ABSTRACT
Mary M. Yung. PORTRAITS OF RELENTLESS PROGRESSIVES: EQUITY WORK IN
COMPLEX EDUCATIONAL ORGANIZATIONS. (Under the direction of Dr. Matthew
Militello). Department of Educational Leadership, May, 2021.

This study used portraiture to examine relentless progressives: three administrators who
work for complex educational organizations. Portraiture is an ethnographic, qualitative study
method that blends artand science, in this case to provide a story of administrators’ equity
leadership and reflective practice. | was simultaneously a participant and observer investigating
my own equity along the way. Interviews, observations, and reflections were collected and
analyzed from three administrators of County Offices of Education (COEs) in California.
Findings indicated that individuals’ equity work was impacted by deeply embedded cultural and
institutional factors of the organizational structure. Administrators who maintain themselves as
equity leaders are characterized by compassionate leadership attributes. More specifically, these
equity leaders engaged in practices to break down silos that existed in their organizations. Asa
result of the study, I offer a new framework for understanding how equity leaders strategically
navigate their organizations to support systemic change for equity. Study participants are
relentless and progressive in their vision for change and seek to alter bureaucratic structures to
effectively lead for equity. Implications for practice include storytelling and listening to the
stories of the people within the organization in order to learn from each other, build
relationships, and understand each other’s work. Opportunities to collaborate with colleagues
across departmental divisions support collective efforts for equity. Finally, | propose
implications for policy to empower COE administrators in their efforts to broaden their impact as

relentless progressives within their organizations.






PORTRAITS OF RELENTLESS PROGRESSIVES: EQUITY WORK IN COMPLEX

EDUCATIONAL ORGANIZATIONS

A Dissertation
Presented to
The Faculty of the Department of Educational Leadership

East Carolina University

In Partial Fulfilment
Of the Requirements for the Degree

Doctor of Education in Educational Leadership

by
Mary M. Yung

May, 2021



©Copyright 2021
Mary M. Yung



PORTRAITS OF RELENTLESS PROGRESSIVES: EQUITY WORK IN COMPLEX

EDUCATIONAL ORGANIZATIONS

by

Mary M. Yung

APPROVED BY:

DIRECTOR OF DISSERTATION:

Matthew Militello, PhD

COMMITTEE MEMBER:

David Siegel, PhD

COMMITTEE MEMBER:

Lawrence Hodgkins, EdD

COMMITTEE MEMBER:

Lynda Tredway, MA

CHAIR OF THE DEPARTMENT OF EDUCATIONAL LEADERSHIP:

Marjorie Ringler, EdD

DEAN OF THE GRADUATE SCHOOL.:

Paul Gemperline, PhD



DEDICATION
This study is dedicated to my mother, grandmothers, and the generations of women
before me who never had a chance to further their education; and to my father, who came to the
United States to seek an education. They were the relentless progressives of their families, and

taught me to fight for what I believe in: the voices of my students.



ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

Lynda and Dr. Matt Militello—you taught me to be a better equity leader, to stand strong,
that “once | know I cannot unknow.” Thank you for pushing me on my journey as an equity
warrior. Cohort 11, thank you for lifelong friendship and collegiality, 1 would not have traded my
learning experience with you all for anything. Bay Area Group, mi familia elegidia, you have
been my inspiration continue the good trouble for every single student we work for. My writing
group: Luis, Christina, and Norah thank you for the accountability and feedback throughout the
writing process, | could not have finished this without your encouragement. This study would not
have been possible without the three extraordinary women who shared their stories with me.
Thank you for your vulnerability, and for walking this journey with me. I am deeply indebted to
all of you, and I learned so much about myself through your stories. Finally, my deepest
gratitude to my family and friends for their support throughout the entire process during some of
the most difficult times of my life, for challenging me to keep going, and to continue learning—

always.



TABLE OF CONTENTS

DEDICATION ..o e e e e e e

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS ... e e e e e e e

LIST OF FIGURES ... .ottt e e e e e e e e

CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION ...ttt e e e e e e e e
FOCUS OF STUAY ... .eeee i e e e e e e e e e
Ecologies of Knowing (Micro, Meso, Macro) .............ccceevvvennnnns
Purpose of the STUTY .......oooe i
Research QUESLIONS . ..ottt e e e e e,
Significance of the StUdY ..o,
Significance tO PractiCe ..........ovvriiiiie i e,
Significance tO PONICY ........cooveiieie i
Significance to Research ..o
Portraiture as a Qualitative ResearchMethod ................cocoiiiiiiinn.
OVErVIEW OF CONEEXE ... vttt et et e et e e e et e e e e
Confidentiality, Ethical Considerations, and Researcher Safeguards ............
A0 Y P

CHAPTER 2: REVIEW OF LITERATURE ... e

Xi

Xii

11

12

12

13

14

16

17

19

20

22



Leaders Of EQUILY .......ceie it e et e e e e e e e e e e

Traditions of Leadership ..........cooooviiiiiii e,

Equity Leadership ......

Transformative Leadership ...........ooooiiiiiiiiiiii e,

Social Justice Leadership ..........coveiiiiiiiiiii i

Culturally Responsive School Leadership ................oooiene.

Community Engagement and Leadership ..........c.ccoeviiiiiinninninnnn

Organizational Theory .......
Rational Systems .......
Natural Systems ........

Social Consensus

Social Conflict ..

(@] 0T ) 51 =11

Structural Frame

Human ResoUurces Frame .........ovveeoee e e e e

Political Frame ..

Symbolic Frame

Organizational Theory and Education ................cccooviiiiiiiinnnn.

11 01072 Y P

CHAPTER 3: METHODOLOGY ..

1010V B 1T o o

Selection of PartiCipants ..........c.ooeieoi it e e e e

Data Collection and Analysis

23

26

27

29

30

31

32

34

36

41

42

46

48

49

51

52

54

S7

58

61

63



Data ColleCtion .......e et e 63

Data ANAYSIS ....v i 65
Confidentiality and Ethical Considerations ............ccoviveiieiievieinennnnnn 67
Researcher Bias Safeguards .............cooov i 69
LIMITATIONS ..ttt et e e e e et e e e 70
OS]0 Y 70
CHAPTER 4: CONTEXT AND PORTRAITS OF EQUITY ..o 72
OVErVIEW OF CONEEXE ... .v.ie ittt e et e e e e e et et 73
COE-B i e 81

Initial Data CollECTION ..........oueii e 83
Portraits of EQUILY ......ovie i e 84
AN 85

SOF I e 90
BEYONCE ...t e 96
Forgotten Populations, Unduplicated Students, Black Boys ...................... 102
SUMIMIATY et e e e e e e e e e 104
CHAPTER 5: DATA ANALYSIS AND FINDINGS. ..o 105
FINGINGS ..t 108
Compassionate Leadership .........ccououiiiiiiie i 109
Experience With POVEITY ... 109

Values and Beliefs ..o 113

Relationship and Community ...........cccoooiiiiiiii i 117



AGVOCACY .. et et e e e e e e e e et e e

(@] gl o] ToTo T =T T o1 oo P

My Data CONVEIGENCE .....uv e e e ee e e e e

Breaking DOWN SilOS .......cuviriieie i e e

BUIMBAUCTACY ... e e e e e e e e e e e e e

Shared Knowledge .........cooveiiiiiiiii

Informal INtEracCtions .......ccovevieee e e e

L= L0110

My Data CONVEIGENCE ... .uv e e e e e e e e ee e

Summary .....

CHAPTER 6: CONCLUSION ...t e e e e e e e e e

Enacting Equity in Complex Educational Organizations ..........................

Re-Analyzing the FINAINGS .......coiniiii i e e

Compassionate Leadership is Transformative and Radical ...............

