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Abstract 

This article reports on a study of school improve- 
ment under conditions of high-stakes account- 
ability. Planning is a key mandate for persis- 
tently low-performing schools on probation in 
many accountability systems. We investigated 
what kinds of school improvement plans schools 
wrote under these conditions and what role the 
plans played in the school improvement process. 
The study consisted of 2 parts: a content analysis 
of 46 school improvement plans selected from 1 
state accountability system, Maryland, and case 
study data from 3 elementary and 4 middle 
schools. This article draws primarily from inter- 
views conducted at the 7 schools. The study 
showed that schools responded to performance 
demands of the accountability system with a pat- 
tern of external obligation and internal mana- 
gerialism. School improvement plans were less 
useful as tools for a broadly based internal de- 
velopment process. 

High-stakes school accountability systems 
are proliferating in the United States. Many 
state governments have designed policies 
that combine standards, school perfor- 
mance assessments, productivity targets, 
rewards, and sanctions to deal with poorly 
performing schools. In most accountability 
systems, schools as whole organizations are 
held accountable, and the work perfor- 
mance of teachers and administrators is 
measured indirectly through the behavior 
of students (Quality Counts, 2001). Often, 
accountability agencies put schools identi- 
fied as persistently low performing on pro- 
bation (Ascher, Ikeda, & Fruchter, 1997; 
Guskey, 1994; Mintrop, 2000; Wong, An- 
agnostopoulos, & Rutledge, 1998). 

Probation is a period during which 
schools are challenged to reverse decline. 
Many schools on probation are mandated 
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to undergo a formal process of school 

improvement, which often stipulates the 
formation of school improvement teams 
(SITs), compilation of school improvement 
plans (SIPs), and external monitoring of the 

plans' implementation. School improve- 
ment plans codify a school's envisioned im- 

provement design. These SIPs, most often 
subject to state or district review and ap- 
proval, are a linchpin in accountability sys- 
tems. They serve as a tool for the account- 

ability agency to direct schools toward 
rational management of improvement and 
to translate external (i.e., state or district) 
expectations into schools' internal obliga- 
tions. Ideally, SIPs facilitate an effective, in- 
ternalized, and self-sustained process of 
school improvement. The content of the 

plans and their usage at schools are vivid 

testimony to the way educators conceive of 
the task of school improvement under con- 
ditions of high-stakes accountability and 

probation. Given the enormous resources 
that schools characteristically expend on the 

compilation of SIPs and that accountability 
agencies expend on reviewing these plans, 
educational researchers should take a closer 
look at the practical value of SIPs. 

In this article we explore what kinds of 
school improvement plans low-performing 
schools on probation produced and how 
educators at the schools used the plans. We 
selected the accountability system of Mary- 
land for our study. We conducted a content 
analysis of 46 plans representing about half 
the probationary schools in the state as of 
1998. Subsequently, we collected data at 
seven schools on teachers' awareness and 
usage of the plans and on the role of the 
plans in the day-to-day process of school 
improvement. Both the content analysis 
and case study data suggested that school 
improvement plans, though central in ac- 
countability system designs, had only lim- 
ited utility for internal improvement pro- 
cesses in schools under the threat of 
sanctions. Rather, they signaled schools' 
conformance with externally induced obli- 
gations. Internally, and only in the success- 

ful cases, plans served as administrative 
levers to forge compliance among faculty. 
We lead to this conclusion in several steps. 
After a brief introduction of our interpretive 
typology and a contextualization of our 
data in the Maryland accountability system, 
we present findings from the content anal- 
ysis followed by case study data. Finally, 
we discuss what the identified patterns may 
have revealed about the dynamics of school 
improvement under conditions of high- 
stakes accountability. 

Effective Schools, Accountability, and 
Patterns of Change 
We derived from our review of relevant lit- 
erature three patterns of school change: a 
pattern of ineffectiveness, a pattern of ex- 
ternal obligation and internal managerial- 
ism, and a pattern of internalized develop- 
ment. These three patterns serve as the basis 
for interpreting our findings. 

The literature on school reform is replete 
with accounts of school improvement fail- 
ures (Sarason, 1990). Embedded in highly 
contested political environments, schools 
answer to conflicting and often contradic- 
tory demands, and their external legitimacy 
is precarious (Wirt & Kirst, 1992). As a re- 
sult, schools lose sight of student learning 
as their primary goal; they suffer from 
change overload (Fullan, 1991). Their 
operations are often fragmented and inco- 
herent (Fuhrman, 1993). Schools shield core 
instructional routines from external scru- 
tiny and react to demands for change with 
symbolic action and ritual compliance (El- 
more & McLaughlin, 1988; Meyer & Rowan, 
1978). Reforms result in incremental add- 
ons to existing services rather than evalua- 
tion of past practices or transformation 
(Tyack & Cuban, 1995). 

School improvement plans produced 
with this pattern of ineffectiveness have 
been found to be unrealistically compre- 
hensive and full of minutiae rather than 
focused and strategic (Broadhead, Cuckle, 
Hodgson, & Dunford, 1996; Levine & 
Leibert, 1987). Planning efforts document 

MARCH 2002 

This content downloaded from 136.152.142.68 on Fri, 16 Oct 2015 22:50:58 UTC
All use subject to JSTOR Terms and Conditions

http://www.jstor.org/page/info/about/policies/terms.jsp


IMPROVEMENT PLANS 277 

grand visions and routine tasks (Conley, 
1992, 1993) or become occasions for conver- 
sations about day-to-day operations (Clark 
& McCarthy, 1983; Wallace 1994). In Con- 

ley's (1993) study of strategic plans, philos- 
ophy and mission of the plans were an 
eclectic assortment of tenets that reflected 
the "conventional wisdom" of the time, 
goals and objectives tended to be vague or 

marginally realistic, strategies were numer- 
ous and activities incrementalist, the in- 
structional core was not the primary focus 
of planning, and action plans were not in- 
novative or original (Conley, 1993, p. 23). 
The plans largely symbolized educators' 

public posture. School faculty participation 
in writing and implementing the plan was 
often limited (Biott, Easen, & Atkins, 1994). 

School improvement efforts under the 

auspices of effective schools research aim at 

eliminating this ineffective pattern by mak- 

ing planning a more rational process. Plan- 

ning is a key ingredient of the school im- 

provement process in effective schools. 
According to Lezotte and Bancroft (1985), 
school improvement begins with educa- 
tors' motives for creating a high-quality 
education that serves all children. Im- 

provement efforts are research-based, that 
is, program designers use research knowl- 

edge on current best practice, and im- 

provement is data driven, that is, needs are 
identified from measurable and observable 
evidence. Data are disaggregated for vari- 
ous student groups and skills, strategies 
concentrate on teaching and learning, and 
success is measured in terms of student out- 
comes. Student learning and behavior goals 
are agreed upon by the school, and progress 
toward goals is evaluated through frequent 
monitoring of student learning. The school 
engages in a process of organizational plan- 
ning and development, informed by the be- 
lief that improvement is possible without a 
large infusion of resources or personnel. In 
this way, school improvement becomes a 
more rational process. 

Rational models of organizational im- 
provement have gained impetus in recent 

systemic reform efforts. Systemic school ac- 

countability systems align system goals 
with school organizational goals and create 
coherence between incentives and instruc- 
tional programs (O'Day & Smith, 1993; 
Smith & O'Day, 1991). A group of econo- 
mists (Hanushek, 1994) has theorized that 

past school reform attempts have not im- 

proved student performance and have en- 

couraged waste of human and financial re- 
sources because schools and educators lack 
clear performance incentives. A good incen- 
tive system is tightly linked to student per- 
formance. It specifies goals and leaves it up 
to educators to decide how to achieve them 
so that schools can pursue solutions that 
best fit their needs. Because the link be- 
tween resources and inputs, on one hand, 
and student outputs, on the other hand, is 
not clearly understood, a good incentive 

system balances "flexibility in the means of 
education" with "crystalline clarity regard- 
ing the desired ends" (Hanushek, 1994, 
p. 88). Clear and authoritative performance 
goals provide the external impetus for 
schools to focus on student achievement 
and to adjust their own expectations of stu- 
dents to the high expectations of the ac- 
countability agency. Consensus on goals 
and standards, a prerequisite of effective 
school improvement processes, is more eas- 
ily attained when school improvement is 
embedded in an external accountability 
system. 

The presumed press of accountability 
systems toward rationalizing school opera- 
tions by means of external control may re- 
sult in a pattern of top-down managerial- 
ism. Characteristically, schools tend to cope 
(Louis & Miles, 1992) rather than respond 
proactively to externally induced regula- 
tions or innovations. Even when schools 
fulfill external obligations to authoritative 
accountability agencies whose demands are 
backed by sanctions for noncompliance, 
they may respond superficially (Firestone, 
Mayrowetz, & Fairman, 1997; Wong et al., 
1998). Tucker and Codding (1998, p. 21), ad- 
vocates of standards-based reform, recog- 
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nized this when they said, "Relying on stan- 
dards alone to change student performance 
is tantamount to believing that a more so- 
phisticated measure of student failure will 

by itself turn failure into success. It will 
not." As a remedy, they stressed the impor- 
tance of working on school vision and 
school culture. External accountability car- 
ried out by way of rigorous performance 
testing may actually have a detrimental ef- 
fect on internal development processes, as 
in Newmann's sample of restructuring 
schools (Newmann, King, & Rigdon, 1997). 
Newmann and colleagues showed that 
schools that had begun to formulate inter- 

nally generated standards and to build 

community around them tended to be lo- 
cated in low external-accountability envi- 
ronments, whereas high external account- 

ability coincided with less well-developed 
internal processes. 

