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ABSTRACT 

 Institutions are the heuristic building blocks of human interactions, or the rules that 
humans use to structure interaction in the social world. Institutions are both universal, 
meaning that all people possess them and use them, and institutions are also ever-
changing and evolving to adapt to new situations and social dilemmas. This literature 
review in this study demonstrates the need to use Institutional Analysis in the field of 
educational policy research, and then establishes groundwork of Institutional literature.  
The research questions ask whether institutions can be captured, and if so what the 
institutions of accountability policy are. Accountability policy, specifically the rating 
system established under ESEA Flexibility, serves as the policy though which institutions 
are examined because of its complexity and omnipresence in education today.  The 
findings suggest that institutions can be captured and that educators and policymakers are 
engaged in an institutional clash.   
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CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION 

Several decades of school improvement literature has chronicled numerous 

attempts to develop a high quality education system and improve educational outcomes 

for students. Most articles begin by tracing calls for reform to “A Nation at Risk,” in 1983, 

and progress through the enactment of No Child Left Behind, (NCLB) in 2001. Although 

the exact definition of quality education differs depending upon the perspective of the 

proponent at the time, the new common sense is that a successful outcome is determined 

according to students’ ability to demonstrate increased proficiency as measured by a 

standards-based exam. The trajectory of change in education has mirrored the rise of the 

neoliberal paradigm in other areas of public life, leading to few inducements for success 

and many punishments for failure. Unfortunately, 30 years into the era of reform, the 

results demanded by scholars and policymakers alike are still out of reach for most 

schools and the promise of high quality education is still not realized for most children. 

The most recent additions to the trajectory of reform within public education are 

the implementation of the Common Core State Standards (CCSS), the Next Generation 

Assessments (NGA), the Race To the Top initiatives, and the policy of Flexibility in the 

Elementary and Secondary Education Act (ESEA). These reforms, created subsequently 

to NCLB, are intended to raise academic standards and to change the way that success is 

measured. There is ample evidence to suggest that these reforms are needed. Under the 

previous paradigm of No Child Left Behind, the majority of schools and districts were 

found to be performing well below expected levels. According to the Center for Education 

Policy, in 2011, 48% of schools did not meet Adequate Yearly Progress (AYP), and in 24 

states and in Washington, DC, over 50% of schools did not meet AYP (Usher, 2011). 
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Under the new paradigm, states have adopted the Common Core Standards, they are 

measuring student performance using the Next Generation Assessments, and they are 

evaluating schools and districts under the school rating guidelines promulgated under 

Race To the Top and Flexibility in ESEA. The question for policymakers and educators is: 

Will this new paradigm contain the most effective mix of inducements and punishments to 

produce better results?  

There are several elements found in the new paradigm that attempt to address 

some of the shortfalls of the former system. The new standards are nationalized, leading to 

greater rigor when compared with many of the state standards developed under NCLB, 

and an ability to compare achievement across states. Development of the Common Core 

State Standards was largely a private endeavor, not a federal project; however, national 

initiatives Race To the Top and Flexibility did mandate adoption of the new standards. A 

second element of Race To the Top and Flexibility designed to ameliorate some of the 

negative consequences from NCLB is the new rating scale used for schools and districts. 

What was once a patchwork system developed by the states is now a single, five-tiered 

rating scale based on a conglomeration of factors, but still primarily reliant on test scores.  

The rating system is a symbolic expression of accountability to ensure that schools 

undertake action to be compliant with the new expectations. The ratings are tied to 

funding on a number of fronts: they are meant to influence whether students attend a 

particular school, whether parents choose to live within the boundaries of a school district, 

whether the state will deny a school funding, and whether the employees of the school 

will continue to work in their current school, or any school. Therefore, the rating system 

has a great deal of power in the new paradigm.  
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Essentially, any policy with a goal for social or behavioral change aims to modify 

the mental models of the people who are the targets. Mental models, or the heuristics that 

guide all human decision making, are the processes by which people weigh the costs and 

benefits of incentives. Whereas seatbelts were once not only absent from automobiles but 

also considered unnecessary and too uncomfortable to use, they are now universally 

available and rates of use are around 90% nationally (USDOT, 2011). What happened? 

Incrementally, and based on policy adoptions, the mental models, or the underlying 

schema of Americans, changed to accommodate for the use of seatbelts. Education policy, 

in similar form to seatbelt laws, is an attempt by policymakers to alter the mental models 

of educators and influence their actions to improve the service delivery of education for 

students. The current educational policy has been put in place because there is a sentiment 

that the current education system is not able to produce high quality results. Therefore, 

policy is enacted to change how educators conduct themselves in their professional 

practices. For policy to be effective, the choices and actions of educators must adapt to the 

meet the outcomes that will be communicated in the accountability formulas. The 

operational question one could ask is: will the new policy work?  

I argue that the real question – the one underlying the operational question – is: to 

what degree does this policy conflict or align with the existing mental models of 

educators? If a school is graded as “F,” will the mix if sanctions and supports alter the 

longstanding practice of educators and students? Conversely, will the grade of “A” 

correspond to a measure of success according to the educators who reach that end? 

Perhaps the composition of the incentive-based system developed in the policy circles 

does not adequately correlate with the way that educators think about their work. While 
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researchers know how to achieve an “A,” how to identify the potential barriers to success, 

and how to implement programs that will improve outcomes, we lack methods to address 

the institutional question. The conceptual model and the methodology that I propose in 

this paper explain the mental models as institutions, relying on Elinor Ostrom’s long 

history of scholarship in the fields of Political Science and Economics, and bridge the gap 

from what to why.  

Drawing Towards Institutional Conflict 

There is a fundamental conflict between educators and policymakers at the 

institutional level, creating institutional tensions. With this conflict in place, those making 

the policy decisions and those selected to enact the policy are engaged in a silent war 

where the stakes – the American public education system – can be no higher. In 1990, 

Elinor Ostrom,a political economist who won the Nobel Prize in 2009, wrote, regarding 

policy, that, “With the false confidence of presumed omniscience, scholars feel perfectly 

comfortable in addressing proposals to governments that are conceived in their models 

and omnicompetent powers able to rectify the imperfections that exist in all field settings” 

(p. 215). It is acceptable to rate NCLB, Race to the Top, and Flexibility as manifestations 

of Ostrom’s warning; using models conceived in research and in the laboratories of 

economists and scholar-politicians, incentives and punishments have been thrust onto a 

system that continues to fail to meet the standards set within the minds of the 

policymakers. The danger, I argue, is that instead of retreating and collaborating, 

policymakers continue to double-down on the models predicated on their omniscience and 

insistence, leaving educators to (re)consider their roles. Resolution of the conflict, and 

thereby, of the policy that drives significant and sustainable improvement, will come only 
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from a development of understanding. This understanding will come from first 

acknowledging the conflict and then by using the incongruent elements as a starting point 

to transform educational policy.  

In the field of education policy, there are foundations of research that contribute to 

this study, albeit through a range of paradigms. Critical theorists have critiqued the power 

of privatization, and the nature of the dominant neo-conservative ideology (Apple, 2010; 

Ball, 2008b). An undercurrent within this research is that educators are not active decision 

makers when it comes to the policy decisions, and they are a decidedly passive group, 

except in some very isolated cases (Apple, 2010). However, in many instances within the 

literature from the critical theorists, there is a focus on a group of educators who try to 

alter the hegemonic system, or at minimum, labor within it to the best of their ability. This 

research highlights the need to develop a deeper understanding as to why the educators 

who were selected opposed the dominant paradigm, which would be found in the 

institutional analysis that I propose.  

Scholarship from the technical-rational paradigm of education policy has 

developed a robust understanding of the methods and programs that show success and the 

leadership characteristics that lead to student gains (Borman et al., 2007; Honig, 2004). 

Using large data sets and research protocols developed from hard sciences, these scholars 

have been central to the proliferation of reading programs, leadership standards, and other 

research-based strategies for improving schools (Borman et al., 2007). In many cases (Ball, 

2009; Borman et al., 2007), a component of the conclusion reached within this work 

centers on knowledge production, ownership, and, therefore, power of private innovators 

and scholars over other educators. There is an insistence within this literature that if 
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educators would follow the directives from this scholarship, then the system of education 

would improve. Surely, the operationally-focused, structural-functional literature is 

legitimate in its ability to suggest practices to employ in schools. In fact, the last 30 years 

of policy have relied on this vein of scholarship to deploy effective practices and research-

based reforms in schools. However, when it comes to policy prescriptions that alter the 

behavior of educators across the system, the neoliberal, traditional research model, has 

failed to create the ground-swelling change that was predicted. 

 The conceptual model that I propose in this paper highlights a conclusion from the 

nexus of the past literature: that there are deeper, more visceral, and increasingly 

unyielding forces at work than have been analyzed previously. This conflict is a clash of 

institutions, leading to an outcome that policymakers have failed to understand, and have 

therefore lost the power to shape: the institutions of educators. When policy loses its 

ability to transform the behavior of the people to whom it is directed, the policy itself 

becomes the boilerplate explanation for the problem. We have seen this in education, 

illustrated partly by the attempts to manipulate and cheat the components of NCLB 

(Mellon, 2013; Rankin, 2013), and in many teachers’ lounges. To turn the corner on the 

transformation of the system of education to one where high quality exists in all schools, 

policymakers must begin to grasp not just how education happens, but also why educators 

work. To this end, my study will develop a methodology within the field of education to 

capture institutions, and will test the methodology through application in the area of 

accountability. 
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How to Study Institutional Conflict 

Institutions are radically different than what most scholars and lay-people envision when 

they are confronted with the term. Institutions are not, for the purposes of this study, 

organizations or physical incarnation. Instead, institutions are, as defined by Ostrom, “the 

prescriptions that humans use to organize all forms of repetitive interactions” (Ostron, 

2005, p. 3). In essence, and more explanation is to come, the institutions are the heuristics, 

mental models, or rule-in-use, that people use to guide their actions in complex situations.  

In 2009, Dantow and Park studied the outcomes of major school reform 

movements that districts engaged with under the banner of No Child Left Behind. Their 

goal was to understand why policy outcomes varied even when educators, in different 

settings, were attempting to implement the same program. They concluded that because 

actors must “make sense,” of the policy in their local contexts, there is a complex and 

interactive relationship between policy intent and construction, and policy implementation. 

This finding is important when it comes to implementation research, but the authors also 

arrived at another interesting conclusion. They write that the linkages between policy 

makers and policy actors are varied and complex, that there is a “Dearth of research that 

has as its primary goal identifying or describing such linkages,” and that, “It is this 

intersection of culture, structure, and individual agency across contexts that helps us better 

understand how to build positive instances of educational reform” (Dantow & Park, 2009, 

p. 359). Dantow and Park call for policy scholars to return to the people and communities 

that are the objects of policy rules and regulations, and to learn from them, rather than rely 

on assumptions behind economic models of human behavior to re-educate and retool 

educators. My study picks up on this exhortation, and will fill a gap in existing literature. 



UNCOVERING	  THE	  INSTITUTIONS	  OF	  ACCOUNTABILITY	  POLICY	   	  
	  

15	  

Institutions, or the underlying rules that people use to guide their behavior, are the 

unit of analysis used to understand complex relationships that exist among groups and 

communities. Elinor Ostrom proposed a framework to guide inquiry of institutions. The 

framework, the Institutional Analysis and Development framework (IAD), helps to 

“organize diagnostic, analytical, and prescriptive capabilities” (Ostrom, 2011, p. 9). The 

goal of the IAD is to “identify the major types of structural variables that are present to 

some extent in all institutional arrangements, but whose values differ from one type of 

institutional arrangement to another” (Ostrom, 2011, p. 9). The rationale for application of 

the IAD is that if the structure of institutional development is defined, then institutions can 

be studied in different geographical locations, across societies, and in different policy 

contexts. The IAD is growing in acceptance and use in social science research, and, as 

such, the IAD was the subject of a special issue of Policy Studies Journal in 2011 (Vol. 39, 

No 1).  

Researchers have been applying Ostrom’s IAD to understand the institutions that 

guide human behavior in social dilemmas outside of education (Mehring et al., 2011; 

Lubell, Schneider, Scholtz, & Mete, 2002; Bushouse, 2011; Clement, 2010). Examples of 

scholarship using Ostroms’s IAD framework cover topics that range from environmental 

protection in Vietnam (Clement, 2010) and Indonesia (Mehring, et al., 2011), to watershed 

partnerships in the United States (Lubell et al., 2002), and service delivery models in 

childcare centers (Bushouse, 2011). Through examination of varied social dilemmas, IAD 

scholarship emphasizes the importance of understanding the ways in which human groups 

make rules to preserve sustainable relationships with each other in relation to shared 

resources. The power of the IAD as a tool, not used previously in education policy 
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analysis, is that the common language of the framework is transferable across settings and 

policy issues. One premise of the IAD framework is that there is not a single solution, or 

institution, that will solve a particular problem; rather, there is power in context and 

relationships. The nature of public education, a system that has developed in the United 

States based on local control and intent to serve communities, lends itself to employing 

this framework and the methods proposed that accommodate for the current nature and 

evolution of the education system. This proposed study will contribute to the broader field 

of policy sciences by applying Ostrom’s framework to a novel policy setting. 

Purpose Statement and Research Questions 

There are two purposes to this research: 

1) To apply Ostrom’s Institutional Analysis and Development Framework to the 

policy field of education. Within this purpose are three nested purposes: A) To analyze 

interviews of educational leaders using Ostrom’s definition of institutions to decode data 

for Institutional Statements; B) To demonstrate that the variables considered by the 

Framework are applicable to the field of education, and that the variables can be used to 

capture institutions in education, and perhaps other policy settings; and C) To contribute 

to the development of methodology used in the education policy field.  

2) To capture the institutions that circulate between and among educational leaders 

with respect to accountability policy. The applicability of this data is that once 

policymakers understand the rules-in-action, the institutional conflict in place will 

decrease. Policy will then transform educational practice rather than conflict with the 

institutions of those intended to enact it.  

Consonant with these purposes, this study asks the following research questions: 
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1) How can institutions be captured? 

2) How do the institutions communicated in accountability policy (school labeling) 

compare between policymakers and educators? 

3) What is the nature of the interaction between educators’ institutions and the 

enactment of the accountability policies? 

Significance Statement 

This study is not designed to evaluate the effectiveness of the current rating system, 

nor to determine whether it is a good system. Instead, I intend to develop a conceptual 

model that attends to the deeper meanings and institutional undercurrents within the field 

of education as leaders are confronted with the enactment of the accountability policy. 

The deeper level of understanding, I argue, is found at the institutional level, meaning the 

mental models, rules, norms, and strategies upon which all people rely when making 

decisions. To accomplish this, I will propose the introduction of a framework that is yet to 

be applied to education policy, but has been widely used in research from the natural 

sciences and ecology, specifically in the area of common pool resource use and 

conservation. As the purpose statement highlights, this is both a methodological study and 

an empirical test of the developing methodology, which makes this research unique. The 

significance of this study is that it develops a novel methodology for use in educational 

policy that presents opportunities for future theoretical development and policy 

recommendations that will ameliorate the institutional clash between educators and 

policymakers, and increase transformative possibilities.  
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CHAPTER TWO: CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWOEK 

Overview of Conceptual Framework 

The purpose of this study is to develop a conceptual framework that draws from 

scholarship in education policy and the policy sciences in order to explicitly consider 

institutions. More specifically, this study has two interrelated aims: 1) to introduce and 

develop a new methodology, heretofore not used in educational policy scholarship, for 

collection and analysis of institutions, and 2) to analyze the institutional complexion of 

educators with respect to accountability policy in order to develop a deeper understanding 

of the institutional complexion of educators. Institutional research is an essential step in 

the trajectory of education policy studies. Whereas policy analysts historically critique 

policy enactments according to social justice, effectiveness, or by other means, 

institutional analysts develop prescriptions for improvement based on a foundation of 

research from psychology, economics, political science, and sociology. Once we come to 

understand institutional complexions, it is increasingly possible to develop policy that 

works in concert with those who are the subjects of such policy. 

 A seemingly intractable problem observed in systems purposed to deliver a high 

quality education to all students is that the rate of effectiveness is uneven and that 

practices become stagnant, and perhaps unchangeable, over time. Students in high 

socioeconomic conditions score better on objective measures of educational attainment 

than their low socioeconomic counterparts, including on the SAT and NAEP (Grissmer, 

Flanagan, Kawata, & Williamson, 2000; Sackett, Kuncel, Arneson, Cooper, & Waters, 

2009). The ability, then, of the students who do make it to high school graduation is vastly 

different when it comes to their opportunity to attend post-secondary education and gain 
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entry into career fields that are lucrative and meaningful. The effect of the inequitable 

distribution of achievement is detrimental to economic and democratic goals of society, 

leading to generations of haves and have-nots. Since the publication of A Nation At Risk in 

1983, the blame for low levels of student performance has rested with educators. 

Increasingly, the policy alternatives used to improve educational outcomes have 

shrunken to include a small repertoire of incentives and punishments for schools and the 

people who work in them. Determination of the effectiveness of educators, the crux of the 

incentive-based systems, has been based on a test, or a series of tests, that students must 

take throughout their schooling. One result of the myopia towards standards, testing, and 

accountability – dominant features in the neoliberal paradigm – is that too much attention 

has been paid to the effectiveness of the components of the system within policy studies in 

education. Whether because of society’s investment in the current structure, the 

hegemonic influences of political regimes, or a lack of palatable alternative, policy 

research has become too focused on the outcomes of the current system rather than 

looking to the future and proposing new designs. The purpose of this paper is to transition 

away from post-implementation research and towards an agenda-setting capacity.  

Arguably, the literature base of the field of education policy provides a foundation 

for understanding that the desired change as expressed in policy has come slowly, if at all. 

Why have educators not adapted to meet the full demands of the legislators? To date, 

policy theorists, analysts, and researchers have constructed various arguments about 

policy regimes, the impact of the political and economic motives on students and 

communities, and the ways in which educational leaders should move forward in their 

technical work to improve student achievement. These arguments – some of which 
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critique neoliberalism, deride New Public Management, or propose leadership strategies 

within policy contexts – increase our understanding of the larger policy environment and 

the ways in which educators become actors in their roles and in the larger scope of policy 

implementation (Apple, 2010; Ball, 2008b; Honig, 2004). However, what we understand 

about why current policy attempts have succeeded or failed, why educators engage with 

some policy and avoid others, and how educators have interacted with the multitude of 

policies that impact daily practice is limited, and perhaps non-existent. This paper argues 

that, using the methodology developed for this research, we can begin to uncover the why 

and how by understanding the institutional complexion of educators. 

 This chapter will identify and explain three policy strands that distinguish much of 

the policy scholarship within education. Within the strands, the differences between the 

micro and macro perspectives will be explained (Ylimaki & Bruner, 2011), as will the 

empirical structures of the research. A review of New Institutional Theory and a scaffold 

for the research of institutions follows the literature review of policy research in education 

in order to situate the proposed methodology in previous scholarship. Because the 

proposed methodology bridges philosophical traditions, I will pay attention in this chapter 

to the author’s worldview and why bridging philosophical boundaries is necessary. 

The Policy Process and Education Policy 

  Broadly, the policy cycle is a component of a larger social process wherein human 

participants seek to maximize values or achieve outcomes, so they utilize institutions to 

affect resources (Lasswell, 1971). The purpose of policy, then, is to affect resource 

allocation, which is accomplished by aligning values with institutions. From Laswell’s 

perspective, information is gathered; a problem is identified; and a solution is conceived, 
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applied and ended, with a final determination of success. Policymaking, within this model, 

travels a linear pathway and relies on a classical rationality. Even though subsequent 

models moved beyond the linearity of Lasswell’s, education policy research has focused 

primarily on the final stages after implementation.  

Kingdon’s (1995) policy streams theory is also a description of the policy process, 

but more specifically is concerned with agenda setting, meaning the time period when 

people are paying serious attention to a particular problem or set of problems. The policy 

streams theory explains when a particular issue or problem will be on the agenda, or the 

policy window opens. This happens when the policy stream, the problem stream, and the 

political stream converge at which time a policy window is opened. I offer these two 

theoretical approaches to clarify that the majority of education policy research, and much 

of what is presented in this chapter, is not concerned with the process of value assessment 

or agenda setting, but rather with assessment and evaluation of the effectiveness of 

solutions. A primary theme of this paper is that more education policy scholarship should 

focus on the agenda setting and social process where institutions are formed and reformed.  

Presently, there are divergent and, in some ways, complementary, sub-fields 

within the study of education policy. One strand is still process-oriented and describes the 

effects of policy implementation with the purpose of explaining whether the policy 

translated into the desired effects when put into practice. For the purposes of this paper, I 

will refer to this as the Process and Implementation Strand. The theory development in 

this strand concentrates on measurement of variables, does not typically focus on 

generalizable social theory. To be clear, the scholars in this strand generally are not 
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interested in the choices that led to the policy, including agenda-setting and debates about 

the proper deployment of resources (Kingdon, 1995).  

The second strand is concerned with elucidating, criticizing, and calling for change 

related to issues of equity, equality, power, and the social effects of the current status of 

policy related to education. For the purposes of this paper, I will term this strand the 

Critical Strand. Scholarship in this strand tends to view the current state of affairs in 

education policy as a worldwide phenomenon that leads to a social reproduction model 

designed to commoditize knowledge, and that has the effect of centralizing power for a 

coalesced minority. Theory development relies primarily on discursive methodology and 

yields explorations and conclusions about power and knowledge. The third strand 

examines the interaction of school leaders with the policy process, though the focus is 

limited to the implementation and negotiation of policy implementation once at the district 

or school level. For the purpose of this paper, I will term it the Leadership of 

Implementation Strand. Given a policy development or contextualized situation, this 

strand seeks to explain how effective school leaders implement policy successfully and 

how multiple demands are weighed and balanced in practice. The three strands identified 

here tend to reference each other, but there seems to be little to no evidence of attempts to 

coalesce the bodies of knowledge to generate common theory or frameworks to guide 

future policy study. In order to elucidate the foundation of scholarship that this paper 

builds upon each of the strands will be discussed with major scholars highlighted in the 

following sections.  

Process and implementation strand. The research from this strand of scholarship 

is primarily focused on micro perspectives, in which authors tend to study a single 
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implementation, whether at an individual site, or of one program or project across multiple 

sites. It should be noted that process in this strand, unlike the Leadership strand, is 

focused on assessing fidelity to the process or program rather than the leadership needed 

or used in implementation. Generalizability, based on data sets that are designed to 

represent many settings, is a goal of the research in the Process strand. By measuring the 

success of a particular implementation, or by identifying the process used to implement 

policy, researchers contribute to a broad understanding of what works. A systemic 

weakness in this type of strand of research, though, is that context is lost. By context, I 

mean the subjectivity and judgments that are inherent to the type of constant human 

interaction that happens in schools. This article is an argument that why policy works is as 

important to understand, if not more so, than what works.  

If the policy process is conceptualized as a linear model, the study of policy in the 

process and implementation strand is concerned solely with the stages following 

codification of formal decisions (Kingdon, 1995; Laswell, 1971). This consideration is 

central to this paper because of the shortage of research that can inform the earlier phases 

of policy. A McDonnell and Elmore (1987) article situates this strand and categorizes 

three generations of policy research within education. After several decades of study, 

McDonnell and Elmore determined that policy study had shifted from examining 

implementation of policies for evidence of success, what they called the first generation, 

to a study of variations and contingent features needed for successful implementation. 

Essentially, this was a change from the closed-system, mechanical policy approach to a 

more contextualized understanding of policymaking and its effects. The third generation – 

and a desirable future direction – they proposed, should focus on the instruments of policy 
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and the conditions under which such instruments are successful. McDonnell and Elmore 

(1987) identify four types of instruments: mandates, inducements, capacity-building, and 

system-changing. They write that: 

Because we view the instruments through which substantive goals are translated 

into action as lying at the core of any policy, we feel this approach will allow us to 

develop a parsimonious framework that specifies the key relationships among 

problem definition, instrument choice, organizational context, implementation, and 

effects. (McDonnell and Elmore, 1987, pp. 149) 

The recognition of the importance of the instruments of policy is an essential step toward 

understanding why policy works; however, McDonnell and Elmore stop short of 

examining the instruments in relation to the mental models of educators.  

 This study extends McDonnell and Elmore’s (1987) typology of policy study. 

While their categorization is helpful to examine the implementation and effectiveness of 

policy in relation to its intent, I argue that it does not necessarily translate into the policy 

developments that will lead to significant change. The proposed methodology in this 

article is an avenue to study the instruments and their effectiveness. In proposing a new 

framework McDonnell and Elmore leave out what is perhaps the most important element 

of the equation for successful policy: a deep understanding of the motivations and goals of 

those who are subject to the policy. New practices will be adopted and systemic change 

will occur when policy has the effect of altering the day-to-day decisions of educators. 

Policy will accomplish this once the correct mix of instruments is introduced and scholars 

begin to examine the underlying heuristics in addition to the objective results. A 

requirement for this type of research is attention to single sites and individual cases.  
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One example of researchers moving from a macro perspective to a micro 

perspective that attended more to context is found in the Educational Evaluation and 

Policy Analysis volume (1990) dedicated to the implementation of a curriculum for 

elementary mathematics defined in California statute. The structure of that study was 

novel and conclusions were drawn from classroom-level data. The volume opened with an 

overview from Cohen and Ball (1990), which explained, “Policymakers believe that they 

can steer school practices and change school outcomes… Yet educational researchers 

report that state and federal policies have affected practice only weakly and inconsistently” 

(p. 233). This volume sought to describe policy implementation from a new and more 

viable perspective, from the classroom outward to the school and political environments. 

This is an example of a micro study in that the authors assessed a single program’s 

implementation, and they sought to understand how teachers could manage the existing 

system created around them. Using a case study methodology, the various articles present 

the course of this change in curriculum and instruction, and subsequently illuminate the 

work of teachers in light of the change directed at the heart of their work. Darling-

Hammond wrote in the volume that: 

The work of these investigators contributes to and strengthens a newly emerging 

paradigm for policy analysis-one that attends to policy conditions and contexts, the 

nature of teaching, and the process of change-while it illuminates the course of a 

particular policy of great national interest. (1990, p. 339)  

Sykes (1990), who wrote a concluding article for the volume, pointed to organizational 

alignment and policy coherence, elements of policy that are perceived on an individual 

level, as a determinant for policy implementation success. Focus on the contextual 
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features of policy implementation and the effort to include the humanistic impacts of 

policy combine to illustrate a shift toward the micro-features, and this focus on the 

individual does carry forward into future policy study. Judgments about the management 

of larger policy subsystem using this curricular reform as evidence is somewhat 

unfounded because there is a lack of theory building in this area. The use of case study in 

the California study was an important exploratory development; however, transference of 

what were effective behaviors in one context to another does not constitute policy 

development. The methodology proposed in this article seeks to fill this gap because of 

the attention to both micro processes and theory. 

Other examples of scholarship from this strand are exemplified by research on 

implementations of research-based curricula, such as Success for All, and the use of data 

gathered for accountability purposes (Borman et al, 2007; Ingram, Seashore Louis, & 

Schroeder, 2004). The Borman article is an assessment of the Success for All (SFA) 

reading program implemented in many schools as part of comprehensive school reform 

under NCLB. The importance of the Borman piece for this article is not the finding – that 

SFA was effective for many of the students – but rather that the micro study was 

extrapolated to propose macro implications. The study was undertaken in 41 schools, by 

testing 1085 students, and using Hierarchical Linear Modeling statistical techniques. The 

authors argue, “Clearer educational standards, stronger forms of accountability, and the 

pursuit of systemic reform are just some of the examples of how educational policy 

makers have attempted to improve the coupling and control of schools and the reform of 

instruction” (Borman et al., 2007, p. 723). They go on to conclude that the model of the 

SFA program, one developed by a not-for-profit organization that benefits financially 
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from the implementation of the program, addresses issues of control and commitment, and 

makes the work of teachers more predictable and precise. The intent to determine the 

effectiveness of the single program, I believe, is well within the scope of the study.  

However, to conclude that implementation of this program, which is a highly 

prescriptive approach to literacy, has somehow transformed the command and control 

systems of schools and has altered the commitment of teachers propagates the notion that 

policymakers and private organizations have the answers for appropriate systemic change, 

and that educators should follow the script for the benefit of students. This furthers the 

tension between policymakers and educators, and also exemplifies the push to 

privatization, private-public partnerships, and complex networks that critical theorists 

discuss more openly. Critical theorists argue the new networks that include schools and 

private interest groups with financial investment in the success of NCLB constitute a new 

paradigm in education, one which jeopardizes its historically public nature (Ball, 2008b). 

The question at hand is not that SFA is effective when implemented, but rather that the 

logics underlying the paradigm are unquestioned, and that findings of program 

effectiveness are extrapolated to system-wide implications directed at the work of teachers 

with an assumption of compliance and professional agreement. The tension highlighted 

here is that the expertise of educators is subjugated to the entrepreneurial spirit and 

scientific management techniques without question, critique, or even acknowledgment.  

Other articles make conclusions that resonate the tension between policymakers 

and educators. In “Accountability Policies and Teacher Decision Making: Barriers to the 

Use of Data to Improve Instruction,” Ingram, Seashore Louis, and Schroeder (2004) 

explain how teachers feel about and use data gathered for accountability purposes in their 
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work because “there is little empirical research on how these policies affect practice” 

(2004, p. 1259). In this micro study, the goal is to inform policymakers of how teachers 

use data and what barriers are in place to the use of the data being gathered under the 

current accountability policies. The authors sought to understand the difference between 

schools using models of continuous improvement (CI) and organizational learning (OL) to 

understand how the implementation of data-use practices, taken largely form the 

organizational management literature and practices, were being accepted and translated 

into action. The researchers conducted interviews at nine schools of various sizes in 

diverse communities, using a qualitative, inductive process. In their findings, the authors 

present and explain barriers to the use of data: “Most teachers do not typically rely on data 

to examine the effectiveness of teaching. Changing this requires not only changes in 

behavior but also in deeply held values” (Ingram, Seashore Louis, & Schroeder, 2004, p. 

1281). Since their goal was to determine how teachers could more effectively use data, 

they concluded, “We need to focus more attention on the goals and processes of CI and 

OL under conditions of accountability” (p. 1283). This is notable because it assumes that 

teachers want to and should use the data being gathered, and that changing teachers’ 

values can be accomplished by better understanding a process of data analysis. The 

tension between policymakers and practitioners is highlighted; policymakers believe that 

they can and should alter the values held by educators, and that to do this, the process of 

program implementation must be better understood.  

Policy analysts have become quite skilled at interpreting results of policy 

implementation using large sets of quantitative student achievement data, teacher 

satisfaction surveys, and various qualitative data. Put another way, we generally know 
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what works. Knowing what works has, however, displaced a critical factor: namely, why 

policy works. As such, why is the focus of this article and the methodology proposed 

within. The following section moves away from analysis of function and outcome toward 

a critique of the larger political and social forces that have dominated the agenda of 

education policymaking in the late-20th and early-21st centuries.  

Critical strand. Description and observational models characterize the Critical 

Strand. In addition, critical authors have intended to highlight oppression, class, and 

marginalization to create change in the policy environment through substantive radical 

action (Burrell & Morgan, 1979). Scholars within this strand tend to split into discussions 

of curriculum, and also description of the politics, economics, and discourses of the policy 

system as a whole. In this section, discussion focuses on the critical voices concerning 

curriculum, as will the more generalized critique of the policy subsystem. 

Curriculum. The examination of curriculum from this perspective has a layered 

approach, in that the results of policy and discourses that lead to outcomes interact 

repeatedly and in complex ways. Researchers discuss the social change effect of 

curriculum in terms of what is taught, but also, the scholarship advances an understanding 

of the human discussions and interactions to decide what is taught (Ylimaki & Brunner, 

2011). This is different from the Process and Implementation Strand in that scholars in 

this strand are not primarily interested in the effectiveness of the curriculum 

implementation for improving test results, but rather for explaining the effect of 

curriculum on a larger scope of dependent variables, including social relations and system 

equity.  
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In Ylimaki and Brunner’s 2011 article, “Power and Collaboration-

Consensus/Conflict in Curriculum Leadership: Status Quo or Change,” the authors 

conducted a macro-issue, qualitative analysis of two school leaders’ approaches to the 

development of a literacy curriculum. Their goal was to understand the operational 

leadership paradigm in relation to a theoretical framework developed to contrast radical 

social change and social stability. Through participant observation, document analysis, 

and interviews with the curriculum leaders and the educators in the schools, the authors 

point to six findings, three of which are highlighted here. First, rhetoric from leaders must 

be clear and consistent because there was a tendency by one leader to use both the power 

and collaboration-consensus, and the conflict rhetoric, which served to detract from the 

conflict discourse. The second is that conflict does not necessarily indicate a lack of 

collaboration; it can, in fact, lead to both change and collaboration. The third finding is 

that leadership preparation has a role in shaping the social change capability of leaders 

and that limited exposure to social justice is insufficient to create a change in leaders’ 

choices. Developing comfort in discussing issues of race, power, and class is essential to 

radical social change, and guiding processes rooted in these discussions takes practice and 

confidence.  

One of the contributions from the Ylimaki and Brunner (2011) article is that the 

importance of understanding dominant institutions and their role in radically altering 

social systems underlies the arguments made about radical change capability. In the case 

of this particular study, the change in question pertained to a literacy program, but in a 

more macro sense, what is taught and how it is taught was discussed explicitly as an 

expression of power and control. Another contribution was the empirical design of the 
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study; grounded in a qualitative methodology using the triangulation and discourse-

analysis technique of participant observation, document analysis, and interview, it 

highlights a viable strategy for understanding and explaining institutions in education.  

Michael Apple is widely regarded as a pioneer in the discussion of curriculum as 

an exercise in power by a hegemonic economic interest to subordinate a majority of 

students. Apple writes:  

I and many others have argued that education must be seen as a political act. We 

have suggested that to do this we need to think relationally. That is, understanding 

education requires that we situate it in the unequal relations of power in the larger 

society and in the realities of dominance and subordination—and the conflicts—

that are generated by these relations. (2010, p. 152) 

Apple describes how decisions in education, from curriculum to facilities to governance, 

are a manifestation of the social zeitgeist, more specifically, institutions. As such, this 

article argues that institutions must be understood in order for educators and policymakers 

to engage in radical social change. However, Apple’s work, and the scholarship 

throughout the field, is descriptive and theoretical, and there is little positivist, empirical 

methodology employed to test and develop the theory. In 1990, Ball wrote, “The field of 

policy analysis is dominated by commentary and critique rather than by research” (p.9). 

For the purposes of this paper, Apple’s work helps to transition from the curriculum 

scholarship to the broader, systemic, scholarship, and also highlights a weakness in the 

education policy field.  

That weakness, which I argue can be remedied, is in the lack of quasi-positivist 

empirical methodology to consider the social and political dynamics. I acknowledge that 
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scholars in this area have not intended to approach empiricism through a positivist lens, 

but I believe that to understand the broader structures and systems being critiqued, and to 

provide guidance for policy, an epistemological stance closer to positivism is needed.  

Critique of the policy subsystem. The study of the politics, economics, and larger 

social discourses of education is not solely a study of the United States, but in fact, is 

characterized by changes taking place throughout and within many countries (Ball, 2008a). 

