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Notes from the Editors 
 

In this issue of the Southeast Journal on Educational Administration, authors address 

facets related to practical issues pertaining to leadership development in K-12 school settings and 

in higher education. Issues of practice are often under addressed in scholarly literature, and the 

articles chosen for this issue highlight challenges faced in leadership preparation and provide 

practical solutions. Thank you to all of the peer reviewers who took the time to evaluate and 

provide feedback for articles for this issue. 

 

John Jones and Misty Henry addressed the concept of using feedback from students for 

purposes of instructional leadership. Using results from the My Teacher Checklist administered 

to over 17,000 eighth-grade students in three states, they found that formative feedback is often 

unused, and students contend that depth of material leads to greater learning, rather than an 

expansive breadth simply to cover the material. Traditional approaches to instructional 

supervision are not adequate to provide teachers with the support needed to ensure all students 

are achieving at high levels. 

 

Through multiple qualitative approaches, Mindy Crain-Dorough, Robyn Madison-Harris, 

and Bobby Franklin discussed aspects for data collection in school and district settings. Although 

the Every Student Succeeds Act was passed four years ago, school administrators at all levels still 

grappled with several of the changes. The vast processes of data collection and analysis are 

addressed through three major themes: the changing needs of multiple stakeholders, complex 

data calculations and reporting, and project management. To assist educational leaders in K-12 

and state education settings, they provide research-based, practical solutions. 

 

Examining the historical factors surrounding the implementation of a Freedom of Choice 

initiative in an Alabama school system in response to the 1954, Brown v. Board of Education 

decision by the U.S. Supreme Court, Jason Bryant conducted a case study with nine participants 

to document their experiences and allow their voices to be heard. Most importantly, so the future 

generation of leaders learn from history and strive toward providing a truly equitable educational 

opportunity for all students. 
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Through their study, Christopher Parfitt, Dorothy Rea, Cecil Carter, Judy Wilkerson, 

Amanda Rose, and Thomas Valesky found that an active focus on teaching dispositions aligned 

to leadership standards resulted in significantly higher scores. As expected, undergraduate 

education students scored higher than non-education undergraduate students; however, master’s-

level students who received explicit instruction pertaining to leadership dispositions scored 

higher than doctoral-level students who focused on curriculum. Having the proper dispositions is 

vital for a leadership candidate to become an effective administrator, and faculty should actively 

teach dispositions aligned to leadership standards. 

 

Along with the growth in size for secondary schools, additional problems arise. Art 

Rouse reviewed the benefits and implementation problems for smaller learning communities 

(SLCs). Using examples of SLC implementation in North Carolina schools, he documents 

anticipated issues and provides methods to address the potential problems. Focusing on the 

benefits of SLCs, he provides three research-based recommendations for implementation. 

 

Through their research-based findings, the authors have provided ideas to foster 

discussion and hopefully further research into the topics. In a constant cycle to strive for 

continuous improvement, educational leaders at all levels can used the information contained to 

work toward providing an appropriate and equitable educational opportunity for all students. As 

intended by the editorial review board, the Southeast Journal of Educational Administration 

serves to provide a forum for professors, graduates students, and educational leadership students 

to exchange scholarly ideas and foster practical research. 

 
Sincerely, 
 
Dana M. Griggs Christopher M. Parfitt 
Editors, Southeast Journal of Educational Administration
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Students’ Assessment of Teacher 
Quality: Recommendations for 

Improvement 
 

John R. Jones 
University of Oklahoma 

Misty Henry 
University of Oklahoma 

 
Abstract 

 
During the academic years of 2010–2017, research was conducted in public schools from three 
southern states. An instrument, My Teacher Checklist was designed and administered to 17,559 
students in the eighth grade. The instrument consisted of 15 items relating to teaching behaviors 
that impact student learning and academic achievement. With this instrument, students could 
convey to their teachers what teacher behaviors they believe were needed to help them 
demonstrate better understanding of course content that could lead to greater levels of 
achievement. Several findings were revealed; however, it is safe to say students believe their 
teachers taught at a pace that was too fast and therefore hindered their mastery of course content. 
 

Keywords: instructional improvement, quality teaching, instructional leader, teacher 
improvement, student’s thoughts on teaching, teacher quality 
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Students’ Assessment of Teacher Quality 
 

Teachers and teacher educators continuously receive the brunt of criticism. 
Teachers are said to be mediocre, illiterate, and incompetent. Good teachers are 
leaving the profession to find work in other professions. Even our prospective 
teachers are said to be drawn from the lower portion of our college population. 
(Jones, 1992, p. 1) 

 
For over a quarter of a century, similar statements have been made, and school leaders 

must accept a substantial part of the blame for this happening, because many of those in school 
leadership positions have either forgotten how to help teachers improve the essence of teaching 
or never were a great teacher themselves. In this regard, Jones (1992) suggested that those who 
work with teachers must realize instruction must improve, and it is the responsibility of 
instructional leaders to make sure improvement becomes a reality, and it can be accomplished in 
numerous ways, and they will be discussed later in this article. 
 

Today, more than ever, the practice of instructional supervision had such an urgent need 
to help teachers excel in the classroom to become dynamic teachers. It is essential that educators, 
especially those who consider themselves to be instructional leaders, focus on helping teachers 
improve the essence of instruction. If the desire is to see children in our schools excel to greater 
depths of learning, then principals, as the instructional leaders must work with teachers to 
improve all aspects related to teaching. 
 

Teaching cannot be reduced to a prescription or formula that applies to every teacher. It is 
a primary function of the instructional leader to analyze teaching and possess the skills necessary 
to work with every teacher to help them improve instructionally, and this cannot be 
accomplished if the instructional leader is not in the classroom. Therefore, greater student 
academic achievement in schools depends on the leaders within the schools and the conditions 
they must create to ensure that professional growth and teaching expertise are maximized. (Jones 
& Henry, 2019) 
 

Beach and Reinhartz (1989) asserted that good teaching results when there is a match 
between strategies, content, and student-teacher interaction. At the same time, teachers must not 
only draw upon what is known about the teaching-learning process from research, but they must 
also orchestrate all the variables within the classroom to produce maximum learning for all 
students. Our research study focuses on what students perceive they need from their teachers to 
assist them in learning. Teacher improvement is something that is essential if students are to 
achieve at greater depths of learning. 
 

Methods 
 

As an instructional leader, it is imperative to be aware of instructional problems that 
teachers face. Research in this area is not limited; however, the research conducted for this study 
takes a different approach and focuses on what students believed they need from their teachers to 
help them perform at higher levels. Our research (See Table 1) spans a 10-year period in which 
we gathered data from over 17,000 students in eighth-grade classes from three southern states. A 
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survey listing 15 teaching behaviors was administered to these students. Students indicated on 
the survey if teachers exhibited the behaviors “all of the time, some of the time, and never”. The 
eighth-grade level was chosen because in many cases, nationally normed tests were administered 
to students at this grade level. It was believed these students could give an unbiased opinion 
regarding these behaviors. The results indicated teachers needed to improve in each of the 15 
teaching behaviors if students were to achieve at greater levels. However, seven teaching 
behaviors were deemed of greater importance to students surveyed, and they believed teachers 
must improve substantially in these areas. 
 

Teachers seldom ask students, “who are our stakeholders,” and “what they need from 
teachers to help them become successful at learning?” This research provided statistical 
information regarding what students believed they needed from their teachers to help them learn 
better. If instruction is the heart of learning, then how does one know when or if quality 
instruction is taking place? Test scores cannot be the sole indicator. We have looked at teaching 
from every possible way; from teachers who are professionally prepared by colleges of education 
to those who have been prepared through alternative routes. It is not so much the route of 
preparation as it is the quality of the preparation. Is it so difficult that we cannot find the correct 
answers that would enable our teachers to be better at instruction, so students could achieve at 
higher levels? 
 

One crucial perspective that is seldom considered, is what students themselves say about 
teacher quality. In a study conducted by Sabine (1971), he found students wanted their teachers 
to take time to listen to them. In another study conducted by Walls (1999), he found that teaching 
effectiveness is dependent upon the interaction between the instructor's subject-matter 
knowledge and teaching or pedagogical skills. One component of his study that aligns 
substantially with ours is students believed their teachers should demonstrate clarity in their 
teaching and explanations of course content. Students who perceived better clarity from their 
teachers meant they had a better opportunity for learning. One additional study conducted by 
Wilson and Corbett (2001) in which they spent three years interviewing more than 250 sixth-
grade students and 114 eighth-grade students at six different schools in Philadelphia, identified 
six distinct qualities students believed teachers should have that would enable them to achieve 
greater success in school. The qualities are, encouraging to complete assignments, maintaining 
order, being willing to offer help when needed, explain assignments and concepts, varying 
classroom activities, and respecting students. In addition, as indicated in this research, students 
wanted teachers to spend greater time with them on learning activities. 
 

Our experience and research on this subject indicated that school officials rarely listen to 
or even value what students say about teacher quality. An example would be visiting the doctor 
when one is sick, and him asking “where does it hurt,” explicit detail is provided, and then he 
responds, “you can’t be hurting there.” Even though research seems lacking in this area, as 
indicated in a few studies, some schools do value what their students say about teaching 
effectiveness. 
 

One school that allows its students to advise and even rate their teachers is George 
Mitchell School in London, England. According to Wilce (2006), George Mitchell’s pupils have 
been given “ownership” of their schooling. They observe and critique lessons, make suggestions 
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to teachers regarding how they could improve their teaching, and even interview perspective 
teachers. Classroom observations by students take place on a regular basis. Teachers receive 
students’ comments and adjust how they teach their lessons. Changes made by teachers because 
of student comments have provided an overall growth in student achievement results. Currently, 
George Mitchell is one of the top schools in the country. All of the success was accomplished 
without legislative mandates and the cost was negligible, but results have been notable. 
 

One might ask if students have the expertise to help teachers improve. To us, and the 
research we have conducted on this subject, the answer is yes. Students do know for themselves 
what helps them learn. They may not know the pedagogical terminology, but they do know what 
they need to help them achieve greater in the classroom. Listening to what students say about 
teaching and their learning may seem a radical approach from the way most schools are 
structured, but if educators value learning, then it seems right that educators should listen to 
those who are recipients of what is taught. 
 