Compassionate Leadership is Transformative .......................

Tempered Radicals .............cooiiiiiiiii

Organizational Culture of COES ........cooiiiiiiii e,

The Symbolic Frame and Culture ............cccooviiiiiiiiiiininnns

The Power of the INStIULION ......ovvvveeee e

121

125

130

136

139

143

147

149

153

158

161

162

162

163

163

165

166

167

173

174

179

179

182



Further Research

Reflective Action: My Leadership JOUrNEY ...........ccooiviiiiiiiiieiie e,

Kindred Spirits ..

Organizational Theory .........ccoiiiii e

AAGBNCY ettt e e e

Reflection ........

Portraits of Relentless Progressives ...........ooovviiiiiiiiiiiiie e,

CONCIUSION ... e e e e e e e

APPENDIXA: INSTITUTIONAL REVIEW BOARD APPROVAL ..........cceeeee.

APPENDIX B: CODEBOOK

183

186

187

188

190

191

192

193

194

202

203



LIST OF TABLES

CLE Axioms and Study DeSign .......c.ooeireirsiii i e e e e e e aenes 8
Research Methodology and Participant ACtIVItIES ..........covviiiiiiiiiiiiienanns 64
Reflective Memo ColleCtion ..o e 66
Data Collected for Research QUESEIONS .........c.vveiiiiiiiiiee e e e e 68
Participant Data Collection Activities and Dates .............cooovviiiiiiiiinineennn, 106
Code Totals for Each Category Leading to Compassionate Leadership............. 110
Number of Instances Codes Appeared for Experience with Poverty................. 112
Number of Instances Codes Appeared for Values and Beliefs ....................... 115
Number of Instances Codes Appeared for Relationship and Community........... 119
. Number of Instances Codes Appeared for ADVOCACY..........ocuvvevueriiiinineannnns 122
. Number of Instances Codes Appeared for Ongoing Learning........................ 126
. Category Totals for Breaking DOWN SiloS .........ccoiuiiiiiiiiiiiie e, 137
. Number of Instances Codes Appeared for BUreaucracy.............ccceveeevneennnnn. 140
. Number of Instances Codes Appeared for Shared Knowledge........................ 144
. Number of Instances Codes Appeared for Informal Interactions...................... 148

. Number of Instances Codes Appeared for Teaming...........ceveeviiiniieinenennnnn 151



LIST OF FIGURES

COE region DOUNUArIES ... ...ieririe it et e e e e e e e e e e e e aenas 2
Relationship of CDE, COES, and LEAS ........cooeii it e e e 3
Ecologies of KNOWING ..o e e, 6
Tension of assets and structures at the micro, meso, and macro levels.............. 10
California’s education system organization ..............cccoeviiieiieiieaieiiiiiinennns 15
Organization of research SECHIONS .........oueieieiie i e e e 24
Leaders Of BOUILY .....ccveiri i e e e e e e e 25
The multiple levels of educational organizations in California ...................... 35
Organizational theOry ..........oeiirie it e e e e e e e 37
. Portraits of equity 1eaders ..ot 55

. Selected branches and divisions of the California Department of Education
(CDE), the relationship of County Offices of Education (COEs) and SpeC|aI

Education Local Plan Areas (SELPAS) .. . 75
. Sample organization of a County Office of Education (COE) in California......... 77
. COE-A OrgaNnIZatiOn ........ooenieie ettt e e et e e e e e et e e e ees 80
. Amelie’s initial equity self-portrait .............coooiiiiiiii 88
. Sofia and her family in Costa RiCA .........covieiiiiii e, 91
. Sofia at Tijuana Orphanage ........cooeereori it e e e e e e e ee e 93
. Beyoncé’s family representing “every single shade of the rainbow”................. 97
. Beyoncé’s two sons: the purpose for her equity leadership ........................... 101
. Values and beliefs for equity WOrk ............ccooiiiiiiiii i, 116
. Hlustration of avillage of care ..........ccovveviiiiiiii e 120

. Equity pause during student simulation ................cooiiiiiiii 124



22.

23.

24,

25.

26.

27.

28.

29.

30.

3L

32.

33.

Internal and communal ongoing learning categories ...........ceovvevvvineiniiennnen,
Sample of page from art journal for reflection ................coo
Journey line and categories of compassionate leadership ................cccoeevnnn.
Breaking down silos category totals ...............cooiiiiiiiiiii e,
Amelie’s organizational chart representation .............cccooviviiiiiiiiiiieiiie.
Representation across the COE for shared knowledge development..................

Sofia’s Mandala...........coooo oo
Role in organization of COE-A ... e e e e e
Compassionate leadership and breaking down silos ............c.ccovviiii i,
Symbolic Frame and Three Perspective Theory of Culture...........................

Intersection of the frames representing COE organizational culture .................

Relentless progressives’ pursuit of equity impacts COE organizational culture....

127

129

131

138

141

146

150

157

159

169

175

177



CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION

My humanity is bound up in yours, for we can only be human together.
~Desmond Tutu

Each of us comes to our work in education with a story. We were changed by a
relationship with a teacher, we overcame obstacles, or maybe education held the key for us that
we could use to open doors for others. Our stories are what drive the work that we do and reflect
the passion each one of us has for students. Our stories give us humanity and breathe life into the
work that we do. Education is a platform for some of us, as we advocate for those who are not
able to advocate for themselves. Advocacy spurs us to seek opportunities in which to impact the
children and communities we serve because we are, as Desmond Tutu says, bound by each
other’s humanity. Itis the opportunity to have a larger impact on humanity through education
that brings many of us to work in County Offices of Education (COE) in California.

California’s COEs provide technical assistance and resources for school districts and
teachers, along with resources for statewide initiatives. They are the intermediary between the
California Department of Education (CDE) and the Local Education Agency (LEA) or school
district. There are 58 COEs serving California, divided into 11 service regions (see Figure 1).
Each COE is responsible for the financial solvency of the school districts in their county, calling
LEA elections, and providing instruction for students living in juvenile detention facilities. They
may offer additional services for school districts that may be done more efficiently at the county
level. Additionally, with the advent of California’s Local Control Funding Formula (LCFF) and
the need for LEAS to develop their own Local Control Accountability Plan (LCAP), COEs are
responsible for the preliminary approval of that plan. Finally, each COE defines their own vision

and work, determined by the needs in their counties. Figure 2 illustrates these relationships.
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COEs espouse equity as their vision for students. Each individual included in this study
came to work at the COE drawn to the ideal that we would be able to make an impact in
education by supporting equitable processes. Their reasons were varied: perhaps they could
impact the field by providing training in state initiatives, or provide supports for students and
teachers in alternative programs, or technical assistance for districts that may not be serving the
needs of historically marginalized students (as identified by the California Dashboard). Each
individual included in this study served as an administrator in their respective COE. They may
have different titles, but eachis a support provider to schools and districts within their county
boundaries.

The purpose of the study was to explore three COE equity leaders’ roles in supporting
equity work and how the organization of the COE supported this work. This chapter provides an
overview of the study. I begin with the focus of the study, the purpose, and research questions. |
then discuss the significance of the study and implications for practice, policy, and research.
Next, | provide rationale for the qualitative study methods used in the study, particularly case
study and portraiture methods. | provide a brief outline of the research design and the contexts of
the study. Finally, 1 consider confidentiality and ethical considerations for the study itself.

Focus of Study

The focus of the study was to understand deeply the stories of COE administrators and
how they engaged in equity work within their contexts. This section reviews two ecological
theories: Bronfenbrenner’s ecological systems theory, and the ecology of knowing as described
in the Community Learning Exchange (CLE) pedagogies (Guajardo etal., 2016). These theories

informed the purpose of the study and the resulting research questions.



