this learning
environment between district- and school-level leaders were examined as a
critical element relating to school improvement (Daly & Finnigan, 2010, 2011,
2012). The superintendent’s statement captures the value of these interactions
when he offered, “The DSAC team assisted the district by meeting with school
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Figure 5. The Interrelationship of Elements Studied

Developing/ Increased
Catalyst for Strengthening opportunities for
Change: organizational leader interaction
Level 3 Status structures and and professional
routines learning

| 1! I

Developing/Strengthening leaders’ ability to frame problems, solutions, and constituencies
related to understanding and addressing disparities in student performance.

and district leaders monthly, and sometimes more often, and has supported and
assisted us with collaborating, analyzing data, and creating the Accelerated
Improvement Plan (AIP).” Frequently, interactions between district- and school-
level leaders occurred during Administrative Council (ADCO), Full Administrative
Council (FADCO), and traveling cabinet meetings (Zaleski, 2014). These meetings
offered leaders regular opportunities to engage in professional learning that
enhanced their capacity to (a) identify and describe gaps in student performance
and (b) consider and explore potential barriers to student learning (Talukdar,
2014). In other words, these meetings offered leaders opportunities “to engage
in continuous and sustained learning about their practice in the setting where
they actually work...confronting similar problems of practice” (Elmore, 2004, p.
127).

Finnigan and Daly (2010) remind us that sharing knowledge and mobilizing
resources embedded in individual interactions is critical to influencing practice
and enhancing success in “purposive action” (p. 180). The assignment of Level 3
status triggered the mobilizing of resources to develop new structures and
routines, which then enhanced leaders’ ability to share knowledge and take
purposive action (Allwarden, 2014; Potenziano, 2014; Zaleski, 2014). The actions
taken were deliberate (thought about and discussed), developmental (designed
to assist with growth and bring about improvement), and progressive (kept
moving forward), always with the intent of ensuring that students’ opportunity to
learn was enhanced. These actions supported understanding student
performance disparities and informing solutions to address barriers to students’
opportunity to learn.



The leaders in New Hope School District also
used organizational routines and structures
to help distribute leadership responsibilities
(Spillane, 2006). Prior to the Level 3
designation, structures and routines were in
place that required district- and school-level
leaders to meet. However, leaders were not
required to collectively identify and develop a
shared understanding of achievement
disparities. Following Level 3 designation,
enhanced and newly created structures and
routines helped promote collaboration and
build robust intra-organizational ties (Honig,
2004; Togneri & Anderson, 2003). The use of
the structures and routines also played a
critical role in guiding the New Hope School
District in their development of a clearly
aligned vision and mission (Harris, Leithwood,
Day, Sammons, & Hopkins, 2007; Waters &
Marzano, 2006).

Structures and routines led to shared
understandings and collective action. New
Hope School District leaders described
specific structures and routines that had been
set in place to support collaboration between
district- and school-level leaders, as well as to
support data use practices. The

PARTICIPANT QUOTES

“AS AN ADMINISTRATIVE
LEADERSHIP GROURP...
WE'VE DONE, LET’S SEE
MONTHLY MEETINGS....
CERTAINLY TALKING ABOUT
THE DATA, TALKING ABOUT
THE IMPLICATIONS OF
DATA....THEN, OKAY, HOW
DOES THIS TRANSLATE INTO
WHAT YOUR TEACHERS ARE
DOING IN THE CLASSROOM.”
BUILDING LEADER BILL

“IF I'VE LEARNED ANYTHING
IN MY TIME HERE, EACH

SCHOOL IS A FUNCTION OF
THEIR PRINCIPAL, THE
LEADERSHIP CULTURE AT
THEIR SCHOOL....I THINK
NOW WITH THIS
ACCELERATED
IMPROVEMENT PLAN WHICH
WE ARE IN YEAR TWO OF, 1
THINK IT WILL HELP MOST
OF THESE LEVEL 3 SCHOOLS
MOVE UP AT LEAST ONE
LEVEL....I'M CONFIDENT
THEY CAN MOVE UP FROM
AT LEAST THREE TO TWO.”
DISTRICT LEADER LOGAN

Administrative Council (ADCO), Full Administrative Council (FADCO), traveling
cabinet, DSAC meetings, and the Accelerated Improvement Plan (AIP) are

examples of structures and routines put in place to support collaboration and

data use among district- and school-level leaders (Allwarden, 2014; Potenziano,

2014; Zaleski, 2014). In addition, these structures allowed leaders to engage in

ongoing professional learning (Talukdar, 2014). Spillane (2006) describes this
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leadership practice as “a product of the joint interactions of school leaders,
followers, and aspects of their situation such as tools and routines” (p. 3).