Critical scholars argue that the globalization of economies has been a coalescing force for 

an educational paradigm that moves away from knowledge and towards commodification 

of skill for the sake of production. Even though the neoliberal paradigm is considered by 

critical scholars to be globalized, this article will focus on the United States and provide 

limited examples from the United Kingdom.  

Within the broad scope of the impact of neoliberal ideology, several themes 

emerge. The first theme that I will address in this study is the impact of new governance 

arrangements (Ball, 2008a; Ball, 2008b; Ball, 2009; Burch, 2006; Goodwin, 2009a; Hursh, 

2007; Scott & DiMartino, 2009; Verger, 2012). The second is that of competition and 

choice, which manifests in a tension between standardization and competition (Ball, 1990; 

Ball, 2008a; Ball 2010; Mintrom, 2000). The third theme of importance is that of the 

knowledge economy, which is a fundamental shift in the purpose of education under the 

neoliberal paradigm (Ball, 1990; Ball 2008a; Ball 2008b; Goodwin, 2009b). While the 

themes can be identified and discussed separately, there is naturally a great deal of 

intersection between them. I will discuss the themes in greater detail below, with an 

emphasis on the empiricism applied to the normative conclusions, and on ways in which 

past scholarship can inform future empirical study. 
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Theme: Governance. It is essential to highlight governance of the education 

system because of the governance system’s susceptibility to change. Because they are 

based on ideological shifts and dominant political paradigms that come and go, the 

methods used to govern the provision of educational services tend to change often. 

Examples of the shifts of governance arrangements include New York and mayoral 

control and Philadelphia’s experiment and for-profit management schemes and state-

takeover (Herman, 2013; Sanchez, 2013). Even though results are mixed, and many of the 

reforms are manifestations of critical theorists’ fears and cautions, there is an inclination 

among policymakers to reform governance structures as a means to improve the system’s 

performance.  

For purposes of specification, governance is “concerned with creating the 

conditions for ordered rule and collective action… The essence of governance is its focus 

on governing mechanisms (grants, contracts, and agreements) that do not rest solely on the 

authority and sanctions of government” (Milward & Provan, 2000, p 359). Ball (2008b) 

states that, “Governance is accomplished through the ‘informal authority’ of diverse and 

flexible networks, while government is carried out through hierarchies or specifically 

bureaucracy” (p. 747). Governance, therefore, is not necessarily accomplished solely by 

government; as such, researchers must expand their focus to diverse stakeholders and 

participants in a system of governance. A consequence of the expanded definition of 

governance that includes multiple stakeholders is that the benefits and costs of 

participation in governance are more diffused in society. The new governance of the 

education system is marked by an expansion of non-governmental influence on the 
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provision of services and a system that is increasingly managed through a network of 

public and private entities.  

The Neoliberal ideology calls for privatization in many sectors of the economy and 

governance based on trust in market forces (Hood, 1991). Within the neoliberal paradigm 

markets behave rationally and act according to the free hand. Thus, a reliance on the free 

market in education is simply an application of a consistent ideology and is thought to 

result in an efficient and high-quality system. The calls for privatization in education 

range from full privatization to the use of vouchers, to increased contracting for services 

such as testing and even foodservices (Burch, 2006; Hursh 2007). One critique of the 

privatization movement in education is the principal-agent dilemma (Burch, 2010; 

Eisenhardt, 1989). Once a governmental principal enters into a contract for a service, the 

provision of service is done at arms-length. The principal must monitor how the agent 

fulfills the obligation, and the extent to which the service matches the principal’s 

expectations. If the monitoring is ineffective, or the contract unclear, then service can 

deteriorate. The extent to which the principal is aware, able to correct the problems, or 

take over service provision may also decline, which can lead to lasting problems.  

Another, and related, critique of privatization is that the relationships between 

private enterprise and governmental systems have become entangled and entrenched. The 

consequence is that once stable and deliberate governmental systems have become 

beholden, and in some ways have lost control, to non-governmental entities. In a series of 

articles published in 2008 and 2009, Ball and Goodwin describe a new, networked, 

structure of governance that is more responsive to policy cycles and includes more 

private-sector influence than was previously engaged in the system:  
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This is a new hegemonic vision which inserts competition and entrepreneurialism 

into the heart of the project of state education. Such narratives in turn serve to 

repopulate the field of policy, legitimating new actors; they rework the 

possibilities of public sector delivery and establish new ideas and new social logics. 

(Ball, 2008b, p 753) 

The “new vision” Ball described brings with it a motive that was once unseen in education 

systems: profit. Thus, the role of the principal in relation to the agent in education systems 

is evermore important because the goal of the agent is to fulfill the contract at the lowest 

cost with the greatest return. Critical theorists argue that this is a precarious state for 

education.  

Two questions that arise from the principal/agent dilemma are 1) What is the 

normative impact of the policy enactments? 2) If competition and market narratives have 

produced change, then what are the changes, and whose interests do the changes serve?  

Increasingly, the normative impact is that private education service providers are 

becoming the common sense approach to curriculum, assessment, and school management 

in a very large marketplace with a great deal of potential profit. “A reiterative stream of 

‘solutions’ and ‘best practice’ and ‘evidenced’ developments are ‘offered’ through reports, 

‘research’ and ‘evaluations’ which seem almost always to privilege further privatisations 

or ‘business-like’ methods” (Ball, 2009, p 93). The neoliberal response to criticism is that 

schools have chosen to contract for these services because the total cost of doing so is less 

than internal provision (cost of provision + transaction cost < internal provision), and so it 

is simply a rational calculus. The critical perspective offers the insight that powerful, 

financially-vested interests have altered the governance structure such that the choice to 
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privatize is the sole option. In the case of SFA, as illustrated in the Borman, et al. (2007) 

article, the beneficial effects of SFA outweigh any impression that a reliance on the 

private sector is harmful, and in fact, the new partnership is unquestioned. The networked 

governance structure, then, seeks to maintain avenues to reinforce the new paradigm 

because of the financial and power incentives, creating a hegemonic influence that is self-

reifying (Ball, 2009).  

In strictly the American context, new accountability regimes imposed under No 

Child Left Behind have radically altered the common sense approach to assessment and 

evaluation of student learning. Now, “there is a growing market for products and services 

driven by Federal and local accountability mandates” (Burch, 2006, p 2589). In order to 

assess the impact of accountability policy from the federal mandate of NCLB on a local 

context, Burch conducted a case study analysis of a school district and found that there 

was strong pressure for districts to contract with private providers of testing services, and 

that governance systems were changing to include more private-sector influence (2006). 

Burch points to a need to examine the effects of the changing policy environment on the 

demand-side, meaning that further study should examine the changing role of the 

professional educator, and the effects of increased embedment of private interests within 

public education.  

As noted previously, a gap that this proposed research addresses is the lack of 

study conducted to understand the decision-making process of educators. Burch, working 

within a New-Institutional perspective, never empirically addresses what is at the root of 

Institutionalism and decision-making: the institutions themselves. This is a shortcoming of 

other scholarship involving isomorphism, namely that the researcher is more interested at 
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that point in confirming isomorphism than in examining the human interactions and 

resulting heuristics that underpin the structural, observed change. In the case of Burch’s 

article, research could move forward to address the possible tensions felt by district 

personnel as they interact with and propagate the new privatized structure. Goodwin 

emphasizes this future direction more generally when examining privatization, writing “A 

focus on actors’ capacities rather than network membership might lead us to consider 

what strategies are rules in or out as a result of network power relations and what groups 

are included or excluded from the network on the basis of these” (Goodwin, 2009a, p 684). 

Goodwin is pointing to the heuristics, or institutions, that are being considered in the 

collective action dilemma of education provision within a society. This article forwards an 

argument that it is exactly these institutions that should be examined for greater policy 

coherence and effect.  

Theme: Competition and choice. In this section, competition is meant to refer 

specifically to the contest within the system for students and not for competition between 

contracting agents to service to education providers. The competition and choice theme is 

constructed on the premise that quality of service, meaning quality of education provided 

to students, will improve by forcing schools to compete for student enrollment. The other 

side of the equation is the assumption that consumers of education, the families and 

communities, will make informed choices because of improved information about the 

effectiveness of schools, and will select the most effective provider. This theme becomes 

the nexus for the other two themes; schools will seek to become more effective and 

efficient under the new governance arrangement, and they will also need to provide the 

best knowledge because that is what choice is based upon.  
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In a study of policy entrepreneurs and school choice, Michael Mintrom (2000) 

summarizes the development of school choice . He writes that, “With school choice, 

parents and children can express their consumer choice with respect to schooling just as 

they express it in their purchase of goods and services in private markets” (Mintrom, 2000, 

p. 15). The rationale exemplified in that statement, is that choice is the ability to consume 

education based in market-type information. Several assumptions underlie a market-based 

approach. Firstly, there is at minimum semi-perfect information from which consumers 

can draw to make the decision. Secondly, there are alternative options to select from, and 

thirdly, there are consumers who are sufficiently rational to draw distinctions, weigh costs 

and benefits, and make decisions.  

School choice can be viewed as an attempt by government and governance 

systems to reduce disparities in the provision of quality education services. The 

mechanisms behind school choice are often a matter of resource distribution and, in some 

cases, redistribution. Students move between schools and districts, between public and 

charter schools, and in some cases, to private schools, and take their state and local 

funding with them. There are, however, mixed findings about whether school choice 

effectively increases achievement. The results have yet to reach consensus about overall 

effectiveness.  

Often, the question of school choice effectiveness is addressed using a rational 

perspective within the more positivist, empirical research. The research in this area is 

typically composed of a sample using a large data set from a defined geographic area, and 

the dependent variable is student outcomes. In a 2009 article, Lauen compared the 

achievement gains of students who exercised school choice in Chicago and those who did 
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not. The data set included all 8th grade students in 2000 (n=16,532). The researchers 

examined student achievement over the subsequent four years using complex 

mathematical modeling. The findings suggest that for those students who exercise choice, 

there are benefits. When controlling for background characteristics such as race and 

socioeconomic status, the graduation gains are 3.6 percentage points greater for students 

who chose the high school. When addressing the matter of benefits of choice for 

disadvantaged subgroups, Lauen writes that there is, “no evidence of racial-ethnic 

differences or SES differences in the choice benefit…choice may work best for those 

more likely to exercise it” (2009, p 196). Other research, using similarly large datasets 

reaches strikingly similar conclusions in different regions of the United States and even 

internationally (Bifulco, Cobb, & Bell, 2009; Lara, Mizala, & Repetto, 2011). Since the 

practice of choice has been in place for over three decades, one would expect to find that 

the range of choice policies has positively impacted students’ educational outcomes. 

However, the conclusion that there is only a slight benefit for the students who make a 

school choice, suggests that there are strong institutional forces at work in the minds of 

policymakers and parents.  

Possible reasons for the lack of positive data on a widespread scale are that parents 

do not act on the information at hand, that parents choose the option to stay in the current 

underperforming school even though it violates the assumption of rationality, or that the 

systems parents must navigate are too complex for those who should choose to move 

schools according to the theoretical models that drive the school choice paradigm. At the 

heart of these factors is a conflict between what policymakers expect people to do and 

what how people actually make choices. This is a conflict of institutions. 
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The personal responsibility assumption is that when a person is given the 

opportunity to make choices that lead to a benefit, the individual will make a rational 

choice. Additionally, when provided that opportunity, the individual becomes solely 

responsible for the outcomes. Within neoliberalism:  

The individual is conceived as an autonomous entrepreneur who can always take 

care of his or her own needs. For neoliberals, those who do not succeed are held to 

have made bad choices. Personal responsibility means that nothing is society’s 

fault. People have only themselves to blame. (Hursh, 2007, p. 497)  

The assumption of personal responsibility places greater emphasis on the individual over 

the collective, and it means that government must only provide for options rather than 

universal and guaranteed high quality service. From a critical standpoint, placing the 

emphasis on personal responsibility does not account for the starting places or social 

capital available to the consumers, and so consumption of options that are inequitable and 

socially harmful is not the responsibility of the collective (Arneil, 2006; Coleman, 1988). 

There is an inherent tension between personal liberty and governmental involvement 

because in the United States it is difficult to make an argument for less choice and greater 

governmental responsibility, but the policy of choice objectifies parents of students in 

failing schools as failing parents within failing communities. Within the context of school 

choice, the assumption of personal responsibility means that parents and students become 

the ultimate arbiters of their success since the government is no longer mandating that 

students attend failing schools. Thus, students attending failing schools have no one to 

blame but themselves, and so parents of these students, in essence, deserve what they get 

(Ball, 2008a).  
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Another assumption is that of adequate consumer ability. School choice models 

rely on the notion that parents and communities are in a position to make good decisions 

because they are expected to have practice in the marketplace for goods and services. 

School choice, though, is arguably dissimilar to choosing other goods and services in the 

marketplace. Parents who are subject to the worst schools, parents who should opt to 

move to higher performing schools, must often engage with bureaucracies and other 

communities with which they have little familiarity, and often little in common. Thus, 

social processes for which the policy does not account confound consumer ability.  

They [school choice policies] involve things done within families, things being 

done to families and forms of complicity, including what Bourdieu calls ‘self-

exclusion’, decision involving the avoidance of places which are not for ‘people 

like us’ resting on perceptions and understandings about how the world is ordered 

in terms of what is valued, what is to be chosen and avoided. (Ball, 2010, p.158)  

In practical terms, parents facing a school choice may examine options and believe that 

their child cannot be successful or should not be put in situations where cultural or 

socioeconomic differences would be highlighted. School choice policies and the choice 

paradigm address the academic achievement of students, and do not seek to ameliorate the 

social, cultural, or socioeconomic disparities and conflicts that may transpire when a child 

is uprooted from the neighborhood school. Thus, when parents must decide to subject 

their children to the consequences of choice, a tension is created between personal 

responsibility and systemic inequities.  
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Additionally, within the consumer ability assumption lies the belief that parents 

are equipped to weigh the alternatives. The choices presented, however, are not simple, 

and arguably parents do not possess the expertise necessary to make informed decisions. 

What this means is that parents, or at least some parents, now operate within a 

market in educational services which is no longer simply a matter of choice and 

competition between educational institutions but is a diffuse, expanding and sophisticated 

system of goods, services, experiences and routes, both publicly and privately provided. 

(Ball, 2010, p 159)  

The complexity that results from the function of privatization and networked 

relations has shaped an environment of technical – and potentially confusing – 

information, which disadvantages the families and communities that are most at risk. 

Parents in communities with failing schools are less likely to sort between all alternatives 

in an independent and rational manner to make a decision that benefits their children. 

Much of the contemporary research on school choice overlooks the potential self-

perpetuating nature of the choice system, and relies too heavily on a neoliberal narrative 

of the beneficent market.  

Theme: Knowledge economy. Arguably, there is a newly clarified relationship 

between education and the economic future of societies, one in which learning has been 

repurposed and economic incentives guide public policy.  

Education policies are formed and developed in relation to the supposed pressures 

of international economic competition; other purposes or outcomes from education 

are threatened with subordination to economic ‘necessities’. The meaning of 

education and what it means ‘to be educated’ are changed and a new kind of 
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flexible, lifelong learner is articulated by policy in relation to the knowledge 

economy. In addition, as indicated, education services are now an important 

international economic commodity in their own right. (Ball, 2009a, p. 39)  

The relationship between the economy and student outcomes is a central discourse of the 

neoliberal regime, and it lies at the center of the tension between educators and 

policymakers. The tension revealed by critical theorists is that educators, historically, have 

not viewed their work as a means of economic production. Instead, many educators have 

perceived that they teach children for the sake of knowledge production. Little of the 

prevalent scholarship aimed at practitioners attempts to question the new commonsense 

relationship between the economy and the education system. In some ways, it could be 

called an education-industrial complex. The role of educators as a component within the 

engine of economic development is now taken for granted. Without pointedly addressing 

the inherent tension that Ball identifies, there is acquiescence on the part of educators, at 

least outwardly, to the pressures of commodification and privatization exerted upon them. 

This increased prominence of economic necessity within education policy has both 

normative and discursive effects.  

 Policy changes and discourses within the neoliberal movement have included new 

regimes of accountability and thus a focus on curriculum that is tailored to specific, 

market-driven, needs. The new commonsense reaction of educators is that to meet the 

demands of federal legislation, they must adopt a curriculum model that has been 

developed and tested. An outcome of this demand is a new supply of commoditized 

curricula. New curricula available in the marketplace is not tailored to fit a community’s 

needs, rather, it is designed and marketed to improve test scores. Critical theorists argue 
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that the heart-and-soul of curriculum development that targets the unique needs of a 

community have been subjugated to economic interests.  

There is a clear belief communicated within policy that the greatest lever for change to 

increase economic competitiveness resides within the schools. Whereas critical theorists 

argue that education is for the sake of knowledge, neoliberal ideology goes a step further 

and espouses a belief that knowledge is for the purpose of economic development. Ball 

(2010) argues that this has harmed both families and schools because there is little 

attention paid to the multitude of factors that affect children’s success and that 

consequently, educators have compensated by reducing knowledge to what is supported in 

the marketplace for goods and services.  

The discourse of policy has changed to support and mutually reinforce the 

neoliberal ideology, adding legitimacy to the discourse of commoditized curriculum. 

“Through the recontextualization of business and management language, the work of 

governance is pursued and contributes to changes in everyday social relations in schools, 

colleges, and universities” (Ball, 2009, p. 87). This is manifested in the new regimes 

established to manage and measure education with the intention of holding providers 

accountable. One empirical study that addressed this particular aspect of the knowledge 

economy is an assessment of the policy development of public-private partnerships 

(ePPPs) in an international context (2012). Through document analysis and interviews 

conducted with 10 identified proponents of ePPPs, Verger concluded that the development 

of this policy alternative is largely driven by economic justification, but has political 

ramifications as well:  
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ePPP should also be understood as a political project that aims to alter the current 

paradigm of education reform in low-income contexts…it attempts to move the 

focus of education further away from an inputs rationale to a reform agenda with 

outputs, governance, and managerial solutions at its core. (Verger, 2012, p 125)  

This study is a rare example of research within education policy that seeks to examine a 

particular reform from the policymaker or network perspective, and it adds to the 

empirical rationale for a qualitative approach of document analysis and interview. To add 

to this research, and to understand the change from inputs to outputs, future study should 

seek to compare the perspectives from policymakers with those from educators. I believe 

a study such as the one proposed in this article would highlight the dynamic institutional 

environment, bolster the Verger’s claim of a change, and provide insight concerning the 

origin of the change.  

 Leadership of Implementation Strand. Scholars gained interest in how 

leadership interacts with the new discourses of neoliberal ideology expressed through 

policy. They address the question of how a leader should attend to the changing 

environment to achieve the best outcomes for students. Common trends in this research 

suggest that there is little comment on the clear tension between policymakers and 

educators that is evident in the studies, and also that there is little empiricism.  

The schools and organizations that prepare leaders have been examined in order to 

understand the relationship between changing ideology and how leaders conduct their 

work. One finding has been that leadership preparation has undergone the same shift that 

has happened in the schools. Increased emphasis has been placed on management – the 

management of school systems and the conflict of management – and there is an 
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underlying assumption that crafting leadership skills is a process that can be driven by 

standards and measures (Anderson, 2001; Roach, Smith, & Boutin, 2010; Ylimaki & 

Brunner, 2011). The logic underlying this change, it seems, is that since all schools are 

subject to the same accountability systems, and since inputs are considered in policy to be 

standardized, then to create high quality outputs, leaders must simply put best practices 

into place to be successful. This serves two ends. Firstly, it serves to propagate a policy 

system that demonstrates little effectiveness based on scholarship from the other strands. 

When considered in the context of the process and implementation and critical strands, 

the leadership literature appears isolated. Secondly, it creates a new leadership corps that 

has little basis to question existing policy or to create new policy that deviates from the 

neoliberal paradigm. Training programs become the instruments of reproduction for the 

existing system rather than agents of change.  

Another area of scholarship within this strand is focused on how educational 

leaders cope with the neoliberal movement and how they make changes toward 

implementing the paradigm’s strategies and structures. A term found within the literature 

is coherence, which seems to suggest a tacit understanding that policy is not coherent with 

itself or the strategies and structures in place today. Honig (2004), in a theoretical article, 

places the burden of crafting coherence on district and school leadership, arguing that 

effective leaders bridge and buffer, constantly negotiating what policy demands to 

implement and how to adapt schools to meet the goals of policy. In effect, leaders 

examine the goals of their organization, and then strategically use external demands to 

improve school performance. One strength of this article is that it does confer some power 

and responsibility to school leaders in the policy realm; however, it takes a position in 
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favor of the status quo without making that assumption evident. There is a clear 

supposition that the policy goals within the neoliberal paradigm are valuable and in the 

best interest of students, and so school leaders inherently become agents of reproduction.  

In an empirical attempt to examine coherence-crafting activities of school leaders 

through a comparative case study approach, Honig (2006) substantiated some of the types 

of activities that were proposed in 2004. Citing that boundary spanning was an effective 

practice in public management sectors outside of education, Honig expected to find that 

school personnel would be hired to purposefully implement the same practices. What she 

found was that district personnel who were hired to craft coherence through boundary 

spanning instead turned inward to the organization and attempted to further bureaucratize 

and manage the system they were in rather than negotiate complex relationships externally. 

This finding highlights the tension among school leaders, policy demands, and the 

education of students. This article argues that understanding the institutional nature of the 

field rather than applying focus on specific policy levers and leadership actions will lead 

to decreased conflict among the multiple demands.  

Summary 

Throughout the strands of education policy scholarship, there are three consistent 

features. The first is that each identifies a tension between policy demands and student 

outcomes, and that even with multiple solutions imposed, there is little resolution in many 

schools. Simply, this means that students in many schools are not meeting the demands 

put in place under the neoliberal paradigm, and this is not for a lack of research-based 

solutions. Moreover, there is substantial critique of the new policy paradigm without 

much empirical backing (Ball, 1990). The origin and effect of this tension is not 
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adequately addressed in scholarship. Second, there is a lack of empirical research from a 

positivistic perspective to address why the tension cited above remains in place, and how 

this tension should be addressed. We seem to know how effective particular programs are 

at producing educational gains, and we are able to test students to ascertain effectiveness 

for accountability purposes (Borman et al., 2007). However, education policy researchers 

have not been engaged with the collective action dilemma facing our school system with 

the intent of building theory and proposing policy solutions. Therefore, policy solutions 

suppose the motivations of educators, the purpose of learning, and the role of students and 

parents without much empirical examination of reality.  

The third feature is that past research addresses the values, norms, practice, and 

strategies of policymakers and educators, which can be empirically examined as 

institutions. Underlying all policy decisions, enactments of programs, and choices about 

coherence, are the institutions of the society. In order to address the tension observed 

between what is expressed in policy and what is apparent in the outcomes, this article 

argues that education policy scholars should examine the institutional composition 

empirically so that they can propose more aligned and effective policy. Transitioning to a 

study of institutions would bring closer together the motivations of educators, the 

expectations of parents, and the role of education in our society. Institutions, as I will 

illustrate, explain the mechanisms underlying human behavior. When institutions of the 

rule-makers and those subject to the rules are better aligned, there is greater adherence to 

the expectations and greater success in solving social dilemmas.  

Coping with Tension – Structuralism & Open Systems 
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  To ameliorate the tensions identified above, schools will turn to their structure to 

functionally cope, which requires a discussion of structuralism and open systems. In 

practice, this means that as schools encounter demands from the policymakers that cannot 

be met in the schools’ current structure, there is an inclination among educational leaders 

to adjust organizational structure in order to achieve desired results. However, a belief in 

the superiority of mental models and institutionalized practices over the control of 

organizational structure presents a cautionary warning insofar as the ability to structural 

change to affect the performance of organizational outcomes. Additionally, a great deal of 

literature in education leadership is attentive to the functional aspects of administration, 

with little attention paid to the ideological implications. In the case of organizational 

structure, ideological implications means that the way in which school personnel are 

structured can reify existing social patterns of power and control, or perhaps even counter 

them. For instance, administrator training programs teach students about the prominence 

of bureaucracy, the importance of shared decision-making, and role of politics; however, 

there is little to no explicit attempt to bring to light or critique the macro and micro 

institutions that are rapidly changing schools and educators (Hoy & Miskel, 2012; Marion, 

2002; Anderson, 2001; ISLLC Standards). Because organizational strategy, which evolves 

from institutions, has a close connection with structure, the role of structure and 

environment will be discussed in the following section.  

The internal mechanisms of control within schools exist on a continuum of tight to 

loose control. Schools are considered by some scholars to be loosely-coupled 

organizations, meaning that the technical core is loosely connected to the authoritative 

region of the organization (Weick, 1976). This loosely-coupled nature has been attributed 
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to the technologies employed in teaching, the ambiguity of outputs, or the professional 

nature of the organization of schools. A benefit of loose coupling for organizations is that 

they are able to remain relatively stable in a turbulent environment; on the other hand, this 

stability can lead to stagnancy and a lack of adaptation when it is needed. When the 

tensions between expectations and outcomes become too great, schools may de-couple 

and perform compliance in order to preserve essential functions. For this reason, the 

notions of alignment and tension have practical implications for schools and policymakers.  

However, many observations of schools have characterized them as bureaucratized, 

or more tightly coupled. Perrow (1986, p 47) summarized Weberian bureaucracy as 

having three groups of characteristics, “those that relate to the structure and function of 

organization, those that deal with means of rewarding effort, and those that deal with 

protections for the individual.” In contrast to loose coupling, the school may compensate 

with tension by further bureaucratizing, which is contrary to the professional nature of the 

enterprise. So instead of protecting the technical core of the organization from the 

demands of the environment, the organization takes potentially radical steps to alter 

structures and functions, compensate employees, or change the composition of the 

workforce.  

The reforms of NCLB, it can be argued, produced organizational outcomes that 

can be described by both loose and tight coupling. However, NCLB failed to resolve the 

macro tension of creating alignment between policy and the knowledge of educators 

(Ravitch, 2010). The level of challenge in the curricula driven by the state tests has been 

discussed extensively to determine whether the level of rigor is sufficient. Schools and 

districts have also been found to cheat on state exams to preserve the technical core 
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functions by avoiding inspection of and accountability for practices (Mellon, 2013; 

Rankin, 2013). By masking the status quo with improved scores, schools have evaded 

sanctions and avoided what would be contentious and challenging decisions, manifesting 

mission drift or goal displacement (Bohte &Meier, 2000). Arguably, schools have also 

further bureaucratized in some areas. One such area is the move to evaluate and 

compensate teachers through performance measures, which is a primary goal of the Race 

to the Top grant program (Ravitch, 2010). The underpinning to this change is that if 

teachers are more accountable for the achievement gains of individual students in each 

class, as monitored by exams, then their performance and continued employment will be 

more contingent on effectiveness. The common factor among the responses to cope with 

the policy changes is that neither addresses the tensions underlying the systems, such as 

inequity, the impact of neoliberalism on the notion of education, and other foundational 

considerations.  

Clearly, the internal systems of organizations facing dynamic environments are 

important because organizations will either adapt to a changing environment, or fail to 

change, risking their legitimacy and survival. When organizations adapt by changing their 

structure and/or strategy to meet the new demands, they become vulnerable by having a 

new form, and if the prevailing institutions are in conflict with the intended adaptation, the 

organization will undergo a period of crisis. In order to understand policy and its 

implementation, it is critical to explain the connection between structure and strategy, the 

relationship between schools and their environment, and the role of the school leader. 

Open Systems Theory. Open-systems theory is a body of theory used to explain the 

relationship that organizations have with the environment. Some of the basic tenants of 
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open-systems, which will be elaborated below, are that 1) organizations are peopled, 2) 

people are boundedly rational, and 3) there is a constant exchange of information between 

the organization and the environment (Getzels, Lipham, & Campbell, 1968; Parsons & 

Shils 19591; Simon, 1997). Each of these tenants of open-systems theory has implications 

for institutions and how institutions may impact organizations.  

  Organizations are structured by an arrangement of positions. The positions are 

given specialized functions and responsibilities to fulfill, and the full composition of 

positions is organized in such a way that the goals of the organization can be achieved. 

People come into organizations with functionally different perspectives; consequently, no 

one person will interact with the position’s role in the same way as another. The role of 

the position in the organization is considered the institutional role when examining the 

functions performed absent the person occupying the role. The institutional role is “what 

is supposed to be done in order to carry out the purposes of the system rather than what is 

actually done” (Getzels, Lipham, & Campbell 1968). Parsons and Shils (1959) discuss the 

role of goal orientation and concerted action on the part of the individual within a social 

system. All social action by individuals is directed by a goal orientation and so the greater 

the alignment between the organization’s goals and those of the individual, the greater the 

harmony. When considering the ability to adapt to policy change, if the goals of the 

organization change rapidly without the goals of the individual being altered as well, the 

chance of conflict and tension increases.  

In the social system model proposed by Getzels, Lipham, and Campbell, the 

relationship between the personal and the normative environment illustrates this complex 

relationship between organization and the individual (Getzels, Lipham, & Campbell, 
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1968). In the general model, the individual with a personality and need-dispositions 

interacts with the institution, which has roles and expectations, leading to social behavior. 

This means that even with the most rational of schemes for organization, the people within 

the social system bring to bear elements from their own backgrounds on the order of the 

organization. This complicates organizations and necessitates an understanding of how 

people within organizations behave. Institutional analysis, and the methodology being 

proposed, provides a structure to research phenomena and develop theory while 

recognizing the inexorable linkage among the environment, the organization, and the 

people who occupy positions within the organization.  

  Herbert Simon (1997) pioneered the explanation of bounded rationality in order to 

describe how individuals make decisions while in administrative roles. Within classical 

economics, the assumption of the rational consumer using perfect information to 

maximize utility is standard. Simon defines rationality as using a system of values to 

evaluate consequences of behavior when selecting between alternatives (1997). 

Necessarily, the system of values becomes of chief importance, as does the ability to 

evaluate the alternatives available. Simon and others rightly point out that humans possess 

widely different values, and that the ability to process information is bounded by 

biological features and by time. Getzels, Lipham, and Campbell (1968) define value as, “a 

conception, explicit or implicit, distinctive of an individual or characteristic of a group, or 

the desirable which influence the selection from available modes, means, and ends of 

action” (p. 96). Just what is desirable by any one individual is variable and is subject to 

many influences. Because the filter for decisions is based on values, and because values 

differ, there is no one calculus that can be applied to determine what is preferable. Thus, 
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to make decisions within an organized context, then, people must satisfice rather than 

maximize (Simon, 1997). To be boundedly rational means that people make decisions 

considering the most salient information analyzed using mental models derived and 

developed from prior experience.  

Because administrators satisfice rather than maximize, they can choose without 

first examining all possible behavior alternatives and without ascertaining that these are in 

fact all the alternatives. Because they treat the world as rather empty and ignore the 

interrelatedness of all things (so stupefying to thought and action), they can make their 

decisions with relatively simple rules of thumb that do not make impossible demands 

upon their capacity for thought. Simplification may lead to error, but there is no realistic 

alternative in the face of the limits on human knowledge and reasoning (Simon, 1997, p 

119).  

As humans face more complex, open systems, the reliance on structured, rule-like 

information processing gains importance so that decisions can be made and resources 

directed on an on-going basis. Thus, Simon’s recognition of the limited capacity of human 

intelligence and ability forms the basis for the model of the individual that necessitates the 

study of institutions.    

  The benefit and the detriment of bounded rationality is that values and mental 

models are shared and common, to a degree. This means that within an organization the 

ability to achieve the group’s goals is based on the ability of the people to make decisions 

using a shared mental model, and so if there is little shared between members, then there 

will likely be a great deal of conflict and tension. However, when there is a high degree of 

alignment between the position roles, the mental models of the people within these roles, 
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and when the organization’s goals align with the mental models, the organization is likely 

to be more functional and adaptive. Therefore, there is an impetus to better understand and 

to be able to shape the heuristics, mental models, or institutions that are at work within an 

environment. 

  The final consideration within open systems theory is the relationship between the 

individual, organization, and the environment (Pfeffer and Salancik, 1978). Since 

individual participants enter the organization with their own preferences, goal orientations, 

and needs, there is an on-going relationship with the environment in that sense. Even 

though there is a collective goal of the organization, and there must be some subordination 

of personal goals to that of the organization, the organization’s goal composition will 

naturally be affected. Also, there is an on-going feedback loop between the environment 

and the organization in a more complete sense as the organization receives signals from 

the environment concerning effectiveness. From a resource dependency perspective, even 

stable organizations encounter problems because the environment is not stable. What 

happens to organizations is “also a consequence of the environment and the particular 

contingencies and constraints deriving from that environment” (Pfeffer & Salancik, 1978, 

p 3). Thus, the organization, composed of individual people in their roles, will alter the 

structure and strategy of the organization to accommodate the changing environmental 

demands.  

  The relationship between structure and strategy is not central to this paper, but 

does maintain an important position. When organizations encounter a problem, or tension, 

leaders will examine one of the two elements (strategy or structure) for possible change or 

adaptation. An argument can be made that many of the policies targeting increased 
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effectiveness of the education system have forced structural and strategic change that is 

largely isomorphic, and not aligned with the larger institutional composition of educators 

and communities. The neoliberal agenda has sought to change the fundamental systems of 

schools, and the discourses of neoliberalism formulate and prescribe substantial departures 

from the “old way of doing things.” Because of the required departure from entrenched 

practices and beliefs, the practice and effects of change will be briefly reviewed and 

assessed. Scholars within organizational theory, management, and public administration 

have debated the significance of change in structure and strategy, each elements 

subsequent relationship to the other, and the relationship between a change in both and 

organizational effectiveness. A problematic conclusion is that singular change in structure 

and/or strategy is more effective than multiple changes to either or both, likely due to a 

liability of newness (Amburgey & Dacin, 1994; Harris & Ruefli, 2000). Being nimble and 

adaptive is an asset only to a certain extent, and being able to navigate the institutional 

arrangement with certainty and stability also has advantages. This means that most 

organizations that undergo rapid, frequent, and substantive changes fare worse in terms of 

effectiveness, a situation that might characterize many struggling schools and districts 

under the current neoliberal policy regime. Therefore, being selective about the nature and 

frequency of organizational change impacts survivability.  

New Institutionalism 

  The body of New Institutional Theory (NIT) seeks to explain why and when 

adaptations occur in organizations. Relying on bounded rationality as a model of 

information processing, NIT proposes that humans within organizations adapt 

organizational structure and strategy to maximize legitimacy in conjunction, or sometimes 



UNCOVERING	  THE	  INSTITUTIONS	  OF	  ACCOUNTABILITY	  POLICY	   	  
	  

57	  

in place of, efficiency (DiMaggio & Powell, 1983). The legitimacy that is sought is 

derived from the broader environment, which situates the theory within a modernist, open-

systems perspective. This view is broader than a resource-dependency perspective, even 

while some of the basic tenants apply, because organizations are theorized to rely on a 

field that is conceptualized to exist beyond linear relationships. Three pressures are 

theorized to drive adaptation within an institutionalized environment (DiMaggio & Powell, 

1983). It is essential to note that while population ecology perspectives examine survival 

and role of niches, NIT is concerned with adaptation of organizations and not necessarily 

the survivability of organizations (Hannan & Freeman 1984). The pressures – coercive, 

normative, and mimetic – have been empirically examined, and there is still not consensus 

on the operationalization or the ability to measure each, yet the general theory is still 

applied throughout social science (Frumpkin & Galaskiewicz, 2004 ; Greenwood & 

Hinnings, 1996; Tolbert & Zucker, 1983; Zajac & Kraatz, 1993).  