Ecologies of Knowing (Micro, Meso, Macro)

Urie Bronfenbrenner (1979) developed the ecological systems theory, a framework to
understand the individual’s development within the context of ecosystems surrounding the self,
including: micro, meso, and macro systems. Each level impacts the self, with the closest system
to the individual impacting development the most. In a similar manner, the CLE Ecologies of
Knowing (Guajardo et al., 2016) examines the relationships between the self, the organization(s)
one belongs to, and the larger community (see Figure 3). Guajardo etal.’s (2016) Ecologies of
Knowing framework provides the significance for relationships and knowing each other’s
stories. It is this theory of relationship development specific to the education system that explains
the reciprocal impact of the self, organization, and community. The relationships between each
level provide the basis for the potential learning that happens when we take the time to listen to
each other’s stories.

The self (micro) provides the “basis of the world of knowing”—it explains the ability to
filtter information and make decisions in the best interest of the self and the organization
(Guajardo etal., 2016, p. 28). The self is exemplified by the equity leaders who participated in
the study and me. As part of the COE, we have the opportunity to interact with our meso and
macro levels, and are able to influence both. The organization (meso) defines the people, social
collectives, and the mediation between the self and the larger society. COEs represent the meso
level and are the organization and context within which the equity leaders enact their equity
work. The community (macro) interacts with the self in reciprocal dialogue. The macro level is
represented in the study as CDE. Administrators of the COE interact with the macro level of the

CDE to inform statewide policy and interpret it for their constituents. The interaction between
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the self and each of the ecological levels impact how we as administrators in COEs are able to
engage in equity work. These were the tensions explored in the study.
Purpose ofthe Study

The understanding of these ecological theories provided the basis of the current study. As
individuals who came to COEs with a vision of the impact we would have in these administrative
roles, we are left to wonder how much the organization fosters or inhibits the ability to enact the
equity work that caused us to choose to work at the COE. The purpose of the study was to
explore the experiences of leaders of equity within COEs, by using portraiture as a methodology
to understand the people who work in these educational organizations and the influence of their
contexts. | examined the equity work of equity leaders in complex educational organizations
using the CLE axioms to guide the process. My positionality as an equity leader in a complex
educational organization gave me the opportunity to actas a participant observer in the study.
The CLE axioms are as follows:

e Learning and Leadership are a Dynamic Social Process;

e Conversations are Critical and Central Pedagogical Processes;

e The People Closest to the Issues are Best Situated to Discover Answers to Local

Concerns;
e Crossing Boundaries Enriches the Development and Educational Process;
e Hope and Change are Built on Assets and Dreams of Locals and their Communities
(Guajardo etal., 2016).

These CLE axioms provided the framework for the study. Table 1 describes the

relationship between the axioms and how they guided the study design. Interviews, observations,

and reflections collected from study participants included activities that prompted relationship



Table 1

CLE Axioms and Study Design

CLE Axioms

Study Design

Learning and Leadership are a Dynamic
Social Process

Conversations are Critical and Central
Pedagogical Processes

The People Closest to the Issues are Best
Situated to Discover Answers to Local
Concerns

Crossing Boundaries Enriches the

Development and Educational Process

Hope and Change are Built on Assets and
Dreams of Locals and their Communities

Equity leaders collaborated in a participant
action research study

Equity leaders shared stories of their work to
develop understanding

Equity leaders were selected from COEs to
understand the organizational structures

Equity leaders were invited to participate and
engage in active learning experiences with
colleagues different from themselves

Equity leaders were asked to look for the
assets of their work and the organization




building and storytelling. Participants collated and created artifacts that represented the work that
they did within their COEs. Data collection was a co-constructed process. The Ecologies of
Knowing support the understanding of the interactions between the administrators in the study
and the tensions of their COE organization and the CDE. The structures of these complex
educational organizations have animpact on the equity work that administrators are able to
enact. The question is how much that tension fosters the equity work that they want to do, and
how it might inhibit what they are able to do. Each of these ecological levels has inherent assets
that might be constrained by the structures of the systems and their interactions. Figure 4
illustrates the assets and system tensions at each of the levels with the equity leaders in the study
representing the micro level, the COE representing the meso level, and the CDE representing the
macro level.

As seen in Figure 4, there are assets at each ecological level. Administrators bring
expertise and experience that allows them to act as technical assistance providers who offer
coaching and training. They also bring certain values to their work. Assets of COEs include
supports and services for school districts, networks, and access to information and training. The
CDE supports accountability and compliance, provides policy for state-wide alignment, and
allocates funding across the state. These assets provide a foundation to support equity work
within each level. However, there are some tensions at each level that may inhibit equity work.
Some of the administrators who come to work at COEs may have come from district or site level
positions which are characterized by competition, rules, and communication issues. The nature
of their work may have been isolating, and they may have functioned in divisions. These

structures are inherent in most educational organizations atany level. They are certainly part of
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the tension that exists at the meso level of the COE and at the macro level of the CDE. Structures
of hierarchy, rules, and procedures are the norm. The distance from the field might also impact
both the meso level and the macro levels, changing the perspective of those who work within
these organizations. Past experiences of administrators sometimes led to obstructive ways of
communication at the COE amongst team members, preventing the ability to effectively engage
with each other.
Research Questions

Equity leaders in complex educational organizations are affected by the different systems
and structures that could support or inhibit equity work. It is important to understand how these
systems and structures interact in order to promote the ability of equity warriors to maintain the
ability to serve marginalized students. To this end, the study used the qualitative research
methodology of portraiture to answer the overarching research question: How do administrators
in complex educational organizations support equity work?

1. What organizational factors foster or inhibit the work of administrators in a county

office?

2. How do administrators in a county office develop as reflective practitioners?

3. How do administrators maintain themselves as equity advocates?

4. How does this study inform my own leadership as a county office manager for

equity?

Answering these research questions would support the ability of COEs to achieve the vision of
equity. Understanding how these systems interact could support the ability of COEs to better

foster equity work within the organization.
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The previous section reviewed the focus of the study, purpose, and research questions for
the study. The next section presents the significance of the study to practice, policy, and
research.

Significance of the Study

Educational leaders in COEs have the potential to influence decision-making at the meso
and macro levels. As Evans (2013) indicates, they can act as equity advocates or they can hinder
the equity work happening in schools and districts. The following section provides implications
to practice, policy, and research of the current study.

Significance to Practice

Equity has different meanings for different people. In an educational organization that
claims to value equity, the word is rarely defined but is used often. COEs often have vision
statements, department names, and position titles that include the word equity. But what does it
mean to actually enactequity in a large educational organization with many layers of
bureaucracy? It is not enough to just name equity, or hold events in the name of equity without
actually walking the talk, by operationalizing equity work (Evans, 2013).

There is a need to understand what it means to work as equity warriors within complex
educational organizations. The COE may espouse equity as the work of the organization, but
potentially lack an operational definition. Additionally, those who work within it, including its
administrators, may have varying ideas of what these definitions might be, and how their work
aligns with the organization's vision. Equity warriors may find themselves marginalized and
struggling to maintain themselves as such because of the ambiguity of expectations about equity.

