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Institutional Barriers to Organizational Learning in School Systems: The Power of Silence Edith A. Rusch The study reported in this article examined the relationship between members of a restructuring network and the members’ formal district systems. Using the lens of new institutional theory, the article explores the unintended consequences of changing individual schools outside the context of the district to which each network member belonged. The findings revealed the institutional scripts that disrupted or constrained organizational learning within district systems despite the successful restructuring efforts in individual schools. Keywords: restructuring networks; new institutional theory; organizational learning; organizational communication; cultural change



The second wave of school restructuring (Sizer, 1995; Slavin, 1998) has



often centered on the premise that educational excellence can be achieved by fundamentally changing one school at a time. This premise gained credence when numerous state and national networks formed and teachers and administrators began to tackle complex problems of schooling. The credibility of networks increased when researchers offered evidence that these informal alliances supported democratic values, high degrees of inclusion, an ethos of egalitarianism, increased risk taking, and high degrees of efficacy for solving complex issues (Blase & Blase, 1994; Conley, 1997; Lieberman & Grolnick, 1996, 1997; Rusch, 1994; Wohlstetter & Smith, 2000). In other words, networks appeared to foster cultures conducive to change seldom found within formal school systems. As educators began to recognize the benefits of networking as a change strategy, alliances external to formal district systems, proliferated. Federal,
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state, and private funding agents seemed to share a view that these collaborative efforts would eventually permeate the formal district systems in which network members worked and ultimately lead to excellent school systems. No one seemed to notice that members of reform networks and coalitions typically represented single school sites, not district systems. In fact, studies on networks reported cultural rifts between network members and local district peers, revealing the challenges of transferring organizational learning from an informal alliance or coalition to the larger district system (Blase & Blase, 1994; Conley, 1997; Goldsberry, 1995; Lieberman & Grolnick, 1996, 1997; Lieberman & McLaughlin, 1992; Mitchell & Rusch, 1995; Rusch, 1994). According to researchers who study change processes, “While we have learned a lot about how to create exceptional islands of improvement, we know less about how to construct archipelagoes and still less about how to build whole continents of successful changes” (Hargreaves, Earl, & Ryan, 1996, p. 165). The study reported in this article examined the relationship between members of a restructuring network and the members’ formal district systems. Using the lens of new institutional theory, the article explores the unintended consequences of changing individual schools outside the context of the district to which each network member belonged. The findings revealed the institutional scripts that disrupted or constrained organizational learning within district systems despite the successful restructuring efforts in individual schools. NETWORKS AS LEARNING COMMUNITIES Networks typically come together among like-minded individuals with a shared interest who want a safe haven and organizational flexibility to talk openly about complex problems of schooling (Conley, 1997; Lieberman & Grolnick, 1996; Mitchell & Rusch, 1995; Rusch, 1994; Wohlstetter & Smith, 2000). The organizational flexibility is significant because members can “sidestep the limitations of institutional roles, hierarchies, and geographic locations” (Lieberman & Grolnick, 1996, p. 8). The flexibility does not, however, negate the many standard organizational issues, and network members find they must engage in a great deal of professional talk to develop a common language, navigate power relationships, and agree on ideological assumptions (Lieberman & Grolnick, 1996; Lieberman & McLaughlin, 1992). As agreements are forged, “participants develop more complex views of the issues they are concerned about . . . [and] take different perspectives and different ways of knowing into account” (Lieberman & Grolnick, 1996,
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p. 16). In their review of 16 networks, Lieberman and Grolnick reported that the complex professional talk actually bound individuals “more closely to the goals of the larger group” which, in turn, fostered a sense of being in learning communities (p. 16). Learning Organizations Educators increasingly use the concept of learning within an organizational structure to explain successful change in schools (Fullan, 1993, 1999; Hanson, 2001; Lashway, 1998; Leithwood, Lawrence, & Sharrett, 1998; Leithwood & Steinbach, 1995; Newmann & Wehlege, 1995). Terms that describe the process vary among researchers: learning organization (Lashway, 1998), organizational learning (Hargreaves, Earl, & Ryan, 1996; Leithwood et al., 1998), professional community (Byrk, Camburn, & Louis, 1999; Newmann & Wehlege, 1995), professional learning community (Fullan, 1999), or smart organizations (Hanson, 2001) are all used. According to Cook and Yanov (1996), organizational learning occurs in cultures that foster persistent interaction during change efforts to achieve collective learning and shared meanings. For all intents and purposes, the cultures and observed actions of learning organizations coincide with the experiences described by educators who join networks. In learning organizations, people find personal commitment and a sense of community (Kofman & Senge, 1993) focused around a “felt need” (Leithwood et al., 1998, p. 248), have a high degree of efficacy about people and about the potential for changing the environment (Beer & Eisenstat, 1996), and assume a “collective responsibility for school operations and improvement” (Byrk et al., 1999, p. 762). Participants engage in a change process that recognizes the interdependence of the system, a working relationship that values mutual influence, and persistent open discussion of the undiscussibles (Beer & Eisenstat, 1996). In fact, the most common feature identified by people who write about learning organizations is organized talk—that is, collective interaction (Hanson, 2001), intense communication (Fullan, 1999), reflective dialogue (Byrk et al., 1999), persistent inquiry (Newmann & Wehlege, 1995), and reflective thinking (Leithwood et al., 1998). Beer and Eisenstat (1996) lend clarity to the importance of this work: Lacking the capacity for open discussion, top teams cannot arrive at a shared diagnosis. Lacking a shared diagnosis, they cannot craft a common vision of the future state or a coherent intervention strategy that successfully negotiates the difficult problems organizational change poses. In short, the low level of competence in most organizations in fashioning an inquiring dialogue in-
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hibits identifying root causes and developing fundamental systemic solutions. (pp. 599-600)



If the success of networks is predicated on organized professional talk, it then follows that successful transfer of network-based learning from a school site to a district system would also depend on organized talk. For one principal, the lack of opportunity for organized professional talk within the district system was the key incentive to work outside the system. She bluntly observed, “That’s why we join groups like these; we don’t have and can’t have conversations in our own districts that support this kind of work” (Rusch, 1998, p. 17). Organizational Learning in School Districts A growing body of work lends insight into the actual practices in school districts that support or constrain organizational learning. For example, Rorrer (2002, 2003), who recently examined system change in two districts, described superintendents’ efforts to alter values related to equity by intentionally connecting the human agency of school leaders to the issues. Other studies comprise a series of RAND reports on the individual and multiple district implementation of the New American Schools project, a major whole school reform effort (Berends, Bodilly & Kirby, 2002; Berends, Chun, Schulyer, Stockly, & Briggs, 2002; Bodilly, 1998; Corcoran, Furhman, & Belcher, 2001). Wide variations in success led researchers to conclude that successful district reform requires more coherent infrastructures, increased interdependence among principals and teachers, and better communication networks between system-level administrators and principals (Berends, Bodilly, et al., 2002; Berends, Chun, et al., 2002; Bodilly, 1998; Fullan, 1999; Louis & Miles, 1990). Communication was also named by Leithwood and his colleagues, who pointed out that nothing occurs without professional talk related to “shared norms, values, and beliefs about, for example, professional responsibilities, the nature of teaching, and the value of colleagues’ expertise, that influences the level of individual and collective motivation to learn” (Leithwood et al., 1998, p. 270). However, just increasing opportunity for collective learning is not enough. San Antonio invested in elaborate infrastructures to increase communication, yet researchers reported tremendous divergence in understanding among individual schools and principals, leading researchers to conclude that a historical culture of cooperation and trust between all levels of the system is critical for a successful district wide effort (Berends, Chun, et al., 2002).
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Most often centralized institutionalized bureaucracies are targeted as the major inhibitor of the dialogue or problem solving required for system-level restructuring or cross-system organizational learning (Anderson & Shirley, 1995; Berends, Bodilly, et al., 2002; Berends, Chun, et al., 2002; Bodilly, 1998; Bogatch & Brooks, 1994; Corcoran et al., 2001; Darling-Hammond, 1995; Goldsberry, 1995; Tewel, 1995). For example, in their study of urban districts, Bogatch and Brooks (1994) found central offices minimally involved in innovations, and 46% of the administrators had no knowledge of the changes taking place. Another study of five urban districts found central administration unfocused, uncoordinated, and unwilling to change patterns of decision making (Berends, Bodilly, et al., 2002). Tewel (1995) admitted he consciously bypassed the central office administrators as he led a major restructuring effort because of his previous negative experiences with innovation. Noting the fragmentation and self-interests found in local districts, Keedy (1994) predicted a power shift from district central offices to national coalitions and networks simply because the networks offer a more connected and integrated approach to school reform. Networks and School Systems Current literature provides limited information about how network and coalition members transfer new knowledge and emerging skills to districts or school systems. The existing reports suggest that the increased sense of community, the new language, new ideology, and different power relationships adopted by like-minded network members sets them apart from their own school district culture (Goldsberry, 1995; Lieberman & McLaughlin, 1992; Mitchell & Rusch, 1995). A member of the Southern Maine Partnership, a consortium of 26 school districts, described their predicament: Perhaps, then, we should not have been surprised when some teacher from other elementary schools in the district referred to us as the “country club” school. While we did not see ourselves as very different from our colleagues throughout the district, the evidence of our activity—the grants and local publicity—seemed to set us apart, to distance us from colleagues in other schools. Perhaps because of our insider’s perspective we did not realize that our norms had changed, that we were indeed different. Somehow, “different” seemed to suggest to some others that we had become “superior” or “arrogant.” (Goldsberry, 1995, p. 151)