According to the distributed leadership framework, the structures used within
the New Hope School District can be thought of as tools and routines because
they involved recurring patterns of “interdependent actions, involving multiple
actors” (Feldman & Pentland, 2003, p. 311). For instance, the traveling cabinet
structure supported the routine of leaders meeting regularly to engage in
ongoing professional learning that involved the frequent review and analysis of
student performance data (Potenziano, 2014; Talukdar, 2014). Established
structures and routines also sought to allow district-and school-level leaders to
develop an understanding of the opportunity gaps present in the learning

environment (Allwarden, 2014; Zaleski,
2014). The action planning template and

the AIP that leaders created in partnership “THE SCHOOLS WE’RE

with DSAC facilitated this understanding STILL STRUGGLING WITH,

(Zaleski, 2014). As a result, leaders’ ability YOU MAY HEAR

to recognize barriers was evident in the [PRINCIPALS] SEPARATE
. . OUT ONE POPULATION OF

areas of leadership skills, curriculum STUDENTS FROM

alignment and implementation, and ANOTHER, BUT THE

instructional practice. More specifically, SCHOOLS THAT WERE A

SUCCESS, LIKE I SAID WITH
THE DATA, THEY'RE ALL
INCORPORATED IN; IT’S
low-income households, Latino/a students, | 477 STUDENTS ALL THE

leaders identified barriers specific to
students with disabilities, students from

and English language learners (ELL). TIME. AND THERE'S A BIG
Additionally, the implementation of SHIFT IN THE DISTRICT
AROUND INCLUSIVE
h dand ly developed struct
enhanced and newly developed structures TEACHING.”

and routines helped to expose inequitable DISTRICT LEADER
practices in the New Hope School District. ADRIANNE

District- and school-level leaders interviewed consistently referred to students
receiving special education as the sub-group most impacted by the achievement
gap in the New Hope School District. Research findings revealed that one of the
barriers to student learning for students with special needs was inequitable
access to the general education curriculum (Allwarden, 2014; Potenziano, 2014;
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Talukdar, 2014; Zaleski, 2014). Greene (1983) explains that equality in education
focuses on “inputs” and ensures that the same is provided to all, while equity
places emphasis on “outputs” and focuses on achieving the same outcomes for
all. Lindsey et al. (2009) contend accommodations that account for differences,
such as race and ethnicity, language, and ability are sometimes needed in order
to achieve educational equity.

Students receiving special education services in the New Hope School District
were often educated in separate settings. Research evidence revealed there were
some schools that deliberately encouraged equitable learning environments for
special education students. When comparing schools across the district, data
indicated that schools utilizing co-teaching and inclusion models earned higher
state accountability ratings than those that did not. By focusing on differentiating
instruction to meet the needs of all students within the general education
classroom, leaders within the New Hope School District believed that school staff
were moving closer to creating educational equity while improving students’
opportunity to learn.

When examining how district-level leaders sought to leverage professional
learning opportunities in the New Hope School District, leaders took advantage of
improved structures and routines resulting from the DSAC partnership
(Potenziano, 2014; Talukdar, 2014). Knapp (2003) reported “professional learning
could involve changes in one’s capacity for practice (i.e., changes in professionally
relevant thinking, knowledge, skills, and habits of mind) and/or changes in
practice itself (enacting the new knowledge and skills in one’s daily work)” (pp.
112-113). New structures and routines, such as traveling cabinet meetings, not
only resulted in increased interaction between leaders, but also offered occasions
for leaders to build their data analysis and decision-making capacity (Talukdar,
2014; Zaleski, 2014). Further, structures and routines promoted sustained, job-
embedded professional learning (e.g., ADCO, FADCO, and traveling cabinet
meetings, learning walks, and 9-day instructional coaching cycle) and allowed for
frequent collaboration and discussion of factors influencing teaching and learning
(Potenziano, 2014; Talukdar, 2014; Zaleski, 2014). Given the evidence of deficit
thinking that existed among some school staff, particularly as it related to special
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education students, district leaders also sought to leverage professional learning
to prompt cognitive shifts (Talukdar, 2014).