A school responding to external perfor- 
mance obligations with a managerial model 
of school improvement characteristically 
aligns its goals to the standards of the ac- 
countability system. Goals, therefore, are 
clear and focused on student achievement. 
The improvement plan uses the system's 
quantitative diagnostics (e.g., performance 
tests, required school surveys). Activities 
center on curriculum and instruction, and 

professional development is viewed as 

training of new skills primarily in that area. 
Responsibilities for tasks are clearly as- 
signed, but administrators and specialists 
on top of the organizational hierarchy carry 
a large burden. In the spirit of accountabil- 
ity, demands for new resources as well as 
attention to teachers' work satisfaction and 
motivation are deemphasized. School im- 

provement plans are relevant as public state- 
ments of the organization and as manage- 
ment tools for administration and specialist 
teachers to leverage teacher compliance with 
leaders' or administrators' strategies. 

McDonald (1996), summarizing his ex- 
perience with change processes in schools 
affiliated with the Coalition of Essential 
Schools, warned against a view of school 

change as leveraged. The alternative he 
described is a view of change as relational 
whereby faculties become involved in an 

ongoing reflective conversation on the 
school's purposes, students, and standards. 
Standards involve the whole school as a 

community. They are formulated in a dia- 
logue with students and parents about the 

necessary steps to achieve these standards. 
The core source of this conversation is the 
moral empathy of adults toward the chil- 
dren they have chosen to educate (Meier, 
1995). Real standards "have to be con- 
structed on-site." They can be externally 
formulated, but they have to be substanti- 
ated "by the light of the actual performance 
of students" (McDonald, 1996, p. 151); in 
other words, they must be internalized. 

Change, in this view, is internalized and 
communitarian rather than externally in- 
duced and managerial. 

School improvement as an internalized 

process under conditions of external ac- 
countability may be associated with a num- 
ber of characteristics in school improvement 
plans. School goals reflect the standards of 
the accountability system, but these will be 
interpreted in light of student work. The 
plan addresses how the school will get from 
the present situation of probation to lofty 
external standards. Needs analysis com- 
bines diagnostics based on externally gen- 
erated data with internal school knowledge. 
Analysis of causes for shortcomings focuses 
on those aspects of the situation that can be 
attributed internally and therefore influ- 
enced by educators at the school. The 
school's philosophy expresses the faculty's 
reflection on core beliefs and culture and 
speaks to the unique conditions of the 
school. Professional development consists 
of ongoing activities that accompany a re- 
vamping of instruction and student-teacher 
relationships. The work of classroom teach- 
ers is evaluated directly, and work commit- 
ment is a central concern. Classroom teach- 
ers as much as the administration take 
responsibility for activities. 

We presume that a successful account- 
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ability system does two things. It provides 
external standards and mandates of effec- 
tive management that schools can accept as 
obligations. Practitioners must internalize 
these obligations, that is, they make sense 
to practitioners and give occasion to goal 
formation in light of site conditions, critical 
reflection, self-evaluation, focus, and fresh 
commitment, leading to a culture of new 
possibilities for student achievement and 
teacher performance (Barth, 1990; Deal & 
Peterson, 1999). Thus, in persistently low- 
performing schools, both external challenge 
and internal disposition, managerial ele- 
ments exerting control, and communitarian 
elements inducing commitment may be re- 
quired. It is the putative strength of ac- 
countability systems to move ineffective 
schools to a higher level of effectiveness. If 
standards, sanctions, and managerial man- 
dates of the accountability system had no 
effect on schools, schools, more likely than 
not, would exhibit a pattern of ineffective- 
ness, as described above. But school im- 
provement mandates, first and foremost, 
present themselves as external demands to 
which targeted schools may answer with a 
pattern of external obligation to managerial 
mandates coupled with internal manageri- 
alism. Finally, a pattern of internalized 
change may develop as schools translate ex- 
ternal demands into internal goals and 
strategies. In our data analysis we searched 
for indications of these patterns. Though 
these patterns may not have appeared in 
pure form, strength of specific characteris- 
tics allowed us to infer the kind of change 
process high-stakes accountability has oc- 
casioned in schools on probation. 

The Maryland School Accountability 
System 
Our analysis was restricted to schools on 
probation in one accountability system, and 
our findings need to be seen in this context. 
Although little evaluative research has been 
done on accountability systems, it has been 
theorized that design differences among 

these systems affect educators' responses to 
accountability (Elmore, Abelmann, & Fuhr- 
man, 1996). The Maryland school account- 
ability system has been in place since 1993 
and, unlike systems in other states, has been 
fairly stable over the past 7 years. In Mary- 
land, the state superintendent and board of 
education designate as "reconstitution eli- 
gible" schools that perform in the bottom 
rank in absolute terms. In addition, the 
schools need to have had declining perfor- 
mance records in the 2 years prior to iden- 
tification. Thus, the state identifies the 
lowest-performing schools that show evi- 
dence of recent decline. However, no au- 
tomatic quantitative formula triggers iden- 
tification. Rather, state officials retain some 
discretion in the process. 

The heart of the Maryland accountabil- 
ity system for elementary and middle 
schools, besides attendance rates and basic 
skills test scores, is a performance-based 
test (MSPAP = Maryland School Perfor- 
mance Assessment Program) that assesses 
students' ability to perform a broad range 
of complex activities, often with real-life ap- 
plications (Maryland State Department of 
Education, 1997). The state considers 70% of 
students scoring satisfactory on the MSPAP 
an acceptable benchmark. In 1997, the state 
average for elementary school math was 
47%, whereas the mean score for probation- 
ary elementary schools identified in 1996 
was 10%. In reading, the difference was 25 
points. Performance differences for middle 
schools are similar. Schools exit probation- 
ary status when they perform at least at the 
state average on the MSPAP. (Very few pro- 
bationary schools in Maryland are high 
schools. These are evaluated differently 
from elementary and middle schools. Thus, 
we omitted high schools from our analysis 
of school improvement plans.) 

Upon identification as reconstitution 
eligible, Maryland's term for probation, 
the school is required to submit a school 
improvement plan for the state's approval. 
Review panels and state monitors visit 
the school to help identify needs and over- 
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see implementation of the plan. The state 

provides limited additional funds for 

reconstitution-eligible schools but relies 

largely on the strength of its incentives to 
move districts and schools to action. Fund- 

ing and organization of capacity-building 
measures for individual schools are largely 
left to local districts, which in the case of 

Maryland tend to be large and congruent 
with counties. State monitors visit the 
schools regularly, but they are not much 
involved in the schools' internal affairs. 

Up to October 1998, the state had put 89 
schools on probation. Most of these schools, 
as we mentioned, performed in the bottom 
rank, had declining test scores, and were 
faced with numerous challenges. For ex- 
ample, in the 82 elementary and middle 
schools of these schools on probation, stu- 
dents qualifying for free and reduced-price 
lunch ranged from 32% to 100%, with a 
median of 77%. Most of the reconstitution- 
eligible schools (RE schools) in Maryland 
serve an African-American student popu- 
lation (over 80% of the enrollment in most 
RE schools); the overwhelming majority, 
five-sixths, were located in the state's larg- 
est city, about 10% were located in another 
local jurisdiction with a majority African- 
American population, and two schools 
were located in other counties. As of the 
year 2000, three schools went off probation 
successfully, and final sanctions (i.e., state 
takeover) were applied to three schools. Re- 
constitution eligibility in Maryland, rather 
than a transitory stage, appears to be a pro- 
tracted period of probation for schools fac- 
ing exceptionally arduous challenges. 

Method 
The Plans 
As public and official documents, SIPs 

represent the "espoused" (Schein, 1991) 
views of teachers and administrators on the 
task of improving their schools. Naturally, 
espoused views are not necessarily identical 
to educators' common sense or more deeply 
held beliefs about school change, nor are es- 
poused designs necessarily implemented 

designs. We therefore complemented con- 
tent analysis of SIPs with data collected at 
schools. 

For the documentary analysis, we se- 
lected 46 schools, representing a little over 
half of all RE schools in 1998, by balancing 
three criteria. The sample should reflect the 
proportion of the reconstitution cohort, the 
distribution of school types (elementary, 
middle) in the universe of all RE schools, 
and the local jurisdictions involved. Table 1 
shows the distribution of the sample ac- 
cording to the three criteria. Schools wrote 
the school improvement plans according to 
a template developed and required by the 
state. Local districts assisted schools in writ- 
ing the plans according to the state tem- 
plate. On average the plans were 200 to 300 
pages long. The state altered the format in 
1998, resulting in plans that are less than 
100 pages. Most of the plans we analyzed 
were the longer version, giving us insight 
into the way schools think about their im- 
provement efforts in detail-though our 
view and that of the schools were filtered 
through the state-mandated template. 

The Maryland SIP template attempts to 
induce a model of school improvement that 
is standards based and combines manage- 
rial and cultural aspects of the process. In 
the typical Maryland school improvement 
plan, schools are to start from an analysis of 
needs and causes that lead to underper- 
formance, using the diagnostic tools of the 
accountability agency. Goal formation con- 
sists of a section on the school's philosophy 
divided into vision and mission and a sec- 
tion on goals and objectives. Needs analysis 
and goals are to result in suggested strate- 
gies for improvement that are enumerated 
in an action plan. The action plan also iden- 
tifies individuals or groups at the school 
who are responsible for implementation. 
Ideally, the plans should be internally con- 
sistent, in other words, needs, causes, goals, 
and activities should align and follow from 
each other rationally. Presumably, then, the 
plans would deter inefficiency and facilitate 
effective management and internal change 
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TABLE 1. Selected School Improvement Plans by Cohort, School Type, and District 

Cohort Total Number of Plans Elementary Schools Middle Schools 

1995 3 1 2 
1996 16 12 4 
1997 9 6 3 
1998: 

District A 9 4 5 
District B 9 6 3 

Total 46 29 17 

that rests on affirming schools' core beliefs 
and culture. 