Results 
 

Cronbach’s Item Analysis was used to determine reliability of the instrument. Reliability 
coefficients on the order of .95 were reported. A chi-square goodness-of-fit test was conducted to 
determine whether student participants’ three options on each of the above 15 questions were 
significantly different. As indicated in the test results, students’ options on all the 15 questions 
are significantly unequal. For example, students’ options on all survey questions about the 
understandability of teachers’ explanation are significantly unequal, - χ2 (2) = 3520.05, p < .001, 
with just over half of the students who thought their teachers gave understandable explanations 
all the time. The following survey was used in this research project: 
 
My Teacher Checklist Data: From Students to Teacher 
 

The My Teacher Checklist was provided to each student to complete anonymously. The 
instructions stated: 

I want to be the best teacher I can be. To do that, I need feedback from you. Below is a 
checklist that will help me see what I am doing that is helpful to you and what I need to 
improve. Be honest and please let me know what I can do to make learning more 
meaningful for you. 
Instructions: Place an “X” on the line under the category that, in your opinion, best 
describes each statement. Do not write you name on this paper. 

The 15 items and frequency of responses are shown in Table 1.  
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Table 1 
My Teacher Checklist Data: Response Frequencies from Participants 

Number Questions All of 
the time 

Some of 
the time Never 

1 You give explanations we understand 3,324 3,246 10,989 

2 You teach us at a speed that is not too fast and 
not too slow 2,468 2,766 12,325 

3 You stay with a subject until we understand it 1,406 3,225 12,928 
4 You teach things step-by-step 10,874 3,986 2,699 

5 You explain a subject and then give us time to 
ask questions 10,973 4,999 1,987 

6 In each lesson you teach, you prepare us for the 
next lesson 2,768 3,689 11,102 

7 You allow us to talk about what we have learned 4,786 2,082 10,691 
8 You ask if we know what to do and how to do it 10,321 4,231 3,007 
9 You show us how to do our class work  11,073 4,885 1,961 

10 You explain an assignment and how to complete 
it 11,692 4,761 1,106 

11 You spend enough time on difficult subjects  1,975 2,698 12,926 
12 You show and explain how to do our homework 9,874 5,647 2038 
13 You give us enough time for practice 2,133 2,879 12,567 
14 You answer our questions 12,095 3,789 1,675 

15 You help us understand what we have learned 
and why it is important 9,327 5,234 2,998 

 
Most Significant Findings 
 

Students believed their teachers needed to: “Give explanations we understand,” “teach us 
at a speed that is not too fast and not too slow,” “stay with a subject until we understand it,” “in 
each lesson you teach, you prepare us for the next lesson,” “allow us to talk about what we have 
learned,” “spend enough time on difficult subjects,” and “give us enough time for practice” were 
major themes to emerge during data analysis. 
 

These seven effective teaching behaviors are observable, and it is the instructional 
leader’s responsibility to ensure that teachers have assistance to improve in each area and any 
others in which teachers need help. Each of these behaviors and what can be done to help 
teachers will be discussed in greater detail. 
 

“Give explanations we understand.” 
 

Teachers must provide a roadmap for learning that students understand, and once 
something is learned, it can then be used to facilitate new learning. This roadmap includes 
communicating goals, objectives, and expectations for the lesson. If students do not understand 
concepts being taught, then learning becomes almost impossible. Danielson (2007) clearly stated 
for students to become engaged in learning, they must receive clear directions and explanations, 
and because teachers communicate with students mostly with language, that language must be 
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audible and legible. Therefore, it is imperative that teachers clearly communicate lessons that 
students can use to help them understand what the teacher is trying to teach. 
 

“Teach us a speed that is not too fast and not too slow.” 
 

Students need feedback regarding what they have learned and concerning their progress. 
Teachers should use both oral and written feedback, so students can monitor their own learning. 
The composite feedback will give students an opportunity to focus on what needs to be learned 
and possible steps they can take to help them learn. This feedback also provides students 
ownership of their own learning and will help them remain interested in learning. In many ways, 
this translates into pacing each lesson for all types of learners in classes. Danielson (2007) stated 
in classrooms characterized by student engagement, pacing is appropriate to the students and to 
the content, and suitable opportunities for closure are provided. Students are not rushed in their 
work, nor does time “drag” while some are completing their work. It seems that students need 
time to absorb content if they are expected to apply it to new learning. 
 

“You stay with a subject until we understand it.” 
 

One of the challenges that instructional leaders face is observing the lack of content in the 
lesson or the lack of how organization of teaching and materials are used. Most teachers perceive 
pressured to cover everything in the book or what the school district officials state needs to be 
covered, which can lead to teaching content with insufficient depth and student understanding. 
An attempt to cover too much material also leads to lack of breadth of information that promotes 
ineffective instruction. Many seem to be searching for an instructional model and one that has 
proven to be most effective, but seldom used today, was developed by Hunter and Russell (1981) 
and appears to demonstrate what students are saying regarding understanding of content. These 
researchers indicated teachers should check for student understanding of content, and this 
verification may require teachers to use various questioning techniques that allow students to 
explain in their own words what was learned and how they can apply it to new learning. This 
informal type of understanding content can be very effective and support student understanding. 
 

“In each lesson you teach, you prepare us for the next lesson.” 
 

It is essential educators reach all students; therefore, teachers must use variable teaching 
methods to reach all learners. Teachers must know what types of learners are in their classrooms 
and adjust for each learner. Teachers must also realize what is to be taught should lead to 
something else to be learned. Therefore, students are learning content that should lead to new 
content. The concept is not new and is supported by the work of Marzano (2013) in his Teacher 
Evaluation Model, which has been adopted by numerous states and this teacher assessment 
model stresses that teachers must provide clear instructions and directions to what is to be taught. 
It further suggests that students should be able to facilitate their own understanding of what was 
taught and use it to promote further learning. 
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“Allow us to talk about what we have learned.” 
 

Students are asking for and need time to discuss what they have been taught, so they can 
learn from each other and apply what was taught to how they learn. Wong and Wong (1998) 
suggested teachers must allocate time for student learning and give them time to discuss issues 
they may need clarified. They also suggested teachers should allow students to compile the 
information taught and process it to the way they learn. Oliva and Pawlas (1998) said the teacher 
should provide continuous and frequent opportunities for students to express their thoughts. 
Discussion time should provide students a chance to develop skills of listening, speaking, and 
participating as members of a group. It seems imperative that maximum student participation 
should be sought by all teachers. 
 

“Spend enough time on difficult subjects.” 
 

Teachers must be given time to spend on subjects that are difficult for students and not be 
pressured to cover content at the expense of students not learning it. Content covered does not 
always mean content learned. Students must be given time to process what has been taught 
because it is a major factor in what they learn and remember. Almost every study examining 
time and learning has found a significant relationship between time spent on content and student 
learning (Berliner, 1988). Teachers should seek resources that support teaching and learning, 
which does not necessarily mean financial resources. One appropriate, but often overlooked 
resource teachers can use is each other. Instructional leaders should guarantee teachers have time 
to observe each other’s classes collaboratively and have time to discuss what they observed and 
what possible modifications to the improvement of instruction can be made. 
 

“Give us enough time for practice.” 
 

As previously stated, the current system tends to “force” teachers to cover breadth and 
not depth. According to our study, students seem to be asking teachers to slow down to give 
them time to learn so they can apply what is being taught. It is the depth of content students need 
to learn that can help them add the breadth for learning desired of them. Rosenshine and Stevens 
(1986) in research they conducted, identified six teaching functions based on effective 
instruction. One function related to guided practice. Based on their results, they suggested that 
students needed teachers to give greater time for practice especially as it related to 
misunderstandings or possible misconceptions. 
 

Discussion 
 

Results of this study are significant and provide substantial information, but more so, as 
indicated in the results, state and federal mandates are “missing the mark” regarding what 
students are telling us is essential to their learning. It is important to note that out of these 15 
teaching behaviors, 10 of which relate specifically to time on task. It is a tragedy educators have 
allowed so many students to “slip through the cracks.” As indicated in this research, students 
should be afforded greater time to spend on content and they need to discuss it openly. As the 
teaching process is examined holistically, and as indicated in the results of this study, there is 
evidence that in most cases students cannot work with teachers to help them improve 
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instructional skills. This process must be relegated to those in schools and it should encompass 
the instructional leader and teachers working together to improve instructional practices that 
would enhance student learning. Therefore, if improving instruction is what is desired, then it 
seems apparent that instructional leaders spend greater time on the formative component related 
to the supervisory process and less on summative. In almost every situation, when it has been 
implemented properly, it gets great results, and teachers should help each other in this process. 
Formative assessment of instruction is something that occurs infrequently in schools today. 
According to Glickman, Gordan, and Ross-Gordan (2014), formative teacher evaluation is a 
supervisory function intended to assist teachers in professional growth and for the improvement 
of teaching. Through formative assessment, the focus is on the needs of the teacher and 
specifically, on teaching and learning. 
 

It is understood the summative evaluative process is usually required by policy; but in 
most cases, this process does not promote the desired growth that is necessary for improving 
teaching. It is evaluation not supervision. It is essential the supervisory process promote self-
reflection and for teachers to learn more about why they do what they do, and can make 
adjustments as necessary for greater student engagement and achievement. 
 

As indicated in research on this topic, the intent of instructional supervision is to promote 
teacher growth and expertise. According to Nolan and Hoover (2011) teacher supervision should 
be an organizational function concerned with teacher growth, leading to improvement in 
teaching performance and greater student learning. 
 

With that said, one question must be asked. What is it teachers need from those who 
assess their instruction? For years, as shown in studies of the practice of supervision and 
evaluation, most K-12 schools shortchange the supervision/helping component and focus almost 
exclusively instead on state-mandated evaluation/summative procedures that seem not to support 
instructional improvement. This purely summative focus must change if the desired effect of 
improved instruction is truly wanted from teachers and desired from the students. Our research 
strongly supports this change and further shows the desired results are not being achieved. One 
of the many challenges faced by school leaders today is they are required to follow the law or 
policy regarding teacher evaluation/assessment, which completely detracts from what should be 
done to help teachers improve teaching that supports greater depths of student learning. This 
focus has created significant challenges in helping teachers, but the truly great instructional 
leaders spend considerable time working with teachers to improve the essence of instruction no 
matter what the challenges may be. 
 