This study identified what equity means to specific people within large educational

organizations through a deep study of their equity work and how they came to do the work with

12



the hope of great impact. The study portrayed people who are “equity warriors—people who,
regardless of their role in a school or district, passionately lead and embrace the mission of high
levels of achievement and opportunity for all students, regardless of race, social class, ethnicity,
culture, disability, or language proficiency” (Rigby & Tredway, 2015, p. 331). Seeking to deeply
understand the stories of equity warriors and how they enacted equity within their COEs
provided insight into how the organization could support these efforts. The hope is that these
insights would empower those who fight for equity in complex organizations. Leaders in
complex educational organizations want to learn how to enhance their equity work. This study
has the opportunity to provide practical ideas to support their efforts. The study also provided an
avenue for studying my own experiences alongside those of my colleagues in order to inform my
own practice and leadership in equity.
Significance to Policy

California’s COE system is in a prime position to affect the work of schools and their
districts. California is one of the few states that has such a system to support the educational
structure for the entire state. Equity leaders who work in COEs have access to teachers,
administrators, and classrooms through the myriad of services they offer. They are often invited
to participate in statewide workgroups to provide input on issues in education and advise
legislators on policy changes. The individuals who work in COEs can significantly impact what
happens at the macro level.

Policies have the potential to shape the work in complex educational organizations
(Coburn, 2004; Drori & Honig, 2013; Rigby et al., 2016; Sherer & Spillane, 2011). The intent of
educational policy is to support the students who have been historically marginalized. Often,

policies are put in place and are not reviewed to determine if they are actually providing the

13



outcomes they were intended to produce. The study of equity leaders within the COE
organizational structure has the potential of shedding light on the practices they enact for
equitable outcomes of students.

The deep study of equity work with participants would also inform the organizational
structure of the COE and create a pathway for those who work within these organizations to
improve practice for equity. There is an urgency to ensure that educational leaders understand
the complexity of equity work because of the significant impact it can have on outcomes for
students, “especially poor students, or students of color” (Evans, 2013, p. 463). Understanding
organizations and how they function provides the unique ability to shape the policies that
undergird equity work. Researching complex educational organizations from the inside provides
a unique vantage from which to define policies that could change an inequitable system.
Significance to Research

COEs are uniquely situated in California to support people who push for equitable
outcomes for students. There is not a significant amount of research about COEs or complex
educational organizations like it, or about the ability of their administrators to enact equity work
within their contexts. Most research on equity and leadership provides information about school
or district administrative leadership. California has a unique educational organization system
with ancillary organizations like COEs due to the support needed for a variety of contexts and
the sheer number of LEAS across the state (see Figure 5). COEs can be highly bureaucratic in
urban areas and less so in rural areas of the state. The COE within California is an ideal study of
a highly complex organization. The opportunity to study the organization from within guided by
the deep understanding of equity leaders who work within the system provides validity to a

lacking research base.

14
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The hope of the study is to apply these results in order to establish what Evans (2013)
calls “an equity principle as the unifying principle through which to channel all external and
school level policy mandates, and the subsequent programmatic changes, decision-making, and
outcome interpretations that follow” (p. 461). The study focused on multiple levels of the
organizational structures. The study of the interaction of the micro, meso, and macro level of
organization through the perspective of COE equity leaders allowed for the development of
understanding of a highly bureaucratic structure. Investigating the structure through the stories of
those closest to the context allowed for deep understanding and provided much needed research.

Equity leadership is the work of all educational leaders and those who work in
organizations that support student outcomes. The previous section reviewed the significance of
the study to practice, policy, and research. The next section presents the rationale of portraiture
as a methodology, and the proposed project design.

Portraiture as a Qualitative Research Method

There are a significant number of equity leaders in COEs that see themselves as “equity
warriors,” as described by Rigby and Tredway (2015). The proposed project design discussed in
this section demonstrates the rationale for portraiture as a qualitative research method. This
methodology and research design allows for deep study of the participants by listening to their
stories and using them to inform our understanding of equity work.

Qualitative studies are useful for in-depth inquiry and analysis. The current study began
with a research question situated in the context of COEs. Through the initial process of inquiry, |
was introduced to portraiture as a study method because of my desire to explore COEs and the
people within them. Portraiture allowed for a deep probe of COE equity leaders and provided a

thick ethnography of the organization and the people | wanted to study (Geertz, 1973). Deep
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understanding of the person and their story, specifically drawing forth the personal, provided a
deeper understanding than other qualitative study methods. Sara Lawrence-Lightfoot and Jessica
Hoffmann Davis (1997) call this study method the blending of art and science, that inherently
seeks the assets of the question posed and honors the voice of the people. Whereas some
methodologies look for deficits to address, portraiture does not. It is this study methodology that
sought to intertwine the personal experience into the study to enhance understanding.

Portraiture also requires deep exploration of culture, in this case the culture of an
organization. It allows the researcher ‘“to uncover and explicate the ways in which people in
particular work settings come to understand, account for, take action, and otherwise manage their
day-to-day situation’” (Van Maanen, 1979, p. 540). The research questions posed in the current
study required myself and the three participants of the study to delve into the “power of the place
and the wisdom of the people” (Guajardo et al., 2016). Using portraiture through the lens of the
CLE axioms, participants were asked to share their experiences and narratives in order to support
deep analyzation of their roles and the culture of their organization. This is the method of
portraiture that will be further explained in Chapter 3.

The qualitative methods of case study and portraiture used in this study allow for deep
penetration and exploration of the participants. Brief discussion of the research design was
provided. The next section briefly provides the contexts of each COE and the participants of the
study.

Overview of Context

Portraiture allowed for deep analyzation of the people involved in the study. The

following section provides an overview of the COEs and the persons from the organizations who

participated in the study.
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The study was conducted with three equity leaders and myself who work at two county
offices located in densely populated, urban areas of California. As mentioned at the beginning of
this chapter, COEs in California provide technical support and resources, manage fiscal
oversight, and are dissemination centers of state statutes and guidance.

COE-A serves 23 school districts and houses its own schools serving students in
alternative education programs, special education, and the juvenile court system. The smaller of
the two COEs for the study allows for a basic organizational structure of four divisions. Each of
the four divisions is managed by assistant superintendents who are part of the decision-making
structure of the COE. They report directly to the Superintendent of Schools for the county. COE-
A provides fiscal oversight to the schools and districts in the county. Italso houses the county’s
office for the Special Education Local Plan Area (SELPA), the consortium for special education.
SELPAs are consortiums that support the implementation of special education for geographic
regions and collaborate with COEs in order to support the needs of students with disabilities and
their families.

COE-B is located in the county next to COE-A. As one of the largest county offices in
the state, they are known for the work they have done to create collaborative resources for
inclusion. They are funded by numerous grants, including a broad equity grant intended to create
support for equitable practices statewide. COE-B has 7 divisions, including the “Equity and
Educational Progress Division.” Two of the participants for the study work in this department.
Both of these equity leaders have significant professional experiences that they use to support
districts in developing resources for specific student groups. They have worked as educators,

coaches, and LEA administrators prior to working in the COE system. Their work is somewhat
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prompted by the accountability measures put in place by California’s Department of Education
(CDE). More information about each of the participants is provided in Chapter 4.

These participants for the study are the closest to the issues that are posed for the study’s
research question. This section gave a brief overview of the context and people involved in the
study. Details are provided in Chapter 4 where the COE system is further described and portraits
of the participants are illustrated. The next section reviews considerations for confidentiality,
limitations of the study, and safeguards/ethical considerations for the study.

Confidentiality, Ethical Considerations, and Researcher Safeguards

Portraiture by nature is a personal, dynamic qualitative research methodology. In this
section, | briefly review confidentiality considerations, security for data collection and analysis,
researcher bias safeguards, and limitations of the study.

My role as the primary researcher with the participants in this study has been considered,
as well as my role within my own COE. My positionality as a COE administrator allowed me to
probe into my organization and it allowed me to find others who would be willing to join me as |
explored our ability to enact equity work within a complex educational organization. Permission
was requested and granted from each participant prior to the inception of the study using a signed
consent form for approval to conduct research. Institutional Review Board Collaborative
Institutional Training Initiative (IRB CITI) certification was completed in January 2019 to
comply with Human Research ethics and compliance. While these safeguards were established
prior to the inception of the study, participants were able to terminate their participation at any
time during the course of the study. Each group member is considered an administrator within
their respective COEs. The research questions were provided to each of the participants at the

beginning of the study to provide transparency. None of the information they provided was
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shared without participants’ permission. Confidentiality of the participants’ identity was
maintained throughout the study and member checks were used to ensure that each were
comfortable with the information included as part of the study.