Content Analysis 
The 46 plans were read, coded, and rated 

with the help of a code book. The codes fol- 
lowed the format of the plan: needs, causes, 
diagnostics, philosophy, goals, activities, re- 
sources, and responsibilities. Activities were 
subdivided into organizational, climate, par- 
ent and community, curriculum and instruc- 
tion, professional development, and teacher 
performance (e.g., lesson plans, evaluations) 
activities. We used a database manager (MS- 
Access) to structure data entry and coding. 
Two trained readers who shared the reading 
load read the plans independently. A small 
number of plans were initially read by 
three researchers. These three, two readers 
and a third person, established agreement 
on codes and ratings. In addition, to gain 
a sense of coding reliability, 20 of the 46 
plans were read by two readers at various 
intervals (i.e., 10 from each reader over- 
lap). We compared the codes and ratings 
of these 20 plans with each other, as well 
as all plans read by one rater with all plans 
read by the other. If similar values were 
obtained between the two data sets and the 
matched pairs, we deemed ratings and 
codings reliable. This was done for each 
analyzed rating or coding. Codings and 
ratings that were deemed unreliable (e.g., 
ratings of priority) were deleted from the 
analysis. In this article we only report on 
quantitative findings for which we could 
obtain agreement between the two raters 
within a margin of no more than plus or 
minus 5 points (counts, percentages). 

Case Study Data 
We collected case study data in seven 

schools on probation. The seven schools 
are located in the two districts that have 
the largest number of reconstitution-eligi- 
ble schools in the state. Three of the schools 
are elementary schools; four are middle 
schools. The seven schools are demograph- 
ically representative for reconstitution- 
eligible schools: all are attended by more 
than 90% African-American students and 
deal with high poverty: 40%-90% of the 
students qualify for free or reduced-price 
lunches. The seven schools' performance 
histories resembled those of other proba- 
tionary schools in the state. All posted low 
and precipitously declining scores at the 
time of their entrance into the program. 
While the schools have been on probation, 
their performance scores have fluctuated. 
No school's MSPAP scores have either con- 
tinuously declined or risen. Some schools 
have made small gains in their scores (1%- 
5%), and some have declined or remained 
on the same level while in the program. One 
school made strong score gains upon iden- 
tification and then stagnated in the subse- 
quent year. Two of the schools had been on 
probation for 3 years at the time of data col- 
lection, one school for 1 year, and four 
schools had been identified 6 months prior 
to the beginning of data collection. In six 
schools, we collected data during 2 school 
years, in one school for only 1 year. 

At each school, 21 formal interviews 
were conducted, with the exception of one 
elementary school where we only had 12 
formal interviews but more informal ones. 
At each school we interviewed the princi- 
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pal, instructional specialists, school im- 
provement team members, and a cross- 
section of teachers according to seniority, 
subject-matter background, and grade level. 
The exact distribution among these catego- 
ries of teachers differed from school to 
school. At some schools, gaining cooperation 
from teachers was a challenge. In five of the 
seven schools, our data collection coincided 
with novel probationary status, and visitors 
were sometimes regarded with suspicion. 
Formal interviews were supplemented by 
varying numbers of informal interviews, 
conversations, and observations of lessons 
and meetings. Most formal interviews were 
transcribed, entered into a qualitative data- 
base manager (Nu*dist), and coded. 

The interviews covered a range of top- 
ics. Six formal interviews at each school fol- 
lowed a protocol that explicitly inquired 
about school improvement plans (see ap- 
pendix). The interviewers were given ques- 
tions and expected answer ranges. They 
were instructed to make sure the answer 
range was covered by the interviewee, but 
they were not required to ask all the ques- 
tions listed in the protocol. Fifty-five inter- 
views, about eight per school, were given 
the code "school improvement plan" by the 
coders, meaning that the respondents ex- 
plicitly mentioned SIPs in the interviews. 
Among these 55 interviewees, there were 
five principals (two principals did not wish 
to be audiotaped), at least one instructional 
specialist and one plan writer from each of 
the seven schools, and four department 
heads from the four middle schools. The re- 
mainder of the interviewees were teachers, 
some senior and some novice, who taught 
in a variety of grade levels and subject mat- 
ters. These interviews were the primary ba- 
sis for the analysis presented here. In ad- 
dition, interview data stored under the code 
"strategies" further illuminated the utility 
of school improvement plans at the schools, 
as did background data from case study re- 
ports written for each school. 

An anonymous teacher questionnaire 
was administered to the seven faculties. 

Three of the 244 items dealt specifically 
with school improvement plans: Are you 
familiar with the school improvement 
plan? (item IV.E); Could you recite at this 
moment the school's quantitative perfor- 
mance goals? (item IV.F); The following list 
contains various elements of the account- 
ability system. Are these elements present 
in your school? How effective has each ele- 
ment been for school improvement? (item 
IV.C, response to SIP). A total of 190 edu- 
cators returned completed questionnaires. 
Response rates varied between 25% and 
75% across schools. The questionnaires 
were distributed to the mailboxes of all full- 
time members of the faculty. Some teachers 
placed completed and sealed question- 
naires in a specific return box located in the 
faculty lounge; others handed their ques- 
tionnaires to us in person when we visited 
their classrooms. 

Results and Discussion 
Content of the Plans 
Presentation of findings from the con- 

tent analysis follows the main sections of 
the plans: analysis of needs, causes of de- 
cline, goals, philosophy, and activities. We 
emphasize data that speak to the patterns 
of change discussed above. 

Analysis of needs. Student achievement, 
attendance, and student discipline were 
mentioned almost exclusively as needs in 
schools' analyses. Not surprisingly, all 46 
plans mentioned low student achievement, 
as measured by the state's performance as- 
sessment, and negative climate measures. 
Schools typically documented school cli- 
mate by listing numbers of office referrals, 
suspensions, and other such measures, or 
they referred to student responses to a cli- 
mate survey that was conducted as part of 
the school's audit. About three-quarters of 
the plans documented improvement of at- 
tendance as a need. By comparison, needs 
that were not directly measured by the state 
accountability system were featured less. 
For example, only 11% of the schools men- 
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tioned lack of parental involvement. Data 
used for the diagnosis of needs were 
mostly quantitative (70% of all entries for 
use of data) and derived from the perfor- 
mance indicators required by the state: 
MSPAP, Maryland Functional Tests, atten- 
dance rates, and, to a lesser degree, climate 
measures (collected through a standardized 
school climate instrument). By contrast, 
qualitative data from interviews, self-study, 
or observations that might document the in- 
ternal knowledge of school personnel ap- 
peared infrequently in the plans. Overall, 
the needs analyses of all 46 schools were 
aligned with the performance indicators of 
the state's accountability system. 

Causes of decline. About 70% of all 
causes of decline mentioned in the 46 plans 
could be attributed to external factors. 
Typical external attributions for problems 
included scarce resources, high student 
mobility, and the socioeconomic environ- 
ment of the students. Thirty percent of the 
causes mentioned were attributed to inter- 
nal factors and thus controllable by the 
school's efforts. Schools highlighted as 
internal causes shortcomings of specific 
teacher groups, organizational-structural 
issues, limitations in teachers' skills and 
knowledge, and leadership weaknesses. 
Although the accountability system directs 
schools to look at their internal shortcom- 
ings by way of prescribed school perfor- 
mance indicators, when the schools were 
free to explain the shortcomings, they 
overwhelmingly pointed to factors over 
which they exerted little or no control. 

Goals. In most SIPs, the goals were 
based on the quantitative performance in- 
dicators set by the state accountability sys- 
tem. Schools almost exclusively empha- 
sized improved achievement scores on both 
the performance-based and basic skills tests 
(MSPAP and MFT), attendance rates, and 
school climate measures (e.g., office refer- 
rals, suspensions, measures on the stan- 
dardized climate survey). These goals ac- 
counted for 91% of all entries in this section 
of the plans. Numeric goals were gauged to 

the expectation of the state accountability 
system. In the case of the performance- 
based test, which is by far the most impor- 
tant measure of school performance in the 
state's weighted statistical assessment for- 
mula, this translated into schools reaching 
the proclaimed threshold of 70% of students 
passing at a "satisfactory" level within a 
prestipulated period of time. The following 
is an example of a typical goals statement 
written by a reconstitution-eligible middle 
school in 1998: Long-range goals: (1) By 
June 2000, Middle School students 
will meet or exceed the standards for the 
Maryland Functional Tests in reading 
(95%), mathematics (80%), and writing 
(90%); (2) By June 2000, 70% of 
Middle School students will meet or exceed 
the satisfactory level (proficiency level 3) in 
all content areas as measured by the 
MSPAP Maryland School Performance As- 
sessment Program; (3) By June 2000, stu- 
dent attendance will meet or exceed the 
state satisfactory standard of 94%. (A fourth 
long-range goal for climate that follows is 
not displayed here.) 

The school then enumerated short-term 
objectives for these goals that divided the 
differences between actual school perfor- 
mance and external performance bench- 
marks into segments, each representing 1 
year of expected growth toward the 70% 
mark. In actuality, the school's 1997 Mary- 
land School Performance Program Report 
Card indicated the following percentages of 
students at a "satisfactory" level or above: 
reading 1.6%, mathematics 0.8%, social 
studies 6.1%, science 3.7%, writing 5.3%, 
and language usage 7.7%. 