Network members report hostility, ruptured relationships, and marginalization when they attempt to share their learning in their home school district.
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Members of an Oregon restructuring network found that administrators and teachers in their home districts often credited changes in student achievement to the extra resources from the network rather than modifications in teacher philosophy or pedagogy (Mitchell & Rusch, 1995). In his reports on the Southern Maine Partnership, Goldsberry (1995) noted that the staff at one school did not understand the systemic implications of their changes until they began to work with the district special education director and encountered silence and hostility among nonnetwork teachers. The rift was perpetuated when network members did not “listen carefully to the concerns of the resisters outside the school” (Goldsberry, 1995, p. 146). The dilemmas are clear. A network learning relationship can result in the development of new language, new ideology, new communication strategies, new group skills, and different power relationships. That experience may be a total mismatch to the embedded beliefs, the communication patterns, the learning relationships, and the power dynamics in the network members’ school systems. Under these circumstances, organizational learning across the system may prove to be difficult at best. THEORETICAL PERSPECTIVE Thirty years ago, Benson (1977) cautioned organizational theorists that studies were focused too narrowly on rational and technical aspects of organizations to explain seemingly irrational events. He argued that inquiries should be grounded in a systems view of organization that respected the “process of becoming” (p. 3). Foreshadowing the growth of networks, he underscored the multiple interconnections that occur as people construct new relationships or new kinds of organizations. According to Benson, when new relationships are under construction, studying the organization as a totality by attending to “multiple interpenetrating interests” (p. 9) is key to understanding how organizations are tied to the larger society. Benson (1977) also predicted the potential turmoil inherent in the process of constructing new relationships by noting “people produce a social world that stands over them, constraining their actions” (p. 3). New Institutional Theory Similar perspectives are argued by researchers who promote new institutional theory as a more useful explanatory tool for the study of educational settings (Hanson, 2001; Mawhinney, 1994; Meyer & Rowan, 1983; Mitchell, 1996; Ogawa & Bossert, 1995; Rorrer, 2003; Rowan & Miskel, 1999). Early
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institutional theorists examined variations that led to dysfunction in organizations and concluded that people work very hard to reproduce organizational systems they know best because society prefers predictability (DiMaggio & Powell, 1983; Scott & Meyer, 1991). That predictability is found in “rules and requirements to which individual organizations must conform if they are to receive support and legitimacy” (Scott & Meyer, 1991, p. 123) and “broad institutional scripts” that influence actions (Ogawa & Bossert, p. 521). In the case of school systems, the institutional scripts that lend legitimacy to school organizations emanate from deeply embedded professional norms, state and federal regulatory systems, and long-standing socially approved practices, which Rowan and Miskel (1999) call “the grammar of schooling” (p. 368). The grammar of schooling is particularly significant for understanding organizational learning. Historically, the grammar has been shaped by norms of conformity that lead to remarkably homogenous schools and systems throughout the United States. Examples of the grammar include teachers and administrative credentialing, student classifications, programmatic designs, and curriculum standards. Scholars of institutional theory also point out that the technical core of schooling, teaching and learning, is not part of the grammar and, in fact, is less coordinated or homogenized than any other activity in the organization (Meyer & Rowan, 1983). In early studies of systemwide instructional innovations, Meyer and Rowan found evidence of “decoupled” classrooms and schools within districts that resulted in wide variance and inconsistent learning outcomes (p. 60). Researchers have also suggested that leaders within institutionalized educational environments actually sustain homogeneity by constraining innovation, even when a new approach might increase productivity related to the technical core of teaching and learning (Bjork & Richardson, 1997; Hanson, 2001). Although variation between schools within a system is accepted, if the variation affects an institutionalized script and disrupts the homogeneity of the system, “a school risks loss of legitimacy” (Hanson, 2001, p. 651). Thus, when network members begin to enact a new set of beliefs or variant scripts about organizing, they frequently expose unexamined assumptions and tacit understandings that sustain ineffective structures in the district. In effect, they disrupt the “cognitive conceptions” or “violate” the deep institutionalization of practices about how the school system functions (Rowan & Miskel, 1999, pp. 373-374). Current organizational learning theorists call cognitive conceptions mental models (Senge, 1990) or embedded assumptions (Argyris, 1986; Beer & Eisenstat, 1996). It stands to reason that efforts to modify the grammar of schooling or to evolve deeply institutionalized practices could prove difficult.
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Modification of a district system is complicated by “coercive isomorphism” (DiMaggio & Powell, 1991, p. 67), which emanates from the larger systems (i.e., state and federal agencies, state and federal policy makers) that construct and monitor the rules, procedures, and organizational structures of local districts. According to Fligstein (1985), if the state regulation of the environment is congruent with the organizational field, little change will occur. But if the state initiates an action that disrupts the institutional environment, instability soon follows. In fact, Rowan and Miskel (1999) argue that new institutional theory actually predicts the current reform trends and the concomitant conflict. The authors cite the increasing federal and state expectation for organizational accountability and productivity in the historical environment of high conformity as a destabilizing force. Federal and state legitimation of informal alliances or reform networks, authorized to operate external to formal school districts, might have the same effect. Organizational Learning in Institutionalized Settings Some believe that highly institutionalized practices can be modified if the assumptions that undergird practices are exposed through complex professional talk. They argue for “participatory forms of learning as the way to unfreeze existing power relationships” (Smythe, 1989, p. 200) or “self criticism and critique of the taken-for-grantedness of the actual contexts of teaching” (Shor & Friere, 1987, p. 99). Rorrer (2002) described superintendents who “did not foster any illusions, . . . hide the problems, . . . [or] ignore the issues” (p. 2) as key to breaking the cycle of inequity in two school districts. Her empirical work corroborates that valid information and reflective inquiry that tests theories of action can lead to modified practice (Argyris, 1986, 1990, 1993). In other words, organizational learning is dependent on members developing strategies to communicate honestly and to give feedback about issues that are institutionally taken for granted. No one suggests the work is easy. In fact, institutionalized practices often lead to counterattacks that prevent organizational learning in an effort to avoid embarrassment or threat. Avoiding embarrassment, according to Darling-Hammond (1992), means that central administrators “submerge talk about those things that are potentially most controversial and potentially most important” (p. 23), and the silence self-seals the system from learning. Argyris (1990, 1993) calls these efforts organizational defensive routines or Model 1 theories, noting that the behaviors are usually legitimized through official policy, often rewarded and effectively protect the system from learning or taking corrective action. In research that led to the Model 1 construct, he found leader actions and talk focused on (a) controlling events to achieve
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an intended purpose; (b) efforts to maximize winning and minimize losing; (c) total submersion of emotions, particularly negative feelings; and (d) efforts to maintain behaviors that appeared rational (Argyris, 1990, 1993). Model 1 behaviors are frequently visible when school systems deal with comparative achievement data. For example, most districts espouse a goal of high standards of achievement for all children; yet when achievement test scores reveal the goal as less than authentic, members of the organization work to mitigate the flow of data or explain the discrepancies by pointing to forces external to the system. According to Schein (1994), we have created and supported organizational cultures where errors are defensively denied because no one wants “the leader to be uncertain, to admit to not knowing or not being in control” (p. 7). Argyris (1990) argues that these organizational defensive routines actually “reduce performance, commitment, and concern for the organization” and prevent people from finding the underlying causes of the embarrassment or threat (p. 45). After reviewing literature related to school change, he concluded that educators are frequently “unaware of how skillfully they create defensive routines, how skillfully they compound them when they try to reduce them, how skillfully they blame others, and how skillfully they deny all of the above” (Argyris, 1993, pp. 30-31). Deniability and undiscussibility are not easily explained, particularly when each is linked to the success or failure of learning environments for children. The deniability and undiscussibility of the institutionalized norms are reinforced when “debates about the most fundamental concerns of teaching and learning are typically squashed—or tacitly agreed to be inappropriate” (Darling-Hammond, 1992, p. 23). One does not have to listen very long today to hear how badly educators want the emotions and negative feelings associated with disparate educational experiences to just go away. The organizational defense routines that inhibit or prevent important debates about teaching and learning are powerful examples of the highly institutionalized environment of schools. Effective organizational learning is directly linked to individual and organizational communication behaviors in the midst of embarrassment. After extensive research on interventions designed to promote increased organizational learning, Beer and Eisenstat (1996) described the essential behaviors as “learning how to receive feedback without loss of self-esteem, how to collaborate without feeling out of control, and how to own up to weakness without feeling incompetent” (p. 617). Schein (1994) also pointed to the importance of efficacy, concluding that organizational members must believe “that people can and will learn,” that members must share a belief that “the world around them is malleable, that they have the capacity to change their