This research study and the data collected were reviewed with each participant over the
course of the study. | wrote reflective memos to document my process and to capture data from
my experiences within my COE. Analytic memos were used to document the coding process in
order to counteract the possible researcher bias that might occur (Saldafa, 2016). Triangulation
of the data was conducted through member checks with the participants. While the study cannot
be completely objective, these controls allowed me to guard against the possibility of bias
(Lincoln & Guba, 1985). The significance of the participants’ stories provided an experience of
their truths. These truths lend credibility and confidence to the scope of the work provided in the
study.

This study was established within the scope of the work of four individuals in
administrative positions in the organizational structure of COEs. Because this study may be
generalized to the scope of work within COEs, caution should be taken when applying these
study results to schools, districts, and state level educational organizations (Lincoln & Guba,
1985). The section above considered confidentiality considerations, security for data collection
and analysis, researcher bias safeguards, and limitations of the study. The next section provides a
summary of the chapter.

Summary

The dissertation for this study and the following chapters focuses on COE equity leaders

and their experiences in these organizations. This chapter introduced the topic and focus of the

study, purpose statement and research questions, portraiture and proposed design of the study,

20



and discussed confidentiality and ethical considerations. The literature review in Chapter 2
provides a way to examine the concepts, ideas, and empirical literature that inform this study.
Chapter 3 provides the methodology and design of the study, while Chapter 4 introduces the
context of the study by providing detailed information about the context of the COEs and the
people who work within them. The stories of the participants are also shared through their
portraits of equity. Chapter 5 details the data collected and its analysis, which led to the findings
for the study. Finally, Chapter 6 describes the claims resulting from data analysis and the
frameworks for understanding them. I share a new framework that emerged that supports the
understanding of these claims, as well as its implications on policy, practice, and future research.

I share my own leadership story as a result of the current study to conclude.
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CHAPTER 2: LITERATURE REVIEW

Fight for the things you care about, but do it in a way that will lead others to join you.
~ Ruth Bader Ginsberg

Equity leaders are advocates. They are fighters. On the frontline of the fight for students
are teachers, who decided to enter a career to teach and support students not because of the pay,
but because they care. They feel responsible for the learning of all the students who enter their
classrooms and fight to ensure that students receive what they need to participate in society in the
future. At the same time, we know that education reflects the disparities in our society yet we
expect education to fix its problems (Labaree, 2008). Educational disparities indicate that
students of Latinx and African American descent have opportunity gaps, achievement gaps, and
are disproportionately referred for special education (DeMatthews & Mawhinney, 2014; Grogan,
2017; Shields, 2011). Educators fight to change these disparities because they care.

Well-meaning educators and administrators want to be the levers that instigate change
within the education system. However, can individual leaders make systemic changes? Will
these changes be great enough to impact the welfare of children who have been historically
marginalized? Educational leaders consistently face the work of ensuring student needs are met.
For example, school principals are uniquely situated to build capacity, provide coherence,
advocate for resources, and focus the school community on student learning while navigating
competing demands (Militello et al., 2009). However, within the complex systems of education
many children face achievement gaps, are disproportionately referred for special education, and
are more often taught by underprepared teachers (Ahram etal., 2011; Artiles & Trent, 1994,
Campbell et al., 2000; Olson, 1991; Reglins, 1992; Robertson etal., 1994; Skiba et al., 2008;
Useem, 1990). Additionally, research indicates that many school leaders are not adequately

prepared to serve the needs of their Latinx and African American students (Capper et al., 2006).



The following review of literature will explore the research about how managers in complex
educational organizations support equity work.

This chapter will review the research about leaders of equity and provide a broad
overview of organizational systems and frames (see Figure 6). The first half of the chapter
reviews traditions of leadership, defines equity for the purpose of the study, and describes equity
warriors: those who enact equity. Next, | define transformative leadership through the
description of social justice and culturally responsive school leadership. Then I discuss the
combination of community engagement and leadership which integrates equity and
transformative leadership. The second half of the chapter provides a broad overview of
organizational systems: rational, natural, and open systems. I discuss the relationship of complex
educational systems and focus on bureaucratic organizations. Then | review four organizational
frames: the structural, human resource, political, and symbolic frames. The political and
symbolic frames are further explored as the context for the current study.

Leaders of Equity

Leaders of equity are the focus of the current study. In this section of the chapter, |
review the traditions of leadership, equity leadership, and transformative leadership (see Figure
7). Then I define equity and equity warriors. Next, I discuss transformative approach and two
components of this type of leadership: social justice leadership and culturally responsive school
leadership. Finally, | discuss community engagement and leadership, the integration of equity
and transformative leadership. This integration defines leaders of equity for the purpose of this

study.
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Traditions of Leadership

Leadership is a cultural concept, and is described differently in fields other than
education. In education, administrators are often seenas leaders and organizations are
traditionally hierarchical. Rost (1991) describes traditional ideas of leadership developed during
the 21st century. Organizational behavior theories and their alternatives were evident in the
1970s. The idea that leadership requires certain traits, has the power of influence, and is
synonymous with management became popular in the 1980s with the emergence of business
leadership and the examples of world leaders of the era (Rost, 1991). Gutiérrez (2016) cites her
own research which seems to parallel Rost’s (1991) description of traditional leadership. She
describes cultures with “top-down control and few degrees of freedom” (Gutiérrez, 2016, p.
190). This type of leadership, according to Gutiérrez, undermines resilience and sustainability.
Educational leadership has historically reflected the top-down model. This practice is still
evident in the practice of state, county, and district educational administration in California.
Communication, regulations, and “roll-out” of state initiatives are filtered from the state, to
County Offices of Education (COEs), and then to school districts. This model has not changed
the systemic inequities of the education system. What then would a different model of leadership
look like?

Leadership, according to Benham (2002), requires understanding and incorporation of
native/indigenous ways of knowing. There is a distinctive contrast between Western and native
views of leadership. Western culture defines leadership as central to a single, dominant
individual who influences others with a value of efficiency. The native view of leadership
endows authority to a group of people and views leadership as a process. Leaders serve their

communities (Benham, 2002).
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While leadership is not a new concept, its interpretations are used in different contexts,
and both styles are evident in the field of education. While there are many examples of
hierarchical leadership in California’s education system, there are rare instances that have broken
away from this traditional model to become flatter in nature. One must ask how much these
“flattened” organizations really include their communities in the work of their schools, or
whether they sometimes invite them to provide input.

Equity Leadership

Leaders in education are charged with providing equity in a system that was designed to
serve the privileged. Rigby and Tredway (2015) define equity as “conditions for learning that
interrupt historically discriminatory practices, support democratic schooling, and achieve fair,
inclusive, and just outcomes” (p. 330). Students from Latinx and African American descent are
the students who face these equity gaps and the institutions that perpetuate them. Mills (1997)
states that “we live in a world which has been foundationally shaped for the past five hundred
years by the realities of European domination and the gradual consolidation of global white
supremacy” (p. 20). Students cannot overcome these institutional barriers alone. They require the
support of leaders who understand the gaps they face (Theoharis, 2010). Leaders who understand
these gaps believe that students can achieve. They systematically make decisions, and
collaborate with like-minded leaders to change conditions for historically marginalized students.