As district- and school-level leaders’ understanding developed, so did their ability
to influence how others understood factors contributing to disparities in student
performance related to race/ethnicity, class, and/or disability. Influencing how
others understand a situation is a critical aspect of leadership work, and the
ability to effectively frame the problems, solutions, and constituencies related to
disparities in student performance becomes a powerful means for shifting the
thinking of others. After all, when effectively done, influencing how others
understand a situation can positively impact individuals’ perceptions of their
work and provide a powerful source of inspiration and motivation (Awamleh &
Gardner, 1999; Foldy, Goldman, & Ospina, 2008).

The interactions and professional learning that occurred among leaders as a
result of the structures and routines that were in place not only led to an
understanding of the nature of the gap, it also led to an influence on their work,
which focused on addressing disparities in student performance (Potenziano,
2014; Talukdar, 2014; Zaleski, 2014). Specifically, leaders recognized that ongoing
data analysis was critical to teaching and learning improvements. The task of
analyzing data was distributed among all leaders for the specific purpose of
improving the professional capacity to identify gaps in learning with the goal of
eliminating barriers. For instance, when looking at data, one building leader
recognized that low-income and Latino students lacked opportunities pertaining
to course placement; it was then brought to the attention of a district leader who
subsequently mandated that all students take at least one Advanced Placement
course prior to graduation. Similarly, as a result of student performance data
analysis, several building-based accelerated improvement plans were
strategically created and utilized as tools across the district to enhance the
learning environment.

The Accelerated Improvement Plans included specific initiatives and objectives
that were designed by school and district leaders as tools to guide their work in
an effort to eliminate identified barriers and enhance student opportunities to
learn. Harris, Leithwood, Day, Sammons, and Hopkins (2007) remind us that
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school improvement based on a distributed leadership model is not automatic,
rather, “much depends on the way in which leadership is distributed, how it is
distributed and for what purpose” (p. 9). The strategic approach utilized to
address barriers in the learning environment in the New Hope School District as
mentioned above reinforces that they subscribed to a distributed leadership
model. It is clearly indicated that school and district leaders have gained an
understanding of barriers in the learning environment pertaining to low-income
students, as well as students with disabilities, as a result of their interactions with
one another. However, further data reveals that despite these interactions some
school leaders need additional support as they work to continually understand
and address barriers in the learning environment.

School leaders need more central office support. During interviews some of the
school level leaders indicated that they need more support from district level
leaders regarding data analysis. District leader Kelsey acknowledged that district
level leaders tend to assume everyone including administrators knows how to
use data, and she further offered:

We need to make sure that everybody understands what it is that we're
analyzing, and exactly what a particular tool is able to do for us. So if we're
looking at benchmarks in fluencies, people need to be aware that we are
looking at fluency, and just fluency, and then extrapolating from that what
that means, okay, that people need to understand what that can do for
you and what it can’t do for you.

Daly and Finnigan (2010, 2011) emphasize that schools are rooted in the wider
efforts of the district, and district-level leaders may have a direct influence on
change initiatives and outcomes through the development of network ties
between district- and school-level leaders. In an effort to examine leader
connectedness and its relation to the performance of leadership tasks (Borgatti,
Jones, & Everett, 1998), ties and relations among leaders was examined.

Student learning is enhanced regardless of tie relations. District- and school-
level leaders revealed that they are engaging in a variety of practices to enhance
students’ opportunity to learn at the school and district level. This was evident
regardless of whether or not trusting ties were formulated and existent between
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individuals (Zaleski, 2014). For example, to prompt shifts in thinking and practice
among principals and school staff, district leaders fostered and leveraged
professional learning activities (Talukdar, 2014). Interview responses suggested
professional learning played a role in the way some thought about and in-turn
approached their work with particular sub-groups of students (e.g., students with
disabilities).

In addition, some district- and school-level leaders appeared more willing to learn
from the best practices of schools realizing academic growth. One of the ways in
which these educators were able to learn more about successful schools was
through professional learning activities (e.g., book studies, belief surveys, case
studies, and resource sharing) (Talukdar, 2014). For example, although Jamie
shared no outgoing tie connections with building leaders, she acknowledged that
she engaged in efforts with Bill and Joe to create a school within her school to
address students and subgroups with risk factors such as poor attendance,
retention, and high discipline referrals (Zaleski, 2014).