Most school district administrators use the same approach in supervisory methods as they 
supervise and assess teachers. It does not matter if they are first-year teachers, mid-career, or 
well-seasoned teachers. This singular approach is not an effective method to work with teachers 
to improve the overall quality of instruction. “One size does not fit all.” This concept goes 
completely against what great instructional leaders should do as they work with teachers. Most 
administrators claim to place great value on teaching, but if teaching is truly valued, then 
assessment must be conducted properly. Working with teachers to improve instruction should be 
a supportive and helping process, and at times the process must be differentiated depending on 
teacher needs. 
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In addition, most school district administrators today are looking for models to use as 

tools to gauge and improve instruction and one must ask, are the models working, and are they 
generating better instruction that fosters greater depths of student achievement? Using something 
that does not work should force administrators to ask if the millions of dollars school districts 
spend on these models are generating the desired effect? We suggest these models are not 
working to improve teaching and learning. In addition, a study by Weisberg, Sexton, and 
Mulbern (2009) examining The New Teacher Project found that effective teachers are the key to 
student success, yet school systems treat all teachers as interchangeable parts, not professionals. 
Excellence goes unrecognized and poor performance goes unaddressed. This indifference to 
performance disrespects teachers and “gambles with students’ lives.” 
 

Are we saying administrators are not smart enough to know what great teaching looks 
like and are not able to work with teachers personally to help them improve instruction? Does it 
always take a program or model forced upon teachers? When will administrators start doing 
things for teachers instead of things to them? If the current models used by school districts are 
supposed to improve instruction, then why are teachers allowed to continue teaching if their 
teacher evaluations are consistently not effective? Again, is this what is truly desired out of the 
evaluation model’s schools choose to use as the source to assess quality instruction. If it is, then 
the system is seriously broken. 
 

According to NEA’s White Paper Report (2010), the current systems for assessing, 
evaluating, and supporting teachers too often fail to improve teacher practice and enhance 
student growth and learning. Based on reports from the field and our personal discussions with 
teachers and principals, we confirm this unfortunate finding. Therefore, one of two situations are 
occurring; principals are afraid to address the situation with a marginal underperforming teacher, 
or the model is not being used properly. Our study helps support this claim, because in many 
situations, one of the situations is exactly what is happening. 
 

Before one can assess teaching, one must learn it requires the supervisor to collect 
information about what happens in the classroom and the interactions teachers have with 
students should be the focus of our attention. For supervision to occur properly, assessing 
instruction should encompass at least two components that are tied to each other. Component one 
is the process of observing teachers for instructional improvement purposes, while the other 
concerns itself with employment issues. 
 

The current system used in most schools across the country today for assessing, 
instruction, and supporting teachers, too often fails to improve teacher practice that will enhance 
student learning. The current system also fails to provide teachers with actionable feedback 
regarding instructional improvement. Through the results of this research, we support this 
assumption. In most cases principals are required to attend training sessions that are to provide 
them with information about how the system or model works, but these sessions seem to fail 
greatly in the training needed to support teacher growth that would enhance greater depths of 
student learning. Again, as we examine this research on student learning, students are telling us 
what they need, and administrators should be able to observe what the teaching deficiencies are 
and provide the necessary support that would help teachers meet those needs. 
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The use of evaluation checklists is often confusing and meaningless when the checklists 

are not designed to depict good practice. This approach to assessing teaching performance is 
limited in aiding teachers who need help and support. A lack of support further places them in a 
state of isolation and helplessness. The current approach ignores all the intricacies related to 
teaching and overlooks the real purpose of helping teachers get better at the practices associated 
with great teaching. Regarding teacher effectiveness, Marzano (2017) indicated that some have 
interpreted his listings of instructional strategies as absolutes and he disagrees with this 
interpretation. He further stated no single instructional strategy can guarantee student learning. It 
seems he is saying many have misinterpreted what his ultimate intensions were. Based on 
teacher effectiveness, it is easy to agree with his comment. If prescribed teaching and assessment 
are continued in this summative approach, the same results will be produced, and administrators 
will continue looking for programs and models that do not fully work and students will not 
receive appropriate learning opportunities. Some might say one should “go back to the basics” 
and that may be correct if it allows students to process what has been taught so they can apply it 
to new learning. 
 

Conclusion and Recommendations for Teachers and Principals 
 

If students are worth our best efforts, then maybe it is time educators review what is 
already known about improving instruction and return to the basics of it. In efforts to improve 
instruction, there have been all types of schemes and devices used to address instructional 
improvement. Acheson and Gall (2003), state one of the most persistent problems in supervision 
is the dilemma between (a) evaluating a teacher to make decisions about retention, promotion, 
and tenure; and (b) working with the teacher as a friendly critic or colleague to help develop 
skills the teacher wants to use and to expand the repertoire of strategies that can be employed. 
 

Acheson and Gall’s (2003) reference to working with teachers as a friendly critic is 
enlightening, and one must closely examine this concept. It suggests teachers need greater 
formative assistance, and it supports teacher growth. According to Nan (2003), formative is 
defined as assessment that encourages a process of reflective practice and engaging in formative 
assessment supports rapid feedback. 
 

Formative assessment gives those involved a chance to open dialogue about what and 
how aspects were taught. According to Zepeda (2017), formative assessment is continuous and 
offers feedback, gives the leader and teacher time to gather information to discuss progress 
toward goals, and to get a clear picture of the types of professional learning opportunities that 
would be helpful based on performance, and finally, the principal and teacher can identify and 
better understand strengths, and weaknesses and ways to determine how to grow. Simply 
defined; what all students deserve. 
 

In addition, Glickman, Gordan, and Ross-Gordan (2014) suggested that formative 
assessment is a function intended to assist and support teachers in professional growth and the 
improvement of teaching. Instructional leaders should desire this outcome and work with 
teachers to improve their instructional skills and help them in ways that create positive 
conversations about what needs to be done to assist the teaching process. But the question must 
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be asked, is this process truly wanted, and if so, why is collegiality not supported and teachers 
encouraged to work cooperatively with each other to address these issues known to enhance 
instructional practices? 
 

In over four decades of working with teachers and administrators, we do not see 
summative assessment as an effective means of helping teachers improve the essence of 
instruction. We do see it as a viable means from a legal standpoint, of working with a marginal 
teacher. But we must ask, was there any formative assistance provided for those teachers before 
they became marginal? If a school uses summative assessment exclusively, then the answer is 
probably no. 
 

To be an effective instructional leader, one who spends time working with teachers for 
improvement purposes, one must decide and dedicate him-or herself to working with teachers to 
improve all facets related to instruction. One should know when great teaching is occurring and 
if one does not, then he or she needs to learn how to identify it. But, if an administrator is only in 
classrooms once or twice per year, he or she will not know. 
 

It is sad to say, but we have had teachers share this scenario with us. The principal sends 
the teacher an email that he or she needs me to visit the office to sign the teacher evaluation 
form, because it is due to the district office tomorrow. The teacher is shocked, because the 
principal has never been in his or her classroom. Unfortunately, the scenario occurs frequently. 
Surely, educators can do better, and those responsible for our principal preparation programs 
should take note of this failure and make it a priority in their preparation programs to bring 
greater focus on the formative aspects associated with improving instruction. 
 

There are other supervisory techniques that work well with teachers and these have been 
researched and used by many with great success. However, most school administrators do not 
use these techniques and favor those that again, are mandated by state policy makers. These 
summative requirements simply do not produce the same results with all teachers and educators 
need to revisit what is known to work and use it. Those who use formative processes place 
themselves and their teachers in a position of attaining phenomenal results and those results can 
translate into students excelling to higher levels of learning and the ability to apply new 
knowledge to even greater depths of learning. 
 

Educators must seriously consider what students are telling us they need from their 
teachers to enhance learning; administrators must make significant changes in ways we view 
teaching and ways to assist teachers in improving their instructional skills. As shown in the 
research there are at least two formative types of supervisory practices that achieve positive 
results. One is clinical supervision and the other is differentiated supervision. According to 
Glatthorn (1984), clinical supervision is an intensive process designed to improve instruction by 
conferring with a teacher on lesson planning, observing the lesson, analyzing the observational 
data, and providing the teacher feedback about the observation. Not all teachers need the same 
type of help, so it is imperative that one use multiple methods that support teaching and learning. 
Therefore, the differentiation of methods allows for this variance. Conferring with the teacher 
and providing feedback is the secret to this success. This differentiation would allow 
instructional leaders to assist teachers who might need additional time for improvement. 
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Clinical supervision focuses on a pre-observation conference, classroom observation, and 

post conference. It has been used considerably in many instances and found to be extremely 
helpful when working with a beginning teacher, marginal teacher or other teachers who desired 
to focus on certain aspects of their instruction for improvement purposes. 
 

Clinical supervision is also great for teachers to use as they collaboratively peer observe 
each other. When used by the instructional leader or by teachers, clinical supervision as used, is a 
great source for professional development of teachers. Acheson and Gall (2003) identified four 
primary goals of clinical supervision: (a) to provide objective feedback to teachers, (b) solve 
instructional problems, (c) help teachers develop teaching skills, and (d) assess teachers’ 
performance. This process is what must occur to improve teaching and learning. 
 

It may indeed be a struggle with the current system in place for principals to use a variety 
of supervisory methods. However, those who do achieve remarkable results. Several individuals 
have written a definition of supervision, but the one we believe is most suited to the idea of 
helping teachers get better at teaching is the definition by Glatthorn (1997) “supervision is a 
process of facilitating the professional growth of a teacher, primarily by giving the teacher 
feedback about classroom interactions and helping the teacher make use of that feedback to make 
teaching more effective” (p. 2). It must be understood supervisory practices may vary by teacher; 
therefore, differentiation is essential in this process. 
 

Why is this definition on target? Most importantly, teachers need help, and some need 
more help than others. The current practices used by most principals are inadequate and are not 
effective for several reasons, but primarily because teachers usually do not receive any feedback 
until the end of the school year. This lack of feedback does not allow them sufficient time to 
make any necessary changes and certainly does not allow for additional time to practice any new 
pedagogical skills. 
 