Equity and equality are not the same. The general definition of equity in education is
often defined as providing what each child needs to access his or her education. Social justice
often is the avenue for leaders to enact equity to shift historical inequities and marginalization
(Theoharis, 2010). While the term is widely used (Evans, 2013; Rigby & Tredway, 2015), equity

in this study borrows from Shields’ (2004) definition of equity: the act of “making available to
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all children programs that meet their cultural, social, and academic needs” (p. 124). Equity
assumes that all children will receive what they need to access an educational system that was
created to treat students unequally. However, not all leaders use this definition as a call to action.
What then is anactive definition of equity?

Equity is an abstract concept unless it is enacted by those who disrupt inequity. Leverett
(2002) describes those in the field of education who actively disrupt inequities as “equity
warriors” (p. 1). He defines equity warriors as those who hold high expectations of all students’
levels of achievement, regardless of their labels. Additionally, he provides examples of what
equity warriors do to disrupt inequities: act outside their formal roles; communicate effectively
and persistently; participate in teams; continuously improve knowledge, skills, and disposition;
take risks; and model all these values, beliefs, and behaviors (Leverett, 2002). Leverett’s
definition assumes that school leaders will enact equity in order for students to be held to high
standards and achieve at a high level of rigor. Communicating this intent and the larger equity
agenda requires continuous work of disrupting inequities. Evans’ (2013) description of an equity
agenda includes “decision-making, goal-setting, strategic planning, and purposeful action™ (p.
463). Enacting equity requires thoughtful, intentional action to disrupt the pervasiveness of a
system that was created inequitably.

Equity and those who enact it seek to disrupt a system in which certain populations of
students will inherently fail. While there is a moral imperative to change the system that
consistently fails certain students, a deeper understanding of what this leadership looks like is
necessary. Leaders who enact equity, who advocate for students as equity warriors, are

transformative leaders.
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Transformative Leadership

A leader who seeks equity for students who have been historically marginalized in
education is a transformative leader. According to Shields (2010), a transformative leader “takes
account of the ways in which the inequities of the outside world affect the outcomes of what
occurs internally in educational organizations” (p. 584). It is not enough to consider the societal
inequities that affect students in educational systems. It requires a leader to start with themselves,
to look atone’s internal biases, identity, and privilege. Once leaders have reflected on their own
selves, they must then “be willing to take stands that may require moral courage, to live with
tension, and, to some degree, engage in activism and advocacy” (Shields, 2011, p. 3). This is no
easy task, and it requires thoughtful understanding of one’s own internal work and continuous
learning. Additionally, disrupting inequities requires constant reflection, transformation, and
communication (Drago-Severson & Blum-DeStefano, 2017). A transformational leader must
also be able to take a step back to see the big picture, and act objectively to effect change.
According to Heifetz and Linsky (2002), leadership is an iterative process in which the goal is to
move back and forth between observing impact in real-time and returning to the action. This
process is crucial to the work of equity, inclusion, and social justice (Shields, 2011).

Transformative leadership is transactional. A transformative leader cannot freely turn
from learning about what is moral and right, without actively engaging in the work of trying to
make system changes. A transformative leader must observe and look for patterns in the system,
while also looking toward one’s own actions for change (Heifetz & Linsky, 2002). There is a
civic challenge of recognizing and addressing inequities “that combines a rights-based theory
that every individual is entitled to be treated with dignity, respect, and absolute regard, with a

social justice theory of ethics that takes these rights to a societal level” (Shields, 2010, p. 571).
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Education is sometimes seen as the vehicle in which society can fix policy for problems of
poverty, economics, and inequality (Kantor & Lowe, 2016). Without conscious effort and
significant advocacy for the needs of all students, change will not occur. Freire’s (1998)
contention “that education is not the ultimate lever for social transformation, but without it
transformation cannot occur,” speaks to the understanding that education cannot fix all of
society’s ills (p. 37). However, with transformative leadership in our schools, it is one step in the
right direction. Transformative leadership can be further described through social justice and
culturally responsive school leadership.
Social Justice Leadership

Previously in this chapter, social justice was described as the enacting of equity and the
disruption of inequity. According to Bogotch (2002), social justice and educational leadership
are not separate. Leaders in education must realize the inequities that students face. Theoharis
(2007) situates social justice leadership in school site leaders or principals. His definition is
based on addressing and eliminating marginalization in schools. School leaders who disrupt
inequities have several common traits. First, they believe that equity is possible and that they
have a moral obligation to eliminate marginalization in schools (Theoharis, 2007). Additionally,
school leaders who are also social justice leaders challenge “the ways in which schools are run
and teachers are perceived” (Theoharis, 2010, p. 366). They are active agents seeking to change
the system of education in their schools. Social justice leadership requires “the recognition of the
unequal circumstances of marginalized groups with actions directed toward eliminating
inequalities” (DeMatthews & Mawhinney, 2014, p. 846). This type of leadership is an active
movement toward inclusion of all students regardless of how they identify themselves or are

identified by historically distinguishing labels.
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Culturally Responsive School Leadership

In addition to social justice leadership, transformative leadership incorporates what
Khalifaet al. (2016) describe as Culturally Responsive School Leadership (CRSL). This type of
leadership requires educators to “understand, respond, incorporate, accommodate, and ultimately
celebrate the entirety of the children they serve” (Khalifa, etal., 2016, p. 1,278). CRSL is
described as a process. An educational leader must first seek to understand both themselves and
others and, with that understanding, canrespond to children from different backgrounds. The end
goal of the CRSL process is to celebrate our students. However, the busy life of an educator or
school leader does not often allow us to know our students well. We have “little real knowledge
about our students, their home lives, their families, and their communities, and this space of
ignorance is subsequently often occupied by prejudices and biases that are negative for the
students” (McKenzie & Scheurich, 2004, p. 612). The lack of CRSL in our schools perpetuates
the inequities that we often say we are seeking to disrupt.

School leaders make decisions that perpetuate systems of inequity and do not respond to
students’ real needs when they act without understanding their students, their cultures, their
backgrounds, and their stories. Leaders assume they make decisions in the best interest of
students but do not adequately respond to the educational, social, political, and cultural needs of
the students they seek to serve. Effective CRSL “requires leaders to learn about each community
they serve, situate aspects of their schools so they celebrate all cultures, and seek to identify and
institutionalize practices that affirm indigenous and authentic cultural practices of students”
(Khalifa etal., 2016, p. 1,278). When school leaders engage in the process of learning about

students, their communities, their families, and their cultures, they may begin to serve and

31



change the landscape that has perpetuated systems of inequities for historically marginalized
populations of students.

Khalifa (2018) further lists specific leadership behaviors that characterize CRSL.:

o

Being critically self-reflective

b. Developing and sustaining culturally responsive teachers and curricula

c. Promoting inclusive, anti-oppressive school contexts

d. Engaging students’ indigenous (or local neighborhood) community contexts
These leadership behaviors move the process from the leader to the teachers and classrooms,
then to the overall school climate, and outward to the community. Khalifa’s model describes
both the inclusion of the community and the collaborative effort a CRSL and the school team
should use to empower children and families. This type of leadership “signals that an equitable
power-sharing relationship between communities and schools is optimal” (Khalifa, 2018, p. 13).
CRSL differs from traditional leadership in the sense that it is a reciprocal relationship between
the school leader and the community.
Community Engagement and Leadership

A transformative leader engages in a process of self-reflection, activism, and continuous
learning from within to the larger community. As described above, leaders of equity require the
understanding and moral obligation to change what is happening to students in schools and the
larger community in which they live. Leaders require an understanding of “the values, norms,
and beliefs of the communities, families, and students” that their schools serve to engage the
larger community (Madhlangobe & Gordon, 2012, p. 179). Relationships, therefore, are central
to the development of this understanding and appreciation of differences. It is the basis of all

social justice work (Shields, 2004).
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School leaders often ask the community to come to meetings, provide input, or help
communicate the message of equity beyond the school (Evans, 2013). However, these actions do
not fully engage the community in the equity work transformative leaders need to do to disrupt
inequity. “Social justice leaders connect groups, but in doing so strive to make engagement work
meaningful, self-sustaining, and proactive” (DeMatthews & Mawhinney, 2014, p. 848). Khalifa
(2018) further explains that community voice needs to be generated by the community, with
partnerships and collaborations that are equitable and power-sharing. Modeling the relationship
between the school and community will further disrupt the institutional imbalance of power that
is represented by the school system. The work of engaging communities in the change needed to
provide students with the opportunities to thrive and succeed is process-driven and long term. It
also requires changing the mindsets of our own students and families from a deficit model to a
strengths based model that perceives students as “knowledgeable, caring, and being capable of
high achievement and of full participation in every decision and activity of the organization”
(Shields, 2011, p. 8). Authentic engagement of our communities in the work of changing our
school systems requires transformative leadership founded in equity.