The systems and structures (ADCO, FADCO, traveling cabinet) are supporting
leaders with enhancing students’ opportunity to learn across the district. One
school in the district did move from a Level 2 to Level 1 status last year; this is the
highest performance rating assigned by the state. District leaders are diligently
working with principals to close gaps in performance via the structures in place,
and district leader Sean is working with principals on improvement planning at
the building level. District leader Alicia also works with principals on attendance,
dropout rates, and graduation rates within a four-year period of time. Although
there was a lack of tie relations at the building and district level, this did not
result in initiatives being stalled (Zaleski, 2014). Rather, despite the nature of
relations in the New Hope School District, the organizational structures in place
resulted in both building and district leaders being actively engaged in practices
that were intended to support enhancing students’ opportunity to learn
(Allwarden, 2014; Potenziano, 2014; Talukdar, 2014; Zaleski, 2014).

Recommendations for Practice
First and foremost, we recommend that the New Hope School District keep

organizational structures intact. ADCO, FADCO, and the traveling cabinet offer
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building leaders direct oversight and support from central office leaders. Spillane
(2012) states that the advantages of organizational structures and routines are
that they “allow efficient coordinated action; [provide] a source of stability; and
reduce conflict about how to do work”. Furthermore, the use of organizational
structures and routines that district- and school-level leaders institute has
significant potential to enhance students’ opportunity to learn. This was best
evidenced in the New Hope School District when district- and school-level leaders
analyzed student data with uniformity resulting in at least one school narrowing
achievement gaps and advancing to Level 1 status. School districts that embrace
these types of structures and routines increase the likelihood that interaction
among administrators will take place which will allow knowledge and resources
to flow through the network of leaders, ultimately informing the work of
practitioners (Daly & Finnigan, 2010). Sustainability is also likely enhanced when
these structures and routines are in place. Hargreaves and Fink (2006) emphasize
“sustainable leadership matters [as it] preserves, protects, and promotes deep
and broad learning for all in relationships of care for others” (p. 23). In an effort
to enhance relations, increase support from central office leaders to building
leaders, and enhance success at the building level, it is recommended that the
district consider creating prescribed structures/routines that require school-level
leaders to visit each other’s schools to analyze data together and share successful
practices. In doing so, school-level leaders are also less likely to feel unsupported
and isolated from one another.

Varying tie relations may be a result of competitive pressure at the local level to
perform and meet accountability demands (Zaleski, 2014). Daly (2009) points out
that as a result of high stakes accountability, relations between school and
district leaders tend to become less collaborative and more official and
organized. One way to remedy this is by fostering the professional growth of
leaders and differentiating supports for principals depending on their needs as
instructional leaders. Daly and Finnigan (2010) highlight that “leadership
development programs both outside and within districts have the unique
opportunity to create the space for reflection and dialogue for leaders to explore
these tensions and how they may be brought into balance” (p. 520). Therefore, it
is essential that school districts add a component to their existing professional
development plans that specifically promote the building of relationships among
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leaders across the district in a way that supports collaboration (Talukdar, 2014;
Zaleski, 2014). The National Institute for School Leadership Program (NISL) is one
example of a program designed to assist leaders with collaborating and
enhancing their skills in the face of accountability demands (NISL, 2013).
Participation in the NISL program also holds the potential to increase the social
capital among leaders and assist with policy implementation at the local level
(Daly & Finnigan, 2010).

District-level leaders should also consider creating opportunities for school-level
leaders to strengthen relations and formulate new ties (Zaleski, 2014). Allowing
leaders’ time to meet and discuss building based concerns without a central
office driven agenda may enhance relations as well. Daly and Finnigan (2010)
point out in a related study “district[s] will have to avoid the trap of merely
providing time and directives to work together as this does not necessarily result
in meaningful collaboration between leaders” (p.128). Therefore, practitioners
should heed the advice of DuFour and Burnette (2002) by insisting that principals
develop improvement plans demonstrating the collective efforts of the team and
not merely the work of individuals.