The discrepancy between actual school 
performance and the state benchmarks was 
stark across most of the 46 SIPs, although it 
was especially pronounced in the example 
above. According to our calculations on 33 
reconstitution-eligible schools (1996 cohort), 
these schools increased the number of stu- 
dents scoring at the satisfactory level by an 
average of 3%-5% over a 2-year period. In 
order to reach the expected performance 
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benchmark of 70% satisfactory in a reason- 
able time, many schools, including the mid- 
dle school in the example cited above, pro- 
fessed to increase that percentage by at least 
15% every year-a feat that would require 
extraordinary awareness of the challenge 
and determination on the part of faculty. 
We cannot judge from the SIP document 
alone whether these goals have generated 
such awareness and determination, that is, 
to what degree they have become guide- 
posts of an internal dynamic of school im- 

provement. We can, however, infer that in- 
ternalization was shallow when schools 
calculated their performance goals accord- 

ing to a formula without addressing the 

gulf between projected high growth and 

past performance. We found in 90% of the 
46 plans a procedure for goal formation that 
was similar to the example above. We con- 
cluded therefore that in most schools goals 
were formed in conformity to state account- 

ability system expectations with achievabil- 

ity doubtful. 

Philosophy. Making inferences from 
statements of philosophy about a school's 
change process is difficult. What might be 

grandstanding and a collection of clich6s in 
one case may represent the hard labor of 
internal reflection in another. But it could 
be useful to know whether schools used this 
section to profile a moral, cultural, or pro- 
grammatic focus (e.g., technology magnet, 
Montessori approach) or whether an ap- 
proach of covering all bases prevailed. Our 
data indicated that a covering-all-bases ap- 
proach prevailed in the 46 coded plans. On 
the average, we coded four tenets per 
school. Twenty-eight of the 46 schools men- 
tioned as a tenet (in one formulation or an- 
other) that "all students can learn." 
Twenty-four schools cited tenets circum- 
scribed by the code "preparation for the 
competitive society/technological age" and 
the code "development of individual stu- 
dents to their fullest potential." Other 
statements prevalent in the philosophy do- 
main were: "high expectations for our stu- 
dents" (20 schools); "safe environment" (19 

schools); "school as family/community" 
(17 schools); and "contributing to demo- 
cratic and diverse society" (15 schools). 
These tenets made up 85% of all coded ten- 
ets. The following exemplifies a typical phi- 
losophy section: 

Vision statement. We envision the 

Elementary/Middle School as a learning 
community where all students succeed. 
There will be an exemplary instructional 

delivery system and a safe and orderly en- 
vironment, with students, parents, com- 

munity partners, and staff working colla- 

boratively to achieve the goals of 

Elementary/Middle School. 
Mission statement. The Elemen- 

tary/Middle School enthusiastically sup- 
ports the mission of the City 
Schools by creating a school environment 
that celebrates, challenges, and rewards each 
child's individuality. The mission of 

Elementary/Middle School is to educate all 
of its students so that they are able to achieve 
at their maximum potential. 

Philosophy. The guiding belief statement 
of the family is "Educational ex- 
cellence encompasses everyone." To that ef- 
fect, we believe every child should experi- 
ence ... a strong and effective instructional 
program ... cultural events that broaden 
his/her horizons ... positive self-concept 
and heightened self-esteem ... a safe and 
orderly school environment. 

Quantification of activities. Activities 
were ordered according to seven domains: 
organization, governance, climate and at- 
tendance, parents and community, curric- 
ulum and instruction, professional devel- 
opment, and teacher performance. The 
analyzed plans attested to an extensive ar- 
ray of activities. Table 2 displays the me- 
dian number of activities schools planned 
for each activity domain. A set of close to 
50 activities on the average amounts to a 
substantial reform load for a school. Curric- 
ulum and instruction activities were a focus 
(77% of professional development activities 
were curriculum and instruction related), 
but they represented less than half of all ac- 
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TABLE 2. Median Number of Activities per School according to Activity Domain 

Activity Domain Median Number of Activities 

Organization 4 
Governance 3 
Climate and attendance 7 
Parents and community 5 
Curriculum and instruction 11 
Professional development 9 
Teacher performance 4 

Total entries 46 

tivities. Schools also attended to many other 
areas of their operation. Governance (e.g., 
shared decision making), so prominent in 
earlier restructuring efforts, played a lesser 
role in the Maryland accountability-driven 
reform. 

Content of action plans. We rank- 
ordered activities according to the frequency 
of their mention in the plans. Rank-ordering 
was done separately for each activity do- 
main (see Table 3). Only activities up to the 
median number for each domain are listed 
here. Table 3 shows that the content of in- 
tended activities was related closely to most 
frequently mentioned needs that coincided 
with school performance indicators. Most 
intended organizational changes were add- 
ons, for example, new specialized services 
(e.g., attendance monitor) or extensions of 
existing programs (e.g., extended instruc- 
tional time). Governance activities were 
related to the task of managing and imple- 
menting the plan. Curriculum and instruc- 
tion as well as professional development ac- 
tivities were centered on the new challenges 
of the performance-based test (e.g., test lan- 
guage, importance of writing, portfolios, 
student-centered instructional strategies), 
on district-adopted curricula, and on new 
instructional program packages. It is to the 
credit of the Maryland assessment program 
that many of the curriculum and instruction 
activities aim at increasing the complexity 
of learning rather than at test drill and prac- 
tice alone. Teacher performance activities 
revolved around increased control (e.g., 
mandating lesson plans, tighter supervi- 
sion), whereas commitment-enhancement 

activities were relatively deemphasized, 
comprising 17% of all teacher performance 
entries. 

Responsibility. Responsibilities for im- 
plementation rested to a large degree on ad- 
ministrators and personnel in charge of spe- 
cial services (e.g., counseling office, reading 
specialist, resource teacher). Principals and 
other administrators were responsible for 
about one-third of the total number of 2,113 
activities listed by all 46 schools. Another 
third were the responsibility of special per- 
sonnel and services, and classroom teachers 
were only responsible for about one-quarter 
of activities. Thus, overall, administrators 
and special services personnel rather than 
classroom teachers were largely responsible 
for implementation and were therefore the 
focus of improvement efforts. The propor- 
tions shifted in the curriculum and instruc- 
tion domain. Again, administrators and 
special services personnel were listed as re- 
sponsible for 57% of the 536 entered activ- 
ities. But in this case, special services picked 
up 43% of responsibilities versus only 14% 
for the administration, and classroom 
teachers were responsible for 61% of activ- 
ities (total exceeds 100% because of multiple 
nominations per activity). 

Professional growth. The vast majority 
(87%) of listed professional development 
activities were classes and workshops. The 
majority of the professional development 
activities (351 activities among the 46 plans) 
were related to curriculum and instruction 
(77% of all professional development activ- 
ities). Many topics were closely related to 
the new tests and curricula. About half the 
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plans mentioned workshops on student dis- 
cipline. It is noteworthy that space for on- 
going dialogue on progress made was not 
part of intended professional development 
activities according to most plans. Gener- 
ally speaking, schools presented profes- 
sional development in the plans as a list of 
discrete classes and workshops and almost 
never as continuous growth, deliberation, 
and inquiry that would be integrated more 
organically into daily school routines. 

Evaluation. Of the 2,113 total activities, 
raters coded 45% as "new" and 55% as "on- 
going" (usually indicated by phrases such 
as "will continue" or "will begin," respec- 
tively, although the time frame was often 
difficult to pinpoint clearly). These 1,162 en- 
tries for ongoing activities contrasted with 
only 83 activity entries into the data base for 
"progress made," a category raters were to 
record whenever they found evidence of a 
past activity or program clearly identified 
as having been beneficial or effective for the 
school. Given that a high percentage of ac- 
tivities carried over from one year to the 
next, one would have expected a more an- 
alytic or evaluative stance. 

Internal capacity and scale of action 
plan. We grouped the 46 reconstitution- 
eligible schools in our sample according to 
size. We posited that if SIPs were truly the 
product of a school's internal capacity to 
implement the activities listed in the plan, 
then small schools should list fewer activi- 
ties than large schools because small 
schools have fewer adults to carry out ac- 
tivities. The 10 largest schools in our sample 
had between 760 and 1,130 students; the 10 
smallest ones had between 240 and 350 stu- 
dents. But the number of activities listed by 
both groups was 45 on average, almost 
identical to the mean for the whole sample. 
Hence, size was not a decisive factor in the 
number of activities that schools pledged to 
carry out in the course of 1 school year. 

Performance improvement and types of 
activities. We further posited that schools 
posting the largest performance gains on 
the MSPAP would emphasize different ac- 

tivities from schools with the largest de- 
clines. The 10 most improved schools in our 
sample posted a gain of .06 to 17.5 points in 
their composite performance index (CI) 
from 1997 to 1998. The 10 schools showing 
the most decline posted a loss of -0.7 to 
-8.8 points for the same period. Yet, the 
types of activities both groups chose were 
similar and resembled the overall pattern of 
all 46 schools. This finding puts the utility 
of school improvement plans in doubt. 
When neither the number nor the specific 
kinds of activities planned appear decisive 
for schools' improvement, the quality of im- 
plementation, rather than the quality of the 
written plan, seems key. 

Interpretation of content patterns. A 
look across the analyzed sections of the 
plans revealed that schools used external 
performance indicators as a basis for their 
needs analysis and adopted ambitious ex- 
ternal goals as their performance objectives. 
A good proportion of intended activities 
were aligned with the ambitious perfor- 
mance indicators of the state accountability 
system, most notably the performance- 
based achievement test. Activities in the do- 
main of curriculum and instruction were 
central and aimed at upgrading teaching 
skills and learning environments. Thus, 
there was an indication that schools aligned 
their (intended) action with accountability 
demands. 