This section reviewed the research that formulates the idea of leaders of equity. First, I
reviewed traditions of leadership, discussing the difference between Western and Indigenous
types of leadership. Then | defined equity and described those who enact equity: equity warriors.
Next, | discussed Shields’s definition of transformative leadership, further exploring it through
the lens of social justice and culturally responsive school leadership. Finally, | explored the
merging of equity and transformative leadership that requires the understanding and
incorporation of community. Leaders of equity understand equity and engage in the process of

internal reflection and learning to incorporate the needs and contexts of the school and larger
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community that they serve. The next section provides a broad overview of organizational theory
as it relates to complex educational organizations.
Organizational Theory

Educational organizations are complex, becoming more bureaucratic as we pan out from
the micro level of the Local Education Agency (LEA) or district; to the meso level of regional
organization, the County Office of Education (COE); to the macro level of state organization, the
California Department of Education (CDE). Additionally, all these organizations are dependent
on federal funding, and are subject to the bureaucracy of the United States Department of
Education (U.S. DOE). With multiple levels of organization (see Figure 8) for the education
system in an already large state, attempts to manage the many moving parts of California’s
education systems requires an understanding of organizational theory. Each organization adds to
its complexity with the number of individuals within it who control various processes to
complete atask (EImore, 1983). Registering for a training opportunity provides a clear example:
registration could be completed by the individual who wants to attend the training; however, in a
complex organization such as the COE, registration requires the approval of multiple managers
in the individual’s department. First the managers provide signatures for the request, which then
is forwarded to the business department, where multiple managers in that department must sign
off on the request before a check can be issued for the payment of the training, finally allowing
the individual to register. Therefore, expecting changes in a school or district is impacted by the
complexity of organizations that filter information from federal and state bureaucracies (Rowan,

1982).
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Scott and Davis (2007) define organizations as extensions of ourselves and the
mechanism by which we pursue our goals by discussing them in the context of rational, natural,
and open systems. Bolman and Deal (2017) offer four distinct frames to create a mental model of
organizations: structural, human resource, political, and symbolic. Whether organizations are
defined by systems or frames, it is the people within them that drive purpose and goals, just as in
California’s educational organizations. The complexity of educational organizations in California
is compounded by the different levels of decision-making chains by the participants of these
organizations. The vast size and diverse population of the state requires the management of an
extensive statewide educational organization, the CDE, that reports to the U.S. DOE, and
oversees both COEs and LEAs. COEs are situated between the CDE and the LEAS providing
support communication and technical assistance to LEAs. Further discussion on the role of the
COE and individuals composing the current study will be provided in Chapter 4. I construct the
understanding of California’s complex educational organizations by discussing the various
theories of organizational systems and frames in the following sections of this chapter (see
Figure 9). Then I discuss how one might generally analyze these ideas to understand the complex
educational organizations that impact California’s educational systems.

Rational Systems

Rational systems are highly structured and provide a guide for the behavior of people
within an organization. Rational systems are typically more formalized by creating rules and
goals. Performance toward the achievement of goals dictates the activities of the organization
while providing a means of standardization and regulation. Reward systems are typically in place
to support continued regulation of people’s behavior toward the organization’s rules and goals

(Scott & Davis, 2007). The guidelines and structure of rational systems provide a formality to the
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organization with set roles leading to the goal of “maximum efficiency” (Scott & Davis, 2007, p.
35). Producing with maximum efficiency is the goal of these organizations.

Four main schools of thought provide greater understanding of rational systems. Taylor’s
Scientific Management, Fayol’s Administrative Theory, Weber’s Theory of Bureaucracy, and
Simon’s Theory of Administrative Behavior support the construction of this understanding.
Frederick W. Taylor’s (1911) Scientific Management theory stemmed from the idea that it is
possible to methodically analyze individuals and their work to determine maximum efficiency.
This theory originated in the United States and most likely was influenced by the
industrialization of the age. Ideally, these processes would allow organizations to mass produce
as efficiently as possible, with as little use of resources as possible. People could also be selected
for specific roles within an organization that best suited their skills (Scott & Davis, 2007).

Henri Fayol (1949 trans.) was a French industrialist who placed emphasis on
management, hierarchy, and specialization. His administrative theory proposed that coordination
of management and hierarchy could provide the most control of the work, and the specialization
of those within the organization would provide the basis for its effectiveness (Scott & Davis,
2007). Most K - 12 public educational organizations within California operate under this
structure. The Superintendent of Schools is typically at the top of the hierarchy and the
organizational chart. Multiple divisions exist under her with associate superintendents managing
these groups, each specializing in specific work to meet the needs of constituents. Roles are
specified and reviewed under a formalized structure.

The Bureaucratic model of organizations was based on Max Weber’s understanding of a

larger socio-political context. Although his work was not translated until later, it is necessary to
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understand his work within a broader context because of his role as a sociologist and a political
economist. Weber (1968 trans.) defines bureaucracy with specific characteristics:

e Division of labor

e Hierarchy of positions

e Rules that stipulate performance expectations

e Proprietary vs. personal rights

o Qualifications of positions based on specific skills

e Employment perceived as career
Weber further distinguishes the understanding of bureaucracy based on the idea of authority.
Specific administrative characteristics of authority are “expected to provide more effective and
efficient administration” (Scott & Davis, 2007, p. 50). A leader exercises control over and
through a hierarchy of officials who receive and give orders. This process is inherent in
educational organizations, with superintendents typically relying on the expertise and work of
“cabinets,” usually made up of those at the top of the hierarchy who have administrative and
managerial roles. Bureaucracy provides a stable and predictable administrative structure that
provides subordinates greater independence and discretion for their work.

Bureaucracy and hierarchy can be further understood through Perrow’s (1986) criticism
of hierarchy. He describes hierarchy as a hindrance to the independence and creativity of an
organization's participants. Lengthy processes that must follow a hierarchy cause inefficiency
and ineffectiveness, which then flow into a series of complaints:

About people in one department making decisions which affect other units without

checking first with their respective superiors, and about the lack of clear lines of
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authority, the failure to exercise authority or to be decisive, and the lack of accountability

(p. 36).

Meyer and Rowan (1977), on the other hand, suggest that a greater degree of hierarchy would
lead to a greater degree of control. Perrow (1986) finds that greater hierarchy increases
decentralization (p. 40). This idea of creating hierarchy to create a semblance of more control
and greater organization is inherent in COEs. Structures of hierarchy such as adding titles,
restructuring for more levels within an organization betweena manager and the superintendent,
and reorganizing the report structure, create more confusion and less control. Participants
become more dissatisfied with their lack of voice and become disgruntled by the idea that
leadership does not understand their roles or their work.