92 Educational Administration Quarterly



B



A1



A2



I



C



UNIVERSITY



H



D



E2



G2



E1



G1



F



A-D: Suburban schools E-Rural schools F-H Small city schools I Urban school



Figure 1.



Original Pathfinder Network (1995)



environment,” and most important, members must share a commitment “to open and extensive communication . . . to tell each other the truth” (p. 6). According to current literature on educational networks, the fundamental values and behaviors that support organizational learning are at the core of successful restructuring networks. Reports describe members as dedicated to open and honest discussion of issues that were often submerged or defensively denied within their own school systems (Conley, 1997; Lieberman & McLaughlin, 1995; Rusch, 1998). Recent work suggests that this type of intentional work on productive reasoning leads to organizational learning (Rorrer, 2002, 2003). However, as noted earlier, when Maine and Oregon network members returned to their own systems with a growing value for open discussion, a clash of ideologies took place, and the defensive behaviors of nonnetwork members increased. The Pathfinder Network experience was no exception.
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THE STORY OF THE PATHFINDER NETWORK The Pathfinders formed (see Figure 1), like many restructuring networks, with a group of like-minded educators from a Midwest state who assembled informally to talk about common, but complex, issues related to changing school environments. By the end of the first year, the group of 12 principals from nine school districts and three educational administration professors from two universities had selected a name (Pathfinders), adopted a set of philosophical statements, and formed a research agenda. Each of these actions fostered a growing bond. Drawing on emergent research about successful networks (Blase & Blase, 1994; Conley, 1997; Lieberman & McLaughlin, 1992), the educators chose to engage in research that would lead to actionable knowledge (Argyris, 1993). Consequently, the network activities were guided by the principles of participatory action research, which purport to transform people and organizations through the research process (Eisner, 1985; McTaggert, 2001; Mumby, 1988). As is common in participatory action research, the lines between the researchers and network members were increasingly blurred, and therefore, all Pathfinders questioned and responded to questions about the experiences of restructuring school cultures. The methods of learning, grounded in mutuality, proved to be highly appropriate in the context of restructuring schools, restructuring roles, and restructuring understandings of teaching and learning. The first Pathfinder effort at mutual knowledge construction was a university-initiated study of organizational efficacy in each school. The data displays from the efficacy study became the centerpiece for facilitated dialogue about teaching, learning, and schooling within the network, at individual members school sites, and in university classrooms (Mitchell & Rusch, 1995). Pathfinders Legitimized As the relationship entered a 2nd year, an opportunity for legitimacy came in the form of a state sponsored request for proposals for school-university partnerships. Because of job changes for three principals, the group that signed the grant proposal included nine principals and a central office administrator from seven districts, ranging in size from 1,500 to 37,000 and representing urban, suburban, and rural settings. The group also included 56 teachers, 10 administrative interns, and three university faculty representing two institutions. Rather than adopting a specific reform process or program, the Pathfinders proposed to engage in a comprehensive study and practice of
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Pathfinder Network Legitimized by State Grant



organizational development processes drawn from the long-standing work of Kurt Lewin, Richard Schmuck, Chris Argyris, Marvin Weisbord, and Peter Senge. When the state awarded the grant, Pathfinders members believed their restructuring efforts had been legitimized and that the new norms emerging within their schools had official agency. As the work of the grant began, members referred to the process as “going to school together to learn about schooling,” and the working relationship resembled a closely-knit and highly connected classroom (see Figure 2). Pathfinder principals, professors, and interns spent many hours working in action research teams to apply Argyris’ Model 1 and Model 2 perspectives to the ongoing restructuring activities in each building. Within the network, the results of formal research and local site action research led to increasingly complex discussions about individual classroom practices. In other words, the typically submerged talk, or the “undiscussibles,” were becoming stan-
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dard and important work in Pathfinder Schools and in network meetings. Video records of those meetings reveal increasing references by principals to a need for more cross-system learning in their own districts. One principal described the results of links between the organizational development work and use of research data for planning: It’s amazing. The staff is getting very creative at finding more time to work together, and they’re doing things I could never have asked them to do. They really listen to each other, and they listen to what they say. As a result, everyone on the staff now feels everyone has value and worth and the kids are going home everyday with their tongues hanging out! (Video, October 1996)



Another principal talked about the increasing efficacy within his school as they increased the openness in their discussions of teaching and learning: I’ve become open enough with the staff to highlight their disagreements and we go from there. What I hear now is, “We can do anything. Just show me, and I’ll do it.” They’re now beginning to see how early childhood instruction is linked to advanced grade proficiency test. (Fieldnotes, November 1996)



Although each school was at varying stages with individual restructuring efforts, field notes from site visits show evidence of cultural changes similar to the factors described by Darling-Hammond (1996) in the NCREST studies (National Center for Restructuring Educational Schools and Teaching)— namely, shared decision making, deeper discourse about teaching and learning, increased teacher collaboration, and increased data collection and use, all of which are focused on student learning. Much to the surprise of many teachers and administrators, important and productive professional talk was emerging among people whom a year earlier had described their relationships as filled with fear and skepticism. One teacher described the change in atmosphere: We usually responded with, “I’ll never be able to do this; this is overwhelming. I’ve always done it this way and I want to keep doing it.” Now I see resistance broken down. Doors are open; people are helping one another, trying out ideas, sharing ideas. There’s a whole new feeling of belonging here. (Video, September 1996)



