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Lessons Learned:

Based on work with the UNS
schools, the researchers draw
the following lessons:

e Providing schools with data
does not guarantee they
will learn from it.

e A district can enhance
school opportunities to
learn when it maintains a
balance between too little
structure and too much
structure.

e  The principal is the key to
a school’s development of
the capacity to learn.

e  Coherence and stability
result from teachers’
professional community.

e External incentives may
constrain organizational
learning.

e High-stakes testing policies
have unintended
consequences for
interaction between
teachers and students in
schools.

e  When high-stakes
accountability systems are
in constant flux, the
resulting change and
ambiguities frustrate
educators. Somewhat
paradoxically, however,
change and ambiguity can
stimulate organizational
learning to improve school
performance.

o  Organizational learning for
school improvement
requires a communal sense
of urgency.
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Abstract:

The study investigates whether the high stakes accountability environment in
Ohio and one of its urban school districts threatens the potential for
organizational learning among a sample of 13 low-performing schools. A
descriptive analysis compares the capacity for organizational learning—tapped
by measures of participative decision making, shared commitment and
collaborative activity, knowledge and skills, and leadership in two sets of
schools. One, the 13 urban elementary, middle, and high schools operating under
stringent state and district accountability mandates, demonstrates less capacity
for organizational learning than the other—a sample of 24 elementary, middle,
and high schools selected to participate in a study of school restructuring in the
United States. An analysis of school district responses to state policies shows
that well-intended initiatives resulted in unintended consequences capable of
undermining the capacity for organizational learning in schools.

Data and Sample:

The Urban Neighborhoods Study (UNS) focuses on a sample of thirteen schools
located in a large Ohio urban school district. The UNS sample includes 196
teachers from twelve UNS schools.

The data used for this study is both qualitative and quantitative. Qualitative data
came from observations in the schools as well as interviews with principals,
faculty members, and other school personnel. Researchers also analyzed
multiple documents including school continuous improvement plans and a Phi
Delta Kappa curriculum audit of the district.

The School Restructuring Study (SRS) focuses on 24 schools that made
significant departures from conventional practice (e.g. heterogeneous grouping,
team teaching, interdisciplinary curriculum, coordinated social services on site,
school governance councils) in their efforts at school reform. The SRS sample
represents 910 teachers in 24 elementary, middle, and high schools.

Measuring the Capacity for Organizational Learning:

The researchers use a modified version of the capacity for organizational learning
index developed for the studies connected with the SRS schools. There are five
measures:
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Accountability—Teachers were asked if they were likely to receive
consequences as a direct result of their students’ academic success or failure.
Participative Decision Making—Constructed as an index, this measures
three domains: influence over school policy; influence over teachers’
worklife; and influence over students’ school experience.

Shared commitment and Collaborative Activity—Also constructed as an
index, this measures teachers’ professional community and collective
responsibility for student learning.

Knowledge and Skills—Professional Development serves as the measure of
knowledge and skills for the analysis.

Leadership—This measure reflects the extent to which the school
administrator facilitates teachers’ work and organizational development.

Results:

Accountability: Compared to their SRS counterparts, teachers in the UNS
schools at all grade levels reported greater accountability, including being
subject to rewards and sanctions based on student performance.
Participative decision making: Teachers in the SRS schools exercise more
influence in their schools than do the teachers in the UNS.

Shared commitment and collaborative activity: While professional
community is stronger in the SRS school overall, the elementary schools in
both groups report about the same measure of community. SRS schools
score higher than the UNS schools on collective responsibility for student
learning, especially at the elementary and middle school levels.

Knowledge and Skills: Teachers in the UNS elementary schools reported
more favorably on their professional development than teachers in any other
group, even their SRS elementary peers.

Leadership: Both the UNS and SRS elementary school teachers found their
leaders more supportive than did the teachers in the secondary schools.
While the SRS secondary teachers were mildly unenthusiastic about their
leadership, on average, the UNS teachers reported negatively on their
leaders.

See Figure 7 on page 3: The Unintended Consequences of State and
District Accountability Policies
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Figure 7. District Response to State Accountability Policy: Unintended Consequences and Resulting Tensions
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