In contrast, the plans reflected a notion of 
change that emphasized standard program- 
matic solutions (e.g., packaged programs) 
and the extension of existing programs (i.e., 
more instruction, more personnel, more 
skills). The number of intended activities in 
many schools represented a substantial load, 
if not overload. They blanketed performance 
"territory" rather than focusing on central 
strategies for the year. The externalization of 
causes of decline, the lack of ongoing eval- 
uation of past activities, the absence of rep- 
resentations of teachers' knowledge and 
expertise on these matters, the burden of re- 
sponsibility administration and special ser- 
vices carried, the neglect of teacher commit- 
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ment activities, the notion of professional 
growth as skill- and workshop-bound, and 
the sameness of plans regardless of school 
personnel capacity and actual performance 
all corroborated a pattern of compliance, 
external obligation, and internal manager- 
ialism. Of the three patterns we initially dis- 
cussed, external obligation/internal mana- 
gerialism was the best fit with the content 
of the plans, though there was some evi- 
dence of traditional ineffectiveness as well 
and an absence of indicators of internalized 
change. 

The effectiveness of the rational man- 
agement model school administrators and 
planners (most likely prodded by the stip- 
ulated planning template) employed rests 
on the degree to which classroom teachers 
embrace the ambitious goals spelled out in 
the plans and recognize the effectiveness of 
chosen activities based on their own daily 
experience. But when, for example, goal 
statements are formulaic accommodations 
to external demands, they cannot inform ac- 
tion and evaluation; when philosophies 
cover all bases, they cannot rally the effort 
of school staff for the year; when profes- 
sional development is brief and frag- 
mented, there will be no extra time to work 
through the contradictions, conflicts, and di- 
lemmas that need to be addressed if groups 
are to act with common purpose. 

The plans' format attested to the deter- 
mination on the part of the state account- 
ability agency to improve schools by align- 
ing state performance goals with school 
goals, by rationalizing management, and by 
making schools' change efforts measurable 
and subject to monitoring. The result was 
that school goals and objectives mimicked 
the accountability system's goals and that 
action plans privileged discrete and delim- 
ited activities. Do plans in such formats, 
though seemingly rational, become useful 
and meaningful tools for faculties to get or- 
ganized? 

Case Study Data 
We explored this question with the help 

of interview data from the seven schools. 

The people we interviewed can be differ- 
entiated into five groups: those who wrote 
the plans or dealt with the plans in an ad- 
ministrative capacity; those who professed 
to know their school's plan and to imple- 
ment it faithfully; those who deemed the 
school improvement plan important but 
did not know it; those who admitted to ig- 
norance of the plan; and finally, those who 
knew the plan but rejected its potential to 

bring about school improvement. Respon- 
dents in all of these groups saw school im- 
provement planning primarily as a require- 
ment with which one must comply. The 
following are some representative teacher 
and school administrator responses to the 
interview questions (interview ID numbers 
are noted in parentheses): 

What about the school improvement plan? 
Well, we had a meeting the last in-service 
day we had. That was it. It's not open for 
debate. (A-6) 

It's very important, because I can't do my 
job unless I follow that plan that we de- 
vised. It's that last year everything was 
so rush, rush, that the committees that 
were set up, they had a certain amount 
of time to get things done. And I talked 
with several teachers, and we don't ever 
remember being informed of what was 
in the school improvement [plan]. (A-13) 

I don't really feel as though I've had a 
big part in the plan. Just making sure that 
I'm implementing and doing what has 
been set for our area. (B-11) 

As a teacher, how do you see your role in the 
school improvement plan and the school im- 
provement process? 
It was required. I mean, that's my role, 
to do whatever's required. (B-12) 

Do you think there's a general buy-in to the 
plan here at the school? 
Yeah. And I think it's more or less we 
didn't have a choice. I think the [SIP is] 
more from the administration, not nec- 
essarily the [whole] school; the adminis- 
tration makes the decisions. I think if I 
asked for it then I probably could get a 
copy of it. (G-14) 

I work from the school improvement 
plan, period! 
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What do you mean by that? 
I mean that everything that I do is related 
to that plan in some kind of way, to see 
that it's implemented and, you know, 
whatever is in there is carried out. (G-15) 

Though most respondents viewed the 
plans as an external requirement, some saw 
benefits in developing them, particularly 
administrators and teachers in leadership 
positions at their schools, like this urban el- 
ementary school principal: 

What that document forced us to do was 
to begin to take a look at our school, and 
to look at it in critical areas. We were sat- 
isfied that our kids were coming to 
school. But then when we looked at it, we 
were able to say, "Well, this specific 
group has difficulty getting to school. 
This group comes consistently." (E-7) 

Ms. L. was a senior teacher in her edge- 
city middle school. Being relieved of regu- 
lar classroom duties, she played a triple role 
as reading specialist, program coordinator, 
and test coordinator at her school. As one 
of the major plan writers, she was active in 
school improvement: 

It's [the SIP] been real helpful in seeing 
what we are doing. What are our pro- 
grams? In looking at our MSPAP data, 
and being guided by an administrator 
who understands what the data is say- 
ing, and in a certain sense that was a 
good thing in her newness. She could 
look at it from, not such an invested way 
as myself, who knew those kids last year 
that took MSPAP, you know, and I wish 
I could go to them all now and say, 
"What happened?" ... It's made us talk 
about things that otherwise we wouldn't 
have. And so, again, even that hasn't 
been negative, except that, like today, 
you've got 10 things to do, and you've 
just got to find time to do them all.... 
You know a lot of times you repeat 
things that aren't going right, and you 
don't see it 'cause you're so into it.... 
We are looking at changing the schedule. 
We spend too much time administra- 
tively in lunches.... So those are the 
kinds of things that this has made us look 
at. And so again, though it's true dead- 

lines, and it's definitely some pressure 
that I haven't felt before, in this way, it's 
not been bad. (A-3, reading specialist, 
program coordinator) 

Ms. D. worked in a middle school where 
probation sparked a proactive stance of the 
principal. The school adopted a variety of 
easily monitored measures. Some of them 
were geared to make better use of instruc- 
tional time, for example, by mandating the 
use of timers: 

I believe it [the SIP] makes sense. I be- 
lieve that we need to focus more and 
more, I guess all the time, on the imple- 
mentation of, the nature of the imple- 
mentation is coming along correctly. 
And I think [the principal] has some 
pretty good plans, and looking at, you 
know, just checking with us, seeing 
what's going on, asking us questions 
about what works, what doesn't work. I 
think, overall, the process of dealing with 
the [daily lesson plans] is very effective. 
Teachers are getting time-on-task skills 
more ingrained in themselves; therefore, 
it's more ingrained in the students. So 
that works very well. It's sort of like a 
habitual thing now, where we have it, 
and they're even looking for, "Well, how 
much time do we have?" or they're ask- 
ing questions, they're looking for their 
time. Because we know they want us to 
get over this, so there's more and more 
stress put on time, you know. So, we 
want to have them prepared for that. The 
MSPAP is timed, and they need to be 
able to get a certain amount of things 
done in a certain amount of time, which 
is good, and we practice that. It's just the 
everyday part of what we do now. (B-10, 
classroom teacher) 

In the interviews, teachers reported as 
valuable that the SIP provided the faculty 
with common goals and strategies, even 
though the latter were mostly not formu- 
lated and enforced by the teachers them- 
selves: 

I would say the benefit that we have is 
simply because we made, we have a 
guide to go by. That is the only benefit. 
But I think that could have been done 
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even if we weren't recon-eligible. So, 
other than us having one particular guide, 
where everybody knows what should be 
done, there haven't been any. (C-8) 

[Last year] we had a piece of curriculum 
guide that we didn't really, you know, it 
laid up on the desk. Maybe one day we 
didn't know what we wanted to do, we 
would look at it. But, everybody is using 
[it] this year. You know, for each aca- 
demic area. So, it's made a definite 
change in the continuity and consistency 
for the kids. (A-13) 

Interestingly, although the idea of common 

goals and strategies found support among 
some respondents, others saw the concom- 
itant standardization of routines and prac- 
tices as more troublesome, if not ludicrous: 

It [the SIP] showed us a goal. The differ- 
ence is putting a name to what we're do- 
ing. The difference is quoting the plan, 
meaning that we've always had a plan. 
... Now, it's moreso a uniformity, and I 

don't, I say that's an improvement, but at 
the same time I see,-I don't know. I'm 
an individual, and I feel that my class- 
room should be individualized. (B-12) 

For you to tell me that you want my 
notebook on the right-hand side of my 
desk, I'm not going to do it. I'm not going 
to, because that's just ... and I'm not be- 
ing disobedient. I'm not leaving my au- 
thority, because I have a high level of re- 
spect for authority. I respect the position. 
I don't always respect the person, but I 
always respect the position, and I'll al- 
ways do it. But, I'm sorry, you do not tell 
me, no state person, you're not going to 
tell me how to organize my desk. (B-9) 

Writing and compilation of plans. In all 
schools the plans were written by small 
groups of teachers. Often it became the pri- 
mary responsibility of one or two individ- 
uals. The principals were strongly involved, 
but the actual writing was in most cases del- 
egated to resource teachers who worked 
outside the classroom and were given re- 
lease time for this task. Plan writing was not 
part of the routine operations of schools. In- 
deed, plan writers emphasized the extraor- 

dinary time it took to write the plan, time 
that kept them from normal duties. 