  The NIT body of theory, in particular, the normative pressure and the model of its 

effects of adaptation, are applicable to this paper in several ways. NIT conceptualizes the 

organizational field as the means by which institutions are transmitted to, within, and from 

organizations. That field is broader than a sector. “By organizational field, we mean those 

organizations that, in the aggregate, constitute a recognized area of institutional life: key 

suppliers, resource and product consumers, regulatory agencies, and other organizations 

that produce similar services or products” (DiMaggio & Powell, 1983, p 148). The 

purpose for highlighting the scope of the field is that within NIT there is an understanding 

that organizations are affected not solely by a linear, market-based set of transactions, but 

also by a broader social context that should be examined. The normative environment is 
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organized and structured by professional organizations, trade associations, licensure 

requirements, professional preparation paradigms, and by any other means through which 

the traditions, values, norms, rules, and acceptable strategies are communicated to 

participants within the field. 

  In a theoretical article, Burch (2007) argued how institutional theory can inform 

the study of education policy, suggesting that, “Institutional theory offers a more nuanced 

lens for examining the organizational and institutional conditions that mediate these 

reforms, and how they do or do not make their ways into classrooms” (p 91). In the 2007 

article, she modeled the micro relationships between school administrators and the new 

networks of education services, in order to add to the macro-level understanding of how 

the new accountability paradigm is impacting the field of education. Her model (see figure 

1) addresses the nature of the institutional environment, and provides a basis for the 

further development of institutional analysis as proposed in this paper. Her model 

identifies relevant actors and provides feedback loops that identify coercive and normative 

relationships, yet it lacks a contribution to understanding how and why institutions are 

crafted, altered, and destroyed. I believe that this process, likely due to conflict, resides in 

the middle of Burch’s model where macro-level meaning systems and behaviors interact 

in organizational fields, with actors. The research methodology developed in this paper 

will add to understanding the interactions in that region.  

In 2010, Burch extended the theoretical study into an empirical study using 

archival data analysis, including limited quantitative data in the form of budget 

expenditures and survey, and structured interviews to examine networked relationships. 

Burch’s (2010) research examined the connection between public, for-profit, and not-for-
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profit organizations and their interactions in the new accountability paradigm. This study 

was focused on interim assessment technology, and had two purposes. The first was to 

understand how the interplay between the marketplace and public governance affect ideas 

about how to improve education, and the second was to understand how administrators 

respond to the dynamic environment and institutional pressures. In the findings of the 

study, Burch suggested that the market strongly influences ideas about how to improve 

education, and more important to this paper, that administrators responsible for the 

implementation and application of the new systems did not understand its uses and that 

this added to the loose-coupling of the system. This study is innovative in that the goal to 

understand micro and macro relationships through an institutional lens is purposeful from 

the outset. Burch, though, applied a mixed method approach that lacks sufficient evidence 

from either the quantitative or qualitative perspective. Interview data is sparse and the 

budget and survey data are only explained in passing. Based on the depth of the findings 

that Burch purposed the study with and the conclusions that are reached, there is a fair 

expectation to see more robust qualitative description and more analysis of the 

quantitative data. Building on Burch’s scholarship, this paper will propose avenues to 

apply a more robust and empirically tested method to understand the nature of the conflict 

between the institutions of the market and the spaces of education.  

Institutions: definition and application. This section first explains the definition of 

institutions that will be used in this study. Because there are so many applications of this 

term, it is important that I take time to specify its meaning in this research. The second 

part of this section moves on to explain how the Institutional Analysis and Development 
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Framework is applicable to the problem identified in this study, and also why another 

theoretical approach, sense-making, is different from an institutional analysis.  

Few of the predominant articles applying New Institutional Theory take the time to 

develop several important concepts that undergird the exploration of institutions, 

including the meaning of institutions. For this reason, I will take the opportunity to specify 

institutions so that what is analyzed through data collection is clearly defined. DiMaggio 

and Powell (1983) cite Selznick’s 1957 article wherein practices are described as having 

“value” beyond the technical requirements. Greenwood and Hinings (1996) synthesize 

past scholarship, writing that “regularized organizational behaviors are the product of 

ideas, values, and beliefs that originate in the institutional context” (p 1025), and using 

terms such as templates and archetypes. Burch says that, “policy designs and behavior are 

connected to larger social and cultural beliefs” (2007), and uses the term values repeatedly 

in her 2010 article. My critique of the lack of depth and attention given to perhaps the 

most important term in a study applying NIT is that there is little constraint to exactly 

what is being assessed from an institutional perspective. For instance, what are values and 

beliefs, and why are they different?  

  Ostrom’s 2005 book, Understanding Institutional Diversity, defines institutions 

and then reviews a broad array of scholarship from diverse fields, including psychology, 

sociology, linguistics, and economics for contributions to the definition. This forms a 

testable and operationalized definition of institutions that will be the basis for my 

research:    

Broadly defined, institutions are the prescriptions that humans use to organize all 

forms of repetitive interactions including those within families, neighborhoods, 
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markets, firms, sports leagues, churches, private associations, and governments at 

all scales. Individuals interacting within rule-structured situations face choices 

regarding the actions and strategies they take, leading to consequences for 

themselves and others. (Ostrom, 2005, p 3)  

Ostrom’s definition is rich for application to the type of research that I propose. It takes 

scholarship of institutions beyond policy and organizational behavior and recognizes that 

there is a repeated and complex interaction between the way that individuals think and 

how humans solve problems collectively. This definition can be applied to multiple 

contexts and allows for theory building beyond where current educational policy theory 

rests. Institutions serve as a biologically imprinted tool to organize human behaviors, so 

understanding the institutional complexion of a community can be a gateway to designing 

better policy. 

Ostrom’s 2005 book explained a framework she termed the Institutional Analysis 

and Development Framework (IAD). The application of a framework is natural because, 

“Frameworks organize diagnostic and prescriptive inquiry. They provide a general set of 

variables that can be used to analyze all types of institutional arrangements” (Ostrom, 

2011, p 8). The IAD framework has been refined over time through empirical examination 

in the laboratory and in the field, which adds validity and generalizability to the findings. 

Also, the nature of a framework allows applications of varied theories and models to 

explain the interaction between the identified variables. The flexibility allows users of the 

IAD to explore contexts that go beyond forests and fisheries into other social dilemmas, 

such as education, to understand the myriad of choices that people make.  
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Choices, Ostrom explained, are made by relying on bounded rationality and on the 

application of heuristics and mental models influenced by culture, in order to maximize 

goal attainment. The choices are exercised within rule-structured situations, which exist in 

a hierarchy of sorts, consisting of norms, strategies and rules. Institutional statements:  

Describe opportunities and constraints that create expectations about other actors’ 

behavior. In other words, an ‘institutional statement’ encompasses a broad set of 

shared linguistic constraints and opportunities that prescribe, permit, or advise 

actions or outcomes for participants in the action situation. (Ostrom, 2005, pp 137-

8)  

The study of institutions begins with collecting the institutional statements from 

participants in the social system. The statements are then examined to understand the rules, 

norms, and strategies that are acted within and upon. To alter behavior, institutions must 

adapt so that the desired action is enabled or constrained. Policy is one way that 

governance structures within society can alter human behavior, and so policymakers 

should strive to first understand, and then influence institutions. To do this, the policy 

analyst must first recognize where institutions exist and are applied. After understanding 

the context, methods must be devised to capture institutional statements, which will 

necessitate linking methodology and data analysis technique to the particular case.  

Institutions act upon, within, and between individuals in action situations, 

according to Ostrom (2005). An action situation is a portion of the IAD framework 

developed to explore how social outcomes are reached. Ostrom provides three layered 

frameworks to examine variables that animate the human behavior (2005) (see figures 2 

and 3). A framework, Ostrom explains, is “useful in providing a common set of 
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potentially relevant variables and their subcomponents to use in the design of data 

collection instruments, the conduct of fieldwork, and the analysis of findings” (2009, p 

420). The frameworks provide a researcher the ability to examine action arenas from 

different dimensions and according to different components. For the purpose of this paper, 

I have chosen to focus on how participants, in positions, act according to information and 

control to achieve outcomes. To understand the nature of institutions, I will examine the 

extent to which institutionalized rules, norms, and strategies are similar for participants 

assigned to leadership positions. I aim to use the institutional statements as a means to 

compare policymakers’ and school leaders’ choices and actions based on the information 

they have and control that they exercise to achieve outcomes.  

The IAD has predominately been applied to research in ecological governance and 

common pool resource settings. A common pool resource (CPR) is a natural good, such as 

water, that, once consumed, is not immediately replaceable, and is essentially free to 

access. CPRs present particular governance problems because a single user can deplete the 

resource to an extent that has significant negative impacts on other would-be-users, such 

as in the case of a fishery, irrigation system, or forest. Researchers have found that 

governance of CPRs is achieved through various institutional arrangements. In their study 

of Indonesian forest management, Mehring, Seeber-Elverfeldt, Barkman, Schwarze, and 

Stoll-Kleemann (2011) used the IAD to structure a qualitative inquiry and suggest policy 

reforms based on disaggregating rules according to Ostrom’s typology. In a quantitative 

analysis, Lubell, Schneider, Scholtz, and Mete (2002) identified the factors affecting the 

development of partnerships in particular types of watersheds in the United States. Their 

analysis was structured by the IAD to “identify the factors affecting benefits and 
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transaction costs and hence the likelihood that partnerships will emerge” (2002, p 149). In 

a study of Vietnamese forest management, the IAD was applied in conjunction with 

Ostrom’s three-level governance framework to analyze discourse patterns between the 

levels of government (Clement, 2010). The use of discourse, Clement writes, was selected 

to capture the politicization of the IAD, and to employ critical theory to guide the data 

collection and analysis (2010).  

The institutional analysis using the IAD is different from past approaches that 

appear rather similar from the outset. One such example is sense-making theory, 

exemplified in Coburn’s 2001 article describing sense making in a California school, and 

used in other studies (Coburn, 2006; Louis, Febey & Schroeder, 2005; Louis & Robinson, 

2012). Coburn followed teachers for one year to understand how teachers understand and 

communicate about reading policy implementation (2001). Louis, Febey, and Schreoder 

similarly followed teachers in three schools to examine sense-making activities between 

policy and their classroom instruction (2005). This is important research about the 

implementation of policy, and how teachers view their actions in light of interwoven 

mandates and professional preparation. One notable similarity is the role of discourse and 

human interaction in sense making activities. However, there are two important reasons 

why sense-making theory is different from institutional analysis. First, sense making is 

about the implementation of policy and how teachers, in this case, interpret and layer 

policy demands into their professional practice. Sense making is an action, or something 

that leaders do, to align new initiatives or policies with existing goals or values (Louis, et 

al, 2005; Louis & Robinson, 2012). Institutional analysis may overlap with sense making 

theory, in that rules-in-use for implementation will be captured, but in addition, 
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institutions will also share how people perform as policy actors and how people feel 

others perceive them. So not only will institutions capture the operational domain, insofar 

as how the work gets done, they will also allow for a development of rules-in-use to 

describe why work is performed the way that it is. The second difference is that while 

sense-making is something that is thought to be a common practice when people interact 

with complex situations, institutions and the IAD come from a quasi-positivist tradition 

that assumes that all people use institutions and that there is a common scaffold for 

institutions. The assumed universality, the body of research behind institutional analysis, 

and the broad array of situations that it has been applied to lead to future possibilities for 

research beyond this study.  

The literature presented in this brief review illustrates three of the reasons why I 

believe the IAD should be applied to education. First, the framework supports a range of 

data collection and analysis techniques, such as qualitative and quantitative analyses, 

because it organizes the factors associated with institutional development and guides 

question development. As has already been done in ecological settings, the IAD is 

adaptable, yet it provides a common language for scholarship. Second, the theories used to 

animate the elements within the framework range from structural-functional to critical, 

and perhaps even beyond. Using the IAD transitions educational research that critiques the 

dominant paradigm into more broadly accepted empiricism. Scholars interested in the 

structural-functional perspective can use the IAD to structure research questions, isolate 

variables, and avoid conclusions that falsely extrapolate findings to broad features of 

educational leadership. The third reason is that the IAD can serve as a foundation to unify 

the strands of existing literature. Doing so develops theory that bridges larger political 
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trends to micro-implementation research. The outcome will be an ability to suggest policy 

options that achieve desired ends.  

In summary, institutions are complex and dynamic systems of rules that people 

and communities develop to guide decision-making. Institutions depart from a classical 

economic understanding of human action because humans are assumed to be boundedly 

rational and imperfect decision makers (Simon, 1997). Due to the immense amount of 

information that surrounds us, we use heuristics, or mental models, to make sense of the 

world. Institutions are the transmitted heuristics. I will use the phrase, institutional 

complexion, to communicate the mix of institutions, or the compilation of rules, that 

comprise the mental models of educators.  

Institutions and Contemporary Education Policy 

The dominant neoliberal economic mindset that has guided education policy 

development in recent history, in similar form to other policy fields, has relied on self-

interest as the primary motivator for human action. Modeled by games such as “The 

Prisoner’s Dilemma,” and scenarios that mirror “The Tragedy of the Commons,” policy 

has been crafted to assume a human inclination to betray others and act according to a 

simple calculus of self-interest (Ostrom, 1990). A result of an adherence to the metaphor 

of the commons is that policy has been developed to restrain choices from the outset 

because of assumed fallibility in collective action without a system of imposed rules.  

In the Prisoner’s Dilemma, two players who are not able to communicate can each 

choose one of two actions, to defect, which disadvantages the other player, or to remain 

silent, which has the potential to benefit both players or to disadvantage the silent 

participant. Classical economic theory predicts that out of self-interest a player will 



UNCOVERING	  THE	  INSTITUTIONS	  OF	  ACCOUNTABILITY	  POLICY	   	  
	  

67	  

usually defect to protect himself because if the player remains silent and the other does not, 

then the penalty is more severe. As it turns out in the laboratory players will often 

experiment with cooperation until another player betrays them (Ostrom, 2005). However, 

because the heuristics that guide policymakers dictate a need for centrally-imposed rule 

systems, neoliberal ideology has found a foothold in public policy.  

Throughout this paper, the relative positions of educators and policymakers have 

been used, but I have not yet connected these terms to positions in government, extra-

governmental organizations, or schools. It is essential to recognize that there is no static 

placeholder for anyone in this system. Policy can be made at various levels of government, 

it can be shaped and even imposed on government by extra-governmental actors, and 

school systems, acting as many bureaucracies do, make rules and policy that guide the 

work within them. Educators acting alone can even be considered policymakers 

depending on their position within educational systems, such as principals in a school, or 

even teachers in classrooms or other leadership positions. For the purposes of this paper 

going forward, policymakers will be considered individuals who have formal rule-making 

capability from within governmental organizations, and educators will be school 

administrators who lead at school sites, such as principals.  

For policymakers who guide education systems, the tragedy to be avoided is that 

without centrally imposed rules, guided by self-interest, educators will be unable to 

develop solutions to improve student achievement. The outcome is that governments must 

develop punishment and reward systems to overcome the self-interested inclinations of the 

professionals. The desire to stem the harm posed by individuals operating out of self-

interest is not in conflict with the goal of rule-construction from an institutional point of 
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view. Institutionalists believe that communication, trust, and a desire to solve a common 

problem will lead to altogether different results if groups of people can establish policy 

developed with shared institutions (Ostrom, 2005). A belief in institutions does not negate 

the need for rules, laws, or punishments. Instead, the goal of an institutional analyst is to 

develop rules, laws, and punishments that align with the institutional complexion of those 

who will be subject to the governance.  

Applying the IAD to accountability in ESEA 

Application of the IAD to assess the effectiveness of ESEA accountability systems 

from an institutional perspective requires an understanding that nationalized systems of 

accountability in education have a brief and punitive history. The goal of using the IAD in 

this manner is not to assess the effectiveness of ESEA as a policy, but rather to collect the 

institutional statements that relate to the impact of accountability policy in education.  

For the past decade, states have used labels to communicate the effectiveness of 

schools and districts. In the No Child Left Behind (P.L. 107-110) legislation, the stated 

purpose is to “ensure that all children have a fair, equal, and significant opportunity to 

obtain a high-quality education (Sec. 1001).” Accountability systems were used so that 

“students, teachers, parents, and administrators can measure progress against common 

expectations for student academic achievement,” and to “ hold schools, local educational 

agencies, and States accountable for improving the academic achievement of all students,” 

with a specific purpose of identifying low-performing schools and allowing for 

alternatives for students in those schools (Sec. 1001). From the stated purpose emerges an 

accountability system designed to communicate effectiveness based on objective and 

uniform criteria, which was deemed necessary because schools required a regime of 
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transparent shaming to undertake improvement. This laid the groundwork for the new 

waiver system from the Department of Education.  

In 2011, in response to the failure of states to meet the demands of NCLB, the 

administration of President Barak Obama invited states to apply for waivers for flexibility 

in NCLB mandates “in exchange for rigorous and comprehensive State-developed plans 

designed to improve educational outcomes for all students, close achievement gaps, 

increase equity, and improve the quality of instruction” (USDOE website). States 

proposed overhauls to NCLB-era reforms based on their local contexts and needs. One 

mandatory component of the waiver is that states must develop a system that provides 

“recognition” and “accountability” for all schools based on disaggregated student-level 

data (ADE policy document). The designations create a de facto five-tiered system 

labeling schools as reward (title I), reward, focus, and priority. The fifth category is 

schools that do not move from priority because of a failure to show improvement. Schools 

that are labeled as focus and priority must quickly take steps to correct underperformance 

and they are subject to sanctions if they are unsuccessful. The criteria shifted away from 

the burdensome Adequate Yearly Progress; however, the punitive history of 

accountability and the objective uniformity remains. 

The expectation under ESEA Flexibility is that educators react to the labels with 

efforts for continuous improvement. The degree to which the institutional complexion of 

an educator aligns with the goals and mechanisms for compliance within policy will 

ultimately dictate the effectiveness of the policy. The reaction that educators have is the 

manifestation of how their institutional complexions impact the effectiveness of policy, 

and is therefore a point for consideration and exploration. Because the labels communicate 
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a rating of effectiveness, the components of the measurement are the means for 

improvement. It follows that school leaders will be attentive to the particular areas being 

measured and as a result they will take steps within schools to achieve higher ratings. For 

instance, if a school is lagging in the measure connected to achievement in reading, then a 

principal would lead change in the school to improve students’ reading ability by 

implementing a program, training teachers, or altering the curriculum. An institutional 

analysis will answer questions about why the principal made the choices and what the 

available choices are instead of addressing the effectiveness of the choices.  

Questions that a study of institutions could address do not examine the validity of 

the measurement or even seek to understand the political and economic trends that 

accompany such a policy. Rather, the study of institutions can investigate if the 

accountability policy aligns with the institutional guidance that educators use in everyday 

decisions and if the policy is leading to the type of change that policymakers intended. If, 

for example, educators use the information communicated in the labels to triage change in 

schools that leads to greater student achievement, they believe that the data used to 

construct the labels are valid, and the desire to be a reward school is great enough, then 

the policy is driving the change that is desired. However, if the labels do not affect 

educators in the rational manner that is expected in the policy, then the policy may not 

have the degree of alignment to the institutions of educators that is expected. This could 

potentially be manifested in behaviors designed to avoid poor ratings by altering the 

student body of a school, creating or changing schools within the district system, or 

focusing on students whose improvement is more attainable. The methodology and the 

mixed methods design for the proposed study will be explained in chapter three. 
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World View Statement 

Understanding the institutional complexion requires first generating an objective 

structure from which the data can be gathered. Once the scaffold for data gathering is in 

place, then a more nuanced and contextually sensitive approach should be used to analyze 

the data. The very nature of institutions – that they exist in language and are formulated 

and re-formulated by people interacting – means that there are potentially many 

institutions for any given situation. “I argue that many solutions exist to cope with many 

different problems...’Getting the institutions right’ is a difficult, time-consuming, conflict-

invoking process” (Ostrom, 1990, p 14). To get the institutions right requires first 

understanding the institutional complexion, which is a goal of this study.  

The work of individuals to solve a problem is not adequately described by the 

theory of the tragedy of the commons or the logic of the prisoner’s dilemma; however, 

both of these models have been the foundation for policy decisions since governments 

were conceived, and arguably more so in recent decades. Ostrom writes that,  

What makes these models so dangerous - when they are used metaphorically as the 

foundation for policy - is that the constraints that are assumed to be fixed for the 

purpose of analysis are taken on faith as being fixed in empirical settings unless 

external authorities change them. I would rather address the question of how to 

enhance the capabilities of those involved to change the constraining rules of the 

game to lead to outcomes other than remorseless tragedies. (Ostrom, 1990, pp 6-7)  

I argue that the institutional clash that consumes the energies of many educators and 

policymakers alike is an outcome of a society that has failed to realize that changing what 

people do (i.e. how teachers teach, or administrators administer) first requires adapting the 
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rules of the situation so that they want to engage. Failing to acquire engagement, meaning 

creating an institutional clash, sets otherwise rational people out to pursue goals that are 

not aligned to the policy goals. 

 Because boundedly rational humans, who interact with reality in complex and 

intertwined ways, are exercising their power, are being subjected to others’ power, and are 

engaging in situations to pursue individualistic goals, theory used to guide this project will 

necessarily straddle philisophical lines; however, there is a foundational understanding 

that the individual creations of reality exist within a larger, generalized reality that 

requires using theory from the objective and structural-functional perspective to guide 

exploration.  

The worldview that I express throughout this paper is one that purposely seeks a 

confluence between several dominant perspectives. Social policy should not be 

constructed from a positivist theoretical model due to the complexity of human nature, nor 

should policy be effectively enacted from a purely relativistic and critical foundation. This 

mixed worldview calls for the ability to examine human nature from a perspective that 

realizes the relationship between a single positive truth and the way that humans interact 

and constantly alter truth. I recognize that there are universal biological mechanisms that 

guide human action and that these biological determinants are static. One output of human 

biology is a reliance on institutions, and the dynamism of human interaction serves to 

shape the institutions and add substance to them. Because this is accomplished by 

communication and language, analysis of the institutional structure must be sensitive to 

the nature of the institution building. For this reason, the conceptual framework for this 
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study borrows from positivist and postpositivist scholars, and the methodology for data 

analysis straddles post-structural and Foucauldian boundaries. 
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CHAPTER THREE: METHODS AND DESIGN 

Research Methods and Design Overview 

 The problem facing education policymakers is that the rules they develop, and the 

system of incentives they design, must compel action and change among a heterogeneous 

and geographically diverse group: educators. To date, the results of student achievement 

demonstrate that widespread improvement is yet to be a reality in many schools. 

Education policy research has leaned toward the study of institutions, which is perhaps a 

key to unlock the barrier to systemic change; however, no study to date has directly 

examined the institutional complexion of educators. As such, this study is designed to 

accomplish two goals:1) To apply Ostrom’s Institutional Analysis and Development 

Framework to the policy field of education, and 2) To identify and analyze the institutions 

that circulate between and among educational leaders with respect to accountability policy.  

  The design and the analysis of this study are novel to educational leadership and 

educational policy research. This study introduces a framework, the IAD, which has yet to 

be applied to the educational field. The current application and future repeated use of the 

IAD have the potential to provide educational researchers a new avenue to detect 

institutions and develop testable theory for policy applications. Additionally, the analysis 

that I undertake within this study seeks to develop an understanding of the institutions that 

guide educators, something which, to this point, has not been accomplished with the 

systematic precision that the IAD provides. The exploration and application of the IAD, 

because of the cross-disciplined, historical use and development of the framework, will 

broaden the field of educational leadership. In essence, this study develops another 
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connection to an evolving history of policy research that serves to further legitimize and 

develop educational leadership and policy.  

Besides offering a unique conceptual framework, the methodology developed in 

this chapter draws from two distinct philosophical traditions. The purpose for developing 

the philosophical framework is that I intend to study a universal phenomenon that is 

subject to the power relations and goal-seeking behaviors of human beings. The 

phenomenon at the center of this study is that all people have an institutional complexion, 

or a set of institutions that guide their behavior. These institutions exist in a contested 

environment where they are developed, shared, preserved, and replaced based on 

outcomes in the real world. Therefore, the philosophical framework is conceived to both 

explain and justify: 1) the application of the IAD framework to structure the inquiry, 2) 

the application of Ostrom’s Institutional Grammar and Rule Typology, 3) the interview 

protocol that bridges the positivist and post-structural paradigm, and 4) the proposed data 

analysis that recognizes both the structural aspects of institutions and the power dynamics 

inherent to social life. 

Research Questions and Resulting Propositions 

Typical research in education literature presents hypotheses, but rarely do the 

researchers formulate propositions. This study presents a departure from this structure in 

that it follows the positivist ideal that theory is developed after testing hypothesis against 

findings; as such, I develop propositions from the research questions. The research 

questions are developed into propositions, founded on the positivist belief that juxtaposing 

outcomes against theory is the preferred method of inquiry (King, Keohane, & Verba, 

1994). The objective is that in proposing the expected outcome, the logic behind the 
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methodology becomes clearer, and the results from the qualitative inquiry are more easily 

juxtaposed against the theorized effect. Because the propositions should evolve from the 

research questions, they are restated below with the resulting propositions. This, however, 

is incongruent with the interpretivist motivation to understand phenomena being studied. 

In the interpretivist paradigm, “the role of the social scientist then becomes that of 

accessing others’ interpretations of some social phenomenon and of interpreting, 

themselves, others’ actions and intentions” (Glense, 2011, p 8). Interpretivist scholars also 

tend to not pose hypotheses and generally develop theory after analyzing the data (Glense, 

2011). The rationale for the design of this study emerges from a belief that educational 

policy scholars are in a position that requires large-scale action to work alongside, and in 

some respects, to counter, the policy developments in education. Theory development and 

testing provide tools and mechanisms for policymakers that align more with their 

fundamental beliefs about truth-finding and development than do interpretive and post-

structural findings alone.  

The research questions and propositions are: 

1) How can institutions be captured? 

Proposition A: Institutions are universal features of human decision-making that are 

communicated through language to the educators who possess them; therefore, we can 

come to capture institutions through an analysis of the language of educators. 

2) How do the institutions communicated in accountability policy (school labeling) 

compare between policymakers and educators? 

Proposition A: Policymakers approach accountability policy in education through an 

economic lens that emphasizes rules based on incentives and punishments within a larger 
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technical-rational scheme, while educators perceive their work as personalized and 

irrational, resulting in institutions that are in conflict with the fundamental rules of the 

policy system.  

3) What is the nature of the interaction between educators’ institutions and the enactment 

of the accountability policies? 

Proposition A: Because policy is made largely outside of the control of educators, and 

since there is institutional clash, enactment of accountability policy will be compliant, but 

educators will remain subversive.  

Proposition B: Because of the professionalization of the educational leader, and the 

institutionalization of professional values and norms, the compliance with accountability 

policy will be high and educators will communicate little to no institutional clash within 

the scope of accountability policy. 

Philosophical Framework 

This study develops and tests a methodology that does not fit squarely into one 

paradigm. The design of this study borrows from the previous applications of the 

Institutional Analysis and Development Framework and traditions from its quasi-positivist 

origin, but also it incorporates methods that have an undertone of post-structuralism due in 

particular to the analysis of language.  

I believe that this perspective is necessary because institutions are a social 

construction, built and reformulated by people with past experiences and motivated by 

goals, but at the same time, institutions maintain a universal scaffold and purpose. As 

previously stated, institutions exist in language, and language both constructs and reflects 

power relationships among humans. With all of its inherent possibilities for being imbued 
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with power, knowledge formulation, and oppression, language is central to the meaning of 

institutions. In order to understand the institutional composition of a phenomenon, I argue 

that both the structural and post-structural perspectives must be combined to formulate the 

methodology.  

The motivation and justification for reliance on the quasi-positivist framework and 

the application of the post-structural paradigm to the data analysis come from the 

questions being asked. Even as the intent behind the application of post-structuralism is to 

capture the contextual nuances that participants experience, the quasi-positivistic IAD 

provides a super-structure for the design. Participants were selected based on the schema 

presented in the IAD, and hypotheses and resulting propositions were chosen with intent 

to contribute to future research in a way that purely interpretivist or post-structural 

scholarship does not. To accomplish this in a practical sense, data, or institutional 

utterances, are presented in a robust fashion in order to increase transparency about how 

the institutional statements were captured from the interviews. Figure 4 illustrates the 

relationships between the paradigms and the research questions, which revolve around 

capturing institutional statements.  

In what may be surprising to scholars who believe in a reliance on a single 

philosophical paradigm that runs with purity throughout a study, this is not the first study 

using the IAD that follows this course. Clement’s 2010 examination of natural resource 

governance in Vietnam used discourse analysis to politicize the IAD because of the 

author’s insistence that language has a relationship with power and control that should be 

incorporated into the understanding of institutions. The power that Clement incorporates 

into the IAD is that which is exercised by fellow resource-users and rule-makers. “On one 
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hand, institutions directly affect power distribution and practices…On the other hand, 

power distributions within the group of actors…directly impacts on the design of 

institutions and rules implementation at lower levels of governance” (Clement, 2010, p 

135). Actors not only enact the institutions that they have inherited, but they also 

constantly shape and re-shape institutions based on their social interactions, which are 

situated in a dynamic and nuanced environment. Operating with this environment in mind, 

and based on the research questions being posed, the philosophical framework that drives 

the methodology of this study is somewhat unique. 

  Overview of Design 

 The mixed-methods design lies at the intersection of post-positivism and post-

structural studies. The framework that structures the methodology has origins in a 

tradition that seeks truth and aims to develop testable theory (Glense, 2011). The data 

collection and methods for analysis acknowledge the power and dynamic human 

interaction that shape the unit of analysis: institutions. Because the nature of institutions is 

universal, meaning that they operate among all humans, using the postpositivist IAD 

framework to structure the inquiry is needed. Postpositivism bases claims for knowledge 

on “(a) determinism or cause-and-effect thinking; (b) reductionism…; (c) detailed 

observations and measures of variables; (d) the testing of theories that are continually 

refined” (Cresswell & Clark, 2007, p 22). Fischer suggests that for postpositivist social 

scientists, “the solution to this epistemological problem is to turn from the traditional 

understanding of scientific proof or verification to a discursive, contextual understanding 

of social inquiry” (1998, p 130). The problem that Fischer references is the “technocratic” 

reliance on absolute truth in the hard sciences, which has been translated to social science. 
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A weakness of previous studies that offer the beginnings of institutional analysis is that 

there is a lack of specificity in their approach. As has been discussed in chapter two, 

whether by design or by accident, institutions exist in the penumbras of the data rather 

than as the independent variable. The study of institutions relies on a belief that 

institutions can be isolated and described and that there are cause-and-effect relationships 

between institutions and human behavior. The difficulty with a wholesale reliance on 

post-positivism is that capturing institutions relies on human language and understanding, 

which are inherently subjective. The two philosophical paradigms serve to augment each 

other and support the methods.  

Qualitative techniques are constant companions to the IAD and other institutional 

research; however, past applications are usually interpreted through a lens that rests more 

squarely in the structural-functional paradigm than will the analysis in this paper. The 

nature of institutions and education requires that methods to capture the contextual 

meanings and the insights of individuals be utilized. Fairclough writes that he is 

“concerned with discourse as a place where relations of power are actually exercised and 

enacted” (1996, p 43). As such, the discourse that communicates institutions is one of the 

many venues for power struggles. “Viewing speech and human behavior as textual 

productions (not only written words), poststructuralists tend to focus on deconstructing 

texts, showing how they systematically include and exclude people and ideas” (Glense, 

2011, p 13). Institutions and education share a common theme of conflict. As institutions 

circulate among people, they gain traction or lose standing based on their value. If one 

group, which shares a particular rule to guide conduct in relation to a resource, is 

overtaken by another group with a different rule to regulate the same resource, institutions 
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will be in conflict and likely the dominant group’s rule, or institution, will prevail. That 

institutions can be in conflict means that methods to gather them must account for conflict 

in the human populations that aggregate institutions. For this reason, in addition to 

quantitative methods, some traditionally postpositivist and poststructural methods to 

collect and analyze data are utilized.  

Overview of Mixed Methods  

Mixed methods research is a relatively new design used to structure inquiry 

(Creswell & Clark, 2007). The design, generally stated, involves data collection using 

quantitative and qualitative techniques with analysis of both types of data leading to 

conclusions that highlight the observed junctions and differences. “The combination of 

qualitative and quantitative data provides a more complete picture by noting trends and 

generalizations as well as in-depth knowledge of participants’ perspectives” (Creswell & 

Clark, 2007, p 33). In the case of this study, the quantitative data informs the analysis of 

the qualitative data to reach conclusions about educators’ institutional complexion. The 

mixed methods approach is congruent with the philosophical approach already described. 

I acknowledge that some scholars might disagree. As Glesne (2011) noted,  

If you were to attempt to combine a positivist methodology that relies heavily on 

quantitative methods such as experimental design with an interpretivist 

methodology that relies on qualitative methods such as ethnography, you would 

end up doing two studies. These methodologies make different assumptions about 

the nature of the world and about what counts as valuable knowledge. (p 14)  

For the purposes of this study, even though the framework is derived from a postpositivist 

tradition and the majority of previous research is postpositivist in nature, the culture and 
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language base of institutions justifies straddling the postpositivist and poststructural 

boundaries of philosophy.  

The two types of data, qualitative and quantitative, both serve to address the 

research questions, which is the best litmus test to determine if the methods are warranted 

(Creswell & Clark, 2007). Research question one is exploratory. An underlying 

assumption is that the IAD and the methods being applied in the study will result in a 

valid collection of institutions. The first question relies solely on the qualitative data, or 

the actual institutional statements gathered through interview, coding, and analysis. The 

second and third questions are the impetus to gather quantitative data. The ability to group 

respondents and triangulate fact-based statements from interviews according to the 

quantitative data confers a method to accomplish two ends. First, the degree of 

homogeneity of institutional complexion can be examined. This means that based on 

groups created according to quantitative measures, a conclusion can be drawn about the 

congruence of institutional complexion of educators. For instance, will the institutional 

complexion and resulting educator actions be affected by school size, student achievement, 

or another factor? The quantitative data and the mixed methods design add richness to the 

analysis that would otherwise be lacking. 

The qualitative method of the mixed method design is guided by case study 

practices. Case study is “an empirical inquiry that investigates a contemporary 

phenomenon within its real-life context, especially when the boundaries between 

phenomenon and context are not clearly evident” (Yin, 1994, p 13). The participants 

account for their experiences in real time, describing a context that they currently occupy. 

The principals discuss stories from the past and their opinions about leadership in the 
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present, and while doing so, they communicate using institutional utterances. Since the 

institutional composition of the field impacts the participants’ choices and actions 

constantly, meaning phenomenon and context are intersecting, the mixed method 

approach to gather information about context as well as institutional complexion is 

necessary.  

Application of IAD Framework 

This is the first time that the IAD has been explicitly applied to education, and so 

far as I can tell, the first time that a researcher is attempting to capture the institutions as 

the intent of the study. The novelty and the importance of this task is the goal to find the 

underlying rules and patterns of human interaction. While there have been previous 

studies that capture participants’ feelings about topics and attempt to construct policy 

recommendations, a gap has formed due to the lack of attention paid to the institutions, 

themselves. The IAD requires that the researcher identify with and subscribe to a quasi-

positivist tradition. It is possible, then, to also research the institutions without blurring the 

methodological lines, but this requires a belief that institutions exist absent power and 

processes of subjugation.  