Shifting Loyalties Toward the end of the 2nd year of the grant-supported research and study, the tone of the conversation changed. While videos of Pathfinder meetings
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show principals and teachers eagerly engaging in building new working relationships, designing and reporting action research, and dialoguing about learning, school-based members of the network were very blunt, stating that similar conversations could not and would not take place among schools within their systems. Principals in particular engaged in lots of muttering, echoing the many research reports about the challenges of changing schools within traditional bureaucratic structures (Berends, Bodilly, et al., 2002; Berends, Chun, et al., 2002; Bogatch & Brooks, 1994; Corcoran et al., 2001; Darling-Hammond, 1995). Some reported that central office administrators negated their hard work. Others described denigration, avoidance, or pressure from professional colleagues. But the most common complaint from the principals was about “silence,” claiming that few colleagues within their own systems wanted to talk about innovative practices, to collaborate in the competition for grant money, or to compare approaches to teaching and learning. At that point, some Pathfinder Network principals began referring to the network as “an invented school system” that, in their view, provided an islandlike environment for emerging ideas and actions (Video, September, 1996). My concern was heightened because some Pathfinders appeared to exhibit more allegiance to the network than to their formal system. As the primary facilitator of the network, I valued the allegiance; however, as a former school administrator, the geographical metaphor used by Hargreaves and his colleagues rang true. It seemed that our informal alliance was not supporting the creation of archipelagoes of change within school systems and thus had limited potential to become a whole continent of successful change (Hargreaves et al., 1996). I also feared that the network relationships might be disrupting professional allegiance to Pathfinder members’ school systems. I was troubled by the perception among member principals that the network was the only place Pathfinder members could find “people who understand what I am talking about” (Network principal, personal communication, 1995). An open discussion of the dilemma led Pathfinder members to propose a meeting where they would risk asking questions and sharing their emergent learning with colleagues from their school districts. In my view, the Pathfinder principals were taking their participatory action research process to a new level. They were about to risk stepping off their protected Pathfinder island to affect the systems to which they belonged. Reaching Out The outreach began with an invitation to a dinner meeting where we would share our challenges and our understandings and attempt to improve communications. Our intent was to reach out to district stakeholders who
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were not involved with the Pathfinder Network to learn how various aspects of the district were affected by the restructuring efforts of these select sites. The meeting was a form of reconnaissance, a common action research strategy used to collect baseline data to refine understandings of an issue (McTaggert, 2001). The letter asked all seven superintendents to bring a team that included board members and other district administrators. The participants included representatives from all seven districts (9 network principals, 5 superintendents, 13 district level administrators, 6 university faculty, and 2 board members). As the social portion of the evening ended, all participants were asked to write responses to three open-ended questions focused specifically on how each school system was responding to the changes taking place within one school in the district. Individual responses then became the focus of small group dialogues, which were recorded and reported out by administrative interns and research assistants affiliated with the university Pathfinder members. The large group discussion brought out some of the organizational consequences of a network operating independently of formal district systems. The most poignant memory I have of that evening was a school board member’s observation about the wealth of untapped knowledge within the Pathfinder schools. The visual (see Figure 3) that synthesized the evening’s discussion portrayed the colliding values and actions that were emerging within each system between network members and their district colleagues. Whereas most collisions are accompanied by a fair amount of noise, this collision was occurring in silence—a silence that sealed off the potential for growth and learning for network and nonnetwork members and, ultimately,
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the school system. Until that night, no one had openly discussed the competing values and behaviors. As the university partners reviewed the notes and transcripts of the dinner meeting, we seriously questioned whether the cross-system learning community that appeared to work in an unofficial alliance like the Pathfinder Network could be transferred to the network members’ school systems. A new cycle of research was called for. METHODS: A CASE STUDY OF SYSTEM SCRIPTS Using the data captured in Figure 3, the next step was the initiation of a case study of the seven school districts, each of which had one or more schools that were network members. Stake (1998) suggests case method as an appropriate design when researchers are looking for insights into an issue, and he describes a “collective case study” (p. 89) as an appropriate design when understanding of a collection of cases may lead to “better theorizing about a still larger collection of cases” (p. 89). Qualitative perspectives guided the inquiry into district organizational learning. Data sources included video recordings and field notes from all Pathfinder meetings and all school site visits between 1994 and 1996. Additional data were gathered through 23 semistructured interviews with non-Pathfinder members. The proliferation of networks and the state’s legitimation of network practices suggested to me that multifaceted lessons were embedded in our work. The study was guided by the following questions: 1. 2. 3.



In what ways do our current understandings about organizational learning support the transfer of learning from single school sites to systems? In what way do institutional scripts support or constrain a “process of becoming” among risk-taking, inquiring, and reflective principals who engage in new organizational structures like networks? In what way do institutional scripts support or constrain talk about change in school systems?



Wanting to understand why and how a cultural of organizational learning at a single school site (network member) affected or didn’t affect the cultural of organizational learning within a district’s system, an interview protocol was designed to probe the degrees of knowledge district officials had about the change efforts in Pathfinder schools; their perceptions of the effects of Pathfinder work on students, staff, and community members; and their thoughts on how that work was being studied throughout the district. Questions also explored perceptions of formal and informal conversations within
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each district about the Pathfinder schools, and respondents were asked to assess how the actions of Pathfinder members were affecting or influencing the local school system. Finally, we asked each non-Pathfinder member how she or he engaged in continuous learning, specifically about approaches to school restructuring. Superintendents were contacted first, and once they agreed to be interviewed or identified an alternate, they were asked to identify board members, central office administrators, and principals who would be willing to participate. The interviewees, who represented all seven districts, included six of seven superintendents, four board members, six central office administrators (assistant superintendent or curriculum director), and one non-Pathfinder principal in each of the seven districts. The interviews, lasting at least an hour or more, resulted in more than 125 transcribed pages that were coded into categories of knowledge, school site effects, district learning, communication, influence, and personal learning. A constant comparative analysis of the coded items (Glaser & Strauss, 1967) revealed a set of scripts from district official that provided insights about the degrees of organizational learning in each district. To understand the scripts of the Pathfinder members’ related to the district silence, I reviewed and analyzed video and audiotapes of network meetings and training sessions from 1994 to 1997 using the same coding scheme and constant comparative method. Once key scripts were identified and coded for Pathfinder members, I mined the data from both groups for evidence of defensive behaviors (Argyris, 1993) that had the potential to constrain learning within each school district. Finally, a constant comparative process was applied to determine the robustness of the defensive behaviors that appeared to perpetuate the organizational silence within each system. The findings that follow were in evidence in all seven districts and were expressed by both members and nonmembers of the Pathfinder Network. FINDINGS The findings brought to light potent institutional scripts that sustained inert and homogeneous cultures, despite evidence of and experience with new organizational options emerging in Pathfinder schools. The findings also show that incoherent district structures are powerful barriers to reform (Berends, Bodilly, et al., 2002; Berends, Chun, et al., 2002; Corcoran et al., 2001; Darling-Hammond, 1995). On one hand, data paralleled Meyer and Rowan’s (1983) findings, which showed that district officials were comfortable with innovation in individual schools and could not perceive a more
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coupled learning system. On the other hand, the data did provide insights into the embedded assumptions and defensive behaviors practiced by both network and nonnetwork members that silenced professional talk about teaching and learning and effectively prevented tighter coupling or organizational learning within school districts. The section that follows details the scripts, explanations, and accompanying defensive behaviors of non-Pathfinder members. The second section reports the scripts, explanations, and equally defensive behaviors of Pathfinder members. Next, using new institutional theory as a framework, I discuss the values and actions that support or thwart organizational learning in school districts. Finally, I examine the potential of networks to reshape the structure of schools and school systems as we have come to know them. District Scripts Board goals and administrator talk indicated that each district in this study explicitly supported improving student achievement and organizational excellence. Yet district level administrators and board members, in attempts to respect local context, appeared to govern as though no part of the system was connected to or articulated with other parts of the system. No centrally facilitated formal discussions about specific changes took place in any of the seven districts because central-level administrators feared that talk about change taking place at a single district site would increase rivalry or breed jealously. A number of operating scripts emerged from the data, revealing how district officials accounted for the silence. Their explanations included: • Rivalry Script: If we examine success in individual schools too closely, it will lead to jealousy and competition that would damage the group. • Parenting Script: Sibling (intra-school) rivalry is natural and unavoidable. • Un/Common Goal Script: All schools are not the same, but all schools should be almost the same. • Respectful Avoidance Script: Network schools are invitational and sharing, but we don’t share in this district. Informal communication is good enough.