Writers and administrators from all 
schools described the writing process as ar- 
duous. Upon identification, a school had 
only a few weeks to compile the first draft 
of the plan, and during this time plan writ- 
ers had to consult a variety of groups and 
individuals within the school. The extent 
and intensity of this internal consultation 
varied from school to school. Respondents 
from one elementary school mentioned a 
form of planning that involved teachers and 
community members. But in most schools, 
compiling the plan involved teachers with 
special roles in the school, such as depart- 
ment heads, testing coordinators, and so on: 

Well, they [the plan writers] have to have 
so much information and so someone- 
and of course the principal has been the 
key person, but in all fairness, unless you 
take a teacher out of a class where she- 
you take the ones that can put the mate- 
rials together, so you're taking your sea- 
soned veterans, but somebody has to do 
that. And in the time frame, which you 
must admit was pretty compressed.... 
About people being brought out of the 
classroom, we've tried working, we work 
after school. We've done weekends. I 
mean, so, it's not just that we see this as 
the only time when we can work. But to 
get a lot of the people who have second 
jobs, you have to depend on day time 
when we can work. (A-3, plan writer) 

Plan writers did not mention a substantial 
role of the faculty at large in the writing 
process. If the faculty was involved, they 
were less likely to be decision makers and 
more likely to be information providers. A 

principal in one of the middle schools de- 
scribed the process: 

We always sent down information to let 
the staff know what we are working on, 
what's involved in it, what we need from 
them, what they have to submit by which 
date, and we get what we need in on time 
and then we're able to file it and go from 
there. (A-l) 
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Plan writers' and administrators' gaze 
was directed outward rather than inward. 

Passing muster with district and state au- 
thorities was their primary concern. In the 
interviews, planners described vividly how 

they repeatedly revised their drafts to ac- 
commodate feedback from the district of- 
fice. District offices felt scrutinized by the 
state monitoring office and felt beholden to 
state officials' standards and formats for a 

good plan that the state board of education 
would approve. In many schools, plan writ- 
ers expressed in interviews or informally 
how sensitive they were about the quality 
ratings and comments the plan drafts re- 
ceived from external reviewers. 

In many instances, the original drafts the 
schools submitted required extensive revi- 
sions. Plan writers and administrators from 
most schools were not quite sure what 
would pass as an acceptable plan. Mixed 
messages from external reviewers made the 
task more burdensome, in the view of many 
respondents: 

There wasn't much input from the rest of 
the staff. Small modifications were made, 
but there wasn't a lot of overall interac- 
tion. We all had our section and we 
wrote. [The principal] would get it, ap- 
prove it, make his comments, give it 
back, revise, revise, revise, revise, about 
20 times, and then you put it all together 
to make sure it had continuity and it 
flowed. Then, from, I would say January, 
once we came back to school, all the way 
to May, and so, it took a lot of weekends 
to make your draft to have it ready Mon- 
day morning so you could submit it. And 
then the state got in, and they sent it 
back, with their revisions. And so, that 
happened about two or three times. And 
so, during this constant revision of dif- 
ferent parts, and different people seem to 
contradict what the other said ... the 
state, the county people say yes, then the 
state people say no, or even the state of- 
fice representative will say yes, but then 
the head chief gets it, says no. (B-12) 

They [the local office] weren't even 
clear on what the plan should look like. 
They were never, that was never out 
there. We were always, I always had the 

feeling it was a cat-and-mouse game to 
begin with. It was, we would write some- 
thing and submit it, and they would say 
no, but they wouldn't say it should be 
this way. (E-7, principal) 

In some cases, negotiations between admin- 
istrators and external reviewers over small 
details were intense: 

Well, the revisions that we did were ba- 
sically, for example, there's a list that 
[district] makes a comparison among the 
state scores, the [district] school scores, 
and this school that I wanted to incor- 
porate in the plan because of the fact that 
it showed that we were doing better than 
the median score of [the district]. And 
that we were closer to the state. At one 
time it was suggested that we not use 
that, and I said, "Why not?" Well, be- 
cause some of the scores didn't indicate 
that there had been a great deal of im- 
provement, and that wasn't as important 
to me as the fact that overall they showed 
improvement, or they showed where we 
were doing better than [the district], in 
terms of the median scores. So, why not 
show it? I mean, that to me was a feather 
in our cap. So I wanted it there. And, 
okay. It's there. It's in the plan. (G-4, 
principal) 

In this situation, some interviewees called 
for some kind of model that would make it 
clear to the school what was expected of 
them in terms of the plan's form and con- 
tent. Planners at the schools felt that offi- 
cials must have some ideas as to what they 
wanted the plans to look like and wondered 
why officials refused to give schools this in- 
formation. 

I guess what I question is why do we 
have to do this very expensive report 
saying this is what we're going to do or 
this is what we have in place? ... I feel 
that if they targeted our school as being 
reconstitution eligible, they must know 
what was in place and what was not 
working out of those that were in 
place.... We were not successful. What 
makes you think we're going to be so 
successful now? Why aren't you bring- 
ing in people from another school or just 
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the reconstitution team to say, "Hey, this 
is a means of making sure that you can 
become a success"? What's been proven 
to work? Share that with us. Share the 
findings of success from any other 
school. That has not been done. Then 
you're just gritting your teeth. You want 
this report. So you've got it in paper. I'm 
not impressed. I'm not impressed that 
we have anything that's going to work. 
(A-4, assistant principal) 

I suppose it would have been a good 
idea to have a finished plan, so that we 
could have looked at one that had been 
approved by the state, so that, not nec- 
essarily to copy it, but to use it as a model 
so that revisions would not have to con- 
stantly be made. (G-4, principal) 

Finally, plan writers pointed to schools' 

inability to conduct sophisticated data anal- 

yses demanded by the planning template: 

I think we need to be taught how to write 
a decent school improvement plan. We 
need to know how to analyze our data. 
We need to know what goes into a good 
plan. And I'm talking about we as ad- 
ministrators. That's the kind of training 
that we desperately need, and not in iso- 
lation from our staff. Teachers need to 
learn these same things with us. I don't 
want to dictate to this staff where we're 
going, and what we're doing, and how 
we're going to get there. I want us to de- 
velop that together, which is what our 
team did with our plan. We wrote that 
thing together. (F-7, principal) 

All schools therefore relied on support 
from district personnel. Although some 
schools, particularly those that had been 
identified at the inception of the program, 
felt left alone and overwhelmed in this pro- 
cess, others praised their district office for 
the help they were given. In all cases, the 
writers felt steered by, or at the whim of, 
district or state personnel. Writers and ad- 
ministrators from almost all schools re- 
ported that when the final drafts were even- 
tually returned to the schools, the plans had 
been rewritten again without input from 
school personnel, and content had changed 
substantially: 

Our school improvement plan was writ- 
ten last year, with the staff's input, but 
only those staff members, truly only 
those staff members that were part of the 
SBMT, School-Based Management Team. 
A lot of the components of the English/ 
Reading Department were not devel- 
oped and correlated to the department as 
a whole. It was just something put in by 
the English Department chair, without 
any collaboration. To me, from what I 
can see and what is on there, when that 
plan reached its stage of getting to the 
county level, where it had to be revised 
again, it had been changed. And certain 
things were changed in the plan that 
were not originally written, which I'm 
assuming that the county felt should be 
changed, before it was admitted to the 
state. So when we got it back there were 
things that were changed. But even prior 
to that, there, to me, was not enough col- 
laboration to make that plan truly what 
it should have been made. (A-16) 

Presumably, the review process was used to 

oblige schools to adopt particular views and 

strategies deemed correct or effective by 
district or state officials, a presumption that 
was confirmed in an interview with an of- 
ficial from one of the districts. 

Knowledge, involvement, ownership. 
When teachers were asked on the question- 
naire if they knew their school improve- 
ment plan and if they could recite the plan's 
quantitative goals, a surprising number an- 
swered in the affirmative. (It should be 
noted here that in some schools response 
rates were low, and highly involved teach- 
ers and administrators tended to be over- 

represented in our sample.) Two-thirds of 

respondents professed at least some knowl- 

edge, and close to two-thirds claimed they 
could recite at least some quantitative goals. 
But a more nuanced picture emerged when 
we looked at qualitative data. When we 
asked about the plan in the interviews, re- 

sponses from teachers who were not plan 
writers, administrators, or critics of the 
plans tended to be brief, if not terse, as the 
following typical responses indicate: 

What do you know about your school im- 
provement plan? 
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I know that they make us where we're 
accountable for it, so ... 
Do you have one? 
I do. It's thick. 
All right. Does it drive ... 
Oh, it definitely drives this program. 
Does it, really? 
Front seat. 
Does the school, does the plan make sense to 
you as a teacher? 
It does. I think the goals are meetable, 
you know, given time. And, you know, 
that's what the kids need. They need 
time. 
Were you involved in helping to design it? 
No. 
Do you see things that may not make sense, 
that you might want to change, or modify? 
I kind of think most of it makes sense. 
(B-l) 
What do you know about the school improve- 
ment plan in this school? 
I think they have a pretty good one. 
Have you ever attended a meeting? 
No. 
Have you seen the school improvement plan? 
I think we did see it. 
What do you think is in it? 
Ways to improve the school. I think ours 
is broken down into, isn't it math, read- 
ing? (E-12) 
Have you finished reading the school im- 
provement plan? 
I've seen it. 
Have you? 
I mean, I've seen it, I'm familiar with it. 
It's a lot of "let's change the percent- 
ages, let's increase this," and it's impor- 
tant, but it's another example of teach- 
ing as a science. If we could kind of 
modify these numbers, things will be 
better. (G-1) 
Tell me about the school improvement plan. 
I can't. I haven't read it. I've been intro- 
duced to it, I just haven't read it, because 
to me, that's just more political paper- 
work. If you can't follow through with it, 
if you are an administrator and your 
hands are tied ... they evaluate princi- 
pals on things like attendance. Okay, but 
principals that are too concerned about 
their attendance are not going to suspend 
anybody. (G-6) 

At the time of data collection, the plans 
were an outcome of a broad-based internal 
communication process that could have 
clarified directions and motivated actions 

faculty-wide in only one of the seven case 

study schools. Both the tight time lines for 
the submission of the plans and the orien- 
tation of administrators and planners to- 
ward complying with new external man- 
dates preempted such a process. Once the 
plan was written, dissemination was an ad- 
ministrative process or left up to chance: 
"Well, I'm on the school improvement 
team, which, of course, everyone's invited 
to be a part of it. So, unless someone just is 
not wanting to be involved, they've had op- 
portunities, and the documents have been 
there for them to read, in the office." (A-3) 

The strong external steering of the writ- 
ing process, the overwhelming concern of 
plan writers and administrators about pass- 
ing the external review, and the abbreviated 
internal communication process among fac- 
ulty resulted in a feeble sense of ownership 
of the plans at the schools. As we mentioned 
above, in some schools principals and plan 
writers themselves stated that they did not 
recognize the final drafts as their own prod- 
ucts. In some instances, department heads 
and instructional specialists did not feel that 
they were connected to the final product. 