It is easy to understand the time restraints placed on the principal, and the principal may 
not be able to visit many classrooms on any given day, so one of the greatest methods to increase 
teacher effectiveness is to involve teachers in the process of collaboratively observing each other. 
In a study of 240 teachers in Florida and Georgia, Coleman (1986) found that peer teachers 
provided more supervisory assistance than did administrators or designated supervisors and 
beginning teachers valued and preferred help from peers over administrators. In addition, 
Alfonso and Goldsberry (1982) found that teachers reported peer colleagues to be their first 
source of professional help, even when supervisory assistance was available. Glickman, Gordon, 
and Ross-Gordon (1998) observed that teachers naturally turn to each other for help more than 
their supervisor. They concluded that supervision is concerned primarily with improving 
instruction rather than with summative evaluation, which usually does not improve instruction, 
teachers helping teachers should be a formalized way to assure direct assistance to teachers. 
Therefore, it seems imperative that teachers should be trained to provide collaborative peer-
observation techniques and skills. 
 

This differentiation in approach could be accomplished in many ways, by assigning 
teachers in departmental or grade-level teams or by such methods as using pineapple charts. 
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Over the years, researchers have learned teachers learn best from each other and they should not 
worry about administrative oversight. But, most importantly, when teachers work in 
collaboration, as shown in the research, teaching improves. Collaboration also gives them an 
opportunity to participate in their own learning and define ways they can work together to 
improve instructional practices. If done properly it can be a “win, win” situation for both 
teachers and students. 
 

In summary, if educators desire to improve the essence of teaching then it is a 
professional responsibility to enact research-based supports and practices proven to be effective. 
Through the results from this study, we suggest students need additional support, and educators 
must fill that need. We believe Instruction is the Heart of Learning; therefore, an obligation to 
do all that can be done to improve it, because children are entitled to the best efforts from all 
educators. Anything less than the best, is an absolute failure for them.  
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Reporting School and District Data: Issues and Potential Solutions 
 

With the passing of the Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA) in 2015 and recent 
legislation, states now have fewer accountability regulations and greater flexibility in managing 
the educational outcomes of schools. Weiss and McGuinn (2017) described the implications of 
this increased flexibility. Accountability policy can be developed and implemented with 
consideration for the context of each state. Contextual differences among states include the 
structure of state educational agencies (SEAs) (e.g., use of regional centers), the number of and 
size of counties, the amount of policy developed at the state level versus the local district level, 
the needs of students in the state, and other educational policies. State officials have the freedom 
to approach accountability in a more substantive way as opposed to having a superficial focus; 
however, each state must determine the best approach to monitor compliance while providing 
support and guidance to districts and schools. As a result, state officials have the increased 
responsibility to be good stewards of resources and to ensure every student succeeds (Weiss & 
McGuinn, 2017). State officials have begun reporting accountability results based upon their 
newly revised systems and are facing issues with reconciling differing perspectives regarding the 
validity and consequences of accountability results (Burnette, 2018). The purpose of this article 
is to describe issues encountered when reporting educational data and to provide potential 
solutions. 
 

Deming and Figlio (2016) described two kinds of accountability: report-card 
accountability and consequential accountability. Report-card accountability is the reporting of 
data indicators to provide information to stakeholders to use as they choose. Consequential 
accountability occurs when data are evaluated using a benchmark and consequences in the form 
of sanctions and rewards are tied to the reported results (Hanushek & Raymond, 2005). The No 
Child Left Behind (NCLB) Act of 2002 mandated that all states have accountability systems that 
had addressed both report card and consequential accountability. Ironically, this legislation 
mandating accountability systems resulted in moving away from the true intent of school and 
district accountability because of issues with the rigidity of NCLB (Deming & Figlio, 2016). 
Despite the negative impacts of NCLB, this legislative requirement forced the recognition of the 
usefulness of data reporting. 
 

Data are pervasive in society and in all disciplines, including in the field of education. 
Education data are often reported as indicators, or “a measure of the status of, or change in, an 
educational system with regard to its goals” (U. S. Department of Education, 2005, p. 1). 
Performance indicators are those that are based on outcomes (e.g., assessment results, graduation 
rates). Context indicators include those that are based on inputs (e.g., expenditures, teacher 
education level) and processes (e.g., instructional and leadership practices). Data reports are the 
tangible communication of data to the stakeholders who will use the data to take actions and 
make decisions (Brown, O'Leary, & Hattie, 2019). The data reporting process includes the 
collection, analysis, reporting, and use of data. All involved in the data reporting process have 
the obligation to prepare data and results responsibly so that the results can be used responsibly 
by all consumers (e.g., policymakers, state educational agencies, district and school leaders, 
teachers, parents, students, and the media) (Weiss & McGuinn, 2017). 
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There are major consequences that stem from data reporting, especially with regard to 
accountability results. Important policy decisions are made with high stakes at many levels, 
including the distribution of tens of millions of federal and state dollars (Burnette, 2018). Parents 
make decisions about where to send their children to school and even where to live (Black & 
Machin, 2011). Parents are also driven by these reports to take action at their children’s schools. 
Teachers, principals, and district staff use the results to make decisions about school 
improvement efforts and funding priorities. Teachers’ and leaders’ professional livelihoods are at 
stake (Deming & Figlio, 2016). There are even political consequences, such as impacts on 
election outcomes (Burnette, 2018). However, the most serious consequences are for the children 
because their futures are at stake. Report development and distribution are expensive, and when 
also considering the expense that goes into data collection, test development, administration, and 
scoring, the expense would be an extreme waste if data are not accurately reported, interpreted, 
and used (Slater, Livingston, & Silver, 2019). With all of these major consequences, it is 
imperative that those involved in the data reporting process take their roles as stewards of 
valuable resources seriously. Errors in the data reporting process can have serious negative 
consequences (Burnette, 2018; Deming & Figlio, 2016). 
 

Significance of the Study 
 

As stated previously, the purpose of this article is to describe data reporting issues and to 
provide potential solutions. The intended audience for this article includes producers of data 
reports (e.g., SEAs and data reporting contractors), districts and schools (i.e., local education 
agencies [LEAs]), and consumers of data reports. Reporting education data is an extremely 
complicated and cumbersome process for SEAs and LEAs. One criticism of accountability 
reporting is that SEAs or LEAs may lack the capacity to produce user-friendly accountability 
reports that meet the needs of stakeholders. Third-party contractors offer a solution, but quality 
assurance, data security, and real customization may be compromised (Deming & Figlio, 2016; 
Rankin, 2016a). Through this article, we provide guidance on how SEAs, LEAs, and other report 
producers can navigate this process to find the appropriate balance for the organization with 
regard to in-house production versus outsourcing. An existing data reporting process can be 
examined for similar issues, and then the provided solutions and relevant literature can be 
considered when addressing the issues. 
 

The LEAs (i.e., districts and schools) would benefit from the information in this article in 
several ways. Many SEAs are the data report producers for schools and districts, but LEAs have 
begun collecting and reporting education data to a greater extent on their own (Burnette, 2018). 
Many LEAs administer their own assessments at points between the state standardized 
assessment administrations to gauge incremental growth and for diagnostic purposes. The best 
way to impact student learning is to have diagnostic data readily available, and that means 
schools and districts need to know how to manage data collection and reporting (Brown et al., 
2019). When LEAs outsource data reporting, they need to be able to communicate their needs to 
third-party contractors/vendors and to oversee that their needs are being met. Even just as 
consumers of data reports, LEAs need to be knowledgeable about how to communicate results to 
parents and other stakeholders. 
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Although the primary purpose of this article is to provide report producers with 
information regarding issues and solutions, a secondary purpose of this article is to provide 
information to report users to make them better consumers of the provided information. It is 
difficult for those who do not have an intimate experience with data reporting to fully appreciate 
all that is involved. Persons as such include policy makers and other report consumers (e.g., 
schools, districts, and the general public) (O'Leary, 2018). The information in this article would 
provide valuable insight into the data reporting process, but more importantly, consumers would 
be enlightened about ways to better voice their data reporting needs. 
 

We worked with data reporting at an SEA concurrently for a decade that spanned the 
inception of the state accountability model through the implementation of No Child Left Behind 
requirements. Many challenges were encountered, and solutions were developed by the entire 
data reporting team at the state agency. Through our collective experiences and reflections, in 
combination with the literature, issues encountered and potential solutions are described. These 
issues and solutions are practical in nature and may apply to many organizational contexts and 
data reporting requirements. Previous researchers have described issues and solutions from the 
perspective of educational testing companies (e.g., Slater et al., 2019) and from the perspective 
of a third-party developer of data systems (e.g., Rankin, 2016a). Through this article, we provide 
perspectives from those who previously worked at a state educational agency. 
 

Background Information 
 

To provide some background information on the issues and solutions presented, a 
description is provided of the state agency at which the authors were employed followed by a 
brief description of the authors’ individual experiences with accountability reporting at the state 
agency. The state agency actually had school report cards as early as the 1989–90 school year 
(SY), created as a result of state legislation. When the state decided to implement an 
accountability system in SY 1998–1999, these reports were modified to include accountability 
results. During the authors’ tenure at the state agency, with the exception of one year, there were 
major changes every year to the accountability reports stemming from changes to policy, 
incorporation of NCLB requirements, and the impact of disastrous hurricanes. Major changes can 
impact reporting in many ways including incorporating new text and tables into already crowded 
reports, completely overhauling existing reports, and the creation of new reports. Significant 
change also creates additional responsibilities for existing personnel. It should be noted here that 
from 1989 to 1998 changes were based on efforts to improve the usefulness of the reports or to 
streamline the production process. Change was driven primarily by the users of the reports—
parents, teachers, and school principals. After 1998 reporting alterations were driven by policy 
decisions within the department, and it is primarily the effects of policy changes on data 
reporting that this article will address. This state agency produced school- and district-level 
reports at the state level instead of requiring districts to produce reports for their own schools. In 
the early years of accountability reporting, there was a priority to have reports available in paper 
format, mainly because of the limits of technology at that time. However, electronic snapshots of 
these paper reports in the form of portable document format files were made available on the 
state agency website. In recent years, reporting has migrated to online, interactive formats. 
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For most of our tenure at the state agency, the responsibilities of data collection and 
reporting were conducted in different areas of the agency. Assessment development and 
reporting were overseen by a group in a different area from the group responsible for obtaining, 
calculating, and reporting other data in the department. Third-party contractors developed and 
scored assessments, as well as produced assessment reports. The state agency assessment staff 
oversaw all these efforts. 
 