Rivalry Script. Concern for “rivalry” or “highlighting” individual schools was the most prominent response among all the interviewees for not sharing stories about change in individual school sites. The fear of rivalry actually bounded communication about change among district-level administrators and board members. Central-level administrators frequently used the image of the “pedestal” to explain their reasoning. As one superintendent talked about the success of two schools in the network, he noted,
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I try not to set Fairwood and Southern [pseudonyms for Pathfinder schools] on a pedestal as what we are trying to work toward because I think when you do that, you damage the individual personal dynamics of the buildings. Buildings are like individuals; they’ve got their own personality and you’ve got to let them move forward and develop in their own way.



A central office member stressed the importance of “not trying to compete one school against the other. If you start doing that pretty soon, you create negative dynamics between the two.” A school board member described the negative dynamics as follows: Some teachers in the other buildings think the Pathfinder school teachers think that they are better than the teachers in the other schools. . . . [Pathfinder] teachers aren’t walking through town saying, “I’m the best.” Pathfinder teachers are the best. But other teachers perceive they feel that way. The other teachers think they are.



A central office administrator felt the view of Pathfinder teachers as smug and self-satisfied was a direct result of jealousy and competition felt by the other teachers in the district. Another central office member explained how competition emerged in her small district, noting that she had to be careful because the informal communication links would quickly go to work if she showed a preference for one building. A curriculum director elaborated on the dilemmas of the perceived rivalry: We have competition here but no one is going to admit that Merriman [pseudonym for Pathfinder school] is better. For instance, I just got the [state achievement tests] back. There’s a second grade teacher who has every student in her class at an advanced proficiency in mathematics. I think that’s absolutely stupendous. Now I can’t tell the whole district—I can’t make an official announcement that this happened. . . . If I were an elementary principal, I’d be over at Merriman all the time. I’d be asking, “What are you doing? How are you doing it?” Personally, I don’t think anyone wants to emulate Merriman. And I think that is very sad.



Parenting Script. Equally prominent in the interviews with central administrators and board members was the script that individual schools were like children, and the central office role included being parental. Sibling rivalry was a frequent reference. Drawing on his experience raising children, one superintendent said, There’s always going to be some belief that somebody’s more favored or less favored or has this or has that. There’s always a pecking order; there’s always
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somebody who thinks they’re better, not as good, or whatever. I don’t know if it’s human nature or what. I learned a long time ago when raising my children that the main thing is you just provide the same resources to everybody and encourage and support, but it’s still up to their initiative.



In several districts, dialogue about innovations was actually discouraged to “protect” some schools from what superintendents viewed as potential “negative dynamics” that emerged from sibling rivalry. One superintendent noted, I think the caution would be not to put any building or situation on a pedestal and say, you know, here, . . . you should [do this], sort of like raising children, you know. You could all be like Susie; we’d all be happy. You don’t want to create a situation like that. It’s a situation where you praise good behavior, and you try to work with where there are problems with those people that have problems and try to work through that.



A board member talked about the “detriment” of giving recognition or attention to successful schools. The superintendent in that district described his role as watching out “that you don’t develop some jealousies and hostilities among [the schools] because someone is receiving more recognition or more publicity or more money or whatever.” Un/Common Goal Script. A paradox about the concept of shared vision emerged when interviewees were asked about the possibilities of using individual site restructuring experiences as a district case study for learning about the complexities of change. Twenty out of 23 interviewees responded with some discussion about the importance of all schools being treated the same and/or the board and community expectations that all schools should be the same. A curriculum director was convinced that her “board members want everything to be exactly the same.” Not knowing how to alter this expectation of “look alike,” many central administrators talked about “encouraging” principals to aspire to state innovation grants that supported the network schools. Principals in those same districts who received this encouragement described it as “pressure” to be like the network schools. At the same time, maintaining a balance among the schools was of interest to the interviewees in all districts. In one superintendent’s view, If recognition or attention is paid to one school, good or bad, I think it can have detrimental results. It’s a matter of trying to create an atmosphere that everybody can be successful in. We think it’s okay to do things differently. At the same time, we don’t want to get things too far off balance or too far away.
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The board members interviewed were clear about the need for balance and equity of attention, believing that the community wanted schools to be the same. Out of the seven districts, only one was engaged in a singular effort to restructure the schools. Based on expectations from the board and the superintendent that all schools needed to be alike, everyone was expected to apply Gardner’s multiple intelligence theory to their curriculum and instruction. Although both formal and informal communication was supporting the districtwide restructuring effort, according to the assistant superintendent, maintaining the expected equity was somewhat deceptive. She noted, “You have to be sure that everybody is at least perceived as moving along a positive direction.” While the goal for sameness was a prevalent script in the responses, at the same time, administrators and board members in six of the seven Pathfinder’s systems were guided by the view that “there is no right way” to improve learning. One superintendent explained his viewpoint: “As long as you’re keeping people involved, you’re not going to have many problems. Respect the fact that everyone can do it differently. It’s okay to have competing values.” Another superintendent said, “Kids are amazingly resilient. Kids are learning in traditional methods.” A board member in the same district supported the superintendent’s view, noting, “It doesn’t matter what kind of a classroom a teacher has—desks in a row, workbooks—as long as she can convey her excitement and enthusiasm for education. Her students are going to pick that up, and they’re going to learn.” When asked whether organized district-level discussions took place about multiple approaches to teaching and learning, none of the 23 interviewees was able to describe a formalized effort to critically examine issues of practice. As central office administrators and board members explained the lack of organized discussions about change in their districts, a variety of tacit assumptions about change emerged. Several indicated that any change would be fine as long as the teachers and principal were excited about it. Another board member justified the lack of discussion about change by stating, “Just because this is working in one school, we can’t expect others to do it until staff buys into it. I am not sure that any one way is the right way. I want an option of what is available to my child.” One board member put it this way: “The biggest challenge is not to let teachers feel they are doing something wrong if they don’t want to change.” Respectful Distance Script. The lack of formal and directed talk about change and specific innovation plans was striking in the data. A value for re-
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spectful distance appeared to govern perspectives about communication among most respondents. Every administrator and board member interviewed was clear about the importance of “talk” to enhance knowledge about restructuring issues, yet every district relied on informal communication structures to know what was happening in network schools. The majority of superintendents relied on information that might “bubble up,” noting that frequently, it came from teachers who were dissatisfied with innovations, who “would go underground and complain by calling me and board members.” Another superintendent described an elaborate process to keep board members educated about innovations, but other administrators in that district described communication as “more informal and only with certain players.” In one district, the curriculum director was blunt: “We never talk about philosophy or change; we talk about managerial things.” Invitations for cross-district learning were not lacking. Curriculum directors and assistant superintendents talked about network principals “inviting the whole district” to participate in special in-service events, as being “open about sharing with everyone.” But as one curriculum specialist noted, “I’m the only one who shows up.” Another principal, when describing the lack of interaction with network schools, said, “We’re really an island here.” Essentially, no district in this study appeared to take advantage of the lessons about change available in the schools affiliated with the Pathfinder Network. Even in the district with a common restructuring agenda, there was no evidence of a formal learning process about how changes were progressing in a variety of contexts. Although all 23 interviewees expressed responsibility and concern for developing dynamic and excellent systems, the fear of rivalry, jealousy, variation, and open communication reinforced the isolation among principals and between principals and central-office administrators. When asked about background and skills to conduct a cross-school discussion about change, central-office administrators responded as one superintendent who said, “Nothing in my training or background prepared me to do that.” Superintendents openly admitted a lack of knowledge and skills for conducting complex discussions about issues related to teaching and learning among administrators. The fear of rivalry also became a standard defense mechanism that inhibited discussion of critical values, such as children’s equal opportunity to learn. The resulting silencing of people and ideas repressed a viable intellectual source that potentially could solve complex educational problems. Unfortunately, the Pathfinder principals who were actively engaged in formal and substantive talk about these complex educational problems in their schools and within the network were not engaging with their peers in the
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same conversation and exhibited the same defensive behaviors as their district peers. Network Members Scripts The working relationship of the Pathfinder group was built around a value for interrogating each other’s stories of change. However, when the network principals experienced little support for cross-system discussion of their stories of change, they operationalized a different set of scripts to explain the silence in their own system. Those scripts revealed the tentative and island-like nature of the Pathfinder learning community. The scripts also illustrated individual and organizational defensive routines that prevented important discussions of the underlying behaviors and beliefs that supported or inhibited change. Pathfinder member explanations included the following: • Lack of Motivation Script: Members of my district do not want to learn. • Isolation Script: Actual school improvement evokes rejection, marginalization, and isolation. • Lack of Interest and Concern Script: School district colleagues do not have the same level of concern, do not want to share, and do not feel responsible for issues related to teaching and learning.