I chair the social studies department. But 
in all honesty, the part of the plan that's 
written there is not mine because of the 
way that it was developed last year. 
There are many, many parts of the plan 
that people do not, there was no input 
from those people. In other words, 
there's social studies there, but the way 
in which the plan was developed, social 
studies, the social studies department 
did not actually develop the majority of 
that. It was done by several people who 
were subbed throughout the day, or sev- 
eral weeks, and they wrote it. ... I follow 
my curriculum. We have a new curricu- 
lum ... we have a new curriculum guide 
this year. It's basically still the same, but 
a different guide. (A-7) 

A former member of the school improve- 
ment team expressed her frustration with 
lack of ownership: 

I used to be on the team, but I got off 
because of the fact that it's still, regard- 
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less of what the school improvement 
team, they say, is supposed to be the de- 
cision makers for the school. But that's 
not necessarily so because they had to go 
to a board that sits down, and they go 
through it, and they refine it, and they 
pull things out that they don't like and 
tell you, you have to change this, and you 
have to change that. And when it comes 
back, it's not your product, so that's the 
reason I got off, because it still didn't 
help. It wasn't ours. We don't have a say- 
so. That's a waste of time. All that, the 
school improvement plan, is just for for- 
mality. Just to say that the school has a 
voice in what goes on in their school, 
and it's not necessarily so if you're go- 
ing to change it. Well, all of us have a 
copy of the school improvement plan. 
Every person that works here. But, I 
mean, it's rarely used, it's rarely used. 
In the midst of everything else we have 
to do, people aren't going to sit down 
and read through a school improvement 
plan. (D-24) 

Sense of ownership was further dimin- 
ished because of high teacher and admin- 
istrator turnover in these schools. In addi- 
tion to large numbers of teachers (up to 50% 
in some schools) arriving at the beginning 
of the school year and leaving at the end, 
most of the schools experienced a change of 

principals around the time they became re- 
constitution eligible. Development of the 
SIP began when the school was identified 
as reconstitution eligible in the spring; iden- 
tification was based on the performance 
scores of the previous year. The school year 
was almost over by the time the plan was 
approved. As a result, some administrators 
and teachers did not feel they owned the 

problem because they had arrived at the 
school a year after the decline, and others 
felt that they did not own the solution be- 
cause they had arrived during the new 
school year. Now they were "stuck" with a 
formally codified and officially sanctioned 
plan whose wisdom seemed questionable at 
times. With additional planning iterations, 
some schools, or at least the core of im- 
provement activists, seemed to have gained 

a greater sense of control and ownership if 

leadership remained fairly stable. 
The constant influx of new teachers has 

led to increasing numbers of inexperienced 
teachers in many reconstitution-eligible 
schools. These new teachers were often 
oblivious to whole-school reform concerns, 
and school improvement plans were often 
irrelevant to them. A senior teacher from a 
middle school with high teacher turnover 
that had been reconstitution eligible for 3 
years explained: 

So the school improvement plan, does that 
actually drive what is happening here at the 
school in terms of curriculum? 
It does for a portion of our teachers, but 
remember, we have all the new teachers. 
They don't even know what the school 
improvement plan is, much less how to 
use it. They're too busy trying to write a 
lesson plan. They're not interested in the 
school improvement plan, and when we 
talk about school improvement, they're 
looking at the school as it is today, not 
how it was last year. And we're trying to 
improve it or how it was 5 years ago. 
They're only concerned with the day-to- 
day operations. So in that we are not us- 
ing the school improvement plan as ef- 
fectively as we should because we don't 
have the staff to understand the data and 
set the data and have a vision to improve. 
(D-23) 

A first-year teacher from another school 
confirmed this statement in these words: 
"You had to have been here last year, and 
I guess when they first started the plan, I 
mean, 'cause a lot of it's confusing. And be- 
ing a first-year teacher, I'm just trying to do 
the best job I can for my kids.... Helping 
them out after school. Really it's like, it's 
background information, and I don't un- 
derstand, but I know if I do my part, then 
I'm doing, you know, the right part as far 
as the school improvement plan" (A-11). 

School differences. Although the patterns 
we have discussed so far applied across all 
schools, differences among schools were dis- 
cernable, particularly in the way a school 
handled the plan once it was approved by 
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the state accountability agency. The ap- 
proaches of three of the seven schools illus- 
trate this point. At two of these three schools, 
planning and writing were done by a small 
cadre of two or three teachers and admin- 
istrators. 

For example, in one elementary school, 
the reading teacher, on release from regular 
classroom duties, took it upon herself to 

compile the plan. At the core of the plan 
was a reading curriculum that this teacher 
had designed. The principal made it known 
that he wanted to see this curriculum im- 

plemented in the primary-grade class- 
rooms. Here, the plan guided the school's 
administrative team and was carried out as 
teachers used the daily curriculum. 

In a medium-sized middle school, fac- 

ulty had greater input in the writing of the 
SIP during the first year it was compiled, 
but in the second year two instructional 
specialists at the school took charge. As a 

blueprint for action, the SIP loomed large in 

weekly team meetings. Usually, grade-level 
teams consisting of up to six teachers, the 
principal, and the instructional specialists 
participated in these meetings, which were 
held in the principal's office. During the 
meetings, teachers were reminded con- 
stantly of the urgency to improve. They 
were informed of current goals, teaching 
practices that the principal expected to have 
implemented in the classrooms, and the 
specialists' latest ideas about effective prac- 
tices. 

In one large middle school the plan was 
of lesser importance. The new leadership 
team had not designed the plan that was in 
operation at the time of data collection. 
Knowledge of the plan was not widespread 
among faculty. The new administration's 
first priority was to reestablish order and 
student discipline. Though the school had 
experienced a severe crisis in this area dur- 
ing the previous school year, student dis- 
cipline did not figure prominently in the ap- 
proved plan. The plan was therefore of little 
relevance to the current problems facing the 
school. 

It is conceivable that probation works 
with a two-phase dynamic. External pres- 
sure and determined internal managerial- 
ism may initially get a school started on the 
path of improvement until an internal de- 
velopment process takes off. (We want to 
thank one of the anonymous reviewers for 
this suggestion.) The patterns in the seven 
schools, however, point in another direc- 
tion. Two of the schools, one elementary 
and one middle school, had been on pro- 
bation for several years by the time we con- 
ducted the study. Interview data showed 
that, in comparison to schools that were 
identified more recently, school improve- 
ment plans played a less visible role in the 

long-term probationary schools. Similarly, 
when schools were initially identified, SIPs 
drew interest among faculty and adminis- 
trators, and plan writers sought input from 
the faculty. But in subsequent years, writ- 

ing or updating the plan turned into a 

managerial task of administrators and 
teachers with special functions as schools 

responded to probation with increasing 
organizational rigidity (Mintrop, Curtis, 
King, & Plut-Pregelj, 2001). 

Summary and Conclusion 
The interviews show that in most instances 
a small core of administrators and activists 
compiled the plans in the seven schools. 
The writing process itself is primarily 
steered from outside the schools. Not only 
is improvement planning embedded in a 
stringent accountability system whose pos- 
ture the schools' probationary status rein- 
forces, but the state also gives schools a tem- 
plate that prestructures planning tasks and 
plan content. Moreover, district and state 
agencies oversee the writing and refine the 
final product so it reflects official prefer- 
ences or can meet state board approval. 
School administrators and plan writers feel 
beholden to sometimes murky external ex- 
pectations. Regular classroom teachers are 
infrequently consulted as experts, and they 
rarely participate as decision makers. A 
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broad-based consultation process is lacking 
widely. 

The content of the plans corresponds to 
these conditions of strong external steering. 
The plans show a pattern of alignment. Site 

goals mimic official quantitative perfor- 
mance goals, needs analysis follows perfor- 
mance indicators, and many intended activ- 
ities revolve around the state's ambitious 
and pedagogically complex achievement 
test. Moreover, plans are comprehensive to 
a fault and only loosely tailored to internal 

faculty capacity, perhaps creating a condi- 
tion of change overload rather than strate- 

gic focus, that is, if all intended activities 
were implemented faithfully. Such sweep- 
ing implementation is less likely, consider- 

ing that there is little evidence that the plans 
are internalized. To recall, the enumeration 
of mainly externally attributed causes of de- 
cline reads more like a plea to the public for 

leniency than an examination of the schools' 

problems-perhaps a "rational" approach 
taken by schools that serve large numbers 
of students from impoverished social envi- 
ronments. 