The Institutional Analysis and Development Framework: Analytical tools 

 The Institutional Analysis and Development Framework is an evolving outcome 

of Elinor Ostrom’s research into institutions. The components of the action situation that 

structure this inquiry are the ACTORS, POSITIONS, ACTIONS, INFORMATION, and 

POTENTIAL OUTCOMES. The ACTORS are the participants, who are assigned to 

POSTIONS, in this case, that of school administrators. The ACTORS are allowed to 

undertake particular and limited actions based on their positions. The school 
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administrators receive and create INFORMATION about the status of their school and the 

demands from policy. A portion of this information is the school label that is derived from 

current accountability formulas. Finally, there are POTENTIAL OUTCOMES that each 

school administrator must contend with, some of which are under his or her control and 

others that are not.  

 The analytical tools that the structure of the IAD framework lends to this research 

are important and heretofore have not been applied to educational leadership and policy 

research. The current literature in the field of education that examines institutions is from 

a perspective that is grounded in institutional theory, which focused more on 

organizational change and adaptation than institutions of individuals. The intent of the 

IAD, and this study, is to examine the rules, norms, and strategies that guide human 

behavior rather than the processes by which organizations and individuals adopt and adapt 

to changing rules and norms within the environment. Therefore, the unit of analysis for 

this study will be the institutional statements that are gathered. 

 Institutional statements emerge from the interview data. Rules, norms, and 

strategies are the language of institutions. Coding of interviews focused on participants’ 

discussion of acceptable and unacceptable rules, norms, and strategies that they encounter 

in their professional contexts with regard to accountability policy enactments. Participants 

discussed their role in leadership under accountability regimes, perceptions about how 

they are expected to act, and what they are expected to choose based on the outcomes of 

accountability policy. For example, participants discussed that their supervisors asked 

them to make particular choices and implement certain actions without a consequence for 

inaction (a norm), but that this conflicts with their own judgment and ethics (a rule). 
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Institutional statements may exist as isolated rules, norms, or strategies, or they may flow 

together into an aggregated and complex institutional statement. The institutional 

statements will be collected and linked to participants to keep contextual features intact.  

 Before conducting the interviews, I expected that institutional statements could be 

collected with little aggregation of the text of the transcripts, if not directly from the text. 

This was not the case. As the transcripts were analyzed, I found that participants spoke not 

in institutional statements, but instead in institutional utterances. Institutional utterances 

are sub-statements. Participants told stories that contained phrases or sentences that 

qualified as an utterance, and then further along in the interview they went back to the 

topic and made additional utterances that modified, contributed to, or restated the 

utterance from earlier. To capture the institutions, I grouped the utterances by theme or 

topic and then aggregated the utterances to construct institutional statements. I also will 

provide in the findings section of chapter four, for the sake of robust transparency, all of 

the utterances in the category and explain how the institutional statement was derived. The 

presence of utterances, which upon reflection should not have been surprising, only 

further supports the need for institutional analysts to rely on methodologies that 

acknowledge the dynamics of language. By dynamics, I don’t mean from a linguistic 

perspective, but rather from a contextual and deeply personal one. One powerful example 

is that participants often used the utterances to structure their dialogue when asked to 

recount a story or tell about a moment of leadership. Participants shared institutional 

utterances in strikingly similar ways, but had I foregone the post-structural analysis in 

favor of a more positivist perspective, I surely would have missed the richness of the 

utterances and statements that participants made.  
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Sampling Procedure 

 The sample for this study includes eight school level leaders, designated as 

principal, in Arizona. Arizona was selected based on convenience and purpose. The author 

lives and works in Arizona, so using this locale is convenient. Arizona was also preferable 

because of the amount of conflict over education that exists based on low funding, low 

achievement and other cultural phenomena in the state. Financial resources do not always 

contribute to greater student achievement; however, in this case, Arizona’s strikingly low 

ranking in this area is notable. In 2011-2012, the average expenditure in the United States 

per pupil in public schools was $11,946. In Arizona, ranked at 40, the average expenditure 

was $10,034 (NEA Report). As a result, the participants work in a system that is funded at 

a lower level than most states, which likely impacts their institutional complexions. To 

illustrate the relationship between funding and achievement, Massachusetts is ranked 

eighth in the NEA report and in 2011 and 2013, the NAEP scores for eighth grade 

mathematics shows a 20 point difference in both the 25th and 75th percentiles (NCES) 

when compared to Arizona scores.  

The eight selected school leaders work at the high school level. In the high school 

grade levels there is an added component of accountability not seen in the lower grades: 

graduation rate. Comparing high school principals provides an important degree of 

homogeneity because of the accountability pressures that they are subject to. Participants 

will be selected based on access, with an attention paid to selecting participants who have 

varied levels of experience and who work in different contexts. The particular locations, 

schools, and districts in Arizona are important because they are heterogeneous with 

respect to the populations that they serve and their district contexts. It is expected that 
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principals will work in varied socio-economic, student achievement, and micro-political 

contexts. For this reason, a mini-case study approach will be used to capture the 

contextual features and quantitative data will be gathered and analyzed.  

Qualitative Method Design 

Data Sources, Collection, and Analysis: Interview. The data sources for the 

qualitative component of the study will be school leaders. School leaders are key 

informants for the purposes of this study. They are subject to the accountability policy, 

and at the same time they must interpret the results for their constituencies and craft 

solutions to improve or maintain the rating that is the result of the policy. It is their 

complex and regular interaction with the accountability policy that should lead to robust 

rule development. A total of eight interviews were conducted using a semi-structured 

format. The eight principals work in four districts, which each are governed by separate 

boards of education. In Arizona, districts have been created over time in a way that does 

not mirror other municipal governance structures, such as cities or towns, so districts are 

separate entities unto themselves. The composition and characteristics of the districts will 

be discussed further in chapter four along with descriptive data. 

Each of the four districts provided permission for this research after an application 

process that was reviewed by district administration. The researcher initially contacted the 

potential participants to establish the purpose of the study and request permission for 

additional communication. The semi-structured interview lasted approximately 60 minutes 

and addressed eight salient points: 1) What the informant knows about how accountability 

policy is enacted in statute; 2) What the informant knows about the most recent 

accountability ratings of his/her school and district; 3) What the informant believes led to 
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the most recent accountability rating; 4) What the informant believes the district 

expectations are for school leaders concerning the school label; 5) What the informant 

plans to do in future years to address the school rating expectations of the district; 6) What 

outcomes, if any, the informant believes should be included in accountability policy; 7) 

What components of the district’s or the informant’s decisions and actions align with the 

expectations of accountability policy; 8) Why the informant believes that accountability 

policy should or should not be in place (see appendix for interview protocol). The design 

of the questions, and the focus on the eight salient points, is to elicit institutional 

statements from participants knowing that they will likely not be able to name the rules-

in-use if asked directly. Questions intentionally asked participants to tell stories because 

one assumption, which turned out to be accurate, was that participants would provide 

institutional utterances in the context of recounting a story.  

 The collection of interview data is integral to studying and understanding the 

institutions that people possess. The discourse that is gathered through interview provides 

a window into the rules-in-use. In general terms, “A very large proportion of what the 

policy analyst must understand is language-based. When one is studying rules, after all, 

the content is entirely language based” (Ostrom, 2005, p 181). The institutional approach 

demands that the researcher uncover the rules-in-use within the system being studied, and 

since the rules are communicated within the system through language, gathering the rules 

requires an analysis of that language or discourse.  

 Discourse is comprised of more elements than human speech alone. Discourse is 

power and the expression of power (Foucault, 1984b, p 144). In Anderson’s analysis of 

the ISLLC standards, which are the pervasive language in the professional preparation of 
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school administrators, Fairclough’s three-dimensional discourse analysis was used to 

analyze the standards and understand their role in the field (2001). Discourse practices are, 

as Fairclough suggests, a synthesis of the linguistic elements of text and speech with the 

social practices that surround the phenomena, both micro and macro, that exist with any 

human interaction (Fairclough, 1992). Fairclough’s three-dimensional structure for 

discourse analysis provides the model for discourse analysis that will be used in this study. 

First, the text must be studied. In this study, the text will include statute and state-

produced documents meant to guide school leaders in the area of accountability. In 

addition to the policy documents, transcripts of speeches and interviews will be treated as 

text.  

The second element is the discursive practices that surround the production, 

distribution, and consumption of the text. This level of analysis is situated in the 

microprocesses by which power and knowledge are processed. The mini-case study 

design of this research will allow for this level of analysis because participants provide 

commentary concerning the micro social processes that influence their decisions and 

actions. In addition, the quantitative data will provide insight as to the micro context. The 

final level of analysis is the social practice, which requires examination of the larger social 

context. For this study, the macro-processes of knowledge development will likely rest at 

the intersection of professional practices and the analysis of the policy regimes that 

dominate the accountability paradigm.  

 

Table 1 - Applying Fairclough for Analysis 

Fairclough’s Model Application for this study 

Textual Analysis – Closely Policy documents – State statute and policy documents 
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analyze the linguistic elements. created by the state to guide school leaders. 
Speeches – Transcripts of speeches from policymakers. 
Interview Transcripts – Transcribed interviews of school 
leaders designed to uncover institutions. 

Discursive Practices – Analyze 
the production, distribution, 
and consumption of text. 

Mini-cases – School leaders will likely provide 
contextual rationalizations for their decisions. The intent 
of the design to capture some contextual features will 
illustrate their sense-making and commonsense 
practices. 
 
Quantitative data – The descriptive statistical data 
collected, which will yield understanding about the 
context of the interview data. 

Social Practices – Analyze the 
macro-structural processes. 

Professional practices – Participants will likely discuss 
professional norms. 
 
Policy regime – The analysis of the policy regime and 
paradigm of policy creation in the area of accountability.  

 

A natural question is: Why look to a Foucaludian perspective of discourse to guide 

the analysis of text to uncover institutions? The first answer lies in Foucault’s construction 

of discourse as a competitive process involving power and knowledge. “Knowledge 

cannot be deduced analytically, according to a kind of natural derivation. It cannot be 

deduced in a necessary way from the instincts themselves. Knowledge doesn’t really form 

part of human nature. Conflict, combat, the outcome of the combat, and, consequently, 

risk and chance are what gives rise to knowledge” (Foucault, 1994, p 8). Knowledge is, 

therefore, an evolving process that requires human engagement in the same way that 

institutions and their rules are ever-evolving. This aligns with the belief that institutions 

are, for the framework of this study, thought to be iterative and organic, changed by the 

natural and inherent clash of ideas. Foucault goes on to state that knowledge is embedded 

and contextualized by the political environment in the same manner as institutions. “In 
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actual fact, the political and economic conditions of existence are not a veil or an obstacle 

for the subject of knowledge but the means by which subjects of knowledge are formed, 

and hence are truth relations” (Foucault, 1994, p 15). The political and economic 

conditions that interact with, and act upon, people are the context that the IAD recognizes 

and serves to examine.  

 The second justification for the use of a Foucauldian lens for discourse analysis is 

that Foucault’s conception of discourse brings to the IAD an ability to animate rules. This 

means that rather than view rules as isolated, static, and mechanistic statements, it is 

possible to view them as contingent events derived from human attempts to solve 

problems. “Institutions are among the tools that fallible humans use to change incentives 

to enable fallible humans overcome social dilemmas,” thus the context of the social 

dilemma is essential to understanding the rules-in-use (Ostrom, 2005, 125). This also 

brings forth the idea that the current mix of rules may be unsuitable for the particular 

circumstances. Both the IAD and Foucauldian discourse urge researchers to consider 

language as a tool and expression of power rather than isolated statements.  

We must not go from discourse towards its interior, hidden nucleus, towards the 

heart of a thought or a signification supposed to be manifested in it; but, on the 

basis of discourse itself, its appearance and its regularity, go towards its external 

conditions of possibility, towards what gives rise to the aleatory series of these 

events, and fixes its limits (Foucault, 1984b, p 127).  

The Foucauldian conception of discourse urges, as does Ostrom in her own paradigm, that 

when discussing the role of rules and why rules are formed, that pure rationality does not 
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guide human behavior, and so this methodology has potential to capture the chance, power, 

and plentiful logics concerning rule formation.  

 The role of discourse as a source of creation, a reproducer, and a vessel for 

institutions is also found in Schmidt’s scholarship on Discursive Institutionalism (2008). 

Discursive institutionalists believe in the role of ideas and institutions in the same way 

that previous traditions of institutional theorists do; however, there is more emphasis by 

discursive institutionalists on how discourse contributes to dynamic change (2008). 

Discourse, as defined by Schmidt, is the “substantive content of the ideas, but also the 

interactive process by which ideas are conveyed” (2008). This construction of discourse is 

helpful to guide analysis, and in some ways to operationalize the use of Foucault’s 

theories because it acknowledges the importance of how institutions are conveyed. Instead 

of focusing solely on the language, the context and the role of human-to-human 

interaction can be taken into account.  

 Seven of the eight interviews were conducted in the offices of the principals, and 

one was at a mutually agreed upon meeting place. Each interview was digitally recorded 

and later transcribed. The transcripts were analyzed using a coding scheme developed 

using Ostrom’s ADICO structure as guidance, with revisions based upon multiple 

readings of the transcripts. I realized quickly that the speakers did not use institutional 

statements in their responses, and so I developed the idea of an utterance. An utterance is 

a partial communication of an institutional statement. I chose to select utterances from the 

transcript based on the presence of a DEONTIC. Utterances were extracted from the 

transcript and placed into a spreadsheet that structured the coding process. 
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The lack of full institutional statements in the transcripts posed a problem when 

using a coding scheme that adhered wholly to the ADICO structure because in the 

utterances some parts of the ADICO were not present; however, there was almost always 

a DEONTIC of some form. I also found that speakers used another form of DEONTIC 

that Ostrom does not explicitly list but I believe is connected to the types in her structure, 

which I called Want. For the Permitted DEONTIC I also coded for statements that 

contained “I think that.” This was done because when the speakers said that they think 

something should be or done in, a particular way they are really saying that there is 

permission. A typical utterance was phrased as, “I think that it is important to…” or “I 

think that (verb) is (judgment about action).” This is coded as permission instead of 

obligation because participants expressed that the action or the AIM is contingent on a 

judgment call or opinion rather than something that they were forced to do. The Obliged 

format of the DEONITC was coded using phrases that expressed a lack of choice. One 

particular linking verb that stood out is are. Are, as a conjugation of to be, communicates 

a state of existence that is understood to describe something in a static moment. One 

example that helps to illustrate this DEONTIC comes from a participant’s utterance about 

the intention of policymakers, “I don’t know if I mean true control, but I think it is their 

thought process that they are controlling us. I guess they are in so many ways, they really 

are controlling us.” The intention of this utterance is to communicate that the 

policymakers are controlling the actions of educators. There is an insistence in the 

utterance, by using the are form of the verb, that there is no choice or permission involved, 

but rather an accepted state of affairs. The third DEONITC of prohibited was relatively 
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clear in utterances, was used rarely, and most utterances coded into this category 

contained words such as don’t or can’t.  

A fourth category was added to the coding scheme after the first review of the 

transcripts. This category, Want, expressed a desire held by participants. These utterances 

did not fit into the obliged category because they expressed conditions that were hoped for 

in contrast to what is in place. The utterances did not fit into the permitted category 

because internally there was no expression of whether the AIM exists or is allowed or 

even prohibited. One utterance that was coded into this category is “I want to have an 

authentic way of grading my school.” This utterance communicates a desire for something 

that does not exist presently, is not prohibited per se, and yet it is a strong expression 

about what would constitute a favorable accountability system; authenticity.  

After coding the utterances for the DEONITC, the AIM and Condition were 

extracted from the utterance. In doing so, I was able to group the utterances into categories 

to create institutional statements. Categories for utterances were created for each 

principal’s statements, although several common categories emerged among the 

interviews. Categories are as follows: Impact on Students, Communicating the Label, 

Leadership, Relationship of Policymakers to Educators, Why Accountability, Challenges 

Rooted in Context, and Impact of Accountability. When grouped into the categories, the 

utterances could be combined into institutional statements. The number of institutional 

statements per category varied depending on the quality of the utterances. In an effort to 

be transparent about the transformation of utterances to institutional statements, the 

findings section of chapter four will include all utterances that contribute to the formation 

of the institutional statements.  
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Data Sources, Collection, and Analysis: Policy Documents 

The texts collected as part of this study are the policy documents from the Federal 

Department of Education and transcripts of speeches that are archived in the public 

domain. The primary policy document that is analyzed in this study is titled “ESEA 

Flexibility,” which is published as guidance to the states about the policy of flexibility 

(ESEA Flexibility). This document was analyzed for institutional statements because the 

first section is written as a narrative about the policy justifying the needs and explaining 

the rationale. The speeches from Secretary of Education Arne Duncan and a press release 

from President Obama, all of which are archived on the US Department of Education 

website, were analyzed in a similar fashion to the transcripts from the interviews of the 

principals.  

The policy documents constitute the institutional complexion of policymakers, 

with the acknowledgement that this is a very limited number of documents collected for 

the purposes of testing this methodology on a small scale. Prior research has demonstrated 

that policy documents, and especially legislation, are difficult to code for institutional 

statements because they are rules by nature (Basurto, Kingsley, McQueen, Smith, & 

Weible, 2009). That they are rules in themselves potentially makes every sentence, even 

every phrase, an institutional statement. For the purposes of this study, since I am not 

interested in comparing educator actions with policy, I draw generalized statements from 

policy documents. These statements are most likely found in the supporting documents 

such as those meant to provide guidance to local educational agencies.  

The analysis of the policy documents will take the same form as the interview 

transcripts. Using Fairclough’s three-dimensional technique, the documents will be 



UNCOVERING	  THE	  INSTITUTIONS	  OF	  ACCOUNTABILITY	  POLICY	   	  
	  

96	  

examined for textual, discursive, and social features. The data collected will be used to 

answer research questions one and two. Other studies have examined policy documents 

using the IAD as a framework to gather institutional statements, though no prior study has 

used a poststructural lens (Basurto, Kingsley, McQueen, Smith, & Weible, 2009; Siddiki, 

Basurto, Weible, & Calanni, 2010). Therefore, the validity of this particular technique will 

be in question. The second research question focuses on the degree of similarity among 

policymakers and educators with respect to institutional complexion. I acknowledge that 

interviewing policymakers would be beneficial to reach a conclusion. Because this is a 

new methodology and time and resources are limited, direct interview of policymakers is 

not possible at this time. However, this is a future direction for this research that would 

add value to any results. Consequently, the policy documents will stand in place of direct 

interview and will provide the institutional statements to juxtapose with those from 

educators.  

Quantitative Method Design 

Data Sources, Collection, and Analysis. The quantitative data collected include 

state, district, and school level data describing student achievement and demographics. 

More specifically, the demographic data includes the race/ethnicity breakdown, socio-

economic indicators, and school size. The quantitative data were used to group 

participants as needed and to develop institutional statements. 

The quantitative data for each school and district has been collected using 

publically available data sets. This information comes from state-level databases or the 

National Center for Educational Statistics site. The data to be collected for each school 

includes the following information: student achievement data, attendance rate, graduation 
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rate, free-and-reduced lunch rate, total school population with demographic 

disaggregation, and previous accountability ratings.  

Analysis of these data, using descriptive statistics, is used to group participant 

responses and to develop explanations for the formation of rules. Participants’ local 

contexts are varied but similarities exist that permit grouping based on nominal values or 

averages. For instance, grouping the responses from participants in low-socioeconomic 

settings might be beneficial to understanding the rules that are developed when compared 

to participants within high-socioeconomic settings. The quantitative data could also lend 

credence or serve as contradictions to the rules developed by participants. Allowing the 

opportunity for these data to interact with the qualitative data will make the findings more 

robust and perhaps lead to avenues for additional inquiry.  

The data collection of the quantitative data is used for two purposes. The first is to 

triangulate individual participant responses. For instance, the school- and district-level 

data that are used for accountability determinations, such as test scores, attendance rates, 

free-and-reduced lunch rates, graduation rates, and other state-specific measures, can be 

juxtaposed with participants’ recollections and explanations. The analysis of these data 

points yield information concerning the reliability of the participants’ statements. The 

second purpose will be to group and compare participants’ responses according to 

quantitative data to examine for any similarities or differences in institutional complexions. 

Perhaps there are institutional nuances based on the population of students served or the 

achievement level of the school, and this will allow for some capture of this feature.  
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Researcher Identity 

 Consonant with qualitative research outside of the postpositivist paradigm, I must 

provide an explanation of my researcher identity to situate myself. This benefits the 

analysis of data and the reader so that potential biases are illuminated to the best of my 

ability (Glense, 2011). I am a white male in the midst of a professional career in 

secondary education. I am a school administrator working in a high-poverty school and 

district. My career has been and continues to be affected by accountability policy. 

Colleagues and friends have been subject to the consequences within accountability 

regimes, and so I have a personal opinion about the effectiveness and the fairness of 

accountability in education.  

 I intend to reduce potential bias that I may have with respect to this study by 

acknowledging that I am both an insider and outsider. I am in insider, privy to field-

specific knowledge and in possession of common sentiment with the participants. As such, 

I can operate as a researcher with a heightened degree of sensitivity to the nuances of the 

data. However, I also operate in this study as an outsider because I will take reasonable 

steps to remain objective and follow the protocols that I have developed.  

Conclusion 

 The proposed methodology and methods constitute a novel application of the IAD, 

both in policy science and in education policy research. This study admittedly violates 

some of the long-held notions in scholarship concerning adherence to a single 

philosophical paradigm. The boundary-spanning methodology in this case is necessary to 

understand institutional complexion and to analyze the intersection of policymaker action 

and educational practice.  
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 There is the possibility that at the conclusion of this study there will be little reason 

to continue with institutional analysis in education at this point in time. I acknowledge that 

this study is exploratory, and that sometimes exploration results in failure. However, 

should this study conclude with viable and trustworthy data, future research should move 

forward with direct interview of policymakers, larger sample sizes, and refinement of 

discourse analysis.  
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CHAPTER FOUR: FINDINGS 

Introduction 

 The findings from this study will be shared in two sections. The first section is 

devoted to the policymakers and the institutional statements derived from the analysis of 

speeches and regulatory guidelines. The second section has two parts. The first is the 

quantitative analysis of the schools and districts from where the principals work. By 

sharing this analysis before the institutional statements of the principals, context can be 

considered from an objective standpoint. Because the schools have particular histories, 

including socio-economic stories, demographic features, and because the principals 

operate from a position within these contexts, it is important to share the objective 

analysis so the reader can draw conclusions from the utterances just as the researcher did. 

The second part will contain the institutional statements of the principals, which are 

derived from utterances coded from the transcripts of interviews. After sharing the data 

derived from the application of the institutional analysis framework, the research 

questions that were posed will be considered in light of the findings. 

Institutional Analysis of Policymakers 

Data Sources 

To analyze the institutional complexion of policymakers I collected four sources. The first 

are the guidelines published in 2012 by the United States Department of Education, which 

explains the ESEA Flexibility Waiver process and requirements. This was selected 

because, in addition to the practical requirements, there is explanation from the 

department about the rationale for the waiver program. The presence of explanation is 

probably because this program is not driven by legislative statue, but rather by executive 
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action by the department. Additionally, one press release and three speeches were 

analyzed. Each of these documents was found on the United States Department of 

Education (USDoE) website under the “Press Releases” tab using accountability and 

flexibility as a search feature. The press release is from President Obama announcing the 

Flexibility Program in 2012. USDoE Secretary Arne Duncan delivered the speeches to 

various groups. The first speech from October, 2012, titled “Moving Forward, Staying 

Focused” and the third, “Beyond the Beltway Bubble” from September 2013 were 

presented to the National Press Club. The second speech, in terms of chronological order, 

called, “Remarks of U.S. Secretary of Education at the Education Trust Conference” was 

given at the Education Trust Conference in November 2012. Speeches from Secretary 

Duncan were selected to represent policymakers because as the architect of the Flexibility 

policy his viewpoints are the intended common sense that educators are meant to adopt.   

Institutional Themes from Policymakers 

 Three themes emerge from the analysis of documents created by policymakers. 

They are The Purpose of and Support for Accountability, How Accountability Works, and 

Why Reform.  Each of these themes will be explained and supported in this section. 

 The first theme, The Purpose of and Support for Accountability was selected 

because there were consistent institutional statements to explain the purpose of 

accountability systems and in conjunction where the support comes from. Eight 

institutional utterances fall into this category and they derive from the four documents. In 

an effort to explain the statements, I provide the statements and then explain it using the 

institutional utterances and statements from the cited sources.  
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The first institution from policymakers is that Accountability is in place because 

everyone wants it. In the “Beyond the Beltway” speech, following a defense of the push to 

include testing data in teacher evaluation, Duncan said, “In the real world, most people are 

not against meaningful testing.” He followed this by saying, “They know we need some 

kind of test to know if kids are actually learning and to hold everyone accountable, 

including students themselves.” Duncan separates those who disavow the testing regime 

from the “real world,” in essence casting them in conflict with the vast majority of society. 

Thus, the common sense being promulgated is that testing is the only way to know if kids 

are learning and anyone who doesn’t believe in this model is in the minority. In his 

“Moving Forward” speech, in response to his own assertion that educators may feel 

“overwhelmed by the speed and pace of change,” Duncan said, “Teachers I speak with 

always support accountability…They want the feedback so they can get better and hone 

their craft.” This utterance serves to dismiss the argument that teachers know their 

effectiveness through other means, and to create a norm within education that through 

adequate surveillance teachers get appropriate feedback to improve their performance. In 

the same speech he said, “Waivers are not a pass on accountability – but a smarter, more 

focused and fair way to hold ourselves accountable.” The deontic structure in each 

statement is in the obliged format, driving forward the commonsense production of policy. 

The important feature of these statements is the condition, or the “set of variables that 

define when and where an institutional statement applies” (Ostrom, 2005, p 149). 

Secretary Duncan chooses to use conditions including most people, everyone, teachers 

always, ourselves. One consequence of this structure, which is likely intended, is that the 

AIM becomes applicable to entire sets of people. All teachers, everyone, and most people 
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become the targets to internalize the goals of the accountability system, thus driving 

forward a new commonsense.        

  The second statement is Accountability systems drive performance improvements 

that help everyone. In the Beyond the Beltway speech, Duncan said, “But the idea that we 

shouldn't gather real-time data on what students know and are able to do is absurd. The 

goal in education is not just to teach, it is to have students learn.” This was directly after 

acknowledging that some people have concerns about the potential negative impacts of 

testing on the curriculum. The structure in this utterance illustrates one conflict that has 

come to represent the pro-testing regime; that accountability testing is the only way to 

know what content and at what rate children are learning. What is left out, and is 

particularly troubling to people in conflict with this viewpoint, is that the testing is part of 

a much larger architecture of surveillance, which places schools at the nexus of political 

arguments. In the same speech he said, “States are developing these assessments because 

they want parents to know the truth about how their children are doing, and they want 

teachers to have the critical information they need to improve instruction.”  The inclusion 

of students, parents, and teachers, in these comments expand the groups positively 

affected by accountability and drive the commonsense-making tactic forward. If analyzed 

from the standpoint of the students, parents, and teachers serving as the conditions, then 

the message of the institutional statement is that these groups must believe that testing 

drives performance improvements.     

The third statement is Accountability is what serious reformers value. President 

Obama said, “Because if we're serious about helping our children reach their potential, the 

best ideas aren't going to come from Washington alone. Our job is to harness those ideas, 
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and to hold states and schools accountable for making them work.” President Obama is 

saying that this is a policy steeped in local control and that from an institutional analysis, 

serious advocates for children believe in this model. In a similar effort to stress 

institutionally that serious reformers value accountability, a statement from the ESEA 

Flexibility Guidelines draw out the interminability of the effort to reform schools. “Fair, 

flexible, and focused accountability and support systems are critical to continuously 

improving the academic achievement of all students, closing persistent achievement gaps, 

and improving equity.” The choice to use the word continuously highlights that this work 

is never-ending. This serves, from an institutional standpoint to extend the crisis that 

accountability addresses interminably. The message is that, simultaneously, accountability 

solves the problem and that the problem will not be solved.   

    The second theme of How Accountability Works was selected because there is 

emphasis on the mechanics of the new system and the benefits that it affords. There is a 

clear intention to shape how consumers of the institutional statements view the process 

and rules. Poor-performing schools should be made public, is the first institution, which is 

juxtaposed by the second, which is high-performing schools should be recognized and 

rewarded.   

 The ESEA Flexibility Guidelines explain that accountability will, “Effect dramatic, 

systemic change in the lowest-performing schools by publicly identifying “priority 

schools” and  “Work to close achievement gaps by publicly identifying Title I schools 

with the greatest achievement gaps.” In each, the condition is the lowest-performing 

school and the aim is to publicly identify these schools. President Obama stated that states 

“Also must have accountability systems that recognize and reward high-performing 
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schools and those that are making significant gains, while targeting rigorous and 

comprehensive interventions for the lowest-performing schools.” The effort to publicly 

identify low-performing schools is an integral part of the accountability mechanism. That 

under-performing schools should not be hidden is a tactic that has the potential to reach 

several ends. The first is to garner support from people who are paying attention so that 

reforms are possible. The second possibility is that public shaming of the educators and 

the communities of the schools will motivate additional effort. When discussing high-

performing schools, the notion of publicly identification is not present.   

 The third theme, Why Reform, describes institutional statements that dismiss 

arguments that counter the Flexibility initiatives. We must do something.  Secretary 

Duncan said in the speech to the Education Trust “No accountability framework will ever 

be perfect. We can't let the perfect become the enemy of the good. We can't let the utopian 

become the enemy of the excellent. And we can't let rhetorical purity become the enemy 

of rigorous practice.” The condition for the institutional statement is when arguments are 

made that discount the quality of Flexibility as a policy or accountability as a strategy. 

The design behind such a statement is that it serves to brand the policy as excellent, good, 

and rigorous.       

 Following we must do something is that who should guide action is sometimes 

confusing.  In Secretary Duncan’s Beyond the Beltway speech, he said, “What I can tell 

you after nearly five years in Washington is that the public narrative that you hear inside 

the Beltway and online doesn't reflect the reality I see in classrooms and schools all across 

America.” Duncan continues explaining arguments related to federal involvement, tales of 

broken systems, and public misperceptions. Even though Duncan says that real listening is 
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the way to move forward, this utterance serves to downplay conflict as unproductive in 

favor of honoring the narrative that he espouses. One result is that the surveillance regime 

becomes the common sense approach. He goes on to say that, “Fortunately, many of the 

people in the real world outside the Beltway and the blogosphere have tuned out this 

debate. They are too busy actually getting the real work done. They’re focusing on 

students…” His statement serves to communicate that educators doing the work should 

feel disconnected from policymakers, and that conflict about the impacts and structure of 

the accountability regime are disconnected from those who work in schools.    

 

 

Table 2  

Themes and Institutional Statements from Policymakers 

Theme Institution 

 1) Purpose and 

Support for 

Accountability 

Accountability is in place because everyone wants it.   

Accountability systems drive performance improvements that help everyone. 

Accountability is what serious reformers value.   

2) How 

Accountability 

Works 

Poor-performing schools should be made public  

High-performing schools should be recognized and rewarded 

3) Why Reform We must do something.   

Who should guide action is sometimes confusing 

Conclusion  

The institutional utterances that combine to form institutional statements help to 

communicate the new commonsense from the administration of President Obama. In 
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general, the institutions are meant to drive educators to believe in the principals of 

accountability, not as single ideas, but instead as a doctrine or as a conglomerate. The 

system of accountability takes on a value beyond itself in the statements, becoming a 

vehicle that will change the education system for the better, because we must do 

something as a society to fix what is broken. In addition, the statements serve to distance 

the educators from the policymakers, instead of bring them closer together in terms of 

goals and conversation. Secretary Duncan’s statements, while lauding the effort of 

educators, also distance them from the policy-making activities and construe the educators 

as laborers who should have little voice in the policymaking circles of the beltway. Finally, 

the statements serve to continue the crisis mentality, in that ‘we must do something.’ In 

crisis, there is no time to converse or experiment, so action becomes necessary and 

negative consequences are not viewed as seriously as they are in the absence of crisis. The 

analysis of the institutional statements of policymakers will function as a point of 

comparison for the statements from educators later in the chapter.        

Quantitative Analysis of School-Level Data 

  The quantitative analysis of the school-level data comes from two sources. The 

enrollment, attendance rate, graduation rate, and dropout rate were collected using the 

Arizona Department of Education School Report Card database. The racial/ethnic data 

and the number and percentage of students who qualify for Free and Reduced Lunch were 

collected using the National Center for Educational Statistics Common Core of Data 

reporting tool.   

 The enrollment in the schools ranges from 2017 (B2) to 642 (A2) students with a 

mean of 1323. The attendance rate ranges from 96% (C1) to 86% (D2). Interestingly, both 
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are Title I schools. The graduation rate ranges from 91% (B2) to 74% (B1) and dropout 

ranges from 1% - 4%. Table 2 contains the demographic data from the eight schools. Low 

SES is equivalent to the percentage of students in the school who qualify for free-and-

reduced lunch. None of the eight schools made their Annual Measureable Objectives, 

which are the stated goals of accountability legislation.   

Table 3 - Schools in study, demographics 

 

 Using the Common Core of Data tool from NCES, data from all Arizona high 

schools were collected. Charter and vocational high schools were excluded from the 

statistical analysis because they are fundamentally different than traditional high schools. 

Vocational high schools in Arizona provide Career and Technical Education courses 

primarily and are not subject to the A-F ratings. Charter schools serve as competition to 

traditional high schools, yet they are not subject to the A-F ratings using the same formula 

as traditional high schools. For this reason, they were excluded from the descriptive 

analysis of demographic data.   

Table 4 - All AZ High Schools, Descriptive Statistics of demographics 

All AZ High Schools Mean Median Q1 Q3 Standard Dev. 
Total Enrollment 1196 1160 363 1840 890 
Low SES % 49% 51% 29% 65% .26 
White % 43% 47% 18% 67% .27 

 A1 A2 B1 B2 B3 C1 D1 D2 
Enrollment 1014 642 1169 2017 1609 1643 1572 921 
% Low SES  35% 29% 85% 2% 4% 65% 71% 65% 
Made AMOs No No No No No No No No 
White % 38% 44% 17% 70% 63% 39% 10% 28% 
Hispanic % 53% 48% 67% 22% 28% 55% 78% 49% 
Black % 4% 3% 6% 2% 2% 2% 4% 14% 
Asian % 2% 1% 4% 3% 3% 1% 0% 1% 
American Indian % 1% 1% 3% 1% 2% 2% 6% 2% 
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Hispanic % 39% 31% 19% 55% .26 
Black % 4% 3% .1% 6% .04 
Asian % 2% 1% .3% 3% .02 
American Indian % 10% 1% .8% 4% .24 
   

 Table three illustrates the current demographic features of Arizona high schools. 

The mean and median are provided as measures of central tendency. Both are listed above 

because the mean may be affected by extremes while the median is not (Howell, 2010). 