Lack of Motivation Script. As noted earlier, Pathfinder principals were very clear about their motivation to join a network: They could not have conversations in their own districts that supported their work. A key focus of Pathfinder learning was on efficacy: our embedded beliefs about personal and general capacity to effect change. To support the development of an efficacious school, Pathfinders also worked hard to develop and practice group process skills that helped their school community navigate complex problems. The principals experienced a high degree of success in their own schools, engaging their teachers in productive conversations and actions related to teaching and learning, developing capacity among reluctant staff members, and reawakening the professional energy of long-term teachers. Yet, as principals confronted the transfer of the same group process strategies to their own systems, their responses paralleled their early descriptions of resistant teachers at their sites. One principal framed the issue in bureaucratic terms, noting, “It’s hard to remake the philosophy at the top.” Others described colleagues as “too old and worn out to learn,” as “too concerned about protecting their own turf” to engage in productive dialogue, and as “too selfish” to care about progress in the whole system. One principal with a high
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poverty population noted that “those other [schools] don’t care about what happens to our kids; they’re just glad we have them and they don’t.” Another Pathfinder principal, determined to “make the system understand,” convinced a central-office administrator to conduct the efficacy study districtwide, and when the results showed glaring loopholes in general efficacy across the schools, she renewed her efforts to talk with middle school teachers and administrators. When she encountered a lack of interest in her data after the first conversation, she became convinced that her colleagues did not want to learn and shelved the study. Yet, in her own school, this same principal was clear that patience and time were the keys to engaging teachers in innovative practices. Isolation Script. Within seven of seven systems, Pathfinder principals described a sense of isolation. They reported that colleagues did not visit their schools, nor did they inquire at district meetings about the progress the schools were making with their reforms. The data included network principals describing themselves as a “thorn in the side.” District peers described Pathfinder principals as “not always being easy to be around because [they] persistently asked everyone to think hard about hard things” and as “doing things that no one really understands.” One Pathfinder principal described her location in the district culture as an “island.” Another framed her experience by stating that she “now understood the religious wars.” As one principal attempted to develop more articulation for her students, she discovered that the middle school principal would not share achievement data on former students from her elementary school. She explained the refusal by stating, Four years ago we had the lowest statewide test scores in the district, and last year we were very high. My fellow principals think that now we’re an elite building, and any effort to share scores will show a deficit in their buildings.



Yet another principal, who defined herself frequently as “not fitting in,” spoke about the lack of real dialogue about value positions that governed policy development and decisions about practice in the district. In her view, “Administrative meetings are not fun. We do a terrible job of working with data. We have no safe way of talking about complex issues so we just don’t say anything.” Visibly frustrated at the lack of interest in her work, she consciously stopped sharing information with her colleagues and eventually stopped attending most district meetings. During Pathfinder meetings, video data show these principals actively sharing ideas and questions. They actively sought conversation, deep dia-
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logue, and reflective inquiry with their like-minded colleagues in the network. Some of the video data include an expressive tone that might be described as a badge of honor. While the principals felt marginalized among their peers, individuals were clear that they were not willing to modify their value positions to attain a sense of belonging. In their view, their Pathfinder network colleagues reinforced the correctness of their philosophical positions. To some degree, these principals cherished the Pathfinder Network as a privileged place where others understood their unique work. “I can talk to them [network members],” one principal noted; “I couldn’t talk to my group [peers in the district].” Within their own buildings, these principals pursued complex group process work with their staff to replicate the inclusive culture. One middle school principal described a staff “who now feel everyone else is of value and worth. They knew that before, but not what they were valued for.” In their buildings, they worked hard to move from islands to archipelagoes, believing that innovations would not be sustained unless they were successful at breaking down the traditional isolation of classrooms, of departments, of grade levels, and of special interests. They talked eagerly about the emergent leadership among their teachers. One principal described his faculty as “filled with self-pride. They have a ‘we can do anything’ attitude now.” Another talked about a staff “capable of handling freedom.” Yet, when interrogated about the application of these same group process strategies to their district work, Pathfinder principals were less sure that an inclusive culture was possible. Network principals defended their reluctance by pointing out the importance of likemindedness: “The difference is we all started out together and we really are at the same level,” one principal noted. Another added to the thought by pointing out the difference in levels of knowledge about change, stating, “I can’t go back. The other principals in my district are all at different levels about this stuff. I can’t go back to not knowing.” Data from network meetings clearly showed increased personal efficacy among the principals. Evidence included statements about “my comfort when moving through fog,” statements about “no longer need[ing] to be an expert,” and statements about “trusting my internal value system of what is good for kids instead of waiting for the next mandate.” Findings from the efficacy study underway at each school site showed increases in principals’ general efficacy related to teacher learning capacity (Mitchell & Rusch, 1995). Yet, despite positive correlations between their efficacy and their teachers’ efficacy that seemed to foster the capacity, these principals had difficulty transferring the same understandings to district colleagues in ways that might have modified the marginalization and isolation.
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Lack of Interest and Concern Script. Pathfinder principals frequently framed the marginalization as a lack of interest from district colleagues, perceiving the events as painful experiences. One principal said, I’ve never been asked what is going on in my school at a district meeting. The other administrators in this district are not even aware that sharing is not going on. I’m not sure that they even know it is an issue.