Enhancing connections at the district level will assist with building relations
across the district, ultimately improving the overall school climate (Zaleski, 2014).
Curtis and City (2009) agree that collaboration is critical and begins at the central
office level stating:

Central office departments create teams to do their work most effectively.
The superintendent convenes a senior leadership team to shape and drive
the direction of the system’s work. Effective collaboration is critical to
success at all levels of the organization. Yet the knowledge, skills, and
dispositions required for collaboration are seldom taught. It is deeply
ironic that a skill students need to ensure their future opportunities is one
that the adults responsible for their education often do not possess and
have not had the opportunity to learn (p. 38).

In order for the central office team to be considered high functioning, there must
be a “high level of trust, a willingness to be vulnerable, and comfort with conflict”
(Curtis & City, 2009, p.56). District leaders are encouraged to implement and
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facilitate team-building activities to work on strengthening partnerships with
each other. Incorporating time on meeting agendas for district- and school-level
leaders to engage in activities focused on developing authentic relationships is a
suggested activity (Curtis & City, 2009). For instance, Curtis and City (2009)
suggest leaders complete the Meyers & Briggs Personality Inventory and share
results in an effort to enhance relations and build trust. Hargreaves and Fink
(2006) emphasize that “investing resources in training, trust building, and
teamwork” (p. 267) is a function of sustainable leadership that has long lasting
effects.

District leaders should consider expanding liaison support to all principals, and
not limit this resource to struggling schools alone (Zaleski, 2014). Honig et al.
(2010) point out that central office staff can engage in efforts to support the
teaching and learning environment entirely by “taking the case management and
project management approaches to their work”(p. 7). Honig et al. (2010)
emphasize that the case management approach enables district leaders to utilize
their expertise to fully support “the specific needs, strengths, goals, and
character of each individual school in their case load” with the goal of working to
provide “high-quality, responsive services appropriate to their individual
schools”(p. 8). Likewise, the project management approach results in district
leaders directly “solving problems that promised to help schools engage in
teaching and learning, even if those problems cut across multiple central office
units” (p. 8).

District-level leaders should also consider expanding professional learning
opportunities intended to eliminate deficit thinking within the district (Talukdar,
2014). The New Hope School District superintendent took positive steps to
support principals in their efforts to dismantle deficit thinking and enhance some
of the skills needed to assume responsibility for teaching and learning
improvements. Moving forward, the superintendent must deepen the dialogue
around instructional issues beyond data review. In light of the success of schools
that ensured students with disabilities had full access to the curriculum,
consideration should be given to expanding the full-inclusion teaching model
across the district.

XX1V



Consideration should also be given to implementing multicultural and anti-racist
professional learning opportunities in order to continue to prompt shifts in
teacher beliefs. While anti-racist and multicultural education are closely related
in the goal to improve student outcomes, Kailin (1998) believes that multicultural
education is a non-threatening way to address gaps in student performance
because it is focused around building teachers’ and students’ cultural awareness
rather than tackling structural aspects of racism. Kailin (1998) further argues that
an anti-racist approach to education must focus on the deliberate dismantling of
racism whereas multicultural education strives to broaden teachers’
understanding of the diverse histories of students they serve as a means to
empower them. It is important to note, however, that ultimately multicultural
education and anti-racism both seek raise the academic achievement of students
of color while nurturing the growth of all students. By implementing multicultural
and anti-racist professional learning opportunities, administrators of the New
Hope School District will be better equipped to learn about, understand and
address the undeniable correlation between students’ race and ethnicity and
disparities in student performance.

There are prevailing approaches to multicultural and anti-racist professional
development and learning that espouse to reduce the achievement gap while
transforming teacher beliefs (Ferguson, 2007; Howard, 2007; Singleton & Linton,
2006; Skrla, McKenzie & Scheurich, 2009). Ferguson (2007) is responsible for
putting forth a conceptual framework titled the Tripod Project, which aims to
close the achievement gap by addressing the three legs of the “tripod”: content,
pedagogy, and relationships. He argues that in order to reduce achievement
gaps, content must be accessible and culturally relevant, pedagogy must involve
varied approaches to meeting students’ needs, and teachers must develop
meaningful relationships with students while maintaining high expectations for
ALL students.

Skrla et al. (2009) describe the need to use Equity Audits as a way to create
equitable and excellent schools. They contend that by assessing the equity and
inequity of programs, as well as teacher quality and achievement, school leaders
will be better prepared to develop an action plan that uncompromisingly
promotes educational equity. They describe particular skills teachers must
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develop to improve their practice that include clearly communicating
expectations, stimulating students with high-level tasks, and using an asset-based
approach when working with diverse populations.