Accountability policy was developed by a third group that was also separate from those 
handling non-assessment data, including accountability data. The area responsible for collecting, 
aggregating/calculating, and reporting all the non-assessment data was divided: a group obtained 
and aggregated data at the school and district levels, a second group calculated accountability 
results, and a third group developed data reports. As will be described in greater detail later in 
this article, these different groups responsible for various aspects of the accountability system 
(i.e., policy, calculations, and reporting) were eventually merged into one group. 
 

We were involved in the data reporting process at the state level for many years and 
consequently are able to provide in-depth perspectives on data reporting issues and solutions 
having lived the experience for a considerable tenure. The first author was part of the state’s 
accountability team from inception, was the department lead or had an integral role in 
accountability reporting for seven years, and later served in an advisory capacity. This agency 
had staff specifically dedicated to accountability reporting. The second author also served for a 
period as the department lead for accountability reporting, was an integral part of the 
accountability policy development and implementation processes, conducted accountability 
trainings for school, district, and state staff, as well as any other interested policy consumers 
(e.g., media, community members, etc.), and worked in the department’s Communications and 
Legislative Services department explaining accountability to inquiring patrons from the general 
public. The third author was involved in the initial development of the school report cards that 
predated the accountability reports nearly 10 years and later directed the data collection and 
accountability reporting processes for eight years. The third author was also at the state agency 
during the many years preceding accountability reporting during which the state agency 
implemented and refined the data reporting systems. 
 

Methods 
 

This section provides descriptions of the research design and the process used to compile 
the study data. 
 
Research Design 
 

In this study, we used qualitative methods. The autoethnographic approach guided the 
methods, and aspects of the case study and phenomenological approaches were also included. 
First, a case study approach was taken in that data reporting was examined in the context of a 
single state education agency with three former employees as individual cases (Baxter & Jack, 
2008; Creswell & Poth, 2018; Hays & Singh, 2012). In addition, critical case sampling was used 
to identify critical events that would trigger memories and details (Hays & Singh, 2012). These 
critical incidents were independently and holistically examined to compile the issues and 
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solutions for the overall case, the data reporting process at this SEA. Second, a 
phenomenological approach was taken in that the lived experiences of those involved in data 
reporting over several years were examined (Creswell & Poth, 2018; Hays & Singh, 2012). 
 

Finally, the autoethnographic approach was used to explore issues and solutions (Ellis, 
Adams, & Bochner, 2011; Hays & Singh, 2012). Because we were individuals who personally 
experienced the phenomenon of interest, autoethnography was the appropriate method to guide 
the reflection and reporting of their experiences. 
 

A central aspect of qualitative research is that the researcher is the instrument. The 
researcher collects the data and makes interpretations of what the data mean. In this study, the 
researchers are even more so the instruments because we were intimately involved in the data-
reporting process for the study state. It is important to recognize the advantages of the researcher 
being the instrument and consider how to address potential limitations (Hays & Singh, 2012). 
 

One advantage involves the thick and rich descriptions that can be provided by 
individuals who are intimately involved in the setting. Our autoethnographic recounts were very 
detailed and provided in-depth descriptions of the data reporting process for the state agency. A 
second advantage has to do with the context of the setting. A state agency is filled with political 
issues and complicated, intertwined factors that impact any program it houses. We advocate that 
to truly get to the cusp of the problems encountered in such a context, one must have a personal 
and in-depth understanding of this environment; therefore, we were fully immersed in the study 
setting for a prolonged period of time. 
 

One potential limitation to this study could be that we would not feel comfortable 
discussing internal problems encountered by the program that may have resulted from our 
actions. This limitation is helped in that we are no longer employed by the state agency. This 
allowed us to take an objective and even critical stance regarding the issues encountered. A 
second potential limitation could be our recounts would omit some key details. Having 
perspectives of three individuals who experienced different facets of the data reporting process at 
the state agency allowed for information to be triangulated and divergent perceptions explored. 
 
Data Compilation 
 

The data analysis consisted of case-study and content-analyses strategies (Creswell & 
Poth, 2018; Hays & Singh, 2012). The individual, autoethnographic descriptions of the history of 
accountability reporting were first examined individually for main themes depicting problems 
and associated solutions. We triangulated the results by conducting a cross-case examination of 
individual autoethnographic accounts and clarifying any conflicts or missing details. This process 
led to the identification of additional examples of problems encountered and the provision of any 
missing details from the autoethnographic accounts. All recounts of the accountability reporting 
history were examined via a content analysis to determine the meaning of the data reporting lived 
experience. The findings provided are the compilation of our recounts of those lived experiences. 
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Findings and Interpretations 
 

The findings of this study are reported as issues encountered and the solutions that were 
utilized. These issues and solutions are provided within three major issues or themes: Changing 
Needs of Multiple Stakeholders, Complex Data Calculations and Reporting, and Project 
Management. Each of these issues is described along with potential solutions. A table 
summarizing the issues and solutions is presented in the appendix. The information provided as 
findings were based upon our experiences of this work as provided in our individual recounts 
that were triangulated. 
 

An extensive review of the literature on data reporting was conducted as part of this 
study. The literature is cited within this findings and interpretations section to provide the reader 
with avenues for further references regarding the presented issues and solutions. Two published 
works within the literature provide extensive reviews themselves of the data reporting literature. 
Gotch and Roberts (2018) examined the focus of previous score reporting research with regard to 
whether inputs, proximal outcomes, or distal outcomes were studied. In addition, they described 
the theoretical frameworks and lens of the previous research. O'Leary (2018) examined previous 
literature in the areas of score report design, development, evaluation, interpretation, and validity 
evidence. 
 
Changing Needs of Multiple Stakeholders 
 

For this first major issue theme, three subthemes will be discussed: meeting stakeholder 
needs, ensuring stakeholder use, and frequent changes in policy. Various stakeholder groups 
(i.e., the report consumers) often have conflicting needs and opinions about data reporting. In 
addition, their expectations have to be realistic. Burnette (2018) reported that a major divide 
exists between what a SEA can accurately measure and report and what information 
policymakers, practitioners, and parents want to use to gauge school success. The Joint 
Committee on Standards for Educational Evaluation (2018) has defined five areas of standards 
for program evaluation. One area, Utility Standards, includes eight standards which describe how 
evaluation processes and products should meet the needs of stakeholders. Reported data are only 
used if reports meet needs, and needs are met if reports are used appropriately; therefore, data 
reporting begins with identifying the needs of stakeholders and ends with ensuring data reports 
are being used in the proper way. 
 

Meeting stakeholder needs. 
 

Three of the utility standards address identifying the needs of stakeholders. All 
stakeholders should be considered and not just targeted or obvious groups. Stakeholder perceived 
needs should be examined and not just what others perceived to be their needs. Reports should be 
revised regularly to meet the emerging needs of stakeholders, including the needs of 
policymakers at the district, state, and national levels. 
 

Some researchers have developed processes for report development that focus on 
consideration of stakeholders’ needs (e.g., Hambleton & Zenisky, 2013; O'Leary, 2018; Slater et 
al., 2019). A compilation of these various processes in the literature and of our perspectives are 
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described here. The first part of the process involves framing the report design. Specific 
stakeholder groups are identified along with the specific needs of each. Stakeholder needs are 
compared by group, and existing reports are evaluated to determine how well they currently meet 
these needs. Research-based practices for data reporting, as well as pre-existing reports from 
external sources, should be consulted. Research regarding one stakeholder group can provide 
information that can benefit report development for other groups (e.g., teachers give information 
about what parents need) (Zapata-Rivera, Kannan, & Zwick, 2019). 
 

Stakeholder needs have to be negotiated (Weiss & McGuinn, 2017). Data reporters have 
to decide which opinions should be given the most weight while keeping the purpose of the 
reports in mind. When designing the reports, one must “think outside the box” and use 
innovation to find the optimal way to meet stakeholder needs. Rankin (2016a) argues for the 
development of a suite of reports to meet the needs of all stakeholders. 
 

As emphasized by O’Donnell and Sireci (2019), although it is important to be aware of 
research-based strategies for good report design, what makes a report most useful is collecting 
information on the needs of specific stakeholders. Information regarding stakeholder perceptions 
can be obtained at different points in the process, including perceptions regarding existing 
reports, reports to be developed, mocked-up reports, and newly released reports (Tannenbaum, 
2019). An audience analysis can be conducted to uncover unique user goals and uses for the 
information, as well as levels of data literacy, pre-existing knowledge regarding the specific data 
being reported, and attitudes (Zapata-Rivera et al., 2019). Some researchers have provided 
guidance for examining specific stakeholders’ needs and research-based recommendations for 
improving reports for certain groups of stakeholders: policy makers (e.g., VanWinkle, Vezzu, & 
Zapata-Rivera, 2011), teachers, (e.g., Zapata-Rivera et al., 2019), parents (e.g., Kannan, Zapata-
Rivera, & Leibowitz, 2018), and students (e.g., Vezzu, VanWinkle, & Zapata-Rivera, 2012). 
 

Slater et al. (2019) recommend consulting key decision makers and powerful 
stakeholders regarding report design early in the process to identify their expectations and to 
show them mock-ups. Those in authority may have preferences that need to be considered 
because they offer the “big picture” perspective and provide political buy-in. Data report 
producers can describe or show mocked-up reports that exhibit research-based practices from 
literature. Another solution is to share input received from other stakeholders that demonstrates a 
different viewpoint. Being able to present the opinions of constituent stakeholders (e.g., parents, 
principals) helps ensure the process is data-driven and not dominated by the opinions of one or 
two powerful people. Powerbrokers, including legislators, often want to incorporate elements 
into the reports that are high on their agendas. Having evidence to share with them about whether 
this would or would not benefit constituent stakeholders is crucial to meeting deadlines and 
avoiding overcrowding the reports. 
 

Ensuring stakeholder use. 
 

Five of the utility standards address increasing the use of data reports. Usable reports are 
user-friendly and interpretable by varying audiences. Tannenbaum (2019) described data reports 
as the bridge connecting raw data with the decisions to be made or actions to be taken by 
stakeholders. Data alone do not lead to the best actions or decisions; instead, data have to 
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undergo a transformation process. First, data are transformed into information via data 
calculation and report development. Then, information is transformed into knowledge via valid 
interpretations. Finally, knowledge is transformed into action by appropriately putting 
interpretations to use (Marsh & Farrell, 2014). 
 