Another Pathfinder principal was equally convinced that district administrators had no interest in the transformations taking place at her school. During her yearly evaluation, she was told that flat test scores across the district were a greater area of concern than her work on faculty development. She saw visible benefits to students from teachers who worked collaboratively, but in her view, the power of district level authorities to define her work as useless devalued the new knowledge about organizational learning. In her words, “Without the support of the Pathfinder group, I’d just have folded and given up. Developing a professional group of adult learners is hard work, and no one understood or appreciated what I was doing.” Another network principal reported, “I’d trust these people with anything; they’d always tell me the truth.” Some Pathfinder schools began to experience dramatic changes in test scores, received state awards and increasing amounts of grant support, and were invited to present at state and regional conferences. For the most part, Pathfinder principals noted that these public accolades were not matched by public expressions of interest in their work by their district colleagues. In some cases, when principals tried to engage feeder schools in discussions that would articulate learning experiences for students, both the union and district-office administrators thwarted them. When asked what a good conversation might be, the principals wanted to “talk about the complexities of engaging staff members in new ideas,” “about new ways to gather good information about students as they progressed through the system,” and about “strategies for articulating learning between levels in the system.” Another principal said insistently, “We need a comprehensive discussion about potential of all children to achieve at high levels. We have to talk about whether we believe all kids can learn or whether we believe some are damaged goods.” Even when Pathfinders were able to find an audience for their work, the substance of the conversation, if it existed at all, revolved around the content of the change but never the context of the change. One principal spoke sadly of the lack of acknowledgment or interest in her staff’s achievements: “I’ve never asked why no one comments. Maybe I’m afraid of the answers.”
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Pathfinder principals, to some degree, were living out competing value sets that complicated their work. Although they were developing skills within the network and in their own schools that matched Arygris’notion of Model 2 reasoning, the principals still held onto defensive behaviors that locked them into Model 1 reasoning within their system. As these principals described their colleagues and the system relationships, their words revealed untested attributions, mistrust, and a sense of rivalry and jealousy. Even though these principal were increasingly skilled at facilitating group agreements, at engaging in reflective inquiry, at challenging untested assumptions, and at unpacking defensive behaviors with each other and within their own schools, they also held onto cognitive conceptions and scripts systems that reinforced the rivalry and competition. The Pathfinder principals were convinced that the same complex problems they were solving within the network and in their buildings were undiscussible at the central level in the system, reinforcing everyone’s Model 1 reasoning. In fact, the efficacy of these reform-minded principals about the learning capacity within their own district systems most often fell into the category of “it can’t be done.” DISCUSSION This study set out to understand why the cross-system learning community that appeared to work in an unofficial alliance like the Pathfinder’s Network seemed to have little transportability to the network members’ school systems. Like most networks, the Pathfinder Network came to life among a group of educators committed to transforming education. Collectively, the network principals seemed receptive to examining the beliefs and values that inhibited learning in their individual school sites. Yet as this research progressed and the work of the Pathfinders increasingly addressed questions about transfer to the entire system, the depth of what Argyris calls “skilled incompetence” began to emerge. The findings reveal how difficult it is to violate the deeply embedded cognitive conceptions or scripts that operate as the grammar of schooling (Rowan & Miskel, 1999) among and within individuals. The findings also illustrate how Model 1 reasoning and defensive routines (Argyris, 1993), on the part of network and nonnetwork members, sealed the silence and inhibited learning across members’ school systems. Additionally, the findings exposed several barriers to the development of learning organizations in district systems; those barriers include beliefs and actions of agents within the district system, actions of policy makers external to the district system, and the limitations of research on educational learning organizations.
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Fear of Competition Organizational learning in the Pathfinder members’ systems was limited by individual perceptions of competition. Discussions about reform never took place because district officials feared rivalry among district schools or worried that holding one school up for recognition would be embarrassing or threatening. Even though the work in Pathfinder schools was leading to visible changes in student achievement, visibly different professional norms among teachers, and increasing accolades from parents and statewide professionals, there were no clear district efforts to find out how these changes were working. The fear of sibling rivalry and the fear of competition on the part of central administrators and board members literally froze the systems. Although excellence was espoused in every district, the value-in action was for keeping every school the same, or at least creating a perception of sameness. Actions of district officials, although well intended, continuously reproduced a legitimately decoupled but seemingly homogenous institution. As a result, system excellence was a sporadic and very elusive concept for these seven school districts and achievements of individual schools were viewed as undiscussible. The Pathfinder principals viewed the network as a social arrangement that matched their values for openness and complexity, and they readily transferred those values to their own schools. As their site reform efforts progressed, they violated institutional scripts at a number of levels and experienced increasing isolation and marginalization. However, the principals appeared reluctant to use their new skill set to question the isolation or disrupt the silence among their peers at the central level of the district system. New institutional theory suggests that the cognitive conceptions of institutional practices were so deeply embedded that even state legitimation of the Pathfinder work was not enough to disrupt the norms of conformity among administrative peers, the legitimate loose coupling of the district, or the traditional hierarchy of roles in a district. The lack of conversation about change, or the perception that conversations were shut down, protected both network and nonnetwork members from embarrassment or threat. At the same time, the silence prevented organizational growth for everyone, network members included. Some Pathfinder principals interpreted this behavior as a lack of responsibility for the progress of students through the system, defining their colleagues as less committed to important issues related to teaching and learning. But their criticism was coupled with a conscious decision not to openly confront the perceived lack of commitment. That critical discussion only took place among like-minded educators within the network.
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For several Pathfinder principals, network membership appeared to represent a form of personal resistance against the homogenous culture of the system. Some principals seemed to experience their isolation and marginalization as a badge of honor—being an outlier in the system was its own reward. For others, particularly in urban settings, the culture of silence within the system seemed so repressive that despite high general efficacy for potential learning in Pathfinder schools, principals’ avowed efficacy about the learning ability of administrative peers was visibly low. Low general efficacy (beliefs about the potential for learning) is a well-documented defensive routine in classrooms that are low performing and, as Schein (1994) pointed out, is a primary factor in thwarting effective organizational learning. In these cases, the lack of general efficacy about the capacity to learn, coupled with assumptions about competition and rivalry, led only to erratic or lowperforming school district organizations. The lack of efficacy also contributed to administrative groups “preoccupied with coping and adapting” (Schein, 1994, p. 6) instead of learning. Argyris (1993) predicted that the most frequent results of competitive actions would be misunderstanding, defensiveness, and self-fulfilling behaviors. Consequently, most principals chose not to use their emerging inquiry and reflective processes in ways that could lead to “a shared diagnosis” or a “common vision of the future state” for the school district (Beer & Eisenstat, 1995, p. 600) and the silence continued to be reproduced. Barrier of Silence Reform research provides few insights for unlocking silence and reframing the sense of competition among and between schools in a system. Elements identified by researchers in several studies include district administrators who promote learning, reach out to schools, and actively engage learning schools in shaping the district culture (Leithwood et al., 1998; Rorrer, 2002). In fact, many researchers highlight how critical talk is to organizational learning (Byrk et al., 1999; Leithwood et al., 1998; Newmann & Wehlege, 1996). In the case of the Pathfinder school districts, nothing in the institutional scripts supported cross-system talk related to complex change, and the thought of shaping culture around individual school change efforts was viewed with fear. In gathering the data, I was struck by the number of superintendents who acknowledged the lack of preparation or professional support to facilitate complex discussions among their administrators. That finding alone provides some insight into why the technical core of schooling, teaching, and learning, is less coordinated within school districts (Meyer &
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Rowan, 1983). Although the number of districts certainly must be considered in generalizing the findings of this study, I would suspect that the amount of districtwide disruption that exists around school restructuring could be linked to a scarcity of quality organizational learning. In the cases of Pathfinder schools, the system only gained assumptive understandings about changes taking place in these sites, and in some cases, the lessons reinforced the silence and damaged relationships among people the people responsible for achievement in the school system. The concept of “coercive isomorphism” (Dimaggio & Powell, 1983, p. 67) also provides some insight into the silence. The state’s education department’s initiative supported and legitimized single school reform and network connections, thus prompting the development of organizational learning in limited segments of each school district. Whereas each Pathfinder school used research findings to “violate” deep institutional practices and expose tacit understandings about teaching and learning (Rowan & Miskel, 1999), state policy makers did not require, and thus legitimize, collective learning among the schools in the district. So although individual districts were pleased with the grant awards, the external alliance was not legitimized or perceived as a partner with members’ districts. Pathfinder schools were treated like most innovations in institutionalized environments—that is, as an anomaly that could exist within the system as long as it did not disrupt the system. On the downside, each district culture already included some aspects of a we-they attitude between Pathfinder schools and non-Pathfinder schools. The Pathfinder Network, in most cases, only exacerbated the situation, adding a we-they-they attitude to the culture. Thus, an unintended consequence of the Pathfinder Network was an enhanced culture of competition in the districts. The rivalry and competition that fostered the silence among central district officials was countered by high degrees of unsanctioned talk about change. The permeable boundaries and information flows countered the decoupled formal system, resulting in knowledge of changing values and actions at each Pathfinder site to easily circulate throughout the system. Wheatley (1993) argues that information is really energy and any attempt to contain it or put structures around it are fruitless. In the case of the Pathfinder members, the professional talk that took place in the schools and in network meetings created a subculture that often contradicted the accepted culture within a school district. Although superintendents and other district officials supported what Pathfinders were learning, those same district officials were disrupted by an emergent subculture of teachers and principals who fostered unfettered professional talk and insisted on expanding that professional talk outside the individual school site. Paradoxical statements about Pathfinders