The first and third quartiles are also provided with the standard deviation to describe the 

diversity in schools in the state. This analysis also yields interesting information about the 

group of eight schools included in the study when compared to the high schools in the 

state. If a school falls into the lower or upper quartile, then there is a statistical implication 

that there are not many other schools in the state with a similar context. Moving forward, 

as institutional statements emerge there may be a contextual feature that also stands apart 

from the mean. If institutional statements are similar to the profession or divergent based 

on context then there is a basis for further analysis or additional questions.   

 Using the quartiles, I grouped the schools as high, medium, or low with regards to 

enrollment, low SES, percentage of white, Hispanic, Black, Asian, and American Indian 

students in table four. Low means that the variable is within the first quartile, medium is 

between the first and third quartile and high is above the third quartile. I acknowledge that 

this is a relatively simple analysis of the data, but it paints a picture in broad strokes about 

the objective features of the schools’ contexts. If, for instance, a school has a high 

enrollment, then this can be considered a large school and there are particular benefits and 

challenges that come from size, such as an economy of scale or an unwieldy size of the 

organization. If a school is high in low-SES students, then this school has more students 
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who qualify for free-and-reduced lunch than 75% of the other high schools in Arizona. 

Educating students from low-SES backgrounds presents specific challenges, but may 

attract teachers and administrators who want to work in this setting. In any case, by 

presenting and using this analysis, a reader can “see” the school and analysis can follow to 

track the congruence or conflict of the institutional statements within and between schools.   

Table 5 - Schools ranked high, medium, low 

School Enrollment Low SES White Hispanic Black Asian American Indian 
A1 Med Med Med Med Med Med Med 
A2 Med Low Med Med Med Med Med 
B1 Med High Low High High High Med 
B2 High Low High Med Med High Med 
B3 Med Low Med Med Med High Med 
C1 Med High Med High Med Low Med 
D1 Med High Low High Med Low High 
D2 Med High Low Low High Low Med 

 

Qualitative Analysis 

Overview of Institutional Analysis of Principals 

 Eight principals from four school districts in Southern Arizona were interviewed 

for this study. In order to conceal the identities of schools and principals, schools will be 

labeled using a capital letter for the district and a subscript number to denote the different 

schools. The school districts range in size is notable. One district, where two of the 

principals work, has eight high schools (D), while the others have three (B), two (A) and 

one (C) high school. The schools serve a range of students from urban to rural settings. 

The most recent letter grades for the districts range from B to C, and schools range from A 

to C. Four (B1, C1, D1, and D2) of the eight schools qualify as Title I schools, and B1 is a 

focus school while D2 is Priority.      

Analysis of Principal Interview to Capture Institutional Statements 
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  Principal A1. Principal A1 works in a school that demographically mirrors the 

average in Arizona. 20 institutional utterances were extracted from the interview with A1. 

The utterances fit into three general categories; impact on students, communicating the 

rating, and leadership.  Each category and its corresponding institutional statement will be 

described below. 

 The impact of accountability on students was described using the permitted and 

obliged deontic. A1 noted, “The only thing that I see and the one good thing I see in the 

accountability system is that it has forced education and educators to look at the bottom 

25% of those who are testing.” When asked to explain this further, A1 said,  

We really worked on narrowing down and focusing on the students that are right 

on the bubble…I want to play the game equally for everybody, but I know and 

everybody else knows that if you go off to that lower 25% and you can get them to 

move, that you are going to move your score. 

Principal A1 was also interested in talking about the focus on curriculum and the costs and 

benefits to students, saying,  

There is stuff that our kids miss out on because they are frankly doing stuff that I 

don’t think is necessary. It is not necessary for them to be successful human beings 

and productive taxpayers if that is what they [policymakers] are looking for.  I am 

not the one making the rules. I just get to follow them. 

As for where the rules come from, this principal stated that the rules come from the State 

and Federal levels of policymaking. Two institutional statements were taken from the 

utterances, and are as follows. First, To move a school’s score in a positive direction, the 

principal must focus on the bottom 25% of students. The second statement is a caveat to 
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the first, The focus on the bottom 25% leads to inequitable attention. This statement 

communicates recognition that there is a tradeoff for moving scores in a positive direction 

by applying focus on the bottom 25%. With limited resources and energy in the school, 

when administrators and teachers focus on one group of students there is not the same 

ability to focus on all other groups.   

 The second category of communicating the accountability label began with a 

discussion of how the principal communicated the rating to the community and then 

transitioned to a more philosophical conversation about doing so. A1 stated, “We are very 

proud of the B. We put in on the television out in the front lobby so everyone can see it.” 

This particular school moved up from a C to a B. When asked about other ways that the 

school communicated the label to parents, A1 said,  

Specifically some of the things that I have been working with over the past couple 

of years is that proactive communication and things like that. We have a quarterly 

newsletter that is really robust now. It used to be pretty chintzy. Now it is really 

good. 

The principal explained why he has not done more to communicate the label:   

It is something that I have not purposefully really talked much about with parents. 

As far as a community thing I guess because I personally don’t believe in the basis 

for and most of the outcomes of the accountability system…I don’t really feel like 

being a walking advertisement for the accountability system. 

The measurement criteria behind the label and the negative impacts of accountability 

moderated the principal’s desire to share the label, almost as if not talking about it was a 
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statement against labeling. When asked about the impact of an improved the grade on the 

communication strategy, A1 remarked,  

I think they see a B and they see good enough. That means we are doing fine. The 

reality is everyone wants an A and thinks it is awesome and the best thing ever in 

the entire world. But they see a B and say ok, that is good enough. We can do it. A 

C might as well be an F-. 

The public perception, the principal described, is that the school grade of a B was 

sufficient. As we talked about the conflict that A1 has about sharing the label, the principal 

commented,  

I think it is dangerous to label schools. I think if we label schools we should label 

parents…One for me that is really important is give me propaganda. You put it out 

there and it becomes reality and that is scary to me because you should never, ever, 

ever, ever label a human being something. 

This particular utterance is very powerful. The logic behind the connection of labeling 

schools and labeling parents brings to light very salient points within education about 

socio-economic conditions of students, but more than that it highlights how connected the 

school grade is to the students who enter the building every day. This principal also 

communicated that there is an inherent danger when communicating the label on behalf of 

the State. A1 said,  

It is dangerous for the fact that you know….I am not going to say what their 

motives are per say, but if they want to get rid of public education...great way to 

do it is to label schools in a negative way so people think, well, I always knew that 

public schools were terrible and look we can prove it with the data… But instead 
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of it being a local issue where they work it out, they try to. It is now the shame 

game.  

Two ideas are in this utterance. The first is that the data within accountability and the 

resulting label reifies school performance for the public. Once labeled, the effectiveness of 

the school is made public and real. In this principal’s mind, the unstated goal of 

policymakers is to shed a negative light on the schools. The second idea is that the scope 

of scrutiny extends in the new system beyond the local to the global in an omnipresent 

manner.     

Three institutional statements come from this category of utterances. The first is 

that It is important to share the rating when it is positive. This statement is tempered for 

Principal A1, however, because The principal’s feelings about the validity of the 

accountability system mediates the energy used to share the label. This means that the 

principal’s assessment of the system as valid or invalid will have an effect on the 

strategies employed to share the rating. The more valid, in the principal’s mind, the more 

vigorous effort to share, and vice-a-versa. The degree to which the accountability label is 

accepted as a valid measure, or the nature of the institutionalization of the label, is called 

into question by this principal’s statement. The final statement is that Labels of schools 

are internalized by the parties to whom the label is applied.  Internalization in this context 

communicates that principals, teachers, students, and parents not only consume the label 

as information, but also may believe that the label, and connotations of the label, 

communicate messages about them to the rest of the community. By “consume the 

information,” I mean that individuals use the label information to make decisions about 

schools.  The connotations of the label are not specifically researched in this study, but 
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could potentially be a subject of future study. It is possible that a low grade may connote 

negative qualities about parenting, culture, or work ethic. When internalized, the impact 

may be a reaffirmation for high performing groups and for low performing groups a 

continuation of a damaging narrative. 

 The third category of leadership centers on the strategies that this principal applied 

and the reflection back upon the actions. This principal spoke about the interventions with 

students and how the school worked with the bottom 25%:     

It was real personal and we really worked with the students. We got them 

specifically set up with tutors that helped them. There was a real one-on-one 

human element to it that definitely is what I like and why I am here. 

The principal continued to talk about the role of the school leader in working with staff 

and students to implement the strategies necessary to improve and maintain a school label.     

As my dad would say these are the flaming hoops that you get to jump through. 

However, we are not going to jump through because we don’t have to and I am not 

going to want to do that. That is more consternation, more time, that’s more 

everything else we don’t have, we have to work on. So we are going to do the 

minimum that we have to do to make sure we are going to do ok. Everything else 

is for the kids. Gotta help them be successful human beings. 

In this utterance, the principal explains that the technical work of the organization, 

meaning what is being done for the kids, is separated, or loosely-coupled, with the 

demands on the organization posed by accountability. The school does what is required in 

order to obtain an acceptable rating, but then does the real work for the students not based 

on the accountability formula. Principal A1 went on to talk about communication 
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strategies regarding school labels and how the school principal should discuss 

accountability with the public:   

When I am looking at the data 2 years ago, I am thinking we may be a D. That was 

an honest statement. Well I made it to the wrong person. That got back to my 

bosses. I was told very emphatically you can’t say those things…There have been 

communication as we are on the up and up, positive messages, which I completely 

understand and get. But still it is kind of back to the other thing. It is toeing the 

company line, but I get it. 

It is difficult to say that an employer doesn’t have a stake or an interest in controlling the 

messages that are communicated by employees within the organization, and this utterance 

confirms that the district was concerned about the public perception surrounding a school 

label.  It seems that there were two areas for concern, at least as expressed by the principal. 

The first is that discussions about a low label were occurring outside of the organization, 

and his led to a lack of control by the district. The second is that the “negative” messages 

could persuade community members about the school and that this negative perception 

could be harmful to the school, even though this was a prediction and not fact.  

This principal’s utterances develop two institutional statements. The first is that 

When working within the accountability framework that centers on data, the school leader 

must act as a buffer and remain committed to recognizing the needs of students. There are 

two parts to this statement that link to each other. Even though the label, and the data that 

comprises it, comes from quantitative data, the leader should maintain a personal 

connection. This requires buffering away and filtering out strategies and norms that are in 

conflict with this focus. The second institutional statement is that As a leader, there is a 
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responsibility to maintain the image of the organization. Messages must be shaped and 

coordinated so as to not raise undue concerns or communicate a lack of control within the 

accountability system.   

Principal A2. The interview with Principal A2 provided 23 institutional utterances.  

School A2 is demographically similar to Arizona except that it has a low percentage of 

students who qualify for free-and-reduced lunch. This school, built four years ago, 

graduated its first cohort of students during the previous academic year, and the school 

rating is lower than the district rating. Three categories emerged from the utterances: 

Communication about the label, Leadership, and the Relationship of policymakers and 

educators. 

 The first theme, Communication about the label, centered on the principal’s 

reaction to dropping from a B to a C label: 

So my first year, we had a C, the second year we got a B and so this last year we 

went back down to a C. So I was really nervous about my parents, my community. 

How everyone was going to react. I kind of went crazy with having these… I had 

an Open house, I had school data reports and it was amazing how parents didn’t 

care. When I started asking parents, they were like, we know you are not a C 

school. My kid comes home with homework, I don’t know what they are doing. 

They are being challenged. It is rigorous. They don’t question, but that is because 

of the culture that we created and the day to day that we do. 

The principal was clearly concerned with the public relations aspect of the label, and the 

impact that her efforts could have to ameliorate the negative label. When asked about the 

district’s expectations for sharing the results of the school label, Principal A2 responded, 
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“Obviously to share honestly, but in a positive manner and approach. We don’t want to 

BS our way through things, but we do want to make sure we are honest and factual.” The 

discussion moved on to actions that Principal A2 took to share with the drop of the rating 

in mind. A2 said,  

It was all stuff that I was going to do because I know it is important that I am 

sharing it with my staff, that I am sharing it with my parents and the community. I 

even managed to get it in the paper. 

Again, the efforts make to share information to counter the label was a primary concern. 

The principal certainly had a mental picture of the type of scrutiny the school faced.   

Two institutional statements are drawn from the utterances. First, Parents of the 

students in the school, when they learn about a drop in the rating, do not demonstrate 

concern. Principal A2 commented that her school community knew the culture and the 

day-to-day quality of the school so the rating did not affect the perception of the 

community. The principal supported the assertion by saying that the enrollment for the 

current year increased from the previous year even after the letter grade was publicized. 

The second statement in this category is that Despite a drop in rating, it is beneficial to 

explain the circumstances to the public. This goes somewhat against common sense to 

accept the rating and that the less publicity the better. In this principal’s thinking, there 

was more benefit in explaining why the rating dropped and taking steps to thrust the 

school into the spotlight instead of waiting it out.      

The second category, Leadership, is made of up two utterances that discuss 

strategies that lead to a desirable rating. Principal A2 said, “What I have learned is that 

you can’t look at the overall growth you have to look at those bottom 25.” “Bottom 25” 
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refers to the lowest performing quartile of students, which contributes to the rating in a 

weighted fashion. Principal A2 went on to identify the features of school performance that 

are not measured within the rating:  

So it doesn’t count that [a loss of bonus points for being a new school] and 

it doesn’t really count your school culture. And the culture that you create in your 

school, I think is a huge successor of how good your school it. Proof of that for me 

is we were a C this last year. 

The principal had just listed accomplishments of the students: a high graduation rate, and 

a positive climate for students as contributing factors to a positive culture. The rating, 

therefore, was dissonant with the positive culture that the principal can see everyday. That 

the accountability measures did not capture this aspect of the school was very frustrating 

to Principal A2.   

 Two institutional statements come from this category. To have a positive effect on 

the rating, a principal must focus on the bottom 25% and not the growth of the school as a 

whole.  The second statement is that A positive culture and the accomplishments of 

students do not directly contribute to the rating of the school. This was particularly 

troubling for principal A2 because the school administration had taken great care and spent 

a lot of time building a student culture from the ground up. This principal expressed 

consternation that there is a lack of accounting for the school culture or environment in the 

rating because the affective component of the school was a primary focus for the 

administration and staff. The principal remarked during the interview, proudly, that the 

students considered the high school to be similar to the movie, “High School Musical.” 

That the public did not receive an accurate picture of this facet of the school, a picture that 
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the principal considered disconnected from the work being done day-to-day, was troubling 

and also negatively shaped the principal’s perception of the accountability process.   

 The third category, the relationship of policymakers and educators, comprises 

most of the utterances from this principal. After receiving a lower rating than the previous 

year, and losing an appeal to the State to earn bonus points, the principal focused the 

interview on the accountability system and its application in Arizona. The idea of the 

rating capturing a snapshot was prevalent in the interview. Principal A2 said, “I think there 

are a lot of factors that make a school successful and I think that is just a snapshot of it.” 

In another instance during the interview, A2 stated, “I think that is why it is their way of 

showing the people that they have control of what is going on in the schools, but they are 

really not giving a true, in my opinion, snapshot of…it is just a snapshot.” By snapshot, 

the principal means that it is a basic measure using test scores from a single day. The idea 

of control also was highlighted in another utterance.  The principal said,  

I don’t know if I mean true control but I think it is their thought process that they 

are controlling us. I guess they are in so many ways. They really are controlling us 

because they are non-educators telling us how and what we need to be doing and 

we have to follow that. So I guess that is kind of what I mean by control. I think it 

is at all levels. 

The impact of non-educators telling educators what to do was a point that A2 made several 

times.   

“Although they use it as an accountability tool and I think it is really politicians thinking 

that they are holding schools accountable but they don’t really know the depth of what 

goes on in a school.” 
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Control of educators by policymakers who are not knowledgeable about the inner-

workings of schools was a sentiment echoed by other participants. It is interesting that this 

principal felt that actions were directed by accountability, while simultaneously saying 

that much of the work done in the schools is not related to the measurements. Other 

participants repeat this sense of incongruence between the actual work and the demands of 

accountability. In another part of the interview, A2 acknowledged,  

I don’t have a lot of confidence because I don’t see a whole lot of educators 

helping make that decision. They tend to leave the educators out of the decision 

making process. So it makes it hard for me to trust what that accountability is, but 

I think those laws are there because they think that is what the people 

want…Because right now there is no relationship between educators and 

legislatures. They just tell us what to do, like it or not. Do more with less. They 

don’t ever ask and that is what is frustrating and that is why so many people get 

out of education. They get fed up and don’t want to do it anymore.  

Perceived power dynamics, as this utterance reveals, are tilted dramatically in favor of 

policymakers and this particular principal feel very little agency in the process to shape 

policy.   The reasons for accountability policies and rating systems were topics that 

Principal A2 chose to talk about at length. This principal was positive about accountability 

in general but skeptical about the motives and outcomes in Arizona. The principal said,   

So I think that they mean well when they come up with labels, because I think the 

intent is to make sure that our kids all have a good education and so I do think that 

there isn’t anything wrong with accountability. I think we are all accountable to 
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someone. It doesn’t matter how much power you have, you are still accountable to 

someone. I think schools need that too. 

Principal A2 added, 

I think there are a lot of, especially older people, who think that because we do 

schools a little differently than maybe they were in school, but it is wrong. I think 

people are very critical of the education system in general and people are very 

leery to put money towards on education. So I think it is the legislature’s way of 

saying we too want to make sure schools are good and we are able to compete 

internationally with other countries. It is a political thing. It is really not, do we 

really know what is going on and do we really know how well our schools are 

doing. 

When asked about whether the principals’ actions align with what policymakers expect a 

principal to do, A2 responded,    

I think that is all in line with what policy makers want because they do, they want 

us to make the best kid possible for them, so that when they get into the work force, 

they are intelligible, they can communicate well, both written and orally, that they 

can think, that they can work as a team member.  

Three institutional statements are evident in the utterances from principal A2. The first is 

Accountability ratings do, but should not, rely on a snapshot of a school’s performance. 

In the case of this principal, the snapshot did not capture the day-to-day quality of the 

school, resulting in a lower grade than the district. The second institutional statement is 

that Accountability policy results in control exercised by non-educators over educators for 

economic and political ends.  The two ideas in this statement highlight the rift principal 
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A2 believes exists between educators and policymakers. The first is the feeling of being 

controlled by non-educators and the negative sentiment that it evokes. The second is the 

rationale for the control; namely economic and political goals tied to spending and 

production of a workforce. This principal’s perceived agency to directly affect policy 

concerning accountability was low in relation to the demands placed on the school. This 

creates a sense of powerlessness, not over the school but over the means by which the 

community learns about the effectiveness of the principal’s work. The third statement is 

that Principals and schools must be accountable. It is telling that even with the negative 

experience that principal A2 has had there is still an insistence that being accountable to 

the community is necessary.        

 Principal B1. The interview with Principal B1 resulted in 36 institutional 

utterances.  This school serves a low-income, high-minority student population and 

receives Title I funding.  The principal described the challenges associated with a highly 

mobile student body in a district with two high schools that are consistently rated A’s. The 

composition of the district presents a particular challenge when it comes to hiring staff 

and because applicants for teaching positions often choose the more prestigious and 

higher performing schools to work in. The principal communicated that there is a real 

sense of accomplishment at the school because of the recent move from a D to a B rating. 

The utterances fall into three categories, the Purpose of Accountability, Leadership, and 

Challenges Rooted in the Context.   

 The first category, the Purpose of Accountability, captures the principal’s 

institutional utterances that focus on why accountability exists. When asked why the 

current system is in place, Principal B1 responded,  
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That whole dual system in place and the current rendition of the A-F, more for 

public consumption than anything, better understanding of what the ratings mean, 

what they can relate them to as far as how a school is doing. 

When asked to explain more about what the public uses the ratings for, Principal B1 

replied,  

“There is a need there to compare between those and I know some of those don’t get 

measured in this really, but there is also the accountability piece with schools of how are 

we relating to each other.” This utterance alludes to a belief that accountability is needed, 

and that accountability is not solely about how a school stands on its own, but rather how 

schools compare to one another. Principal B1 was also asked about why the State of 

Arizona, in particular, uses the rating system.  B1 said,  

Parents should have choices in everything that they do…I think it is dangerous if 

we totally cut down on having a parent have a school choice, but I think that is 

absolutely is a huge piece on why it got going more in this State.   

Close to the end of the interview, Principal B1 was asked about the impact of 

accountability on the school.  B1 responded,  

I think the net result has been good. I think so. I don’t know if a label is as simple 

as A, B, C, D as we are doing now, but I wonder just knowing what I walked into, 

four years ago.  What I walked into visually, such as 60 kids just hanging every 

period, I wonder what would still be happening if we hadn’t measured. If it was 

just you do your thing at a school, more site based, just do what you are going to 

do. I wonder what still would be happening. It is concerning. 
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Again, this principal communicated support for accountability, and insisted that without 

the accountability system, old past practices that were not effective would still be in place.   

 Within this category, one institutional statement exists in the utterances. Public 

consumption of the rating leads to positive changes in schools. In the utterances this 

principal communicated that since the public is able to understand the ratings and compare 

schools to one another, it led positive changes in the school. Principal B1 communicated 

that the pressure of improving the rating forced the school to reassess instructional and 

curricular practices. 

 The second category of Leadership centers on how this principal led the school 

from a D to a B, and the strategies that were employed to improve the rating. Because this 

particular high school is in a district with other high schools that serve a radically different 

population of students, the impact of this fact on the leadership was discussed. The 

interview questions asked the principal to first consider what this meant for the leadership 

of the school, and to reflect on what led to the rating for the current year. Principal B1 

talked about interactions with staff and staffing in general:     

It is leverages of principal, honestly. We are working with staff, comparing data.  

Looking at data, you play that game. It is competitive I guess. We are not going to 

sell everything to get one piece of it up, but I like being able to push those buttons 

and it is nice to be able to know we are closer…comparing apples to apples versus 

straight pass rates on a test. 

By “leverages,” the principal communicated that choosing the data points to discuss was 

important because it had the potential to motivate the action of the staff. The utterance 

also contains a phrase, “sell everything to get one piece of it up,” which communicates 
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that he could have become overly focused on one aspect of the rating or be deceptive in 

some way, but he chose not to. Principal B1 went on to discuss staffing as a leadership 

strategy:     

The staff, having staff that was ready for the challenge, that had the expectations 

for kids doing this. I think if you would have overall one big factor it was a lot of 

the new staff. It was messy for a year- year and half, it was a constant churn, but 

the right people getting in place after a year and half, then the next year had that 

huge impact. 

The principal also said,   

The big thing is having the right staff in place, across the board…If you don’t have 

the right people in place, you can pull every trick out of the box, but if you don’t 

have the right people that either believe in it or develop it, or are effective with 

kids, it doesn’t work. 

The interview continued with a focus on working in a low-income, high-mobility school 

that is subject to the rating system. The principal explained,  

I like the challenge. I would probably get bored and in trouble if I didn’t have 

something in front of me like that. I like figuring it out. I have been at four other 

schools either in assistant or principal positions so I don’t like it just managing 

normal day-to-day stuff. I am always looking at tweaking it or how to make it 

better.   

When asked about the nature of the challenge, the principal discussed the need to 

“squeeze” points. The principal said that first, “We worked a lot with our bottom 25% and 
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just absolutely monitored those kids in every intervention that they are in. Grades were 

recorded, their attendance.” When asked to elaborate, principal B1 explained,  

There is the squeeze of looking at the plan, looking at the data, looking at the 

system and making sure it is ready to go and it is efficient. Then there is the human 

part of it with kids. That is a different approach…Talking them through that 

helped keep the 95% hooked in and going where before it was done to them. They 

bucked at that. That I think is what was the squeeze aspect of getting everything 

out of the ratings game. Then you still have a kid at the end of it who is still going 

to be a part of your school, if you are taking that time with them, win or lose, pass 

or fail on that AIMS test, you still have a kid that is intact at the end of it. 

Questions in the interview also asked the principal to discuss how the rating was shared 

with students, and whether it was celebrated with them. Principal B1 said,   

We presented their golden A award, you know their golden letter. We really hyped 

up as much as we could to the kids that they had had one of the largest growths 

ever seen in a high school. The AIMS scores for the school were at the highest 

they have been in 8 years. Every little thing we could celebrate we did. 

The interview questions also asked the principal to consider in what ways the district 

supported efforts at the school. The principal replied,   

That support has been there, it was never like, ok [B1], ‘figure this out.’ It was 

always very purposeful, steps we were taking. Some steps we didn’t take, some 

steps we took and came back on. It was kind of a dynamic process with the district. 

It was never just my problem to figure out.  
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When asked about leadership moving forward from the B rating, the principal commented, 

  

I realize right now I am dealing with one of the entry levels of expectations as far 

as the things that are out there for high schools. Passing AIMS should not be this 

everything that we strategize around so there is AP stuff we have to get kids, 

through, the SAT levels, ACT levels, college acceptance rates; all these other 

things that are probably even the long run more critical for kids coming out of high 

school. 

So even though reaching a B rating took tremendous effort and perseverance for this 

principal, there is a realization that the system that was in place did not place what are the 

“expectations” for high schools.   

 Six institutional statements come from the utterances by this principal. The first 

statement is that, The rating is a leverage point for the school leader. This means that a 

school leader should use the rating as a motivator for staff to improve practices. The 

second statement is that, The ratings create a competitive environment between schools. 

That this principal feels his school is competing with other high schools is important to 

understanding the nature of the educational environment and leadership actions in the 

modern accountability age. The third statement is that, A leader must have an effective 

staff in place to compete in the accountability system. This principal felt that this was a 

particular area of importance to the leadership of the school. While this is common sense, 

Principal B1 communicated that this was a tremendous challenge in the context of the 

school and community. The fourth statement is that, The leader must balance the squeeze 

with the human element. This statement communicates the principal’s feelings about 
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designing systems and forcing action with the fact that there are students involved who 

will choose to participate in the system or fight against it. In addition, there will be 

students who participate in the system and then who fail to meet the goals. The principal 

felt strongly that everything should be done to keep kids “intact.” The fifth statement is 

that, Students feel a personal stake in the success of the school related to the school label. 

By celebrating the success of the AIMS scores and the improvement in the label, there is 

an implicit assumption that the students care about the impact of their actions on the 

school label. The agency that students feel, whether existing or manufactured by the 

publicity within the school, is an important leadership tool for this principal. The final 

statement in the Leadership category is that Leadership in the accountability age is 

dynamic. By dynamic, the principal means that the work is never done. Accountability has 

incentivized school leaders to tweak and change to meet the ever-changing goals set for 

them.    

 The third category, Challenges Rooted in the Context, is developed from the 

principal’s statements that directly related to why and how the context of the school 

presents challenges that go beyond the normal difficulties related to the A-F rating system. 

The challenges that the principal spoke about most often were intra-district related to the 

differences between this school and the other high schools, and student mobility.   

The principal first identified the challenge of staffing:    

The staff, having staff that was ready for the challenge, that had the expectations 

for kids doing this. I think if you would have overall one big factor it was a lot of 

the new staff. It was messy for a year- year and half, it was a constant churn but 
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the right people getting in place after a year and half, then the next year had that 

huge impact.  

The nature of the intra-district discourse and resulting institutional complexions could be a 

future subject of study since this utterance demonstrates that even within a district there 

are intersecting and perhaps even conflicting discourses. When asked about the challenges 

associated with recruiting and the intra-district challenges, B1 replied,  

Yes, I fought against that from the very beginning. I still do. People put in for 

applications in our district. They will put down….we have English positions 

open…..they will put down they want to interview for B2’s and B3’s positions. I do 

many times have to deal with the leftovers. You have to recruit to find the right 

people. If someone doesn’t want to dive in here and invest in the challenges than I 

am OK with them picking somewhere else to go because I played that game, 

‘Come on just try it.’ You can’t convince someone; they have to believe they want 

to be here.  

Continuing with the intra-district challenges and differences, B1 said, “I know they [B2 

and B3] don’t go through the same strategizing around squeezing every last little point out 

of that A-F model.” B1 continued, “They don’t spend the time strategizing like I do, but at 

the same time I know their time is filled with other things.” Principal B1 expanded on the 

idea of squeezing and the challenges associated with that mentality: 

That’s the squeezing part. We try not to let a minute go by, a kid slip by. I find the 

challenge fulfilling and exciting. Yeah it gets overwhelming. Yeah the year we 

slipped from a C to a D, I was looking…what the heck did we do, where did we 

miss it, but at the same time we are still problem solving. What did we screw up 
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that year before? What could we have changed? Sometimes there is something you 

can change. Other times it is the resources run out. I enjoy that. I don’t think it is 

for everybody. 

Principal B1 moved on to talking about the struggle even after reaching the B. The 

principal described the challenges associated with starting the a new academic year with 

students who are in need of interventions to reach the B, in essence, stating that it is not a 

maintenance effort, but rather continual re-building:   

It is still a fight, it is still a scramble when new kids come in whether that is 

through mobility or through our feeder patterns, not quite at grade level, it is 

buckle down and dive in. There is a comparison between them but the reality is, 

you use that a little bit, but those kids are still staring you in the face, the challenge 

is you are right there with them. 

When asked about the challenges in respect to the rating system and how the current 

system captures the effectiveness of the school, Principal B1 explained,  

It is hard for people to see the day-to-day piece of it. I don’t know how you 

measure but I think if there is any sort of different relationship it is those non-

academic pieces that policymakers or the people who design the measurements 

don’t see. What teachers juggle.  What schools do with that? I realize with 

mobility you have your kids that aren’t a full academic year don’t always get 

factored. The overall impact has a bigger impact than what you are able to measure 

with ratings. 

In the previous utterance, the principal, while still supporting accountability, suggests that 

the measures do not capture the true work of the teachers in the school. During the 
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interview, this principal never addressed the potential contradiction, meaning the support 

for accountability with simultaneous criticism of the measures.   

 Two institutional statements are developed by the utterances. The first is that The 

context of the school impacts the principal’s ability to staff. This statement has two 

components. The first is that teachers tend to apply to higher-rated schools so the 

applicant pool is smaller for a lower-rated school. The second component is that the 

challenges presented by a lower-rated school require a certain type of teacher; one who 

wants to be there. Taken together, from this principal’s perspective, the low rating of the 

school negatively impacted the ability to hire staff.  The second statement is that, In many 

ways, every new school year is a reset because of the mobile student body. Even with the 

successful interventions put in place, the principal communicated that because of mobility 

of the students it was like they were starting over. This fact, B1 said, is not accounted for 

in the rating scheme and that policymakers do not understand what teachers have to do in 

order to make academic gains in this context.  

 Principal B2. Principal B2 began working in the school July 1, 2014, just as the 

most recent rating was released. This principal moved to Arizona from a different state 

where there was no A-F rating system. The school is a large high school for Arizona, and 

the student body is not reflective of the state’s demographics in terms of socio-economic 

status and racial characteristics. The principal’s interview had 36 institutional utterances 

that group into three categories, Leadership, the Impact of Accountability, and the 

Relationship Between Educators and Policymakers.   
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 The first category, Leadership, contains utterances that describe this principal’s 

leadership philosophy in the context of A-F ratings. When asked about what it means to 

be an A school, the principal answered,  

On paper, in the newspaper, in black and white, an A school in a B district looks 

great. It is great. It is what we want. That is the message we want to send, ‘we are 

an A school because we are,’ regardless of those 30 subsets.  

The principal continued,  

I feel good. It is obviously a flagship thing to advertise with parents and families 

that are moving into the area, they are looking at data and information. Having the 

A is a solid good label to have. 

Concerning the expectations from the district, the principal said, “The expectation of the 

district is for all schools to be A or B schools. That is the expectation that has been shared 

to me as a principal.” The principal never stated why this was an expectation, but did 

allude to the fact that the parents and community expect it, and that socio-economic status 

had a link to the expectation. 

The principal was asked how the school communicates the rating to the public. 

Principal B2 said,    

I do not have an A on my chest or the front door of the school. So no, I don’t know 

that we have A anywhere that is publicized…No one has ever asked to do that. I 

don’t know if there was a reason. I would not go put on A on the front door of the 

building. The real answer is, I think it is cheesy. 

When asked why not put the A on the front door, the principal replied,  
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I think your real excellence is shown by your day-to-day actions, not by your 

performance. That can be data, day-to-day behavior, can be standards, 

expectations. I think if you put on A up that doesn’t make you an A.  

The principal continued,  

I think what is more important as a principal is what my students and staff say 

when they leave here and go home and into the community. And that message is 

far more powerful than a letter with an A on it. Just like if my child brings home a 

straight A report card but they are not learning as much as they could or they are 

not behaving in a way that is good then hey what is the whole picture here. So it is 

more of a whole value scenario.  

The principal was asked about the need to make sure that the public knows that the school 

is an A school but also feeling conflicted about publicizing the rating. The principal 

replied,  

I don’t know if at the dinner table we sit around and talk about if the school has an 

A or not. We sit around and talk about whether Mr. Smith or Mrs. Miller had an 

engaging and thoughtful class today where we really learned something and it 

made me go wow, and/or I worked really hard to get the curve on the grade of this 

chemistry test. Those are the kinds of things we talk about in families and 

organizations. Those things are important. 

The principal was asked if the income level of the parents influences the “dinner 

table conversations.” Principal B2 said, “Those expectations are for all and those 

conversations are for all. It doesn’t matter how much money you have to have a quality 

school environment and a quality classroom and a quality teacher.”  
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Principal B2 was also asked about the role of the principal in the accountability era, 

specifically if accountability has changed the principal’s role. The principal stated,    

I think it is a job as a principal to take information and data that your district 

provides you.  Regardless if the district provides it to you, I am the kind of 

principal that looks at it anyway. I want to see where we are at now. Where do we 

want to be in a year, 3 years, 5 years. I think that regardless of the districts requests 

and expectations that principals should have their own expectations and data and 

in a perfect world those things are similar and generally are.  

Three institutional statements come from the utterances about leadership. The first 

is that Being an A school is good, but there are more important things. The principal is 

proud of the A but also stated that the factors that lead to an A are the beginning, not an 

end. This leads into the second statement, that Real quality is demonstrated through day-

to-day actions, not by labels.  This means that this principal believes that the most 

important determinant of a school’s overall quality is the type of experiences that students 

have every day. The day-to-day experiences contribute to the rating, and simultaneously 

are more important than the rating. According to the principal, if students have positive 

experiences, not only will the rating be positive, but the perceived quality of the school 

will be high even without the rating being publicized. The third statement is that The 

principal’s own expectations should drive the school’s goals. This means that the 

principal has a responsibility to examine data and set goals based on the data regardless of 

the accountability demands. In a perfect world, this principal believes, the principal’s 

goals and the accountability goals align.       
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 The second category is the Impact of Accountability, meaning how accountability 

affects the perception that the community has about schools and how accountability 

policies impact educators. The principal first shared why the accountability system exists, 

saying, “I am an outsider, so from the outside what it looks like to me is that the state of 

Arizona legislature is systematically and purposely dismantling public education.” The 

principal was also asked about the reason for using the A through F rating system. 

Why specifically the A-F label? Well the words are it is about accountability and it 

is about excellence and about performance for students, etc.   am not sure that is 

the real reason. But I don’t know. At what point do we reach critical mass when 

we have all these schools being labeled with Cs, Ds and Fs.? What are we going to 

do? The state is going to take these over. And they are, they are going to fire 

everybody and they are going to fire all the principals. What are they going to put 

in, the business executive to run the high school? Ok, we’ll see how that works. It 

has all happened in other places, Chicago, Texas, Florida, and New York.  It is just 

kind of, to be irreverent, kind of entertaining. 