Accurate stakeholder understanding of report content (i.e., interpretation) and appropriate 
uses of the interpretations are both parts of what makes a data report valid for its intended use. 
Tannenbaum (2019) describes how score reports should demonstrate different types of validity 
evidence. First, content validity involves whether a report reflects the domain of interest. In other 
words, do the reports contain the information needed to address stakeholders’ needs? Data 
reports need to be aligned with reporting purposes, policy, and data source. Next, evidence 
regarding response processes occurs when reports are designed to facilitate stakeholders 
processing of the information in the reports (e.g., locating and focusing on the important 
information). Next, internal structure validity evidence occurs when stakeholders can interpret 
the connections among the reported tables, graphs, and text. In addition, all subgroups of 
stakeholders should interpret the data equally, (e.g., reading level of reports). A fourth source of 
validity evidence involves the relationships between two sources of information, and in the case 
of data reports, relationships between the interpretations from two types of data that should 
theoretically align. A final source of validity evidence is consequential validity, or whether 
intended consequences result from the use of report interpretations. O'Leary, Hattie, and Griffin 
(2017) describe an additional source of validity, appropriate interpretability of test scores, which 
in essence is an overall examination of how intended interpretations and use compare with the 
actual interpretations and use. The five sources of validity evidence Tannenbaum (2019) 
described are various aspects of appropriate interpretability. Hattie (2010) described 15 
research-based principles to use to examine the evidence of interpretability validity for score 
reports. 
 

Consequential validity, or appropriate use of data report interpretations, depends on the 
timing of data collection and data reporting. Accountability data report interpretations are used 
for purposes that include diagnosing strengths/weaknesses, report card reporting, rankings of 
schools and districts, and determining sanctions/rewards. Data need to be collected at the proper 
time to be valid for the intended use. For example, it is not appropriate to use data from a 
previous cohort to make decisions about a new cohort. The most effective way to meet the 
instructional needs of students is to have timely feedback on assessment results that can be used 
for diagnostic purposes (Brown et al., 2019). This aspect is true for school and district levels, as 
well as the classroom level. To maximize the usefulness of diagnostic reports, interpretation 
should identify strengths and weaknesses, as well as give an indication of what to do to make 
improvements. Brown et al. (2019) describe a detailed example of a diagnostic reporting system 
that was developed in New Zealand that can be used as a resource. Other examples of 
undesirable consequences of accountability reporting include a focus on short-term 
achievements, teaching to the test, and devoting efforts to the “bubble” students (e.g., students 
who are at the cusp of moving from one level to the next) or to students who count in the 
accountability results (Brown et al., 2019). 
 

Research can be conducted to ascertain the validity of interpretations and uses, including 
impacts of use. Mocked-up reports can be developed and shared with stakeholders. Tannenbaum 
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(2019) described a mocked-up report as a Prospective Score Report. Multiple versions of 
mocked-up reports can be prepared to show stakeholders reporting options. Research methods 
can be used to examine the mocked-up reports regarding factors related to increased interpretive 
validity, such as properly introducing the user to the report, explaining all content, and answering 
questions stakeholders may need the data to answer. In addition to researching stakeholder 
interpretations of mocked-up or even existing reports, research can also be used to examine uses 
and impacts. Things to study include how interpretations from reports are actually used, what 
other data interpretations or pre-existing knowledge are considered when using report 
interpretations, and actual consequences (Tannenbaum, 2019). 
 

These research methods to use for studying interpretations include focus groups, one-on-
one think-aloud interviews (O'Leary, 2018), and quantitative non-experimental and experimental 
methods (Tannenbaum, 2019). For example, Zenisky, Keller, and Park (2019) conducted a study 
to examine how student achievement growth results are interpreted. Slater et al. (2019) provided 
details on various strategies for conducting this research. Gotch and Roberts (2018) described 
how to collect information about stakeholders’ needs from different lenses. Zapata-Rivera et al. 
(2019) described other research techniques that have been used, including audience analysis. 
 

The state agency in this study utilized focus groups since report cards were first released 
in 1990. It was decided very early in the process to obtain the best buy-in from the public and 
policymakers for such an expensive report, the agency staff would need to take all measures 
possible to ensure that the reports were usable. With the onset of accountability, it became even 
more imperative that parents understood the importance of school report cards and knew how to 
use them. Focus groups were held statewide with groups of parents, teachers, or principals to 
obtain feedback on the readability, understandability, and usefulness of every aspect of the 
reports. It is not an easy task to explain complicated information in a way (and at a reading level) 
that can be readily understood. Information obtained from these focus groups were crucial in the 
evolution of the school report cards and helped sway decisions regarding how information should 
be displayed. User input, via focus groups, helped maintain report integrity and sustained the 
usefulness of the reports. It was important for the state agency to have only a few people who 
could give outright directives regarding report design. Many opinions were politically driven and 
as such, they had to be carefully weighed. All other suggestions were given consideration, and 
the best choices were made. 
 

Accurate, appropriate interpretations and uses should be promoted and supported. As 
user-friendly as they may be, the public opinion of the reports is important, as well as buy-in. 
Perceptions regarding data reports are often convoluted and can be less about report content and 
design, and more about other things, such as the data itself, consequences of results, individual 
lack of data literacy, or inaccessibility to certain data (Tannenbaum, 2019). Thus, it is important 
to collect information regarding public opinion. Also, being proactive can positively impact 
perceptions and can be achieved through press relations activities (e.g., releases, conferences, 
interviews) and a marketing strategy that includes promotional opportunities (e.g., print media, 
radio, television, internet, billboards, social media, teacher and principal preparation programs, 
non-profit and advocacy organizations, and school and district communications) (Weiss & 
McGuinn, 2017). The organization website should take advantage of ways to promote various 
reports (e.g., show link in prominent or popular areas of the website). 
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Another way to promote accurate and appropriate use of reports is through 
communication of the organization’s vision (i.e., overall vision and vision regarding report use) 
to stakeholders. In addition, stakeholders should be provided with the data they need to do their 
parts in advancing the vision. An SEA should communicate the vision to districts and schools so 
they can assist in communication efforts and align their activities with the state vision. 
Policymakers need to be aware of the vision so they can support it with funding and appropriate 
policy (Weiss & McGuinn, 2017). “Every outward-facing activity—from sharing students’ 
assessment results to posting accountability report cards to hosting town hall events to releasing 
new SEA policies—must be understood as a critical communications opportunity (Weiss & 
McGuinn, 2017, p. 17). What is and is not included in reports sends a message to stakeholders 
(Deming & Figlio, 2016). The reports should communicate the vision as well. 
 

The level of transparency regarding data reporting impacts public perceptions. 
Stakeholder trust decreases when they perceive that they are being misled or that information is 
being kept from them. For example, many stakeholders are distrustful of value-added 
accountability systems. These systems examine individual student growth when compiling 
accountability results. Value-added measures help with making more valid decisions about 
instructional practice but are often too complicated for stakeholders to understand and trust. 
Also, the more complex the accountability system, the less useful the results become for 
diagnosing learning problems. In addition, added complexity impacts the ability to have accurate 
measures (Zenisky et al., 2018). Transparency regarding data reporting error should be 
considered. If measurement error is reported and in a way for stakeholders to interpret 
measurement error correctly, transparency will increase by disclosing that data reporting is 
imperfect. But on the other hand, saying reports have any type of error can lead to a loss of trust 
(Tannenbaum, 2019). A way to increase trust and buy-in is to include stakeholders in the report 
development process in some way (e.g., conducting research on their needs, including them on 
advisory panels). Additional information on having a trustworthy data reporting process is 
provided further in this article, including having qualified and credible data reporting staff. 
 

Stakeholders may need support regarding how to interpret reports and how to put the 
information to use. Training (in-person or available online) can be provided for stakeholders to 
facilitate valid interpretations of reports and improve the consequential validity of report 
interpretations. The organization website should have supplementary information and training 
materials available. Having a well-trained and well-established call center can facilitate accurate 
and consistent communication. The call center can help ensure that all public requests are 
handled promptly. 
 

Frequent changes in policy. 
 

The needs of policymaker stakeholders constantly change, and thus, education policies at 
the federal and state levels constantly change. Some changes result in making a major overhaul 
to the data reporting processes. Changes impact all facets of data calculation and reporting in 
many ways: incorporating new text and tables into already crowded reports, completely 
overhauling existing reports, and the creation of new reports. Significant changes also create 
additional responsibilities for existing personnel. 
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A major overhaul of the data reporting process can best be managed through 
communication, collaboration, and good project management. These solutions will be discussed 
elsewhere. The most useful solution to frequent policy changes is to have procedures in place to 
deal with them (Weiss & McGuinn, 2017). At the beginning of the data reporting process, 
whether an organic beginning or an arbitrary beginning (e.g., semi-annually), “kick-off” 
meetings should be held with all key individuals in the data reporting process, including any 
contractors (Slater et al., 2019). During these meetings, major changes to the process should be 
discussed, including policy changes. Leaders in the data reporting process should consult with 
team members and prepare a detailed list of what changes need to be made and any 
issues/questions that have arisen. The previous data reporting cycle should end with an internal 
assessment of the process to determine any changes needed to the data submission and 
calculations, content or presentation of the reports, and the process procedures and timelines. 
O'Leary (2018) has a suggested process to use for evaluating reports. Having the results of this 
internal assessment should make the transition from one cycle to the next seamless. Also, issues 
that occur during the data reporting process should be documented for future reference (Slater et 
al., 2019). When major policy changes occur, having these activities in place as part of the 
natural process will make the overhaul of the data reporting process more manageable (Weiss & 
McGuinn, 2017; Slater et al., 2019). 
 

Although recent federal policy for accountability reporting gives states more latitude, 
there are still many specified requirements (Weiss & McGuinn, 2017). Fast and ASR-SCASS 
(2002) prepared a report on methods to use for effective reporting of accountability results 
following the implementation of NCLB legislation. It was recommended that states with 
preexisting reports conduct an evaluation of their existing reports in conjunction with the new 
requirements, giving consideration to priorities and past successes. Collecting information from 
stakeholders may be necessary, including ascertaining how major policy changes impact their 
needs and how existing data reporting formats have successfully met the needs of stakeholders in 
the past. Making unnecessary drastic changes in the delivery of data can give the impression that 
the changes are greater than they are thus increasing anxiety and disrupting the use of reported 
data. 
 