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being better educators—others thinking they were better educators but the Pathfinder educators certainly not believing they were better—were viewed by nonnetwork administrators as indicators of sibling rivalry rather than indicators of new kinds of information flowing throughout the system. Again, Wheatley (1993) speaks to the fear expressed by the administrators, noting that leaders are afraid to engage in telling the truth, challenging assumptions, or reconfiguring stable notions because the organization might fall apart. This kind of stability, says Wheatley, is “hiding from the processes that foster life” (p. 77) and, in this case, organizational learning. Organizational learning that begins in a subculture of a school system will flow somewhere. When viewed through Benson’s (1977) dialectical theory, it is clear why educators choose networks and coalitions external to their school systems. According to Benson, a substructure will always engage in less-regulated activities and attempt to “change the established order” (p. 7). If school districts have no legitimate or official pathway for school sites to share their restructuring lessons, the emerging subculture will probably seek a link outside the legitimate organization. For Pathfinder members, an external alliance supported by state grant funds seemed like a perfect answer to unmet needs within their official school systems. In school districts where centralized organizational learning is not a standard part of the culture, superintendents need to learn how to engage differently with subcultures because, as Benson (1977) notes, these seemly errant parts of the system are key sources for emergent change and the home of most quality innovations. This study also points out the acute need for deeper understanding of communication processes among administrators. If low efficacy causes administrators never to engage with one another in learning environments, to never solve complex and messy problems together, and to never reflect on their learning processes for solving those problems, the potential to even become a learning organization is an unknown factor, informed only by assumptions. Essentially, Pathfinder principals assumed that feedback and organizational honesty was not possible among their district peers. Secondly, the findings point to a need for an increased skill set among administrators so they can confront the assumptions and fears associated with essential issues and topics. Lack of capacity to locate and get beyond assumptions only compounds the sense of rivalry and sustains the silence around the core technologies of schooling. Organizations also cannot and will not transform without unfettered information flow. One key to quality transformation is value for and facilitation of healthy conflict about teaching, learning, and student achievement. According to Senge (1990), collective intelligence requires individuals to know how to “work the differences” (p. 441). Most superintendents expect to
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work differences among their board members and among competing community groups, but many carry an assumption that voiced differences among their key administrators represents a lack of loyalty to the system. I suspect few central administrators and board of education members are aware of how a culture of silence and attempts to control the flow and content of information diminishes the competence of the organization and, moreover, stymies transformative processes. Barriers to Whole Systems Among individuals who study and promote learning organizations, few argue that everyone must have a stake in the whole system. As data emerge on educational learning communities, it is clear that moderating the rivalry scripts and deprivitizing local site work is key to developing educational systems that learn (Byrk et al., 1999). In other words, change agents must know how to turn islands of change into archipelagoes of change that eventually affect the continent of education. According to Senge, finding ways to move knowledge (not data) across organizational barriers and facilitating deep and inquiring talk about the knowledge are key to building a collective organizational intelligence (Senge et al., 1999). However, the current conception of an educational learning organization is somewhat limited because the knowledge base and managerial processes are drawn from tightly coupled corporate entities or empirical work that has defined a single school site as the organization. The experiences of the Pathfinder members and their school districts provide some insights into the issues and behavior, but it is clear to all involved in this effort that superintendents, central administrators, and board members need different knowledge and skill sets to master organizational learning in an institutional context that does not attach importance to the process. New Institutional Theory: A Window to the Context Organizational learning in school districts is complicated by the plurality of the institutional environments in which school districts currently function. The story of the Pathfinder Network sheds new light on those pluralities, highlighting the potency of networks, the paradoxical messages from policy makers who legitimate new and unbounded relationships, and the changing messages that are moderating the organization of schools and school districts. To some educators, this is a very irrational time to effectively lead schools. New institutional theory provides key insights into this dynamic time. One sign of the new institutional environment is the state’s interest in
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reforming the deeply embedded ritual of local district control. Mitchell (1996) notes the federal use of “mandates and funding incentives to redirect local school systems” (p. 175). In this case, the state applied a similar strategy but added the political element of university partners and encouraged the networking of schools representing multiple constituencies. Pathfinder members experienced belonging to an unbounded group linked by similar values and ideology in contrast to belonging to a local bounded district linked by an historical culture. At the same time, the state’s efforts to reform local control did not include measures to support the development of a new culture of learning across the system. The resulting dichotomy became most visible when the school districts pointedly ignored Pathfinder achievements while the state agents were publicly highlighting and rewarding their achievements. The responses of key district officials to the Pathfinder school awards become clearer when looked at through the lens of institutionalism. Meyer and Rowan (1991) point out how ceremonial activities continue to construct institutions, and “one way to manage the uncertainty, conflict, and inconsistency created by this pluralistic situation is to buffer units from each other” (Meyer & Rowan, 1983, p. 89). By marginalizing the individual school site engaged in reform, the districts could hold onto competing programs, hold onto a more diverse constituency, minimize costs, and maximize the success of innovations. The end result was only an island of change within an archipelago of institutionalized homogeneity. CONCLUSION The findings from this study point out the acute need for better understanding of how educational systems learn. As Leithwood points out, “collective learning is not just the sum of individual learning” (p. 245). The challenge for building shared commitment in education, unlike business, is that having a stake in the whole system is an altruistic endeavor; educators are not offered stock options in exchange for a personal investment in outcomes for the entire school system. In reality, most members of school systems are secretly glad not to be affiliated with the low-performing school. At present, students appear to be the only individuals who have a stake in the whole system and data continue to show they do not fare well in a loosely coupled organization. As Benson (1977) suggests, researchers need to spend more time on the “states of becoming” (p. 6). The results of this study also bring to light some challenging aspects of restructuring networks. Although these unofficial alliances result in support
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for the development of learning organizations, the systems that these schools are a part of often remain trapped in processes that do not support organizational learning. Reviews of the literature on networks do not reveal any concerted efforts to develop system cultures that support the same values for interdependence and mutual influence. Most restructuring networks intend to modify the cultures of individualism, isolationism, and balkanization that fragment the work within individual schools. But there seems to be little discussion on the part of network organizers and members about the recreation of the individualism and the enhancement of the balkanization within school systems as single schools develop new kind of cultures within a system. As noted in this study, the Pathfinder Network was well on its way to becoming just another island, and even though the work on the Pathfinder Island supported better learning environments for students, the deeply embedded culture of silence within the network member’s systems was not being penetrated. Although I might justify the benefits of the network to the Pathfinder principals and teachers, the reality is that students are required to attend schools at all levels of this isolated and balkanized system. As networks proliferate, policy makers who propose unofficial alliances to support complex change need to examine the intended and unintended effects for the legitimate district organizations. The sanctioning of an unofficial alliance with state or national funding has the potential to be viewed as tacit support for disruption of district hierarchies, bureaucratic process, and cultural traditions for change. Local district administrators and board members, faced with a sense of disruption, typically go into defensive modes. Although policy makers may legitimately view the district hierarchies as the primary barrier to changing schools, merely creating an island for change agents will not lead to excellence for students in our educational system. Network organizers must also consider the same issues. In their present form, most networks are merely reproducing the social relations that limit the growth and development of our current systems. Who benefits from a transformative process that only transforms schools outside their system? Giroux (1988) argues that “social control serving the interests of freedom must function to empower” (p. 183), but if the empowerment only benefits network members and network facilitators, how have we contributed to the development of emancipatory forms of schooling? While network members gain a sense of agency for intervening in their own schools, there is no evidence that archipelagos are resulting within and among schools in systems. The relationships between restructuring networks and school districts remain a largely unexplored territory. It is clear from this study, and those of other networks, that developing a culture that supports mutual learning and interdependence is highly feasible
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