While experienced, high-quality teachers within the New Hope School District
may already possess many of the skills needed to serve most students effectively,
Singleton and Linton (2006) argue that in order to reduce the “racial”
achievement gap, educators must be willing to engage in courageous
conversations about race. Additionally, they and many others (Gay & Howard,
2000; Ladson-Billings, 2006; Lawrence & Tatum, 1997; Nieto, 2000; Tatum, 1997)
believe it is critical for teachers to explore their own racial identities and consider
how it affects their teaching of students, particularly students of color (e.g., Asian
American, Hispanic/Latino, Black/African-American, Multiracial and Native
American). The research of Singleton and Linton (2006) indicates when white
teachers were able to relate to their diverse students experiences, and as they
developed cultural awareness or competence, a narrowing of the achievement
gap occurred. Given over 90% of administrators and teachers in the New Hope
School District are white while over 60% of students identify as students of color,
and in light of the existing racial achievement gap as measured across three
performance indicators (i.e., state achievement tests, graduation rates, and SAT
performance reports), serious consideration should be given to implementing
multicultural and anti-racist professional learning opportunities.

Recommendations for Policy Makers
Cohesive relations between school and district leaders are often hindered by

accountability policy demands (Daly 2009). This often complicates the job of
leaders trying to effect change in schools (Zaleski, 2014). Daly and Finnigan (2010)
point out that “effectively responding to state and federal accountability policies
at the local level may require a more collaborative relationship among and
between central office and school administrators to allow for the diffusion of
innovation and knowledge”(p.131). In an effort to strike this balance, district
leaders need to develop systems and structures to enhance collaboration within
school districts (Potenziano, 2014; Zaleski, 2014). New Hope School District
leaders implemented structures to support collaboration in an effort to enhance
students’ opportunity to learn. Their efforts yielded evidence that some schools
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were making progress. This supports the research claim that school culture,
namely interactions, is a valuable consideration when enhancing student
opportunities to learn. Policy makers should be mindful of this consideration and
recognize that accountability demands alone do not promote equitable student
opportunities to learn (Harris & Herrington, 2006).

Recommendations for Future Research

While this study contributed to theoretical knowledge and provided a practical
contribution to the field of education, future research areas must be noted. First,
conducting an exploration of interactions among leaders using an external social
capital lens (Leana & Pil, 2006) may prove beneficial. The external partnership
with DSAC in this study was instrumental in assisting leaders with responding to
accountability demands beyond standardized testing through the development of
the Accelerated Improvement Plan. A deeper exploration of external partnerships
may vield findings in relation to the importance of these relations when
attempting to enhance students’ opportunity to learn. Second, an examination of
which structures and routines district- and school-level leaders perceive to be
important when analyzing student data in multiple districts on a larger scale may
prove beneficial. Third, future research should include multiple districts with
similar demographics in an effort to gain a more comprehensive and
generalizable understandings of how district- and school-level leaders seek to
understand and address disparities in student performance.

Finally, because the research team members sought to understand how district-
and school-level leaders learned about, understood, and addressed barriers to
students’ opportunities to learn, interviews were limited to district- and school-
level leaders. This had potential implications for the overall conclusions drawn.
Future research efforts involving staff at all levels could help to address this
limitation and assist in uncovering the true impact of efforts aimed at eliminating
barriers to students’ opportunity to learn.

Conclusion

The literature portrays a multifaceted depiction of how many factors have the
potential to impact district- and school-level leaders understanding of the nature
of the gap and how these understandings then influence the work leadership
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focused on addressing disparities in student performance. It was the intent of the
research team to enhance insight in this area for practitioners. It is evident that
leaders’ interactions and framing of events coupled with how they practice has
the potential to enhance the school climate and increase students’ opportunities
to learn (Allwarden, 2014; Potenziano, 2014; Talukdar, 2014; Zaleski, 2014).
Additionally, the purposeful distribution of leadership work provides the
opportunity to enhance collaboration and collective action (Allwarden, 2014;
Potenziano, 2014; Talukdar, 2014; Zaleski, 2014). Conversely, without proper
district-level leadership and leader distribution, effectively addressing disparities
in student performance may be hindered.
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