After considering all available information, what has been working well should be built 
upon. Data previously reported will likely have to be prioritized to determine which content 
needs to remain and which needs to be deleted or reported elsewhere to make room for new data 
reporting requirements. Often policy changes result in having to produce two sets of data, one set 
calculated using the old policy and the second set using the new policy. This dual data reporting 
is especially prevalent for accountability results in which growth is examined (Burnette, 2018) 
because an apples-to-apples comparison is required for valid results. 
 
Complex Data Calculations and Reporting 
 

For this second major issue theme, four subthemes will be discussed: error identification, 
communication and procedures, unexpected errors, and report design. The entire data 
calculation and reporting process is extremely complicated from accurately collecting the raw 
data, to managing massive amounts of data, to conducting intricate data aggregation and 
calculation procedures, and then to the reporting of numerous pieces of data. Within all of this 
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complexity, the opportunities for error are tremendous. The stakes are high because even one 
mistake can lead stakeholders to distrust the data, and this trust would be difficult to earn back. 
One error can cause stakeholders to question the accuracy of an entire report. If errors occur, 
having to reproduce reports can be costly in time, money, and resources. 
 

Collecting data from multiple schools and districts about thousands of individuals in a 
standardized manner requires extensive coordination efforts. Several large data files with many 
variables per file have to be managed, synchronized, and merged and often using an outdated 
data infrastructure that is in flux (U.S. Department of Education, 2006). With regard to 
accountability reporting, copious nuances in multifarious and convoluted policy have to be 
ironed out to create computer programs for data calculation. Detailed plans for the insertion of 
thousands of numbers into individual reporting formats have to be carefully considered. Reported 
data have to be consistent, not only within a single report format (e.g., tables aligned with text), 
but also across multiple reporting formats, across reports from previous years, and across reports 
within an organization. High-profile reports, such as accountability reports, can be explosive in 
nature in a politically charged environment; therefore, every detail must be scrutinized. 
 

Error identification. 
 

The solution is to conduct an extensive checking procedure that involves all aspects of 
data calculation and report generation. The process begins with a thorough data review and 
verification process with those responsible for collecting or submitting the data. Although data 
may be routinely sent back to schools and districts for review, without clear expectations and 
instructions for how and when to review, these data verification reports may not be reviewed 
with the needed level of scrutiny. To emphasize the importance of the data verification process, a 
more forced and focused review process is necessary. Increasing awareness of the impacts of 
accurately submitted data incentivizes this additional responsibility for schools and districts. 
Also, a further incentive for the timely review of raw data can be the anticipation of receipt of 
preliminary aggregated data for review that may be of more interest. It is most beneficial to do 
this verification as early as possible in the data reporting process to avoid replicating calculation 
procedures. However, district review of aggregated data in preliminary reports is also important 
because they can interpret the data in light of the district context, similar to conducting a member 
check in the research process (Hays & Singh, 2012). 
 

Having thorough checking procedures for data calculation and report generation increases 
confidence that errors will be minimized, but this also adds another layer of complexity to the 
process. Data checking is tedious. With limited staff and other resources already devoted to the 
production of the data and reports, having staff available to conduct checking procedures is 
difficult. One solution is to automate the process as much as possible (U.S. Department of 
Education, 2006). Files can be cross-checked electronically to speed up the process and reduce 
human error. Standard errors to look for include corresponding data, invalid data, and unusual 
outliers (U. S. Department of Education, 2006). Another solution would be to hire temporary 
staff to perform routine checking tasks, but caution is needed because of data security and 
keeping unreleased results confidential. Ideally, key professional staff who are the most 
knowledgeable should not be encumbered with tedious checking procedures, but instead have 
their time free to conduct a reasonability check (i.e., an examination of whether the data and 
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reports make sense). Even a general review examining data interpretation and meaning can 
uncover a major error. This reasonability check is perhaps the most effective and efficient 
checking procedure. Key staff also should coordinate the overall aspects of report verification. If 
key staff are limited, those who produce data can then cross-check other data producers. 
 

Communication and procedures. 
 

Those generating data reports need to communicate with those calculating the data to 
ensure data reports accurately portray the way the calculations were done. Conversely, data 
producers need to communicate with data reporters to ensure the necessary calculated data are 
provided. Even what on the surface may appear to be a minor discrepancy can have serious 
consequences; therefore, all key staff in the data reporting process need to be on the same page, 
and this requires maintaining communication and having quality assurance procedures in place. 
Slater et al. (2019) stress the importance of frequent communication, and we concur as well. 
 

Data calculation processing rules should be documented. Data files for both pre-
calculations (input files) and post-calculations (output files) need to have complete record layouts 
with detailed descriptions of each piece of data. Record layouts have also been referred to as data 
dictionaries (U.S. Department of Education, 2006). Data maps can be developed to map each 
piece of data to be published in the reports with its location in the output data calculation files. 
Having mocked-up reports can make the creation of data maps easier (Tannenbaum, 2019). 
 

Staff responsible for data production and report generation should meet often to 
thoroughly discuss the connections between the data and the related reports. The record layouts 
and data maps can become tools to facilitate communication. The processing rules, record 
layouts, and data maps should work together to improve the data reporting process. 
Communication regarding these documentation tools ensures production rules follow policy and 
sometimes determine whether the policy is doable. These documentation tools are also useful in 
the evaluation of the overall data reporting process. An overall operations manual can describe 
procedures for coordinating all activities and would serve as a mechanism for maintaining 
institutional memory with regard to data reporting processes. 
 

Unexpected errors. 
 

New data/indicators or changes in calculations are major sources of error and should have 
a priority focus in the checking process. Changes in data reporting should not be rushed 
unnecessarily. These types of reported data are the most important to share with those who 
submit the data, the school districts. The benefits of using a new way to report data should be 
worth the complexity that will be added to the checking process. New data/indicators, calculation 
changes, and revised reporting should be fully vetted among all involved to identify a 
comprehensive list of required changes in current processes and checking procedures. Failing to 
do so can result in reporting errors, but even as a best-case scenario, poor consideration of 
impacts can result in a great deal of “11th-hour” checking. Also, the errors that result from rushed 
modifications can have a domino effect leading to errors in other areas. It is crucial to take the 
necessary time to iron out all the problems associated with collecting, processing, cleaning and 
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aggregating data for a new indicator, a modified indicator, or a new way of reporting an 
indicator. 
 

Many errors cannot be anticipated, so no amount of planning to identify specific errors 
will prepare for the unknown. What is needed is to develop a skill set for error detection (e.g. 
reasonability check). Ultimately, a data-reporting organization should have a plan in place for 
what to do if errors occur. The plan should include protocols to follow, guidelines for 
communicating messages, and dedicated staff (e.g., help desk) for fielding phone calls and 
emails. Having a single source for districts to contact with issues can aid in promptly addressing 
the issue. Should an error occur, those fielding calls and emails should be equipped with a 
message explaining the error and describing how it will be addressed now and in the future. 
Temporary messages explaining the error can be linked to online reports until the error is 
corrected. 
 

Data processing rules and procedures should be updated to reflect ways to avoid errors 
that were identified during the checking process and also those that may have unfortunately been 
revealed after data were released. Correspondingly, checking procedures should also be revised. 
This updating of procedures should be a routine part of the reporting cycle. The editing and 
verification process is never perfect and complete. There is always a greater amount that can be 
checked. New issues will arise with a new cycle of reporting; thus, it is prudent to update the 
checking process periodically. An evolved quality assurance plan will be a more rigorous and 
thorough process. 
 

Having appropriate checking procedures is only part of a well-developed quality 
assurance plan. Other vital parts of the plan include having communication protocols, 
documentation tools, routine evaluation and updates to processes, and contingency plans. Quality 
assurance procedures must be clearly detailed to avoid communication problems and most of all 
errors. The who, what, when, where, and how of the verification and quality assurance process 
has to be specifically spelled out to create a smooth-running operation. All individuals involved 
in the data reporting process should have shared responsibility for accurate reporting from the 
state level to the schools and districts. 
 
Report Design 
 

Designing data reports involves planning how to report complicated data and information 
in a user-friendly manner that is aesthetically pleasing. In addition, consideration must be given 
to meeting stakeholder needs, ensuring valid interpretations, and promoting the appropriate use 
of the interpretations. O’Donnell and Sireci (2019) described that developing data reports is part 
art and part science. The creativity involved in finding the best design is the art while knowing 
the research on report design is the science. Conducting research on stakeholder needs and use is 
also the science. Putting everything together is also an art. 
 

Paper reports and secure electronic formats have space restriction limits, and online-
generated reports do as well because of readability issues. Space restriction impacts the number 
of indicators that can be published, as well as the level of explanation for various indicators 
(Slater et al., 2019). Web-based reports can have hyperlinks that partially address this problem. 
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Having a condensed version of key indicators can provide a snapshot of the information, with a 
detailed report that can be accessed for additional in-depth information (Rankin, 2016a). One 
format can meet some stakeholders needs while others may want more in-depth information. 
Zapata-Rivera and Katz (2014) describe using an audience analysis to identify stakeholder 
reporting needs, knowledge, and attitudes with regard to design elements (e.g., types and format 
of graphs, examples and explanations to provide, the layout of content). 
 

Zapata-Rivera et al. (2019) described audience analysis results for teachers and parents. 
Teachers need information to improve instruction and to meet individual student needs. They 
know how to interpret score reports if provided interpretative resources with technical 
information described in ways they can understand. Teachers value reports that give them the 
information they need in the most efficient way possible. Parents need information about how 
well their children are performing and in what ways their children need to improve. Parents know 
very little about how to interpret score reports. The majority of parents do not highly value 
testing and question the emphasis placed on achievement test results. For both teachers and 
parents, pre-existing knowledge of report content and report interpretation should be considered. 
 