The principal continued, 

Arizona has some of the strongest programs developing charter schools and 

funding private schools, and the issue of not funding education, K-12 and post-

secondary education universities, it is all just there. In the paper every day, it is no 

secret that the administration of the last several governors is to reduce funding for 

public increase and increase choices and options.  

When asked to return to the subject of A-F, and what the ratings communicate to the 

public, the principal explained,  
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I think it is a little tenuous to start putting an A, B, C, D,F label on a school when 

that could have all kinds of...You know what does A-F mean? What does it take to 

get there? What are the measures, does the label really reflect what an A, B, C, D, 

F, really  means or that what that value is. Is that the same value to an 80 year old 

person, to a 50 year old person, to a 10 year old person? Is it the same value in 

Winslow, AZ, vs. Nogales, AZ, vs. Scottsdale, vs. Yuma. Just like in a high school, 

if I have 14 sections of Algebra 1 with 6 different teachers, every kid in the 

building is going to tell you that an A in teacher X’s room might mean this but an 

A in Teacher Y’s room might mean this. 

The principal continued to describe the meaning of A-F ratings: 

I just think of generations. What my mother and father’s expectations are for A, B, 

C, D, for their own children, who are me and my brothers and sisters, and how you 

earn those grades and what they mean. That might be different than what a 30-

year-old parent right now of what an A, B C D F may mean. 

The principal connected the lack of reliability, meaning how the grades are perceived by 

the public, to the measurements behind the rating. After talking about the meaning of the 

A-F rating, the principal began to talk about the measurements behind the ratings, saying, 

“I don’t know if there is a lot of understanding of those 30 subsets of criteria in order to 

get the A-F in the state of Arizona and how that affects you’re A-F.” The principal 

continued,    

So there is a lot of little variations within the system of how you are measured. Not 

everybody knows that. What general person is going to go through those 30 

subsets and figure out what does this mean and what does that mean and why did 



UNCOVERING	  THE	  INSTITUTIONS	  OF	  ACCOUNTABILITY	  POLICY	   	  
	  

138	  

this school get this A or this C or this B? When you see the A, you think this, 

when you see the B, you think that and when you see the C you think that and the 

D, you think that. 

The conversation transitioned later to the impact of accountability on the teachers, 

students, and principals. The principal asked,  

Don’t you think every teacher, student, and parent that goes to the school where 

the rating was earned internalizes it?  If you get a letter that says your school is an 

F school, don’t you think a parent and kid is going internalize that? And the 

teacher and the principal?   

The principal also talked about previous experience in a low-performing school and the 

negative incentive to be a principal in a low-performing school when the ratings do not 

reflect positively.  The principal said, “OK, so what is it that I have to come in, fix this, if 

now you are going to tell me I am this kind of principal or my teachers are these kinds of 

teachers. It is comical.”  The principal went on to say, 

I am a positive person and the glass is half full kind of person. I would like to 

believe that the actual thrust and impetus is to improve schools for children. I don’t 

think that is what plays out in reality and there is a component of it is, that isn’t 

what it is. I think it is flat out obvious in some places. 

The outcome or reality, the principal stated during the interview, is the takeover of schools, 

an internalization of the rating by principals and students, and in Arizona, an intentional 

penalty to traditional public schools.    

 Three institutional statements are developed from the utterances. The first is that 

Accountability policies in Arizona are developed intentionally to harm traditional public 



UNCOVERING	  THE	  INSTITUTIONS	  OF	  ACCOUNTABILITY	  POLICY	   	  
	  

139	  

schools.  From Principal B2’s standpoint the accountability system is designed to draw 

attention to failing public schools in the name of providing information and choice to the 

public. The first statement transitions to the next one with respect to the information and 

the relationship of the consumer to the criteria that lie behind the surface of the A through 

F rating. The A through F rating system is easy to understand on its face but as a symbol it 

represents a system with deep complexity. This statement communicates that, intentionally, 

a simple symbol such as the letter grade, has been used to communicate a evaluative 

judgment about something that is very complex. The rationale behind using the simple 

symbol, this principal feels, is to obfuscate and perhaps even mislead the public about the 

efforts of educators in challenging schools. The third statement is that All parties affected 

by the label internalize its meaning.   

 The third category, The Relationship Between Educators and Policymakers 

captures this principal’s utterances that describe the how policymakers and educators have 

related to one another based on experiences the principal has had and based on a 

perception of the systemic flaws. The first utterance comes from the principal when asked 

about whether the school’s administration is performing in the way that policymakers 

expect:   

Honestly, I don’t think policy makers have a clue. This school has been open 14 

years and the state legislature has never crossed the threshold as far as any staff 

member can remember. I don’t think state lawmakers have any idea what 

principals do.  

The principal continued, 
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In Arizona, they have never been here. They are not former educators. It is 

interesting there is a lot of turnover in the state legislature in Arizona. So you don’t 

get the depth and breadth of knowledge and experience. I don’t think there is a 

connection between policy making and understanding of what schools do.  

Because school choice was a topic that was focused on throughout the interview, this 

principal was asked whether labels contribute to school choice in the way that 

policymakers express publicly. The principal replied,   

No I think there is a huge discrepancy between policy makers’ understanding of 

the effect of labeling schools and choice. Choice is very much a socio-economic 

thing and if…I can and do get myself in trouble for saying this, but if anybody 

thinks that the charter movement isn’t about affluent, white, Caucasian families, it 

is ridiculous. It is just wrong.  

The principal was asked to describe how accountability policy could be made more 

effective.  The principal explained, 

I think very active, organized groups of people who actually work in the field 

whether you want to call that a principal’s association or otherwise, I think that 

dialogue and networking between the people that actually do the job and state 

legislatures in Phoenix and having interactions where people actually walk the 

halls and and/or sit in the office and understand both at the school site level and 

the district level, where there is open dialogue and communication between 

education committees, health education human services…But having connections 

between the local districts and the legislatures that sit on the committee that make 

decisions and appropriations related to education.  I think a system of open and 
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honest dialogue and communication is important and I think leadership and 

advocacy needs to be respected and heard. 

Because the principal was clear that policymakers don’t understand the work of schools, a 

follow-up question asked the principal to elaborate on what it is that policymakers do not 

understand and why this lack of understanding occurs. The principal stated,  

I think that there is a difference to the loud voices related to ‘this is what I want for 

my kid vs this is what we need for all of our kids.’ I think there is a discrepancy 

there and I don’t think it is ill intentioned and mean per say, although in some 

cases it might be. I think it is just a lack of experience. There is this interesting 

dichotomy in both within schools and outside of schools where we talk about 

‘those kids.’ That phrase just fries me. Well who are ‘those kids?’ Don’t you mean 

‘our kids? It even happened in this school.  ‘We wouldn’t want to teach or work or 

send our kids to [School B1] because it is across [Street Name]. I am like wow ok, 

we wouldn’t want ‘our’ kids to go to school with ‘those’ kids. I think there is a gap 

in policymakers’ minds and I don’t know that all policymakers have worked in a 

school or gone to a school themselves or had family members that go to school 

across Orange Grove or whatever the dynamics may be in any corner of the state 

of Arizona. 

This utterance appears to group policymakers with parents and with teachers, who have an 

interest in keeping “our kids” separate from “those kids.” The aggregation of the parents, 

teachers, and policymakers construct a formidable alliance within the social fabric of 

people who scrutinize the schools but who also lack experience in schools.    
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 Two institutional statements are derived from the utterances in this category. The 

first is that, Policy that affects schools has been crafted by people who do not understand 

the work done in schools, so there should be more open dialogue and learning. This 

principal communicated that policymakers have not adequately learned about the system 

that their actions affect, and instead have relied on personal experience or other agendas to 

dictate goals. The second statement from this principal is that Policy that affects schools 

has been crafted in a way that disadvantages teachers in schools that are not affluent, by 

people who don’t understand equality. This statement captures that there is both an 

intentionally negative outcome for non-affluent schools and the staff in them, and that 

policymakers lack a ground-level understanding of equality. In essence, because of a 

focus on “our kids” and not “all kids,” the system has been designed in ways that 

undermines a focus on equal outcomes in favor of a notion of equal opportunity.   

 Principal B3. Principal B3 is in the second year of leadership of the school. The 

school has relatively few students who qualify for free-and-reduced lunch, and is 

otherwise an average Arizona high school. The interview with this principal produced 18 

institutional utterances. The utterances fit into three categories: Leadership, 

Communicating the Label, and the Need for Accountability. 

 The first category of Leadership contains utterances that explain this principal’s 

actions and perceptions about leadership in the context of the school under accountability 

pressures.  When the principal was asked about leadership in the era of accountability, B3 

said, “Whatever the game is, whatever the rules are, that is what I want to be ready for.” 

This principal added later in the interview, “This work we are doing right now is it going 

to be blown up a year from now because of these new people. But that is where you just 
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have to pay attention, ‘what’s the game, what are the rules?’” When asked about having 

earned an A last year and the pressures that were associated with the rating, the principal 

responded,      

Anything less than an A at the school I am at would be seen as a tremendous 

failure; that something bad has happened. Something has gone awry. The school I 

was at [before] we had a D, got a C, real close to a B. That was seen as progress. It 

was positive, and an A would be like the Holy Grail. The pressure to maintain that 

[A] at the school that I am at because of our demographic and reputation is 

tremendous. 

The principal was asked about how the district leadership communicated expectations for 

the ratings. The principal explained,  

It was pretty matter of fact. It was like it was the expectation, I took it as ‘Ok you 

are fine for now, it is where you have been, where you need to be. You did your 

part, keep it up,’ kind of thing. 

When asked about the potential of moving to a lower rating, the principal remarked, 

It would mean that I would feel I am not doing my job as an instructional leader to 

do the things that are necessary to maintain that. I know that the district would be 

looking to me for leadership to correct that and get it back to that. That is my job. 

To be an instructional leader for that school and that we are doing the things we 

need to do to stay in that category. Perceived or deserved or not, the perception 

seems to be so important. 

During the conversation, Principal B3 stated that part of the strategy employed by the 

leadership team was to focus more on the bottom quartile of students to capture the 
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weighted points from the score improvements by these students. Because the strategies 

required interventions on behalf of these struggling students, something the school 

community was not used to previously, the principal said that the accountability formula, 

“has given me the justification to move in those directions.” In considering conversations 

with faculty who resisted, the principal reflected,  

“But again the end of that conversation was, our best leverage in here is what we are 

doing with the lower end kids. The better they do the better the whole school will do and 

we have to learn that lesson. They haven’t had to worry about that at [B3].” The idea of 

the rating as leverage implies that the rating itself is a vessel of power that principals need 

and can use to benefit them and their schools. 

 Three institutional statements come from the utterances from principal B3. The 

first is that The accountability system is like a game and principals need to know the rules. 

This sentiment of the system like a game was scattered throughout the interview with this 

principal.  An understanding of the different components of the rating as interactive and 

able to be manipulated in a strategic fashion was also echoed in the next institutional 

statement. The second statement is that Certain schools are expected to get A’s and others 

are not according to the rules of the game. In the case of principal B3, the school was 

destined, or supposed, to get an A based on the demographic it serves and the historical 

record of achievement. B3 also commented that in other schools getting to a B was a novel 

and celebrated achievement with an A being perceived as out-of-reach, or the “holy grail.” 

The third statement is that The accountability rating can be used strategically by the 

leader to act as leverage in situations where change would not otherwise be possible. This 

means, according to B3, that the pressure of maintaining the label motivated staff actions 
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in situations when particular changes in practices were resisted. Real or perceived, in 

terms of the effect of the changes in practice on the label, the idea of earning a lower label 

in this school motivated change.      

 The second category of utterances from Principal B3 centers on the 

Communication of the Label with the public. This was a particular area of focus during 

the interviews because the stated purpose from policymakers of the ratings is to inform the 

public of the quality of the schools. Principals face choices about how to talk about the 

label, and with whom to talk. One consequence of the principals’ discussions about the 

policy is that that the public’s perception of the impact and effectiveness of the policy is 

shaped. The policy may be viewed as effective of not, in part, based on the manner in 

which the principal addresses the policy. Simultaneously, the principals’ own judgments 

about how the community is reacting to the accountability labels impacts the way in 

which the label is talked about.  In essences, a giant feedback loop is created concerning 

the way that educators discuss and communicate about the label. When asked about how 

the A rating is communicated, Principal B3 explained,   

I think there is a perception involved with that. I think a lot of folks in the 

community look to those ratings to see. It doesn’t matter how strong on an A it is, 

I think as long as you can say you are an A school, people perceive that as a good 

thing. If you are anything less than that, then you are not as good as you could or 

should be. There is pressure that I feel to try and maintain that rating. 

Principal B3 continued,  

We use it as a talking point to sell people into coming to the school. I think you 

can’t say I am a B school, you need to come to mine when you are surrounded by 
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A schools. It is important to maintain that. That is why there is tremendous 

pressure. 

The principal is alluding to the fact that the other high schools that are in close proximity 

to this school are all A schools and there is substantial pressure from charters in the area 

that have nationally competitive programs. When asked to also discuss the pressure of 

competition in relation to the label, the principal stated,   

There is kind of an unspoken competition with our sister school [B2]. Compare 

each other all the time, [B2]. Basis [a charter school] is down the street and that is 

one of the main reasons why the International Baccalaureate program was brought 

into [B3] to try to provide an option for kids that are looking for something more 

rigorous, used as a recruiting tool. An open enrollment option. 

The principal went on to discuss the conversations with parents about the label when 

promoting the school. When asked if parents ask about the A, the principal said,  

Surprisingly not as much as they ask about student to teacher ratios, things of that 

nature.  It might be kind of foregone part of the conversation because they already 

know about that, “but what else can you offer me?” I think the conversation gets a 

lot harder to have if you don’t have that A. It is always there, it is on the marquee. 

It is on everything we produce. I feel tremendous pressure as the principal to 

maintain that level of excellence, level of achievement if you will. 

The level of pressure to obtain an A is clear in this utterance. Interestingly, the principal 

also communicates that the A is only part of the consideration for the community at the 

school. In essence, the label is holds power for both the principal and for the community. 
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The principal with an A is safe and effective, and for the community it sets what appears 

to be a minimal expectation of performance. 

Two institutional statements come from this principal in regards to communicating 

the label. The first is that Success as a principal is determined by the rating. This principal 

communicated a tendency to internalize the rating as an evaluation of the work done in the 

school. The rating is not a simple letter that expresses an outcome based on data, but 

rather it is a symbol with layers of meaning that has deep consequences for a principal. 

The second statement is that The rating is the beginning of the conversation with the 

community when in a competitive school choice environment. This means that, as 

principal B3 said, there is more discussion beyond the label about what the school can 

“offer.” This type of conversation with parents, where the parents are shopping for schools 

in a competitive environment, requires a starting point of the A rating. A consequence of 

this is that the competition for the families who are shopping for schools requires 

specialization and something to “offer” that is different than competing schools.     

 The third category, The Need for Accountability, contains the utterances about 

why accountability should exist through policy. The principal began talking about the 

purpose of accountability, saying, “I guess it is to measure, to see how effective schools 

are doing relative to each other.” The principal continued to describe the impact that 

accountability has had: “I think we do focus on achievement and helping kids grow and 

better, and the ones that need to be served. I think we are doing that more than we have 

because it wasn’t going on.” When asked about the reasons behind accountability policy, 

Principal B3 responded,   
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I think if schools are not taking care of business and not doing what they need to 

do, then I think they need to get help…I think there is a moral and ethical 

responsibility that we all have to teach kids and provide them with the education 

that they need…There has to be some system of accountability. You can’t just run 

‘willy-nilly’ and let everybody do whatever they want…There have to be some 

standards in place. There has to be some expectation for what kids are learning. 

One institutional statement comes from the utterances. Accountability supports a moral 

and ethical responsibility to educate all students. This principal believes that 

accountability is needed and that the current structure has improved equity both in terms 

of educational experience for students and in terms of how the system judges the 

effectiveness of schools.     

Principal C1. Principal C1 has been the principal of the school for eight years, and 

this is the same school where C1 was a teacher and assistant principal. This school is a 

Title I school that dropped from an A to a B rating for the most recent year, scoring 139 of 

140 points needed to be an A school. 65% of the student population qualifies for Free-

and-Reduced Lunch and it has a high percentage of Hispanic students when compared 

with the state average. 43 institutional utterances were coded in the transcript of the 

interview, and they fit into three categories: Leadership, Communicating the Label, and 

Why Accountability is in Place. 

The first category of Leadership contains utterances from the principal that center 

on the role of the leader in an era of accountability and explain C1’s perspective on 

accountability as a principal. One topic that C1 chose to talk about was the idea of being a 

“rule-follower.”  C1 began,     
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Because it is my job. My job is to follow the rules that are handed down to me. I 

wouldn’t be participating in this interview if I refused to train teachers on things 

like essential questions, or standards, rubrics, writing and math rubrics that have 

been handed down from the state government and that is why it pretty completely 

rules what I do.  

The principal continued, saying, “I feel like the rules that are guiding me have a lot more 

purpose and are a lot more effective and are better for kids.” 

Principal C1 also stated, 

But, you know me. I still do what I want to do; like teachers in the classroom. 

When I was a teacher, I walked in and closed the door to the classroom. Nobody 

came in and told me what I had to teach.   

Because of the seemingly contradictory statements about being a rule-follower but also 

acting independently, the interview pursued explanation of this idea. The principal said,  

It [accountability] rules a large part of what I do, well, everything I do. I still get to 

do a lot of what I want to do. I have to make sure that the teachers are teaching the 

standards, but how I go about getting teachers trained to do that is up to me. How I 

communicate with teachers is up to me…When they do tell me I have to do 

something it is you have to teach the state standards. Ok, I can do that. They don’t 

go, “So how are you going to do that, how are you going to train your teachers, 

how are you going to communicate, how are you going to schedule AzMerit…?” 

But still it is still my call, so that is what I mean by I get to do a lot of what I want 

to do. 

The principal continued,  
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I am rule follower, I always have been. It only bothers me when it goes against 

what I believe and what I think is right. But I am a rule follower, so I will do what 

I have to do.  …I deal with ineffective teachers every day. If we didn’t have 

standards to make them teach what they need to teach, kids wouldn’t be learning 

as much as they are now, so I don’t resent having to follow those rules.  

Later on, still addressing the same topic, the principal said,  

It is hard to answer because I just do what I do. I don’t really think about what 

other people expect me to do I guess. I know that is weird and yes I say I am a rule 

follower.  But, how I go about doing things I don’t think about who is looking or 

watching or paying attention to what I am doing. I just do what I have to do 

because in know what the rules are. 

The discussion of acting as a rule-follower concluded with the following comment: “If I 

had a bunch of rules that I have to follow that I don’t believe in then, yes I would resent it.” 

The insistence on rule following within the context of being watched and scrutinized 

alludes to a coordinated system of control over the principal’s actions. 

 The interview transitioned to discussing the pressure of accountability on the 

principal, and what it means to be a leader of a school in the context of accountability. The 

principal was asked, “Do you think teachers feel the accountability pressure the same that 

you do?”  The reply was,  

No. Not at all. I don’t think they feel the pressure, I don’t think they can’t sleep at 

night because there is testing tomorrow and ‘Oh my God if my kids don’t test well 

enough I am going to lose my job, or part of my salary.’ There is not that pressure. 

When asked about learning the result of the current label, the principal said,  
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It absolutely consumed me for 2 weeks, because they were late in posting it. It was 

two weeks past when they said they would. So literally, every half an hour I was 

on the website. It finally came up. That is how I learned about it. Then of course, 

you talk about pressure, then I get the email from our Assistant Superintendent 

congratulating the A schools in the district and then ‘oh yes here are the also ranks.’ 

Then I get a phone call from the superintendent. So yes there is pressure. None of 

the teachers got phone calls or emails. Then, [Assistant Superintendent] tried to 

make is seem like it is not that big a deal, ‘it’s not that bad,’ but we need to have a 

meeting about what we are going to do about it.  Then [Superintendent] was more 

‘this is not good, the School Board is not going to be happy.’ We are going to have 

to explain to them why you dropped from an A to a B. They were tough. 

The principal continued, “I tell you what, if we dropped to a C, well we don’t know what 

the new labels are going to look like, but I can guarantee you we will have a conversation 

about my job.” The principal was asked to explain this further, and said, “Yes, because the 

principal is the face of the school. Whenever anything goes bad it is the principal’s 

responsibility, whenever anything goes good, it is the individual’s responsibility.” Again, 

the accountability system is explained by this principal as a system that has stiff penalties 

associated with it, alongside constant supervision of results. The principal further 

explained the idea that the principal is assigned blame for events surrounding the school: 

But when the labels come out and publicly put on the front page of the Arizona 

Daily Star, [School C1] is a B school, people say ‘the principal.’ Another example, 

when this kid got assaulted, that was on the news. A lot of the feedback I got from 
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outside [C1] people, were what has the principal done to the school, he has ruined 

the school. So yeah, I feel more pressure. 

Because the school dropped in rating, and missed the A rating by one point in the 

calculation, the principal was asked, “How do you feel about receiving that rating?” C1 

said, “I don’t feel good about it at all.”  

 The principal began next to share more information about what was fair about the 

label and was unfair about the label from a leadership perspective, saying,   

One of the things about the label that I thought was very appropriate was or is, 

when the bottom 25% of testers how much they grew was averaged into the grade. 

That shows -- that was an equitable fix for all schools regardless of your SES, 

regardless of everything else because it shows that the school has systems in place 

to help all students…I think dropout rate and attendance rate are also good 

indicators at the high school. Grad rate, because that really does test regardless, it 

shows the effectiveness of the overall culture of the school, not just what happens 

in the classroom. 

The principal continued, stating,  

I think when they average in attendance rates; I don’t think they are taking into 

account a lot of factors that affect attendance rates. They are very unforgiving 

because of that. I don’t think it is fair that they don’t take certain things into 

accountability, such as poverty rate. The only thing they really take into 

accountability with poverty rate is actually detrimental to our label, which is 

attendance rate. So kids who live in poverty are a sub group of attendance, as you 
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know. I don’t remember what our -- we had 95% in the poverty group. I think free 

and reduced should be averaged into the label somehow. 

The notion of being assessed a penalty based on the student population was similar to 

other schools that had high rates of low-income students.   

 The interview proceeded to questions about how the label from the previous year 

will guide actions during the present year. The principal said,  

It is hard to measure on what you need to do differently when you have such a 

high turnover of staff. It is kind of hard to measure what to do differently in that 

case. It is really hard sometimes to measure how effective those changes are 

because you don’t have anything to compare it to previously. 

Again, in similar fashion to another school with many students from low-income families, 

the issue of teacher turnover was addressed as a barrier to competing in the accountability 

system.  This principal communicated that, as a result, the measurement behind the label 

is not useful for planning for future years, as it is intended in the policy. Thus, the label 

and measurement are symbols of past performance instead of being true indicators of the 

technical work of teaching and learning.  

 Five institutional statements come from the utterances in this category. The first is 

that Principals must be rule followers, and resentment is decreased when there is 

alignment between the formal rules and what I believe. This principal communicated that 

an important function of leadership in the school is to know that rules that guide 

accountability and that principals should assess the alignment between their beliefs and 

the rules. At least for this principal, there is a mental inventory of the alignment and this is 

something that C1 cares about.  
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The second statement is that Once a principal know the rules, then the ‘door is 

closed’ and work is done in relative autonomy. According to this principal, accountability 

policy provides little guidance about how to accomplish successful practices and even 

what successful practices are, so after learning the rules the work to earn the highest grade 

possible is done without much oversight from the public sphere.  

The third statement is that Accountability pressures rest largely with the principal. 

This principal was clear that the sanctions of accountability are targeted at the principal, 

while the benefits are diffuse. What this means, according to C1, is that the job of the 

principal is at stake even with a letter grade decline, while teachers do not feel the same 

pressure to align with the objectives of the accountability system.  

The fourth statement is that The accountability system disadvantages schools with 

high rates of students who qualify for free-and-reduced lunch because of attendance 

requirements. The principal explained that because poverty negatively impacts attendance, 

and since there is no method in the accountability system to ameliorate the impact of 

poverty on the rating, then schools with high poverty rates suffer the effects in two places: 

academic measurement and attendance rate.  

The final statement in this category is that Staff turnover represents that biggest 

obstacle to proactively using the accountability data to make changes in the school. 

Because of the changes in staffing in the school, the principal said, there is little ability to 

use the data to plan for subsequent years, making the data relatively purposeless when 

planning curriculum and instructional interventions.   

 The next category, Communicating the Label, was important to this principal. The 

principal described how it felt to share the B rating: “It felt horrible because I think we are 
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an A school. There are an awful lot of factors in a school that determine whether it is an A 

or a B, or a C or a D or an F.” When asked for specifics, the principal said, “I will tell you 

it was a lot different on how the A was shared than on the B.” The principal continued,  

The A: shouted it from the rooftops. Hired someone to write it in smoke in the sky. 

It was posted, and Twittered and Facebooked and put on the marquee, celebrated a 

faculty meetings. When we got the B, I didn’t even talk about the B until the third 

faculty meeting of the year. Didn’t even bring it and I was shocked that people 

weren’t asking me what did we get, or why did we get that, or why did we drop? 

We didn’t post it, didn’t put it on the marquee, we didn’t put it on Facebook. 

Communicating about the A rating was a priority because of the benefits conferred by 

being an A based on public perception. The interview transitioned to a discussion about 

the impact of the B rating on the school. The principal said,     

We have a community that isn’t consumed by the label. It sounds ignorant on my 

part, but I don’t think a lot of parents are aware of the fact that we are a B school. 

They are often quoted as saying, ‘We are an A+ school,’ and that is fine with me. 

They don’t know the difference. I am ok with that.  

The principal was asked about the impact on enrollment. C1 said, “I would say ‘absolutely,’ 

but I would be wrong because our enrollment is up this year.” Asked about why the 

enrollment was not negatively affected, the principal said, “I think most people in the 

community probably just looked at where their kid went to school, saw the grade and 

didn’t go any further. In fact, I am sure that is what happened.” 

The principal continued, saying, 
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I think that when people are shopping for schools, they look up the label. And our 

label is not posted on our website. The A was though, but the B isn’t. I would 

assume it would have affected. I am sure it did in some way – might be just 

something weird the enrollment is up this year. 

When asked to explain this more, the principal said,  

I think the grade only affects enrollment for people from upper-SES school 

districts, meaning all the kids that come from [neighboring district middle school] 

are not going to go, ‘Oh,’ they are going to go to B1. They still want to go to C1. 

We do have some people from [another district] and north [district B]. I think 

those people who are looking for schools are people that move in from out of town 

and are researching schools and see that we are a B school, they might go, ‘Never 

mind. We will go somewhere else.’ 

This utterance communicates the power that the rating, especially an A, holds for a school, 

and the lack of power associated with anything less. An A transmits a special status to the 

school, while a B, or anything less, drains the school of power in the calculations made by 

the public. 

 Two institutional statements come from this category of utterances. The first is that 

An A is to be celebrated, and anything less is not: There is a great deal of fear of anything 

less than an A. The principal communicated that even though the school has a tradition of 

excellence and deep trust from the community, there was fear about sharing the B label. 

However, when the A was earned, it was literally written in the sky. The tremendous 

difference in reaction to the result of the label illustrates the sentiment of fear of anything 

less than an A. The second statement is that Parents of students from high-SES 
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backgrounds consume the label information more than their lower-SES peers. The 

principal expressed that effort to recruit students from the higher-poverty areas of the 

district is not affected by the lower rating; however, effort to recruit students from high-

SES backgrounds is negatively affected. For this school, as was the case in other schools 

with less-than A ratings, enrollment increased in spite of the rating, which was a surprise 

to the leadership.     

 The final category, Why Accountability is in Place, contains the utterances from 

this principal that explain the purposes of accountability and the perceived intentions of 

policymakers.  The principal stated, “I honestly think that when people come up with 

things that affect education they think they are doing the right thing.”  

When asked to explain this further, the principal said,  

Whether they are doing the right thing or not is not the issue. The issue is they 

think they are doing the right thing and the reason they have accountability in 

place is people saw – and to a degree, I agree with this – they saw inconsistency, 

that some kids were getting educated and other kids weren’t getting educated at all.  

The principal continued about the broader purposes of accountability policy, explaining,  

They think that preparing students to be productive members of society is 

important and so they come up with these rules like accountability systems, rating 

systems to hold people accountable because they are being paid with government 

funds, teachers, educators, so they are getting paid from Federal funds and they 

should be held accountable for that. So when they are doing the right thing it is 

what they think is good for society. 
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When asked about whether the principal agrees with accountability policy, the principal 

said, “I disagree with a lot of the things that happen, but just because I disagree doesn’t 

mean I think they are bad people.”   

 The principal was asked whether the school is meeting the expectations of 

policymakers.  The principal said,  

I don’t even know what legislators expect me to do. If I these 3 chairs were 

legislators, and asking me that question, I wouldn’t be able to say they expect me 

to do this. They expect me to get my scores up obviously. You look at the 

accountability and it is all about scores. We can talk about grad rate, attendance 

rate and everything else. It is all crap. It is all about test scores. That other stuff is 

just about public outcry and educators’ outcry; it is not all about test scores. They 

kind of put a little cosmetic makeup on it. They will say, ‘Oh, grad rate. We will 

put that in there. ELL testing, we’ll put that in there.’   

The principal was asked, “Should states label schools?” The reply was, “No. Because the 

way it is currently done it is not accurate.” The principal was asked to explain this further, 

and in doing so provided an example using the alternative school in the district. 

I resent that [Alternative School] was an A school because they are held at a 

completely different standard. The public looks at [Alternative School] and they 

look at that A and think [Alternative School Principal] is a much better principal 

than I am. Speaking on a personal note, my own personal pride. He might be a 

better principal than I am, I don’t think so. But because of the labels and the way 

they are done now and the fact that charter schools get a lot of breaks. 
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It is important to note that the principal connected the rating with personal pride. The 

rating is internalized and then expressed as pride, or lack thereof. When asked about 

potential changes to accountability that would increase fairness, the principal said,  

If they are going to be labeled, I think they should be labeled due to a lot of things 

and I think there should be some kind of site visit by community members and 

knowledgeable educators. I know there is a lot of things that need to be worked out 

but like I said effectiveness and quality of schools is not just test scores, it is the 

entire community and I will tell you what if people from the community come 

onto this campus and go into our classrooms, they are going to be overwhelmingly 

shocked at the quality of education our kids are getting.  

The principal was asked, “So, the B doesn’t represent the quality of the school?” The 

reply was, “It doesn’t represent the overall culture of the school. I think the culture and all 

the other factors that the label takes into account is the quality of school.” The rating, then, 

is a symbol of only part of the work within the school, and lacks credibility as a holistic 

measure. 

 Two institutional statements come from this category of utterances. The first is that 

Policymakers’ intentions are to improve the educational outcomes, as measured by scores, 

but they lack knowledge about schools to provide meaningful accountability. This 

principal expressed that policymakers’ effects on the educational system, which do not 

align with this principal’s educational philosophy, do not make the policymakers bad 

people. However, this principal was clear that the accountability policy reflects a lack of 

understanding of the work of schools. The second statement is that The current system of 

accountability is unfair and holds schools to different standards. Not only did the 
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principal’s utterances convey the personal, internalized, effect of the rating, but also that 

the inequity in the system exacerbates a feeling of disingenuousness of the measurement 

and evaluation. In essence, the technical work of the school continues, largely unfettered 

by the accountability pressures. Teachers, who are arguably the technical core of the 

organization, do not feel the pressure and this principal stated that decisions are made 

knowing the rules but also with a “closed door.” The separation could be described as 

uncoupling the accountability evaluation from the day-to-day work of the organization.      

 Principal D1. Principal D1 has been the principal of the school for five years, and 

recently the school earned a B rating. The school is in the largest school district in 

southern Arizona, and most recently the district was rated a C. There are eight other 

traditional high schools in the district that range from enrollments under 850 to over 3000. 

School ratings of high schools range currently from A to C. School D1 is on the southwest 

side of the Tucson area and has an enrollment of 1572 students who come from rural and 

suburban settings. The school also serves students from a local Indian Reservation. As 

part of an effort to desegregate the district, which is under a Federal Court order for 

desegregation, the school added an International Baccalaureate program. The 28 

utterances from this principal fall into three categories: Leadership, Communicating the 

Label, and Why Accountability is in Place.  

 The first category of Leadership contains utterances that focus on pride and 

leadership actions. While speaking about the improvement of the school rating from a C to 

a B, the principal said, “Well, I think you take pride in something when you know you 

make sacrifices.   
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You feel proud about something when you can see measurable growth.” Continuing to 

discuss pride in the improvement of the rating, the principal stated,  

Also being proud of that here at [D1] high school is that my predecessors have had 

difficulty achieving that here. That level of academics. The highest they ever got to 

was a performing plus. If we were to translate that it would be a C+, not a B. So 

when I say I am proud about that it is that we have been able to do something here 

that no other principal in the time of accountability starting from 2002 has been 

able to do at this school.  

The principal continued, 

To move a school in probably less than 3 years from a D to a B is a feat. 

Especially if you have a high socioeconomic population of 78-80% kids are on 

free and reduced lunch. 75-80% of our kids ride a bus to school. We are in a zip 

code where students and their parents are on probation or incarcerated. We have a 

high mobility rate. We have been able to manage our dropout rate, so when you 

look at those variables of our school and you have a B rating it is something to be 

proud of. 

To get the improvement, the principal spoke about sacrifice, saying,  

When I think about sacrifices it is not necessarily one that is a professional 

sacrifice it is more of a personal sacrifice. It is more of that sacrifice at home. It 

could be family time, it could be spouse time. It is making decisions that I need to 

cover this on a Saturday when I should be going to watch my grandson play flag 

football. Those are the kinds of sacrifices I am talking about.   
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For this principal, the label is internalized and communicated as pride resulting from 

sacrifice. The discussion about sacrifice transitioned into talking about the team that the 

principal established in the leadership of the school. To obtain success, the principal said, 

“It was about finding the internal components and making them work together and I think 

that is kind of why we were able to be successful.” The principal continued discussing 

specific leadership strategies to promote success in the team. The principal worked, 

By listening to [the team], by listening to what made them tick and what they 

wanted to accomplish and making sure they were able to work with other people. 

That is our job as a principal I think, or leaders of a group. That you are able to 

find the connectedness between all of us together or those people that are working 

for you. You need to pay attention to that. Their mannerisms, their likes and 

dislikes of people and conversations, what irritates them, what doesn’t irritate them, 

how they react to challenge.   

The principal said that,  

I think that what I have been able to do with the people I work with, I try not to 

assert myself as the one that knows it all. I try not to assert myself as the one that 

has the answer, but the answer is the one and that is the one from all of us. 

It is clear from the utterances that this principal believes the label is a result of a 

collaborative approach with the staff, and as a result, that the label is the result of a co-

created product.   

 The interview moved on from discussing the leadership team to strategies to 

developing the teachers. The principal first discussed how administrators should relate to 

students. The principal said, 
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We have always been raised to say young people should respect their elders. I 

think that is kind of a mental model that people believe that work with adolescents. 