School administrators and teachers with 

special assignments, who are listed as re- 

sponsible for implementing the majority of 
proposed activities, are inclined to see the 
beneficial internal effects of SIPs as occa- 
sions for reflection, even though they may 
bemoan the extraordinary burden of writ- 
ing and revising plans. Regular classroom 
teachers, by contrast, exhibit only superfi- 
cial knowledge of their school's SIP. A gen- 
eral lack of ownership of the plans, which 
in some schools extends to traditional 
leadership roles (e.g., department heads), 
pervades the interviews. This dearth of 
knowledge and ownership notwithstand- 
ing, teachers express a strong willingness 
to comply with plans. Some teachers state 
their compliance with the admittedly un- 
known. The high knowledge of SIP content 
indicated by teachers' self-reports on the 
survey, which could not be confirmed by 
interviews, may find an explanation in this 
readiness to comply. Many regular teachers 

accept the SIP as a tool that district and 
school administrators use to focus the fac- 

ulty and to standardize operations. Bitter 
teacher opposition is rare, but when it is 
verbalized it is directed against standardi- 
zation and loss of autonomy. 

What does our analysis of the content 
and usage of school improvement plans say 
about the dynamic of school change under 
conditions of high-stakes accountability 
and imposed sanctions? The 46 plans and 
data from the seven schools give testimony 
to the success of the state in involving 
schools and districts in the compilation of 
an impressive, largely standardized docu- 
ment that strongly reflects the accountabil- 
ity agency's model of school change. Most 
likely, this involvement does not extend to 
the large majority of regular classroom 
teachers, but it forces the teaching person- 
nel who participate most in planning-ad- 
ministrators and career teachers with spe- 
cial assignments-to apply the state's lens 
to their school's underperformance and, at 
the very least, to symbolically align their 
own views of change with the state's pro- 
gram. Despite widespread complaints, the 
SIP gives plan writers a thorough learning 
experience, an exercise in aligning their 
mental models (Senge, 1994) with the think- 
ing of the state accountability agency. In the 
more passive parts of the teaching force, the 
SIP results in what is at times a stultifying 
compliance. 

The role of improvement plans in the in- 
ternal development of the schools is less 
clear. At best, they seem to function as an 
officially sanctioned lever that school ad- 
ministrators can use to demand unified ac- 
tion from faculties. In our sample of seven 
schools, this only happens when the prin- 
cipal backs the plan with a thorough inter- 
nal monitoring system. Otherwise, most 
teachers ignore the plan despite professed 
compliance. Considering the enormous 
time and energy spent on compiling a plan, 
it is, at worst, an albatross that distracts ed- 
ucators from the business of improving 
their schools. We stress again, however, 
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that our conclusions are restricted to the in- 
ner workings of one accountability system 
design. It is conceivable that other systems 
with design features that more explicitly 
bridge the external/internal divide could 
result in different dynamics. Our case nev- 
ertheless demonstrates both the penetrating 
power of accountability systems in eliciting 
obligations to external demands and in 
shaping managerial models of change and 
their limitations in bringing forth broadly 
based internal development. 

Appendix 

Project on the Study of Schools on 
Probation 

Interview Guide II: Improvement 
Strategy/SIP 
Main Inquiries 

This instrument aims at illuminating the de- 
gree to which teachers "own" the school im- 
provement process, understand their part in it, 
and are willing and able to play their part. As in 
the meeting observation guide, we explore 
RECON/Probation as enabling strategic plan- 
ning and coordinated action, shaping the fac- 
ulty's motivation, and the school's program- 
matic and human development. 

To what degree does the school's change de- 
sign (SIP) become implemented? Are teachers 

aware of the change design and do they fulfill 
their expected roles? Are strategies and external 
criteria of success internalized by faculty? Does 
RECON/Probation shape a school improvement 
process characterized by ritual compliance, man- 
agerial top-down execution, collegial restructur- 
ing, or some other pattern? 

The following concepts are explored: 
* Teacher's vision of improvement 
* Awareness of the school's strategy 
* Teacher's part in school's strategy 
* New "technologies" (activities, mate- 

rials, etc.) 
* Implementation of plan 
* Internalization of accountability sys- 

tem 
* Expectation of success 
* Valence of success 
* Usefulness of RECON instruments 

(SIP, monitoring, staff development, 
etc.) 

* Perception of faculty as a group 
* Group accountability 
* Faculty-coordinated action 
* Hierarchical/collegial decision making 

This interview requires familiarity with the 
school and a detailed knowledge of the school 
improvement plan. Follow Interview Guide I for 
personal information on teacher. When you con- 
duct the interview make sure that your interview 
partner's answers cover the range/concept in- 
tended by the protocol. Not all questions have to 
be asked as long as we gain the necessary infor- 
mation indicated in the answer range. 

Interview Protocol 

Question CONCEPT/Answer Range 

How do you envision the school to improve? 
What steps, in your view, are most important for the 

school? 

What was your involvement with the SIP? 
Do you know what is in the SIP? 
What would you say are the most important aspects 

of the SIP? 
Does the SIP make sense to you? 
What is left out? What needs to be changed? 
(Present specific goals and activities from the plan.) 
Does this goal/activity make sense to you? 
What is your own part in the school's plan? 
How does your part fit in with what your colleagues 

do? 
Do you feel you are adequately prepared to do your 

part? 
What additional skills or resources do you need? 

TEACHER'S VISION 
T. formulates his or her own ideas 

AWARENESS OF STRATEGY 
INVOLVEMENT IN THE PROCESS 
GOAL CLARITY 
Varying degrees of knowledge and involvement 
Weak or strong sense of meaningful process 
Congruence between school plan and personal vision 

AWARENESS OF STRATEGY 
GOAL CLARITY 
INVOLVEMENT IN THE PROCESS 
EFFICACY/CONDITIONS OF SUCCESS 
Vague idea of own role vs. clear idea of task and 

responsibility 
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What steps have you taken, will you take in the near 
future? 

What new materials, technologies, ways of student 
groupings, procedures, programs have you tried, 
will you try? 

Who decided to use these? Why did you select these? 

Do you think the steps you are taking will lead to 
success? Will you be able to achieve the goal laid 
out in the SIP (quote from SIP)? 

What makes you optimistic/pessimistic? 

How important is it for you to meet the state/district 
standards? 

If I was visiting your classroom, how would I see this 
(importance)? 

Does the school have additional resources, personnel, 
and prof. dev. opportunities as a result of RECON? 

How has this affected the work in your own 
classroom/area? 

What would happen if these additional resources 
disappear? 

The accountability system holds the faculty as a 
whole accountable for performance. It doesn't 
make any distinction between strong and weaker 
teachers, new and senior teachers. 

Is this fair? 
Is it working? 

Do you feel the faculty acts as a unified whole? More 
so since the school was put on probation? 

Do you receive all information you want or need? 
Who makes the important decisions here? 
Who is in control? 

Do you think you have influence over decisions that 
are made? 

Is your voice heard? 
How much do you get involved in whole-school 

affairs? 

Do you discuss issues of school improvement 
openly? 

Can you criticize the plan or the administration or 
other colleagues if you think something is wrong? 

Sees connections between her effort and her 
colleagues' efforts vs. is restricted to her own 
classroom 

Feels well prepared vs. requests more training and is 
insecure 

IMPLEMENTATION 
(Prompt for specifics from the SIP) 

INTERNALIZATION (OF SIP, SYSTEM REQUIRE- 
MENTS, EXTERNAL PARTNERS, MONITORS, 
EXTERNAL SUPPORT STAFF) 

THEORIES OF CAUSE/EFFECT 
(Discuss specific activities and probe for rationales) 

EXPECTATION OF SUCCESS 
It's going to be hard with these kids 
I have evidence that it's working 

VALENCE OF SUCCESS 
(Prompt for goals other than achievement) 
Achievement is central to me 
I like the pedagogy that the assessment implies 
I believe in pedagogy different from test 
Educating decent human beings is more important 

than scores 

CAPACITY BUILDING 
SUSTAINABILITY OF CHANGE 

GROUP ACCOUNTABILITY 
We have such high turnover 
We are all in this together 
We help each other 
I work so hard, should not be judged on the merits of 

colleagues 
Kids are educated by the whole school 

GROUP ACCOUNTABILITY 
COORDINATED ACTION 
We are divided 
Some have more power than others 
We stick together 

COORDINATED ACTION 
HIERARCHY 
COLLEGIAL DECISION MAKING 
(Prompt for examples) 
Answers should give a sense of "improvement by 

command" vs. "improvement as internal 
restructuring" 
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Do you agree with the way decision making is 
handled here (particularly with regard to the 
strategies to get off probation)? 

Once decisions are made, are they usually carried out 
at this school? 

H'-w much choice do you have in carrying them out? 
Do you have people in your classroom/area that tell 

you what to do? 
Who sees to it that they are carried out? 
Have things changed since being put on probation? 

In many schools there are those who are working 
very hard and others who put in less effort into 
their work? Is this the case here as well? 

What happens to those here at this school that are 
not working as hard? 

Do you think the school benefitted from being put on 
probation? 

Has the school benefitted from SIP, monitors, etc.? 
(Probe for features of accountability system) 

If you compare the school the way it is this year/ 
since it was identified as on probation (recon, etc.) 
with the way it was before, do you see differences? 

Will these differences make the school more 
successful? Explain. 

IMPLEMENTATION 
ENFORCEMENT 
THREAT OF SANCTIONS 
AUTONOMY/COORDINATED ACTION 
Things are disorganized here 
Everybody does what he/she wants 
The principal is tough 
Colleagues are in your face 
Resource teachers are in the classrooms all the time 
(Probe for agreements, resentments) 

USEFULNESS OF ACCOUNTABILITY 
SYSTEM AND HIGH-STAKES DESIGNS 
No involvement and no contact with system 
They play a direct or indirect role in improvement 

process 

Open response 

Note 

The analysis of school improvement plan- 
ning is part of a larger research project, funded 
by the Office of Educational Research and Im- 
provement, on the effect of reconstitution or pro- 
bation on school improvement. We thank OERI 
(grant no. R308F70035) for its generous support 
of this research. We wish to acknowledge Betty 
King as instrumental in helping to create the 
code book and in reading the plans. 
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