Herbert Simon (1997) contributed to the understanding of how an individual decides to
participate in the work of the organization. His theory of administrative behavior focuses on the
individual’s decision to join and participate in that work, as well as the decisions one makes as a
participant in the organization. The organization itself could affectindividuals’ behavior with the
importance placed on rules and routines, and the connection of goals with subgoals. Simon’s
theory highlights the influence that organizations have on individuals’ decisions with the
espoused rules and routines. This creates the “unobtrusive control of participants” in the
organization (Scott & Davis, 2007, p. 55). Many participants in K - 12 educational organizations
face such decisions daily. The idea of regulating behavior, standardizing practice, and setting
goals offers the idea that teachers, educational leaders, and administrators could be controlled to
provide quality educational opportunities for all students.

Rational systems are based on rules, structure, and organization so as to provide

normative and formalized ways of working. Educational systems are responsible for the mass
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instruction of millions of children, Teachers and school administrators are influenced by to
maintain the “grammar of school” because they can be “labor-saving devices, ways to organize
complex duties (Tyack & Cuban, 1995, pp. 85-86).” Most of the rational systems theories
outlined above were developed in the environmental context of industrialization and follow the
ideas of those eras, focusing on maximum output with efficiency, and utilizing minimal
resources. The idea that educational systems could effectively meet the needs of all students with
arigid structure instead marginalizes the students who are not able to fit within the rules,
structures, and formality of school. Innovations introduced to change the rules and structures of
schooling were successful because they became ways to silo groups of students who might learn
differently instead of incorporating new practices (Tyack & Cuban, 1995).
Natural Systems

While rational systems emphasize the formality and rule-driven nature of organizations,
the natural systems theory of organizations focuses on relationships attempting to “adapt and
survive in their particular circumstances” and the “complex interconnections between the
normative and behavioral structures of organizations” (Scott & Davis, 2007, p. 60). Natural
systems describe participants as those who pursue multiple interests and thrive under the social
nature of systems. While structure exists, importance is placed on the social nature and behavior
of the organization. Participants typically value the move toward a common goal or objective,
but also suppress outlier interests that the group may not be invested in. Natural systems also
attempt to keep the organization running the way it is because it is a “source of power, or
resources, or prestige, or pleasure” (Scott & Davis, 2007, p. 61). Therefore, there is sometimes a
disparity between the espoused and enacted goals pursued by organizations, beyond the goals

that dictate participants’ behavior. Participants in a natural systems organization are not only
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governed by the rules, rewards, and structures of a rational system, but are part of the
organization, and they bring all of who they are into the organization. These other components of
individuals—their ideals, values, interests, agendas, and expectations—are the informal
structures that make up the organization.

Natural systems theory then is neither formal nor informal. Along the continuum of
structure in organizations, it is somewhere in the middle. There is some structure, there are
certain rules, but participants within the organization may be bound by common interests and
goals. Individual behavior impacts the organization, while the organization also impacts the
behavior of the participants. Natural systems theory focuses on an organic, evolving, changing
model of organization, based on human behavior but still tied to a slight structure. Educational
organizations may in theory be rational systems, but in fact are more closely aligned with natural
systems. Teachers, staff, and administrators often bring their hearts to their work—they are
motivated to participate in educational organizations not because of the rules, regulations, or
normative nature of schooling—but perhaps because of the value of education they hold.
Social Consensus

Natural systems theory contains the idea of social consensus. These subtypes of natural
systems address human relations, cooperative systems, the institutional approach, and the
Adaptation, Goal attainment, Integration, Latency (AGIL) model. Mayo (1945) addressed the
complexity that individuals bring to organizations and stressed the emotions that guide their
work. This motivation provides insight into how participants may be motivated to work within
an organization. Mayo’s research led to the discovery of the “Hawthorne effect,” the collective
change of participants’ behavior as a result of observation (Scott & Davis, 2007). Mayo’s

research also led to a greater understanding of group processes, cohesiveness, and production
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based on leadership. His theory maintained that leadership requires a certain relationship
between a supervisor and the team—one that is based on trust, friendship, and respect.
Additionally, varying leadership qualities are needed in different situations, requiring continuous
modification and improvement of supervisors’ skill sets. Chester Barnard’s (1938) theory of
cooperative systems combines the ideas that goals may be defined by the hierarchy, but
achievement of goals requires the buy-in of participants within the organization. He suggested
that organizations are dependent on psychological and social motivations, or a collective
purpose. Philip Selznick’s (1949) research postulated that people bring certain characteristics and
core values to the organization and work based on those values, while incorporating other
practices they have learned through the organization. Participants are moved to act in certain
ways based on their internal motivations. These patterns of work based on individual motivations
can develop systematically to the “personality” of the organization and lead to the
institutionalization of certain practices (Scott & Davis, 2007, p. 74). The organizational culture is
built on the leadership's ability to focus the mission of the organization on specific values.
Finally, Parson’s (1960) AGIL (Adaptation, Goal Attainment, Integration, Latency) model
describes organizations as multi-layered systems, related to the larger society. Every
organization has to have a way to serve its functional needs within its context, allowing it to
“adapt to its environment” and “mobilize resources needed for its continued operation” (Scott &
Davis, 2007, p. 78).

These four subtypes describe the social consensus school of thought more clearly in
complex bureaucratic organizational systems, such as California’s COE system. Many
individuals who engage in COEs enter the organization with their own ideals based on the work

they did as educators in the field. Their work is guided by their motivations and values, they
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have a collective purpose, they become enmeshed in the organizational culture of the COE, and
they adapt to the needs of their constituents and the state educational organization.
Social Conflict

Dalton’s (1959) theory of social conflict rose from his study of managers. He found that
there were multiple ways that social conflict could occur in organizations: between managers and
subordinates, between departments, between higher and lower ranking managers, and even
between people’s personalities. Additionally, Gouldner (1954) found that rational systems
organizations could not solely depend on participants’ agreement in all goals. Certain interests
might be served over others, which cause conflict, or were caused by social conflict. Oftentimes,
social conflicts arising from within an organization are hidden. “Organizational structures and
the rules and ideologies that support them work to suppress and conceal the conflicts of interests
among participants and constituencies” (Scott & Davis, 2007, p. 84). This is clearly seen in
COEs. The organizational structure of many COEs change regularly: when a new Superintendent
is hired, a department receives a grant, or changes are made in the interest of adopting new
organizational goals. These structures serve to hide the social conflicts that are present within the
organization to preserve the appearance of the COE itself.
Open Systems

Open systems stand in contrast to rational and natural systems. Open systems tend to be
interdependent upon flows and activities within an organization while linking shifting coalitions
of participants in wider environments. An organization could look very formal and rule driven on
paper, but a deeper dive into participants’ activities could show a very loosely coupled system,
one that de-emphasizes the formal structure that it displays. Open systems tend to value process

over structure, leading to potential lack of control. However, open systems can be complex and



connected based on the adaptive nature of the organization. This may render unclear boundaries,
depending on the adaptivity of the participants in the organization. An open system is available
to respond to the needs of the environment, indicating a “close connection between the condition
of the environment and the characteristics of the systems within it” (Scott & Davis, 2007, p. 97).
This theory points to the importance of understanding the organization in its context. The open
system provides an idea of why COEs change their organization frequently. It responds to the
demands of the state bureaucracy and is connected to the larger society. Atthe same time, it is
driven by a hierarchy that creates subsystems to serve the needs of the LEAs. The division of
work within COEs gives it a distinct hierarchy, which is also inherent in the California
Department of Education (CDE), the organization that provides oversight to COEs and to
LEAs—the organizations that COEs support. These systems, or hierarchies, which form a greater
hierarchy, are an example of systems that respond to the needs of the greater societal context.
One must first understand how these systems’ interdependence to further understand how they
might be view