People think that it is their job to respect us but in reality this is their environment, 

their rules.  So how do we figure out their rules? How do we figure out their sub 

culture norms? 

During the interview, the principal reflected on his first semester at the school with the 

knowledge that accountability was forcing increased focus on academic achievement. The 

principal said,   

Kind of reminds me of the first semester I got here. I didn’t do anything. I just 

watched, sat back, addressed the critical issues that came to my door, what was 

required of me by the district. But I just watched. I watched people and how they 

reacted. I wanted people to feel comfortable and how they reacted. Then I was able 

to develop my strategy on how to address this campus and especially to calm the 

campus down because there was a lot of gang activity. There were just adults 

doing what they wanted to do. There was no focus, they did just whatever. 

As for specific actions that led to the rating improvement, the principal said that, 

Ever since I have been a principal I have accessed Common Logon [an Arizona 

Department of Education data management tool]. So that is a tool that I use all the 

time that has been what guides me on what I do. I need to know what I am being 

measured on and I need to be able to structure my daily, weekly and semester 

activities from teachers to students to get to those 2-3 goals.   

When asked about what the principal meant by the “2-3 goals,” the principal stated that 

the leadership team structured two to three goals per year to focus on, rather than try to 
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spread the focus too thin. The principal reflected on one specific goal, noting “that we 

really worked on our bottom 25% because it had to do with student growth over time.” 

This, the principal said, also helped to improve the rating.      

 Three institutional statements come from the utterances in this category.  The first 

is that, As a principal, pride comes from achievements that are measurable and 

competitive, which requires personal sacrifices. This means that pride is based in a 

rational explanation of success rather than something more ephemeral, and that 

accountability has ushered in an era when principals are competitive with one another, 

based on the data, to secure pride. The second institutional statement is that, Building a 

team to make gains in the era of accountability requires being observant and finding 

connectedness among people. The principal described a need to lead among the staff and 

students, rather than as an authoritarian force. This principal, like others, communicated 

the importance of a team. It is particularly interesting, and perhaps even contradictory, 

that success is developed from a rational and even technical perspective, while leadership 

is reliant on people and is more organic. The third institutional statement is that 

Accountability gains are made from focusing on a limited number of goals and by 

focusing on data. To make the gains necessary in an accountability-driven system, this 

principal believes that focusing on two to three goals driven by data analysis using the 

state-provided online data system is an important leadership activity.  

 The next category, Communicating the Label, contains utterances that explain how 

this principal shared the label and the impact of the sharing had on the community and the 

school.  The principal started by saying,           
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I am very public with it. If you go to our website it is one of the very first things 

you see.  A picture of me and the faculty showing off our B. In any place I can let 

people know, they are supportive of that. 

The power of the rating, in this case a B, was different for this principal than others. For 

others only the A was worth sharing in this manner, but based on the context of the school, 

in the institutional complexion of this principal, a B conferred power to the school and the 

principal.    

The principal went on to share a list of other ways that the school shared the B 

rating with the community. The conversation about communicating the label also had 

elements of leadership strategy insofar as why communicating the label was positive for 

the school’s enrollment and programs. The principal said,  

Those labels are also – I believe with our present leadership – those can also help 

to be catalyst for change in our district. As principals we need to pay attention to 

that. It is not very explicit at times – that they can be catalysts for change – but as 

principals you need to be able to aware of that opportunity to be a catalyst for 

change. Especially when you are dealing with budget issues, reduction of students. 

How do you make yourself stand out? It is about marketing. 

The principal asked, “Do you want your child to go to D school, or do you want your 

child to go to a B or A school? Most people are going to look at the B or A school. You 

have to seize that opportunity.” The rating, again, is seen as a tool for leverage for this 

principal.   

When asked about an example of communicating the label with a purpose to 

catalyze change, the principal recalled that,  
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Even though I was an IB [International Baccalaureate] school, I couldn’t sell it 

when I was a D. Even though IB is a world curriculum that foreign diplomats are 

familiar with and know what it is about. People in the Phoenix area that live in 

Scottsdale know there are schools that have IB and what they are about. It is a 

label that people know what it is.  You then associate that with a D label, it is hard 

to change your image and that is what I am trying to do here.” 

All principals were asked specifically about the impact of communicating the label on 

enrollment because of the implicit connection in the policy that parents will make choices 

about schools based on the label. When asked as to whether there has been an impact, the 

principal responded, “Definitely. There are only two schools that have increased in 

enrollment in the last five years. That is what I am going to do when looking at my study 

is look at that. That happens to be [another district school] and D1. When you look at a 

school like [another district school], their enrollment is based on Open Enrollment. D1’s 

enrollment has been based on neighborhood kids.”  

The principal expressed a pride and satisfaction in the steps the leadership has 

been able to take in the past several years. The principal shared some next steps coming 

up that were confidential at this time. Of these next steps, the principal explained,  

That is coming on the heels of this whole B label, which you have to seize this 

opportunity because I don’t know what next year is going to be. It could still stay a 

B so that will allow us to have the time in marketing to say we are still a B. These 

are things that we are doing. We are trying to stay ahead in offering innovative 

programs for our district. 
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For this principal, there is a clear connection between sharing the label as a positive step 

for the school, especially rooted in the improvement of the label vis-à-vis the 

demographics in the neighborhood, and the ability of the leadership to develop new 

programs at the school.   

 The utterances develop two institutional statements. The first is that A principal 

should widely share the positive change in a rating, even a B. This principal took great 

steps to share the rating improvement up to a B. The important insight to this statement is 

that the rating improvement from a D to a B was notable and that a rating of B was 

perceived as a very significant positive for the school. The second institutional statement 

is that, Labels, when used correctly by the principal, serve as a catalyst for change in the 

school both internally with the district, and externally in terms of community perception 

and enrollment. Communicating the label effectively holds benefits for the principal 

within the district to garner support for new programs and to resist pressures that may alter 

the structure of the school, such as budget cuts.  Also, the label serves an external purpose 

of promoting the school to increase enrollment and draw desirable to students to the 

school, according to this principal. For instance, the IB program as a D school was not as 

attractive as the same program in a B school, and the principal understands that this 

improvement in the label must be communicated.     

 The third category for this principal’s utterances explains Why Accountability is in 

Place. The principal stated by saying, “Because if you examine what we do in our schools, 

and tax- payer dollars, people want to know, ‘what am I getting from my product? Are 

you doing what you are supposed to be doing?’” The principal expanded from taxpayers 

to the global marketplace, and remarked,   
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If you look at it globally, there is always a sense of competition. So how do we 

rate our students globally? Are we preparing our kids for a global market? You 

have to have some measurement for that and understanding that measurement 

guides us in our work.  Otherwise, people just do whatever they want. It creates a 

sense of credibility and fidelity to our work because we want to be a superpower.”  

From the dialogue with the principal, the idea of a label as more than a simple label arose. 

The principal expanded on this idea:  

It is interesting because you can talk about that it is just a label, but no it is not just 

a label; it really is about are you preparing your kids and you have to have some 

variables to measure them by. 

The label, in the mind of this principal, holds more meaning than just a representation of 

the data used to measure the school. The rating is a symbol of how students are prepared 

to enter the economy, in essence, a symbol of economic value.   

 The principal continued to talk about the symbolic nature of the A-F rating and 

what it means to consumers of the information.   

As I mentioned, it is how we are judged and I think people are familiar with the A-

F label.  It is also trying to address it with the common or layperson to give them 

some sort of common measurement. We are all familiar, as we have gone through 

school with the A-F.  It is something that people are familiar with and you don’t 

want to distance someone from a measurement that they are not common. So they 

get A is good and F means you need some help.  

The familiarity of the A-F system from grading used in schools provides a sense of 

comfort and closeness to the system for laypeople, according to this principal. When 
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asked whether, as a society, we should label schools using this type of system, the 

principal said,  

I think we have to have some mechanism to measure the quality of education that 

goes on in that building or district. I don’t necessarily think that should just be the 

only measurement. Because there are some places very similar to [school D1] that I 

know the people work hard, they have the plans, but they are still a D…So I 

understand its purpose and why. Am I a big fan? No. I bought into this business so 

I know that is the rules of the game. If I didn’t know the rules of the game, then I 

shouldn’t be in this business. That is just the way it is. 

The principal referenced another school in the same district, in essence saying that this 

school worked particularly hard and did all of the “right things” but that their label only 

barely increased over several years due largely to the demographics of the students. This 

scenario, the principal felt, was unfair and due to a single-focus on the scores and 

components of the accountability system. 

 Two institutional statements are contained in the utterances in this category. The 

first is that Accountability labels represent a product of the school measured and 

evaluated locally and globally. This means that the label is a symbol of the product of the 

school: test scores. In addition, the symbol, not the underlying values, culture, or dynamic, 

of the school is what is evaluated locally and globally. Symbolic statements are easier to 

consume than raw data or complex narrative, for instance. The ease of understanding, 

though, sacrifices nuance. Whether this is the intention of the policy is not at issue here; 

however, the rhetoric of the A-F label is. It is a simple indicator that expands the number 

of people who can generate conclusions from it and then take actions based on their 
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conclusion. The ability to take action generates a disciplining agency on the part of the 

consumer, leaving the school and the people in it as the subjects of the discipline.  

The second statement is that The label as a symbol has a deep meaning that is 

developed from simple indicators. In this statement, the label as a symbol is easy for 

people to understand, but that simplicity also comes with deeply rooted connotations from 

having been in school and other venues when an A through F rating system is used. As 

other principals indicated, an A is great and sometimes expected, a B is acceptable, and 

anything lower is a problem. The problem comes from the commonsense generated over 

time by people’s own experience in school and by the rhetoric surrounding the labels 

themselves. The already institutionalized values behind the A through F system present a 

strong, controlling force that school administrators must counter if the letter grade earned 

is not acceptable in the community.  

 Principal D2. Principal D2 was the principal of School D2 for four years. School 

D2 serves students in an urban and suburban setting who come from high-poverty 

backgrounds. The school was chronically underperforming and this principal was hired to 

initiate the turnaround process. As part of the turnaround model at the time, the principal 

was able to hire a new staff and train the staff with added professional development 

budget. The most recent rating for the school was A. At the time of the interview, the 

principal was in a district-level position supporting principals in low-performing schools. 

24 institutional utterances come from the interview with Principal D2, and they fit into two 

categories: Leadership and Why We Need Accountability.   
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 The first category, Leadership, has utterances that describe this principal’s agency 

and beliefs in the context of accountability demands. Principal D2 spoke about the need to 

communicate about the label and accountability with the students, which was identified as    

Getting them all through. The one thing about it is the focus on what you need to 

bring up in the math. What the sophomores have to score to what the sophomores 

scored the year before. All that stuff has to be laid out; it has to be communicated 

to the teachers. It has to be communicated to the kids so they have goals to reach 

for.  

When asked whether and why the students need to know about accountability, the 

principal replied,  

Yes, when you make it a priority and when they start to see the accomplishments 

and feel like they can it means something. I will give you an example. If you do 

not communicate it to kids, do not make them understand it is us a whole, but you 

as an individual. And if you don’t give them a target to shoot for then they don’t 

even understand it. 

The principal was then asked what the “target” is for students. 

Do they care about their school being an A school? Yes, I think they do, if you 

make it a community. If you don’t have the community component there and you 

don’t teach them what it is, they don’t even know what it is. 

By informing students and involving them in the chase for a rating, an outcome is that 

students become observers of the system just as they participate in it. This action 

subordinates the students to the rating system, as they simultaneously hold power of 

observation and supervision over the school.   
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Principal D2 continued, adding post-secondary to the explanation about the goal 

for students:  

So here kids are grabbing onto anything they can grab onto. It will only be as 

important to them as you make it part of the culture but then you have to bring in 

the benefits of it with the college and career. So you have to really highlight how 

many kids are going to college, how many kids are getting scholarships at the 

same time because academics are going up. 

The principal added,  

But you know smart kids get it. But what about the kids that are still smart and 

come from poverty and don’t think they are smart? Because the biggest issue at D2 

to get the kids to learn wasn’t the fact that they couldn’t learn, it was the fact that 

they couldn’t think they could learn. It was the fact that they believed they didn’t 

believe they deserved to learn. That was the biggest issue. 

Viewing the accountability system in this light devolves power from the educators to the 

label and the broader system. Instead of believing that “they deserved to learn” by virtue 

of the action by the school and the teachers, the students seemed to take solace and 

develop agency because of the label.  

Following the discussion about the need to communicate with students and how 

students’ awareness about accountability was a portion of this principal’s leadership, the 

discussion moved to what the principal does with and for the teachers. The principal 

started by saying,  
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I just broke down the Arizona grade label and attacked the areas that we needed to 

attack to get the points and then attacking means this: putting in interventions. Had 

to have lots of interventions. 

The principal spoke about the role of the principal in shaping the interventions, describing 

that    

We brought a team together which was the most important thing. Make sure we 

were all on the same page. It was a good hardworking team and kept the focus 

up…About the turnaround, what we did is we just put a few things on our plate 

and got very good at that. That is what we did. 

Asked to explain more about the focus the team led from, the principal said,   

Because educators like to do this: ‘Oh, let’s do this, let’s do this! Oh that’s great, 

here is your grant, lets’ do it!’ Then you are spread so thin you are not doing 

anything well.  Pick the practices that make a difference, build a culture, and 

relationships and go after it. 

The “few things” that this principal focused on were instructional practices in the 

classroom, the creation of common curriculum, and the development of effective 

professional learning communities. The principal attributed much of the success in terms 

of the improved rating to the focus that the leadership team had on these few items. The 

principal explained,  

Because I don’t believe you go in and say to a teacher, ‘ok here is your scores, get 

them up.’ No, ‘here is your scores, let’s analyze this.’ That is a principal’s 

responsibility. Let’s analyze this and see what we can do and all that. We are there 

to support everybody...It is not just hitting the mark, but it is providing the best 
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practices and following through on consistency on those best practices…What are 

we going to do when kids don’t learn, David? Oh, we are going to sit and talk 

about it. No, I want it written down, I want it carried out, and then I am going to 

come in and watch you teach that re-teach lesson. I am going to watch you engage 

your kids. And if we can’t get it done, we are going back to the drawing board to 

figure out how to do it. And if you are someone who is just unwilling and not 

going to learn, they are going to fire you. 

In these utterances, it is easy to see the technical-rational perspective in the institutional 

complexion of this principal. Effective teaching and learning came from a limited number 

of strategies that the educators in the school had to adhere to in order to find success.  

After talking about the leadership actions that the principal attributed to the 

turnaround of the school and the attainment of an A rating, the discussion turned to how 

the principal felt achieving the A. The principal said,  

I don’t know if I was supposed to feel excited or not, or if I just felt like I was 

doing my job. I think I really underestimated that work that has been done in the 

turnaround…Just because you are an A doesn’t mean the work is over. The work 

is harder to maintain that.  

Principal D2 went on to describe the demands of a college-going culture and how the 

school is currently working toward implementing the cultural aspects to support more 

post-secondary attendance and success.   

 Three institutional statements come from the utterances in this category. The first 

is that The students care about the school label and they use it as a goal to work towards. 

This principal articulated that a strategy used in the school was to develop student 
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motivation using accountability and the school label. The principal told a story during the 

interview supporting this viewpoint, recalling that students, after a football game that was 

lost against a school that was a C while D2 was a B, chanted at the other school, “We are 

a B school.” The principal stated that this was a point of pride for the students and the 

school community. The second institutional statement is that Teamwork and focus are key 

attributes of successful leadership under accountability. The principal discussed the need 

for focus several times during the interview, and stressed the importance of setting a “laser 

focus” on three things and no more. Principal D2 stated that to get scores to increase 

required that other distractions be phased out. The third institutional statement is that 

Leadership in an era of accountability means approaching teaching and learning using a 

technical-rational perspective. This statement derives from the principal’s utterance about 

the process used to support teaching practices. The principal communicated that through 

data analysis, a teacher can figure out a way to teach all students so that they learn. The 

technical-rational perspective simply means that there is a linear pathway to student 

learning that begins with data, or score, analysis. 

 The second category of utterances from this principal falls into a category 

explaining Why Accountability is in Place. When asked to talk about the role of 

accountability today, the principal replied,  

Accountability means not only to do your job, but to do your job well and above 

and to make sure that other people are doing their job. I am going to get into that 

mushy stuff that I don’t know if they [policymakers] really believe in our not. But 

in our system you have to be accountable because we have young people’s lives in 

our hands, we do have a responsibility for, to make a difference. 
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The principal spoke more about the connection between accountability and students: 

I look at accountability as you don’t waste a minute of a kid’s life that you could 

turn around and change, but accountability is also doing the job that you are being 

paid to do and doing it well. Accountable for student’s learning, that is why we test, 

not only the principal, but teachers as well. Are you hitting the mark? 

The connection between learning and testing was prominent in this principal’s interview. 

The principal went on to say, 

We have to have a system of accountability. I would say if we don’t have 

something to work towards, to work for or to understand, would we really be 

teaching our kids what they really need to know? Will we really be holding 

everyone accountable for learning? I don’t know what the answer is lately. But 

there has to be an accountability system because we know what it is like without 

one.  

The principal also stated that accountability has a role in shaping students’ and teachers’ 

attitudes toward learning, commenting,  

So the A, yes, you know – you want it there because you want kids to realize they 

can do this, that it is a standard. But you want to get them into college or you want 

to get them into a career, you want them to go somewhere else. You want them to 

be continuous learners. So if we need accountability to make sure that we all 

understand that we are continuous learners then we need accountability.  

Following the discussion about a need for accountability, the principal was asked how 

accountability should be structured. The principal responded, 
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I think the states have to be involved in what school improvement looks like. Let’s 

just put the priorities where they need to go. We need to focus on the schools that 

are scoring the lowest; there is something wrong there. It is not just all the kids and 

families. There is not accountability, there is not proper teaching, there is probably 

not a principal getting out of the office. They are sitting on their email all day. I am 

going to tell you what it is because I have been out there and seen it. 

In terms of the state control over principals, Principal D2 said, “But you don’t want to lose 

your autonomy. I think that there are a lot of principals that are very creative.”   

 Two institutional statements come from this category of utterances. The first is that 

Accountability benefits students. The system of accountability forces principals and 

teachers to do “their jobs,” according to this principal. Without accountability in place, 

this principal communicated that students were not being served and that opportunities to 

help students were lost. The principal also stated that student benefits largely come from, 

or are expressed primarily by, the test scores. The second institutional statement in this 

category is that Accountability informs educators about what is to be learned, is a driver 

of reform, and can change beliefs.  This statement captures the principal’s sentiment that 

educators take cues from the tests, which determine accountability ratings, to understand 

what effective learning is. In addition, accountability drives a broader reform of educator 

beliefs. Accountability, in this principal’s worldview, can lead teachers to believe that 

students must be continuous learners.  

Conclusion 

 The utterances from the principal were provided with context in order to give a 

robustness to the qualitative component of the study, even though there is a great deal of 
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information that is not related directly to the institutions of the principals. In doing so, 

once statements are constructed using the utterances, readers are more likely to be able to 

draw connections and see relationships among and between the statements. Following the 

conclusion in table six, the categories and statements are listed together for reference. In 

Chapter five, I will present an analysis of the institutional statements using two distinct 

theoretical perspectives.  

 

Table 6  

Institutional Statements from Principals	  

	  
Principal Category Institutional Statement 
A1 Impact on 

Students 
To move a school’s score in a positive direction, the principal 
must focus on the bottom 25% of students.   

A1 Impact on 
Students 

The focus on the bottom 25% leads to inequitable attention. 

A1 Communicating 
the label 

It is important to share the rating when it is positive.   

A1 Communicating 
the label 

The principal’s feelings about the validity of the accountability 
system mediate the energy used to share the label. 

A1 Communicating 
the label 

Labels of schools are internalized by the parties to whom the 
label is applied. 

A1 Leadership When working within the accountability framework that centers 
on data, the school leader must act as a buffer and remain 
committed to recognizing the needs of students.   

A1 Leadership  As a leader, there is a responsibility to maintain the image of the 
organization.   

A2 Communicating 
the label 

Parents of the students in the school, when they learn about a 
drop in the rating, do not demonstrate concern.   

A2 Communicating 
the label 

Despite a drop in rating, it is beneficial to explain the 
circumstances to the public. 

A2 Leadership To have a positive effect on the rating, a principal must focus on 
the bottom 25% and not the growth of the school as a whole. 

A2 Leadership  A positive culture and the accomplishments of students do not 
directly contribute to the rating of the school.   

A2 Relationship of 
Policymakers and 
Educators 

Accountability ratings do, but should not, rely on a snapshot of a 
school’s performance. 

A2 Relationship of 
Policymakers and 
Educators 

Accountability policy results in control exercised by non-
educators over educators for economic and political ends.   
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A2 Relationship of 
Policymakers and 
Educators 

Principals and schools must be accountable. 

B1 Why 
Accountability 

Public consumption of the rating leads to positive changes in 
schools.   

B1 Leadership The rating is a leverage point for the school leader.   
B1 Leadership The ratings create a competitive environment between schools. 
B1 Leadership A leader must have an effective staff in place to compete in the 

accountability system. 
B1 Leadership The leader must balance the squeeze with the human element.   
B1 Leadership  Students feel a personal stake in the success of the school related 

to the school label. 
B1 Leadership Leadership in the accountability age is dynamic.   
B1 Challenges 

Rooted in Context 
The context of the school impacts the principal’s ability to staff. 

B1 Challenges 
Rooted in Context 

In many ways, every new school year is a reset because of the 
mobile student body. 

B2 Leadership Being an A school is good, but there are more important things. 
B2 Leadership Real quality is demonstrated through day-to-day actions, not by 

labels. 
B2 Leadership The principal’s own expectations should drive the school’s 

goals. 
B2 Impact of 

Accountability 
Accountability policies in Arizona are developed intentionally to 
harm traditional public schools.   

B2 Impact of 
Accountability 

The A through F rating system is easy to understand on its face 
but as a symbol it represents a system with deep complexity. 

B2 Impact of 
Accountability 

All parties affected by the label internalize its meaning.   

B2 Relationship 
Between 
Policymakers and 
Educators 

Policy that affects schools has been crafted by people who do not 
understand the work done in schools, so there should be more 
open dialogue and learning. 

B2 Relationship 
Between 
Policymakers and 
Educators 

Policy that affects schools has been crafted in a way that 
disadvantages teachers in schools that are not affluent, by 
people who don’t understand equality. 

B3 Leadership The accountability system is like a game and principals need to 
know the rules.   

B3 Leadership Certain schools are expected to get A’s and others are not 
according to the rules of the game.   

B3 Leadership The accountability rating can be used strategically by the leader 
to act as leverage in situations where change would not 
otherwise be possible.   

B3 Communicating 
the Label 

Success as a principal is determined by the rating.   

B3 Communicating 
the Label 

The rating is the beginning of the conversation with the 
community when in a competitive school choice environment. 

B3 Why 
Accountability 

Accountability supports a moral and ethical responsibility to 
educate all students. 

C1 Leadership Principals must be rule followers, and resentment is decreased 
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when there is alignment between the formal rules and what I 
believe. 

C1 Leadership Once a principal know the rules, then the ‘door is closed’ and 
work is done in relative autonomy.   

C1 Leadership Accountability pressures rest largely with the principal. 
C1 Leadership The accountability system disadvantages schools with high rates 

of students who qualify for free-and-reduced lunch because of 
attendance requirements. 

C1 Leadership Staff turnover represents that biggest obstacle to proactively 
using the accountability data to make changes in the school.   

C1 Communicating 
the Label 

An A is to be celebrated, and anything less is not: There is a 
great deal of fear of anything less than an A. 

C1 Communicating 
the Label 

Parents of students from high-SES backgrounds consume the 
label information more than their lower-SES peers.   

C1 Why 
Accountability 

Policymakers’ intentions are to improve the educational 
outcomes, as measured by scores, but they lack knowledge about 
schools to provide meaningful accountability.   

C1 Why 
Accountability 

The current system of accountability is unfair and holds schools 
to different standards. 

D1 Leadership As a principal, pride comes from achievements that are 
measurable and competitive, which requires personal sacrifices.   

D1 Leadership Building a team to make gains in the era of accountability 
requires being observant and finding connectedness among 
people.   

D1 Leadership Accountability gains are made from focusing on a limited 
number of goals and by focusing on data. 

D1 Communicating 
the Label 

A principal should widely share the positive change in a rating, 
even a B.    

D1 Communicating 
the Label 

Labels, when used correctly by the principal, serve as a catalyst 
for change in the school both internally with the district, and 
externally in terms of community perception and enrollment.   

D1 Why 
Accountability is 
In Place 

Accountability labels represent a product of the school measured 
and evaluated locally and globally.   

D1 Why 
Accountability is 
in Place 

The label as a symbol has a deep meaning that is developed from 
simple indicators. 

D2 Leadership The students care about the school label and they use it as a goal 
to work towards.   

D2 Leadership Teamwork and focus are key attributes of successful leadership 
under accountability. 

D2 Leadership Leadership in an era of accountability means approaching 
teaching and learning using a technical-rational perspective.   

D2 Why 
Accountability is 
in Place 

Accountability benefits students. 

D2 Why 
Accountability is 
in Place 

Accountability informs educators about what is to be learned, is 
a driver of reform, and can change beliefs. 
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CHAPTER FIVE: ANALYSIS OF DATA 

Revisiting the Research Questions 

The research questions for this study were posed with corresponding propositions. 

In the next section, I will respond to the research questions and explain them in light of 

the findings. As was stated in Chapter Two and Three, this study crosses philosophical 

boundaries, borrowing from quasi-positivistic, post-structural, and Foucauldian traditions. 

It is for this reason that the research questions and propositions are revisited, and not 

simply explained or answered. While some of the findings point to evidence to support the 

propositions, there are no answers and some of the research questions require additional 

explanation in light of the findings. 

Research question one is “How can institutions be captured?” The only proposition 

is: Institutions are universal features of human decision-making that are communicated 

through language to the educators who possess them; therefore, we can come to capture 

institutions through an analysis of the language of educators. I defined institutions as “the 

prescriptions that humans use to organize all forms of repetitive interactions” (Ostrom, 

2005).  The findings illustrate that this proposition is likely true. Through eight interviews, 

a range of five to nine institutional statements was collected per interview. All of the 

principals interviewed spoke about accountability using the language of rules; however, 

not as succinctly as the Institutional Grammar suggests. The coding of principals’ use of a 

DEONTIC in the utterances required examination of the full meaning of the phrase, 

sentence, or thought. Principals nested their rules inside of advice, inside of suggestion, 

and inside of story. For instance, principals said, “you have to,” “it is important to,” “I 

want to,” “I would have,” “I had to,” and used rhetorical questions to communicate the 
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rule-in-use that guide them through their work. Principals, as many people do to illustrate 

their points, gave examples or told stories, and they concluded with a summary statement 

that qualified as an utterance. This research suggests that if the analyst wants to find the 

institutional statement from an interview, then it is imperative to examine the full context 

of the interview and perhaps even ask participants to tell stories.       

Research question two is “How do the institutions communicated in accountability 

policy (school labeling) compare between policymakers and educators?” While this study 

does not have a sufficient sample size from policymakers – or even from educators on 

institutional levels other than the principals – to offer conclusive findings, some inferences 

can be drawn.   

The first inference is that there is a noticeable level of incongruence between 

policymakers and principals in terms of the institutions that explain why accountability is 

in place. Policymakers purport that everyone wants accountability, that it drives 

performance, which helps everyone, and that serious reformers value accountability. Half 

of the principals did not echo these statements. Four principals, A1, A2, B2, and C1, 

essentially countered these statements, saying that the accountability paradigm was 

harmful, that it is unfair, and that there is a hidden motivation to promote charter and 

private schools in Arizona. Of the other four principals, B3, and D2 were the most aligned 

to the policymaker statements, saying that accountability drives performance and that it 

supports a moral and ethical responsibility to educate all students. Principals B1 and D1 

were not necessarily supportive of accountability, but they both spoke about 

accountability as being a catalyst for change, or a leverage point, when used by the 

principal effectively.  
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The second inference is that the rational model that policymakers’ statements 

promulgate is present in the statements of principals; however, the mechanisms behind 

accountability are much more complex for principals. Policymakers’ statements paint a 

picture of a simple, rational, model of improvement: poor performing schools once made 

public will be forced to improve and high-performing schools should be recognized and 

rewarded. Principals, by and large, did not counter this model, but they did add many 

layers to it. Principal A2 stated that accountability presents a snapshot of the school, 

implying that the measures and the resulting label do not capture the true nature of the 

school. Principal B1 spoke often about the impact that context has on the outcome of the 

label, and how context of that particular schools leads to a reset every year.  This means 

that for certain schools, the label is only indicative of the previous year’s performance and 

not necessarily predictive. Principal B2 was blunt about the complexity, saying the system 

is easy to understand on its face, but as a symbol it represents a system with deep 

complexity. Principal B3 said that certain schools are expected to get A’s and others are 

not according to the rules of the game, casting doubt on the positive impact that shedding 

light on poor-performing schools may have. Principal C1 consistently referenced that 

schools that serve high proportions of students on free-and-reduced lunch are 

disadvantaged by the rating system and stated that the system is unfair. Principal D1 said 

that accountability shares a label that has deep meaning developed from simple indicators. 

Also interesting is that two principals, A2 and C1, noted that they have not seen the 

negative effects of a lower rating and the two schools with A ratings, B2 and B3, each said 

that the A is at this point an expectation and not a reward or recognition, per se. That 

being said, principals who fostered an improvement in the rating did feel that they saw 
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positive impacts on the school, including principals B1, D1 and D2. The emerging 

institutional canvas from the principals concerning the mechanism behind accountability 

is that they understand the complexity and do not align with the simple, rational 

explanations provided in policy.  

A third inference that can be made is that principals and policymakers agree that 

we must do something. Almost all principals made statements that communicated a 

sentiment or reflected upon a time when there was little to no accountability and students 

were not served appropriately. Principal B1 recounted that the first year as principal there 

were 60 kids out of class at any given time and little thought given to interventions. 

Principal B3 said that accountability supports an ethical and moral imperative. Principals 

D1 and D2 each spoke about the positive effect that accountability has had on their schools 

and how students have benefitted. Even though each principal had suggestions to improve 

the system, there was a general tone that something is needed to support equity and high 

quality education for all students. The complexity of an accountability system designed to 

promote and measure a more holistic model would likely be overwhelming on a national 

or even statewide scale. The new commonsense grounded in economic rationality 

summarily dismisses a need for a system with more nuance and sensitivity because of the 

public perception, expressed by the principals, that the label is anywhere from very 

informative to meaningless. In the public’s mind, according to the interviews, successful 

schools are rated highly as expected, low performing schools are sanctioned appropriately, 

or the labels are void of meaning and enrollment is not affected. The control of the system 

that is already exerted on principals and other leaders who may desire reform restricts 



UNCOVERING	  THE	  INSTITUTIONS	  OF	  ACCOUNTABILITY	  POLICY	   	  
	  

185	  

them from acting, as many already commented that educators are disconnected from 

accountability policy.      

The analysis of the institutional alignment between policymakers and educators is 

also aided by an examination of the context of the district and schools. Principals who 

have led turnaround schools, B1, D1, and D2, were more aligned to policymakers than were 

their colleagues. Also, principals who have worked together in the past, whether in the 

same districts or even same schools shared institutional similarities in this same vein. 

Principals from district A have professional closeness to district C, and principal B3 has 

ties with district D. There are potential avenues to explore when looking at the role that 

SES of the school has on the principal’s institutional statements and the alignment to 

policymakers. Principals B1, D1, and D2 not only all led schools to improvements in the 

ratings, but they also work in schools that are in the upper-quartile of schools in Arizona 

that serve students from low socioeconomic backgrounds and high minority student 

populations. Further studies could explore the motivation, on an institutional level, to 

work in a school that has these demographic features or if institutional complexion of the 

principal has an impact on his or her success in a turnaround school.   

Research question three is, What is the nature of the interaction between educators’ 

institutions and the enactment of the accountability policies? There are two propositions: 

Proposition A: Because policy is made largely outside of the control of educators, and 

since there is institutional clash, enactment of accountability policy will be compliant but 

educators will remain subversive.   

Proposition B: Because of the professionalization of the educational leader, and the 

institutionalization of professional values and norms, the compliance with accountability 
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policy will be high and educators will communicate little to no institutional clash within 

the scope of accountability policy. 

The institutional complexion of educators has elements of both propositions. Elements of 

clash and compliance both reside in the educators’ institutions. Two theoretical trends 

emanate from the institutional statements and interviews: New Institutionalism and 

Foucault’s Theories of Discipline and Control.   

Analysis Applying New Institutional Theory 

 This section on New Institutionalism begins with a brief history of New 

Institutionalism as a theory used in education research. The utterances and resulting 

institutional statements from principals will be analyzed in light of the theoretical 

contributions of New Institutionalism, with attention paid to the role of ceremony and 

isomorphism. The nature of ceremony and isomorphism are explained and then connected 

to the findings from the interviews in order to explain why there is both clash and 

agreement between the institutions of the principals and those developed by policy.   

 The New Institutionalism is a theoretical iteration of the Institutionalism 

developed in the 1950s. With an emphasis on the agency within a particular organization 

in a field instead of all organizations, and a focus on organizational change rather than 

solely structural form, the New Institutionalism added insights about the role of the 

individual (Greenwood and Hinings, 1996; Powell and DiMaggio, 1991). New 

Institutional Theory explains that organizations tend to change, or not change, based on 

pressure to obtain legitimacy in the environment. One can argue that the most visible sign 

of legitimacy in education today is the school label. The school label communicates 

publicly, in a simple form, the quality of the product from the technical environment of 
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the school. On the school level, the label preserves a principal’s job, it has an impact on 

staffing, and when the label improves, so does the potential of the school in terms of 

resources and enrollment.        

Principals, acting as rational decision makers, know that the label is something that 

they can fight on one level, but that they must also accept and chase after on another. The 

institutional statements from principals contain both an adherence to the doctrine of 

accountability and a not-so-subtle distaste for the mandates and effects that it has had on 

their work in schools. In essence, the principals are both the objects of, and subjects to, the 

school label. To preserve legitimacy, the principals must espouse the merits of the system, 

chase the highest rating they can, and propagandize to support the system. On the other 

hand, the principals expressed that their work is governed by the rules to a certain extent, 

and that they make many decisions about the role that the rating process has on them and 

their schools. That there is so much discord within the statements from the principals 

indicates that the process of institutionalization of the rules does not follow a clean 

trajectory. Consider that an institutional statement from principal A1 was When working 

within the accountability framework that centers on data, the school leader must act as a 

buffer and remain committed to recognizing the needs of the students. Also, Principal B1 

said, The leader must balance the squeeze with the human element. Additionally, Principal 

C1 illustrates this conflict in two statements. First, Policymakers’ intentions are to 

improve the educational outcomes, as measured by scores, but they lack the knowledge 

about schools to provide meaningful accountability, and, second, The current system of 

accountability is unfair and holds schools to different standards. Noticeably, none of the 
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participants committed to saying that the system is unequivocally bad and should be 

scrapped, and at the same time, none of the participants provided outright support either.  

The principals, whether from a traditionally high-performing school, from a school 

disappointed by the recent label, or from a turnaround, communicated institutional 

statements that pointed to a ceremonial status of the label. Ceremony means, in this 

context, that the label holds a value and expresses a meaning that confers legitimacy but at 

the same time, does not measure the qualities that define effectiveness, nor does it 

generate true value within the organization. The institutional statements from several 

principals will be analyzed in light of the idea of ceremony below.  

One statement that Principal A1 made that supports the idea of ceremony was: 

When working within the accountability framework that centers on data, the school leader 

must act as a buffer and remain committed to recognizing the needs of students. This 

statement puts into practice the notion of ceremony. The principal acts as a buffer between 

the demands of the accountability framework and the needs of students. This principal 

sees the role of a school leader to protect or separate the technical work, namely teaching 

students, from the data-driven accountability model. Another principal said, In many ways, 

every new school year is a reset because of the mobile student body. The principal was 

speaking about the fact that because of a highly mobile student body, the data and 

meaning produced by the label is only good for the year from which that data originate. 

This principal recognizes that the label is important; however, the principal also operates 

knowing that the label brings little to bear on the current year in terms of usefulness. 

Principal C1 said, Once a principal knows the rules, then the ‘door is closed’ and work is 

done in relative autonomy. For this particular principal, this means that the administrator 
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acts as a mediator between the rules and the operation of the school. The goals of 

accountability are important to this principal, but the technical work and the teachers are 

not overtly influenced by the rules and structures of accountability. Thus, the label that is 

a result of the year did not necessarily drive the actions of the school directly, making the 

label a ceremonial statement of effectiveness. Whether buffering the organization, closing 

the door, or acknowledging that the data from the label is a relic of the previous year, 

principals in schools communicated that the accountability label is a largely ceremonial 

component of their work. 

Institutionally, principals view the operational side of accountability – the meaning 

and data behind the label – as ceremony, as well. The stated purpose behind accountability 

is that by collecting the right mix of data, the effectiveness of the school can be 

communicated to the community to reward schools or highlight a need for improvements. 

The principals, however, view the data behind the label as being easy to gather, as though 

the label as being easy to communicate, and that the oversimplification of each element 

makes accountability more about ease than about real measurement.  Principal A2 said, 

Accountability ratings do, but should not, rely on a snapshot of a school’s performance. 

By snapshot, this principal means that the data is not reliable as measurement. Because it 

is collected using a myopic view of the school, including the reading and math test scores, 

and graduation and attendance rates, the data, according to this principal, neglect more 

important factors about the school. Principal B2 said, The A through F rating system is 

easy to understand on its face, but as a symbol, it represents a system with deep 

complexity. Principal D1 echoed this, saying, The label as a symbol has a deep meaning 

that is developed from simple indicators. The statements concerning the deep meaning of 
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the label do not simply contend that accountability is bad. Instead, these principals 

recognize that the simple letter grade amplifies the ceremonial nature of the process, 

essentially shrouding the complex work of schools in a veil of simplicity. As to why this 

happens, Principal C1 said, Policymakers’ intentions are to improve the educational 

outcomes, as measured by scores, but they lack knowledge about schools to provide 

meaningful accountability. The ceremonial nature of the letter grade, for this principal, is 

a result of policymakers’ lack of knowledge, themselves. In terms of the results that were 

noticed, Principal A2 said that Parents of the students in the school, when they learn about 

a drop in the rating, do not demonstrate concern. Perhaps because the community of this 

school recognized that the drop in label did not communicate what was actually happening 

in the school, parents and the community did not react as policymakers intended.   

The principals, by and large, seemed to recognize that the ceremonial labeling is 

possibly detrimental for something as complex as the school environment, and that the 

label does not predict how the community will react. The hidden role of the 

socioeconomic status of students highlights this complexity. With regard to schools that 

struggle to keep a high rating, Principal C1 connected the role of poverty to student 

attendance at school, with a similar intent to how Principal B1 connected the role of 

mobility to student achievement. The label, each said, whether measuring attendance rate 

and earning points for high rates of attendance, or by measuring testing of full-year 

students and not taking into account the impact that high student mobility that may 

surround the full-year students, fails to recognize the mighty efforts within the school to 

counter poverty’s negative effects. Principals B2 and B3, each at high income, high grade, 

schools both communicated that most of the measures are taken for granted within the 
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school and surrounding community. The detriment, each felt, was that assumptions are 

made about the students, teachers, and the principal based on the rating, which affects 

hiring, expectations, and how students are “squeezed” [a term that a principal used to 

communicate the school pressuring students based on accountability].  Additionally, and 

even confusingly, for each school, there was a unique outcome this year with little relation 

to the label. Enrollment is up at two schools that dropped in their ratings (A2 and C1), and 

for the schools that are expected to be an A, there is little mention of the rating because 

the rating does not communicate the type of excellence that the principal has in mind.  

Even though many principals communicated that they had distrust of or distaste for the 

accountability system, four of the eight principals made statements that outright supported 

accountability, and only two made statements that dismiss a need for a uniform 

accountability system. This is the counter-weight to the conflict expressed about the 

ceremony of the process. Through what could be professional or normative isomorphic 

pressures, principals believe in the broad need for accountability systems. Interestingly, 

there was alignment in this regard from principals who were, or had been, in the same 

district together. The strongest proponents of accountability were principals who are, or 

who had been, in district D. This includes principals B2, D1, and D2. No questions in the 

interviews explored the reasons for this, however. I suggest that future research could 

consider the nature of the inter-level interaction of institutions and how discourses 

between the levels may lead principals to feel responsible for buffering the school from 

the demands of policy.   

New Institutionalism provides a lens through which to view the reasons why the 

labels do or do not lead to meaningful or intended change, as intended by policymakers, 
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when it comes to the thinking of the principals. Isomorphism, driven by professional 

training or normative pressures, is creating a shared sense that accountability is needed; 

however, the ceremonial nature of the measurement is promulgated by the institutional 

belief that the measurements are flawed, the labels too simple, and that the organization is 

not really affected by the accountability demands as a result of buffering by the principals.                 

Analysis Applying Foucaldian Theory 

“The Panopticon, subtly arranged so that an observer may observe,  
at a glance,  

so many different individuals,  
also enables everyone to come and observe any of the observers” (Foucault, 1995, p. 207). 

 
 Institutions exist in language, and human speech is what creates institutions. 

Language, when examined using contextual elements, can communicate the existence of 

and the application of power, control, and force. The institutional statements from the 

principals have these features, and as such, I choose to apply Foucaldian theory to 

illuminate the relationships between principals and policy. In doing so, I consider the 

networked relationship between the formation and reformulation of the principals’ 

institutional statements and the disciplinary superstructure that has been imposed on 

educators. New Institutional Theory explains on an organizational level how educational 

policy both conflicts and aligns with the institutional complexion of educators. However, 

it stops short of helping to understand how the institutions are formed and developed over 

time. Foucault’s work concerning discipline and control sheds new light on the 

institutional statements, not only as they exist now, but also perhaps why they exist in 

their current form 

 Principals are simultaneously oppressed and empowered by the accountability 

system. Principals’ institutional statements communicate that the school label is a means 
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of control, both psychological and physical, over their actions and their schools, yet at the 

same time, the labels help them to control others through coercion. Power is, “exercised 

rather than possessed; it is not the ‘privilege,’ acquired or preserved, of the dominant class, 

but the overall effect of its strategic positions – an effect that is manifested and sometimes 

extended by the position of those who are dominated” (Foucault, 1995, p 26). Because 

power is a dynamic force that does not reside in a position or a person, but rather is 

exercised among individuals differently at different times, principals sensed that they 

could use and were used by the label. Three principals said outright that they believed 

they could use the label to garner resources or use the rating as leverage, and almost all 

mentioned that the label had a significant bearing on their employment. Of this nature of 

power, even for those who do not have it, Foucault (1995) wrote, “it invests them, is 

transmitted by them and through them; it exerts pressure upon them, just as they 

themselves, in their struggle against it, resist the grip it has on them” (p. 27). This 

conception of power helps to explain why principals both favor and dread accountability. 

All principals spoke about the ways in which they transmit the power of the label, whether 

through publicity to the outside community, sharing the label with students and staff, or 

using it as a means to improve standing within the district organization. Simultaneously, 

many of the principals commented that they were anywhere from ambivalent to outright 

suspicious about the implications of the label and the effect that the process has on 

education in Arizona. Several principal even spoke about ways that they choose to resist 

by not sharing the rating as much as they could, or by explaining to media why the label 

does not reflect the school culture. The internal conflict that most principals verbalized is 

a demonstration of the power that the rating system has over them.      
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The power that principals felt was conferred to them by the accountability system, 

meaning that the same system that dis-empowered them also granted them power to use to 

their own ends. The first was power over their schools, both over the staff and the students. 

In Arizona’s accountability model, there is an incentive to focus efforts on the bottom 

quartile of students because points are earned in two categories when this group’s 

achievement increases. Principals A1, A2, B3, D1, and D2 communicated that the incentive, 

or bonus offered in the points, helped them to focus their staff’s efforts on the most 

disadvantaged students in the school. B3’s statement to this effect captures the coercive 

nature of the power: The accountability rating can be used strategically by the leader to 

act as leverage in situations where change would not otherwise be possible. For this 

principal, operating in a generally high achieving school, the label conferred power that 

enabled leverage; however, even the incentive to help the struggling students was a form 

of oppression. Principal A1 said, The focus on the bottom 25% leads to inequitable 

attention. For this principal, right after talking about the positive changes associated with 

intervening for the lowest performing students, the nature of the inequity for the other 

three quartiles of students was apparent. The policy forced action by this principal that 

was inequitable and troubling. Principals in the lowest performing schools that made gains 

in terms of the label spoke about the label being important to students. This is another 

form of power. By using the label, principals were able to control students to inform their 

behavior. While it can be considered a use of power for positive ends, it is power 

nonetheless. Principals B1, D1, and D2 communicated that by making the students aware of 

the low grade and of the higher label once achieved, they noticed improvements in student 

behavior and academic pursuit. Principals B1 and D2 both commented that students 
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believe that they are superior than their predecessors because of the label, which speaks to 

the idea that the label is part of a larger regime of truth. So even as other principals spoke 

about resistance to the labeling regime, these principals invested in the accountability 

label as a means of change.  

Power in the poststructuralist tradition fits into a larger social schema of discipline 

and control. Discipline is a complex interrelationship of many forces on the body, which 

are exerted by society, for economic and political ends. Foucault (1995) said, “Discipline 

produces subjected and practiced bodies, ‘docile’ bodies. Discipline increases the forces 

of the body (in economic terms of utility) and diminishes these same forces (in political 

terms of obedience)” (p. 138).  Docility, in the case of the principals, means that they 

serve as proponents and instruments of the accountability system just as they are 

controlled by it. The principals, as docile bodies, implement strategies in the schools that 

improve the label, communicate positively about the label, and lead in accordance with 

the technical demands behind the label even though they are anywhere from reticent about 

the measurement to vocally negative about the system as a whole.  They are both the 

subjects to it and the objects of it.   

One mode that society uses to impose discipline is supervision. The supervision, 

which Foucault calls, “the gaze,” is multi-faceted. Inspection, examination, and visibility 

coalesce into a system that imposes guidelines on human behavior. The modern 

accountability system mirrors much of what Foucault identified decades ago. Of 

inspection, Foucault said,  

The fussiness of the inspections, the supervision of the smallest fragment of life 

and of the body will soon provide, in the context of the school, the barracks, the 
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hospital or the workshop, a laicized content, an economic or technical rationality 

for this mystical calculus of the infinitesimal and the infinite. (1995, p 140) 

From a certain standpoint, arguments can be made that the current system of 

accountability rests upon a movement away from learning “the infinitesimal and the 

infinite” to the assessment of standards and a “laicized” content; however, inspection and 

supervision are not limited to the visible examination. Discipline requires an invisible 

means of observation so as to make the object of the gaze both the observed and the 

observer of others. Foucault describes this transition:  

A whole problematic then develops: that of an architecture that is no longer simply 

to be seen (as with the ostentation of palaces), or to observe the external space (cf. 

the geometry of fortresses), but to permit an internal, articulated and detailed 

control – to render visible those who are inside it; in more general terms, an 

architecture that would operate to transform individuals: to act on those it shelters, 

to provide a hold on their conduct, to carry the effects of power right to them, to 

make it possible to know them, to alter them. (1995, p 172) 

Principals historically were in the architecture of the fortress as the experts behind the 

closed doors of the school who observed the teachers and students, and sometimes parents, 

but who in turn were largely sheltered from the gaze of the outside. The system of 

accountability has turned this on its head. Principals are now more visible than ever with 

livelihoods and reputations at stake like never before. The principals’ institutions about 

this range from knowing that they must maintain the public perception, as A1 stated, to, as 

B3 communicated, Success as a principal is determined by the rating. The gaze that has 
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been cast on schools, and in particular the principals, is not by accident, but rather by 

design. 

 Foucault describes Panopticism, a system whereby individuals are subject to a 

variable and invisible presence that monitors their behaviors, just as they monitor the 

actions of people around them. Foucault wrote,  

The perfect disciplinary apparatus would make it possible for a single gaze to see 

everything constantly. A central point would be both the source of light 

illuminating everything and a locus of convergence for everything that must be 

known: a perfect eye that nothing would escape and a centre towards which all 

gazes would be turned. (1995, p 173) 

Metaphorically speaking, the accountability system has instituted the constant 

illumination of school performance. Now, there is an easy-to-understand label, A through 

F, which distills down complex information into a single letter, that is consumed by the 

community as a whole in order to publicly judge schools. One result, as Foucault wrote, is 

that “Surveillance thus becomes a decisive economic operator both as an internal part of 

the production machinery and as a specific mechanism in the disciplinary power” (p 175). 

Principals’ statements support this connection between surveillance and economic 

motivations. Principal A2 said, Accountability policy results in control exercised by non-

educators over educators for economic and political ends. Principal B2 communicated 

that Accountability policies in Arizona are developed intentionally to harm traditional 

public schools and Policy that affects schools has been crafted in a way that 

disadvantages teachers in schools that are not affluent, by people who don’t understand 

equality. In this regard, surveillance allows decisions to be made in a purely rational sense 
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with political and economic motivations at the heart. In applying this to schools, now that 

we know, with definitive ease, how schools are performing, we can make rational 

decisions. The impact is that those being watched know that they must conform or suffer 

consequences.   

 Writing specifically about surveillance in the school system, Foucault predicted 

decades ago what principals’ statements capture today. 

By means of such surveillance [hierarchical, continuous, and functional], 

disciplinary power became an ‘integrated’ system, linked from the inside to the 

economy and to the aims of the mechanism in which it was practiced. It was also 

organized as a multiple, automatic and anonymous power; for although 

surveillance rests on individuals, its functioning is that of a network of relations 

from top to bottom, but also to a certain extent from bottom to top and laterally; 

this network ‘holds’ the whole together and traverses it in its entirety with effects 

of power that derive from one another; supervisors, perpetually supervised. (1995, 

p 176-177) 

A network of surveillance that is stitched together by power relations based on a fear of 

who is watching, who is in control, and what the results of performance may be is very 

much alive in the institutional statements of the principals. This conception of a network 

helps to explain how principals share the label information because how the rating will be 

perceived by consumers of it, principals think, is something that they have control over. 

Principal A1 said, It is important to share the rating when it is positive but at the same 

time, The principal’s feelings about the validity of the accountability system mediates the 

energy used to share the label. This principal describes that the there is a sense of agency 



UNCOVERING	  THE	  INSTITUTIONS	  OF	  ACCOUNTABILITY	  POLICY	   	  
	  

199	  

associated with the label within the network. The tacit rule behind the agency is that one 

should share positive news within the network. Principal A2 suffered a drop in the rating 

of the school to the lowest of all eight schools, and so this principal’s circumstances were 

quite different from many of the other principals. Still, this principal believes that Parents 

of the students in the school, when they learn about a drop in the rating, do not 

demonstrate concern and that Despite a drop in rating, it is beneficial to explain the 

circumstances to the public. Enrollment in this school increased and the culture and 

results of the school, besides the label, were positive features, according to the principal. 

The defense of the school mounted by the principal and the district was, in large part, 

what this principal spoke about during the interview. By doing their best to control the 

messages within the network about the label, knowing internally that what is considered to 

be a positive environment for children was rated low based on surveillance, the leadership 

of this district felt that they could manipulate the perceptions within the network.  

Principals of schools that have made significant gains recently had similar 

statements concerning the networked relationship of surveillance and power. Principal B1 

said Public consumption of the rating leads to positive changes in schools and Students 

feel a personal stake in the success of the school related to the school label. Principal D1 

said A principal should widely share the positive change in a rating, even a B, and Labels, 

when used correctly by the principal, serve as a catalyst for change in the school both 

internally with the district, and externally in terms of community perception and 

enrollment. Principal D2 echoed B1 about students, stating, The students care about the 

school label and they use it as a goal to work towards. These statements communicate the 

power of the networked relationships surrounding accountability. The result of the 
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networked relationships is that as a consequence of the public consuming the label 

information, the behaviors of educators will change.  This implies that external forces of 

surveillance drive the profession of teaching to alter past practices to come in line with 

external expectations. Additionally, that students, who in many ways are at the bottom of 

the lateral network, care about the label is interesting. That students are in so many ways 

the subject of the persistent gaze, but are also perceived as in control of the outcome 

serves to illustrate the complexity of the network. The principals recounted stories about 

students demonstrating pride in the label and ways that the adults in the school shared the 

information with them, but it is still unclear whether students feel agency related to the 

label. This is perhaps an area for further study.                    

 Foucault elaborated upon the Panopticon, originally conceived as a means for 

incarceration by Jeremy Bentham, into a broader tool of society that induces control even 

outside of a formal prison. Through surveillance that is persistent and invisible, the inmate, 

or for Foucault (1995), the generalized public, is controlled and disciplined. He stated: 

Hence the major effect of the Panopticon; to induce in the inmate a state of 

conscious and permanent visibility that assures the automatic functioning of power. 

So to arrange things that the surveillance is permanent in its effects, even it is 

discontinuous in its action; that the perfection of power should tend to render its 

actual exercise unnecessary; that this architectural apparatus should be a machine 

for creating and sustaining a power relation independent of the person who 

exercises it; in short, that the inmates should be caught up in a power situation of 

which they are themselves the bearers (p. 201). 
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To achieve this state of control, the inmates must become comfortable as both wielders of 

power and subjects to it; they must internalize both roles for the system to be successful. 

Internalization in this context serves to communicate that the labels take on a personalized 

meaning, describing more than just results. Principals expressed through their institutional 

statements the nature of the internalization of the label. Principal A1 said that Labels of 

schools are internalized by the parties to whom the label is applied. Principal B2 echoed 

this, saying, All parties affected by the label internalize its meaning. Principal B3 said, 

Success as a principal is determined by the rating. Principal D1 said that As a principal, 

pride comes from achievements that are measurable and competitive, which requires 

personal sacrifices. For this principal, the label was the outcome of the measurement, and 

so the label has become an object from which pride comes.   

 Other statements from other principals communicate the consequences of the 

internalization of the label. The first of these consequences is fear. Principal C1 said, An A 

is to be celebrated, and anything less is not: There is a great deal of fear of anything less 

than an A.  This principal also said, Accountability pressures rest largely with the 

principal. In many ways, the principals feel as though they rest at the center of the 

network, visible from the bottom, top, and the sides. All principals mentioned that their 

employment is based in part on the labels, and that a significant change downward could 

result in a loss of their jobs. Besides the relationship to employment and pressures related 

to the label, Principal D2 expressed that the label has a role in shaping the practices and 

beliefs of educators, saying, Accountability informs educators about what is to be learned, 

is a driver of reform, and can change beliefs. To change beliefs and drive reform, the label 

and the elements that comprise the label must be internalized and a certain level of truth 
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must be attached to it. It is in this way that the functioning of the power of the 

accountability system has become the automatic discipline that Foucault conceptualized 

and explained.   

Summary of Analysis 

 Capturing the institutional statements of principals is made possible through the 

use of the IAD and discursive techniques to analyze interviews, moving from utterances to 

statements. The institutional complexions that emerge are illustrative of a profession that 

is becoming more reliant on economic rationality and also one that is riddled with conflict. 

One effective method of capturing statements was by asking questions in interviews that 

elicited stories and by asking participants to remember previous experiences. In the 

transcript of the responses there were institutional utterances, which are the phrases, 

sentences, and even strings of sentences, which used the DEONITC structure to some 

extent. When coded, extracted and then categorized, the utterances came together to 

manufacture an institutional statement. In all, 58 institutional statements were captured 

from eight interviews. This method of moving from transcript to utterance to statement 

provides a groundwork for further institutional analysis. 

 The principals’ and policymakers’ institutional statements that were captured 

generate two general conclusions. The first is that there is both conflict and agreement 

between the two groups. Some principals’ statements were congruent with the 

policymakers, while some principals were openly in conflict with the policymakers on an 

institutional level. The principals, who were largely in agreement, come from similar 

professional experiences, generally stated from the same school district or schools that are 

considered turnaround schools. The other principals who were generally in conflict had 
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diverse professional backgrounds and work in schools that range from an A to a C school. 

A future endeavor of institutional analysis of educators, outside of the role of conflict 

between educators and policymakers is to ask questions about the formation of institutions 

in a professional context, and to consider why, for instance, the groupings happened in 

this study the way that they did. Do turnaround schools attract a particular set of 

institutionally similar principals, or does the professional development and culture within 

a district have a strong role in the development of institutions? The method to gather 

institutions could be used in conjunction with other techniques to assess these two 

questions. 

 Using theory to help explain findings from institutional analysis is helpful because 

the theory serves to draw out larger themes than contextual similarity or the level of 

congruency between the statements. Two theories, New Institutionalism and Foucauldian 

Control and Discipline, were used in this chapter. New Institutionalism’s components of 

ceremony and isomorphism bring the statements together to highlight a deeper level of 

meaning. The notion of ceremony communicates, and institutional statements support, that 

the ratings hold value and move to action, but only to a certain extent. Most importantly in 

this regard, the actions are not to the degree, or even the intended direction, that 

policymakers necessarily intended. Even though principals’ actions were generally 

navigated, at least somewhat, by accountability pressures, the principals also expressed 

contempt and even resistance. Similarly, districts and principals went to great lengths to 

share positive ratings and explain poor ratings, but parents did not react as intended, with 

enrollments increasing at two of the schools that dropped in ratings. Using the theoretical 

explanation of ceremony as a basis, there is room for further research concerning why the 
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labels, awash in meaning, stimulate compliance and resistance simultaneously from an 

institutional perspective.  

 New Institutionalism as a theoretical perspective is useful in that the institutional 

statements coalesce to illustrate why accountability policy is both simulative in terms of 

how it shaped principal actions and also a central point of conflict for principals in schools 

today. New Institutional Theory provides a structure to analyze why principals discuss the 

rating as a mechanism to achieve legitimacy, and also as a ceremonial symbol that is not 

rooted in the deeper and complex layers of schooling that few people in the public see or 

care about. It draws out of the discourse broader social patterns of behavior and power 

dynamics; however, New Institutional Theory stops short of explaining why principals 

possess the institutional complexions that they do surrounding accountability and the 

effects of accountability policy, especially with regard to the aspect of ceremony. It is for 

this reason that Foucault’s theory is useful. Foucault’s theories about power, control, and 

discipline complement and strengthen the application of New Institutional Theory by 

probing deeper into the discourse to understand the nexus of the many actors in 

accountability policy.     

 The theoretical discussion of control and discipline from Foucault is interesting in 

two ways. First, because institutions are language-based, and the analysis of institutions 

within this study relied heavily on dissecting the language of the principals, a post 

structural theory that necessitates the analysis of language and context helps to draw out 

the hidden meanings. In this case, issues of control and discipline were extracted to 

explain the principals’ relationship in the nexus of accountability. The second reason that 

this theory is positioned as an interesting way to examine institutions is that, as a 
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theoretical body of work, it recognizes that language creates a flow of information, power, 

and knowledge among and between people. Institutions may be a byproduct or the means 

of the communication, but nevertheless, Foucauldian theory provides a dynamic and 

opinionated theoretical lens through which to view the institutional statements. In the case 

of this study, the theme of panopticism and the power structure associated with it emerged. 

The notion of the watchers being watched draws focus on the whole of the institutional 

statements rather than on them in a singular fashion. As a consequence of this analysis, it 

is difficult to see the accountability regime as anything but what several principals 

described, a means to disempower the public education system. 

Conclusion 

 I set out in this research to assess a methodology designed to capture the institutional 

complexion of principals. Following from that, I asked research questions about the nature 

of the institutions that principals possess in relation to accountability policy. The findings 

suggest that I have developed a methodology that does capture institutional statements 

from participants in a novel way, that the institutions of principals and policymakers are 

both congruent and are in conflict, and that theory from New Institutionalism and 

Foucault assist in explaining the institutional complexion and lead to new avenues for 

research. This study also expands the methodological tools available to researchers, and 

the analysis of institutions presents opportunities to understand policy development in 

education from expanded viewpoints.  

     Specifically, I have operationalized the Institutional Analysis and Development 

Framework in a novel policy field, education, using a novel technique to capture 

institutional statements. In doing so, I have extended Ostrom’s theory of institutions using 
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a new methodological tool that holds possibilities for quasi-positivistic research. The 

result, I hope, is that other researchers may use the methodology, refine it, and examine 

other policy areas in education outside of accountability.   

  Another goal of this study was to use New Institutionalism and Foucauldian 

Theory as theoretical lenses to understand the institutions of educators. Having done so, I 

add to the existing literature and develop new pathways for research. I believe that neither 

theory alone can explain the nature of the institutional statements of the principals, and 

that when combined, the nexus of ceremony and panopticism establishes a robust starting 

point for future contributions.      

Significance of Research 

 The research methodology applied in this study is novel and opens new doors for 

future endeavors. The methodology advances previous research in educational policy 

because it uses the institutions of educators as the unit of analysis (Ball, 2008a; Burch, 

2007; Burch 2010). As was discussed earlier, other research has examined the feelings, 

thoughts, sense making, and actions of educators using interview, but until now, no 

researcher in education policy has specifically sought to identify and examine the 

institutional complexion. The focus on institutional statements is accompanied by the 

development of a method to capture the institutions, which is unique, but is also 

intentionally repeatable. The methodology was initially conceived with a strict adherence 

to Ostrom’s Institutional Grammer and the ADICO format. After multiple readings of the 

transcripts, I found that participants did not speak in institutional statements, but the 

institutions instead were present in utterances. Utterances, when coded using the 

DEONTIC as a means for identifying and then separating an utterance from other speech, 
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were categorized based on their content. Afterward, they easily merged together to form 

institutional statements. It is important to note that the utterances are more than opinions 

because they include a scope of allowable action, called the DEONITC.   

 The methodology itself is a significant finding in this study because it was 

intentionally created to be repeatable. The IAD structures the inquiry in such a way that 

other researchers could identify participants, conduct interviews, analyze transcripts, and 

use the coding scheme to arrive at institutional utterances and statements. This is unique 

because no other researchers, to my knowledge, have sought to study institutions as a unit 

of analysis, and no other researcher in educational policy has demonstrated an ability to 

capture institutions using a method that could be used by others in a reliable manner. I 

anticipate that researchers who are interested in institutional complexions may use the 

method as I have described. 

 The other point of significance for this study is that the findings suggest two 

conclusions.  The first finding is that institutions can be captured and shared using the 

methodology of this study. This is a beginning point for future research, but the infancy of 

a research protocol is in place to build upon. The second is that there is both conflict and 

congruence between the institutional complexions of policymakers and principals; 

however, the principals describe a rift and disconnect between them and policymakers. 

The chief point of agreement is that accountability is needed in the educational system to 

monitor performance and ensure that low-performing schools turn around. This is not to 

say that there is agreement on the nature of the turnaround. The lack of incongruence, and 

even conflict, is more apparent. The measures used to monitor accountability; the 
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consequences of accountability, both intended and unintended; and symbols used to 

represent the rating are topics that hold the conflict between principals and policymakers.  

The principals’ institutional statements in this study that manifest conflict do so 

using language that deserves attention. They also draw together to suggest that the rule-in-

use, meaning how accountability is actually carried out and enacted, is different from and 

perhaps in conflict with the rules-in-form, or how “things are supposed to be.” For 

instance, the accountability measures were called a “snapshot,” the policymakers are 

“controlling” educators and “harming” schools, and there is “fear” about anything less 

than an A. The choice of words that the principals choose to use is powerful and reflects a 

deep sense of conflict. Principals also expressed their feelings about the conflict in a more 

hidden fashion. Two principals, from very different schools, discussed the consumption of 

the label as information as being dependent on the socio-economic status of the parents. 

The low-income parents and families, they said, use the information in very different ways 

when compared to their higher-income counterparts.  Furthermore, several of the 

principals were clear that for some schools, meaning schools that serve students from 

higher-income families, the rating is expected to be an A, and that the A is pre-destined. 

When taken together, the statements indicate that there is general agreement among the 

principals that the rules-in-use do not match the rules-in-form for accountability. It is my 

hope that future research will explore the topics of conflict and continue to develop a 

focus on institutions to bring rules-in-form more closely aligned with the rules-in-use.        

Future Research Possibilities 

 There are three distinct areas for future study that come from this research. The 

first is into the methodology itself, the second is the further exploration of the institutional 
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clash between policymakers and educators, and the third is specifically related to the 

effects of the panopticism and ceremonial status of the accountability data that principals 

communicated through the institutional statements.   

 Development of this methodology could take many forms. Developing reliable 

procedures is important for the methodology to gain acceptance. I acknowledge that this 

stems from a positivistic desire to assess the reliability of the methodology.  The IAD 

itself comes from the positivistic tradition and the structure of the methodology is 

designed with this in mind. I also realize that readers from a poststructural background 

will not see replication or reliability as a goal, and rather, these readers will hope to see 

elements of trustworthiness as they read the findings. To bridge the paradigms of 

poststructuralism and positivism, I have tried to design and explain a methodology that 

exposes the procedures in such a way that allows for researchers who are concerned with 

reliability to see potential for repeated use of the procedures. Furthermore, for the 

poststructural readers who appreciate the robust use of participants’ own words and the 

explanation of the context participants are in, I have taken care to be transparent in both 

respects.  That being said, the bridge is a tenuous one and one that will not satisfy purists 

of either philosophical tradition.      

One procedure that would increase the reliability of the study is the use of an inter-

rater. For this study, there were no inter-rater tests because there was only one researcher. 

There were also not enough resources to return to the principals and share the institutional 

statements that were captured from their interviews and from those of the other principals, 

in order to gather their opinions about the validity of the statements. Inter-rater reliability 

could be established by having multiple researchers, who are trained in the coding scheme, 
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to review the transcripts for utterances. If significant overlap existed, then this would 

speak to the reliability of the method.  Bringing the statements back to the principals could 

take many forms. One method for gathering data regarding validity of the statements, and 

thereby developing reliability for the method, could be through the use of survey or other 

quantitative means to understand the degree to which principals agree with the statements.  

The clash between educators’ and policymakers’ institutional beliefs concerning 

accountability specifically, or other policy demands, could take many pathways; however, 

I believe it is the clash, or conflict, that is a particular area of interest for future study of 

institutions because this is the zone of potential resistance, activism, capitulation, or 

evolution.  Understanding how educators will respond to the incongruence of institutions 

will provide guidance for future policy and also an opportunity to understand educators as 

a profession. This suggestion is grounded in what Elinor Ostrom wrote about models from 

laboratories being used as the foundation for policy, and I agree with her that “I would 

rather address the question of how to enhance the capabilities of those involved to change 

the constraining rules of the game to lead to outcomes other than remorseless tragedies” 

(Ostrom, 1990, p 6-7). The clash or conflict, I argue, is the root or starting place to 

enhance the capabilities of school leaders. Imagine the possibilities for schools and for 

children if an accountability system that had a mix of rewards and sanctions was aligned 

with the political necessities of the time and the institutions of principals.     

The theoretical applications of New Institutionalism and Foucault’s thoughts 

regarding discipline and control offered new insight into accountability as a social process 

in education and how educators respond to it. More specifically, New Institutionalism 

helps to frame the institutional statements about the measurement and the label as 
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ceremony. As a reaction to a belief that the information used to determine the label is not 

valid, does not lead towards improved experiences for students, and does not have a 

predictable role in enrollment trends, many principals buffered, mediated, deemphasized, 

explained away, or devalued the rating.   However, simultaneously, every principal stated 

that accountability in some form is needed. The unanimity in this regard is explained by 

New Institutionalism as isomorphism. This is an extension of theory that could be 

examined further. The institutional notion of ceremony assumes that there is a decoupling 

of the technical and bureaucratic environments so that the organization may continue to 

function. Future research could examine the practices of policies within schools that 

support or contradict the notion of ceremony. In doing so, the work of other researchers 

who examine accountability and principals’ action would also be extended (Spillane & 

Kenney, 2012).   

Institutional statements captured in this study provide evidence of panoptic control 

over educators. Principals made clear and unambiguous statements about how 

accountability policy is a means to exert control over educators, and about how the ratings 

and labels are internalized by principals and students. The principals also communicated 

institutional statements that they are concurrently empowered, just as they are made 

fearful, by the rating. Furthermore, principals explained how they must communicate 

about the label even in the cases when they don’t believe in the measurement or purpose 

behind the rating. The all-illuminating gaze, in the form of the accountability regime, is 

always measuring, and for so long as the rating is publicly available, it casts a spotlight on 

the actions and decisions of the principals. While the public gaze has most certainly been 

present in some forms in schools before accountability, it appears that the current 
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incarnation of accountability policy has exacerbated and strengthened the scrutiny of the 

system and those who work in it. Acknowledging the presence of an omnipresent gaze, 

future researchers could examine whether this has had an effect in administrative 

preparation programs, how district leadership helps building principals cope, or how the 

discourse of between and among principals has adapted over time.   

There was evidence from the interviews to suggest a dynamic interplay between 

many levels – not solely between the school and federal regulatory levels – which has a 

role in constructing institutions. The school bureaucracy, and the function the many levels 

have in contributing to the institutional complexion of the people in it, is a potential venue 

for additional inquiry. A theoretical approach is required to structure the analysis of the 

multi-level analysis, and I suggest using Discursive Institutionalism as a theoretical frame 

(Schmidt, 2008).  Schmidt writes that discursive institutionalism,  

Treats institutions as given (as the context within which agents think, speak, and 

act) and as contingent (as the results of agents’ thoughts, words, and actions). 

These institutions are therefore internal to the actors, serving both as structures that 

constrain actors and as constructs created and changed by those actors. (Schmidt, 

2008, 314) 

This particular definition within discursive institutionalism does not detract from 

Ostrom’s definition, but instead adds the importance of context and contingency. The 

addition of contingency is important, I believe, for analysis of institutions at various levels 

because the institutional analyst can better account for the context of the policy actor (i.e. 

the level occupied).  This acknowledges that different positions, or levels, may have direct 

impacts on the thoughts, words, and actions that constitute the institutions.  
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FIGURES 

Figure 1: From Burch, 2010.   Note the “Organizational Fields” box where “Meaning” and 

“Actors” interact. 
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Figure	  2:	  From	  Ostrom,	  2005.	  	  The	  anatomy	  of	  an	  action	  situation.	  

	  
	  
	  
Figure	  3:	  From	  Ostrom,	  2005.	  	  The	  anatomy	  of	  an	  action	  situation.	  
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Figure	  4:	  The	  interaction	  of	  ESEA	  and	  institutional	  complexion.	  
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