Static reports are those in paper or secure electronic formats. Dynamic reporting systems 
allow a user to interact with the reporting system. Most online data systems are a combination 
having dynamic, interactive aspects, and some static reports that can be selected. Benefits of 
interactive reporting systems include easier customization to users’ needs and faster updating to 
meet emerging needs. These interactive reporting systems can have hyperlinks, menus, different 
views, aggregation/disaggregation capabilities, data selection options, and sorting. Users can 
have different levels of access. The design rules for quality static reports also apply to each 
“report” a dynamic system will produce, because basically, each screen is a type of static report 
(Slater et al., 2019; Tannenbaum, 2019); however, interactive systems require more involved 
considerations (e.g., input controls, intuitive aspects, making accessible on mobile devices). 
Checking static reports and data files is a cumbersome process; however, checking online data 
analysis platforms has greater issues. The checking becomes more complicated because data can 
be analyzed in a number of ways and consistency should be maintained. Interactive reporting 
systems are relatively new, and thus require careful reflection and examination (Burnette, 2018). 
 

Recent research literature exists that provides guidance on best practices for interactive 
reporting systems. Freeland and Hernandez (2014) described the needs of schools and school 
districts regarding software and data use. In her books, Rankin (2016a, 2016b) provided 
research-based standards for online data systems and reporting, as well as concrete guidelines for 
implementation of these standards. She describes the best ways to report different types of data 
(e.g., growth, comparisons). She discussed how to provide online support for using online 
systems and training for appropriate data interpretation. She provided a needs assessment matrix 
to determine what type of question reported data should answer and guidelines on how to report 
the data. 
 

Graphic design. 
 

Part of a well-developed marketing strategy for data reporting includes branding. Some 
branding considerations are color specifications, font, layout, and other uniform aspects of 
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reports. Formatting extends to online versions of reports. A professional graphic designer, either 
in-house or a third-party contractor/vendor, can facilitate the development of graphic design 
protocols and review reports for adherence to these protocols. A graphic designer can also 
provide feedback on improving the aesthetic quality of a specific report, for example, leaving as 
much white space as possible, converting more text into graphs, reducing borders on tables and 
graphs, and ensuring that the quality of the color reports would not be compromised if printed in 
black-and-white. 
 

Rankin (2016a) provided guidelines on graphic design. Slater et al. (2019) recommended 
beginning with a “napkin sketch” (i.e., rough drawing or drawings) of the reports that a graphic 
designer can then use to develop samples. These authors also provide important considerations 
regarding graphic design. Hegarty (2019) described best practices for data visualizations 
focusing on design principles from cognitive science. Stakeholders need to be educated regarding 
how to interpret visualizations appropriately. Zenisky et al. (2018) described how to present 
information about growth visually. 
 
Management 
 

For this third major issue theme, three subthemes will be discussed: personnel, contractor 
issues, and tasks and issues. 
 

Personnel. 
 

The data reporting process often has multiple people involved requiring individuals to 
take leadership roles to facilitate the process. When delineating responsibility, an organization 
needs to have a mix of spreading responsibility and overall decision-making without creating 
communication hurdles. Having only one or two people responsible for overseeing the entire data 
reporting process can create major problems. It may seem manageable at first, but as the process 
increases in complexity, these duties became too arduous a task for one individual without proper 
delegation of responsibilities. Moreover, having one person assume so much responsibility 
places the project in jeopardy. Should that individual leave the organization or become 
unavailable at a crucial time, the entire project could be at risk. Lead responsibilities can be 
rotated to bring fresh views to a demanding situation. A few individuals should not have control 
over the entire process (intentionally or unintentionally); a system of checks-and-balances is 
needed. Those individuals with the most experience with the project should be the ones to lead 
the team. Everyone needs to see themselves as part of the team, but at the same time, it needs to 
be clear who has the final “say-so” about major and minor aspects of the project. Conversely, all 
involved in the process should be guided in knowing how to determine when a problem can be 
handled without others’ input versus when a problem needs to be brought to the attention of a 
leader or the larger group. 
 

As previously mentioned, this agency had staff specifically dedicated to data reporting. 
Slater et al. (2019) emphasized the importance of having staff whose sole purpose is report 
design. We recognized that having dedicated reporting staff was a necessity, and the number of 
staff working solely with accountability reporting had to increase as the accountability program 
expanded. Slater et al. (2019) also recommended having individuals with varying expertise be 
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part of the team, including graphic designers, content experts, information technology experts, 
psychometricians, and data reporting experts. It is up to the organization to determine how 
existing staff can fill these roles (i.e., full-time, part-time, occasionally), if additional staff or 
needed, and which roles can be outsourced. In this article, we describe how these roles were 
fulfilled at the state agency described. 
 

Another issue that stems from having multiple personnel involved in the process is the 
potential for efforts to be disjointed due to lack of communication. Individuals naturally focus on 
their part of the process resulting in a lack of understanding for the entire process. Thus, it is 
important to have collaboration structures in place so everyone can have an understanding and 
appreciation for others’ roles and responsibilities in the process, as well as others’ perspectives. 
 

One collaboration structure is regular meetings with individuals from across the 
organization. Regular meetings allow for issues to be discussed from several vantage points and 
potential solutions to be identified. It is important that someone has the responsibility to plan and 
facilitate the meetings, as well as oversee action items following the meeting. One problem that 
can arise with these meetings is that the group can become too large, which interferes with the 
problem identification and solving process. Most in the organization want to be informed about 
the data reporting process. Some may not initially feel this way, but as issues arise from their 
respective areas of responsibility in the organization, they become invested. On the one hand, it 
is beneficial to have multiple areas represented, but on the other hand, the organization-wide 
committee can grow so large that discussions became long and tedious. A solution is to limit the 
number of issues to be discussed, adhere to a set meeting agenda, have procedures in place for 
subcommittees to be formed for more involved issues, and provide information in-between 
meetings that individuals can review and consider in preparation for discussion at the meetings. 
If the intent of the meeting is to obtain organization-wide input, then structure the meetings to 
meet this goal. 
 

Small subcommittees can discuss certain issues in-depth, explore options, and collect 
background information. They can report back to the larger group. Most of these would be ad-
hoc subcommittees; however, there should be a standing subcommittee composed of those who 
work the most intensely with the data reporting process to address critical issues and just oversee 
the entire process as a group. This type of subcommittee does bring everyone together into a 
cohesive unit; however, consideration should be given to how key individuals fit into the 
organization, especially for major data reporting processes like accountability reporting. 
Organization leaders should decide if key individuals in the data reporting process would be most 
productive together as a group or in separate groups in which they can access specialized areas of 
expertise on a daily basis. Consideration should also be given to how assessment staff and data 
reporting staff are connected in an organization. For accountability reporting, assessment 
changes usually mean changes to accountability reporting processes. Having individuals together 
can result in formal meetings being replaced with impromptu discussions in which resolutions to 
questions or problems can be quickly obtained. Individuals can form relationships and feel like 
part of the same unit or team. 
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Contractors/vendors. 
 

Organizations may consider outsourcing aspects of the data reporting process to third-
party contractors or vendors (e.g., data acquisition, data management, data calculations, report 
generation, report production). The term contractor will be used in this discussion because the 
term vendor implies producing a product; whereas, a contractor can provide a service, as well as 
produce a product. Establishing a quality contractor relationship can be a worthwhile investment. 
In addition to impacting the quality of data reporting, this relationship can result in a key 
component to successful data reporting over time when the contractor develops a sense of 
ownership for the program and provides some added stability through staff turnover. 
 

One important characteristic of a successful working relationship with a contractor is 
good communication (Slater et al., 2019). Frequent communication cannot be stressed enough, 
although this may vary based upon the extent of involvement of the contractor in the process. In-
person or video/phone conference meetings should be held on a regular basis. In the beginning, 
physically meeting is useful to establish relationships and develop the lines of communication. 
With the passage of time and as the experience level of everyone increases, the contactor’s 
physical presence is not as critical. Many face-to-face meetings can be replaced with regular 
conference calls. 
 

Another important element of the relationship is defining the contractor’s role in the 
process. The role of the contractor is to supplement that of the agency, and it is important to 
clearly delineate the boundaries of that role. The organization should identify what is needed 
from a contractor (e.g., level of flexibility, time available, technical skills, quality assurance 
practices). When a contractor has been involved in process longer than some organization staff 
due to turnover or reorganization, it creates the benefit of experience and historical knowledge. 
In addition, a contractor can provide project management skills that staff may lack at the outset. 
However, this also creates issues when these staff members have responsibilities for managing 
the contract. Overseeing a contract is another level of responsibility within an already 
complicated data reporting process in which staff are easily over-extended. Supervision can be 
additionally problematic if there are conflicts between staff and contractors. Out of fairness to 
both parties, written protocols of roles and responsibilities should be created as training material 
for new staff members and reminders for the contractor and veteran staff. Ultimately, everyone 
must see the contractor as part of the team—working for the organization as well as with the 
staff—creating a congenial working arrangement. Clear lines of communication and production 
protocols are extremely beneficial during the crucial times of the production cycle. Having 
contractors with specialized expertise can make data reporting more efficient and effective, but 
brings about new issues beyond just the expense that have to be managed. 
 

Tasks and issues. 
 

The many tasks involved in the data reporting process often have to be done in a very 
rigid timeframe with a lot of moving parts. As the data reporting process unfolds, those with 
responsibilities later in the process have to make up for lost time and experience something 
similar to being at the bottom of the food chain. In a food chain, those organisms at the top are 
only concerned with themselves since no one eats them, thus projecting an air of dominance. 
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Those at the bottom must be concerned with their own wellbeing and be ever vigilant of those 
above them in the chain. The actions or inactions of those at the beginning of the data reporting 
process (i.e., higher in the food chain) can cause delays or problems in the process. As a result, 
staff involved later in the process (i.e., those lower in the food chain) have to compensate for the 
lost time. This lost time creates stress and rushing which may result in errors. 
 

An even bigger problem occurs when at the end of the chain, problems with the data 
results arise, and then those at the beginning of the process decide to revisit and revise some of 
the policies. Ideally, at the start of the data reporting process, policy decisions are finalized, 
including policy interpretations. Programming for calculations ensue, and then finally data 
reports are populated/generated. During the checking of the data and reports, unintended 
outcomes of policy decisions surface for subgroups, schools, and districts. When policymakers 
and organizational leaders make last minute changes to policy, what results is a rushed effort to 
reproduce the data results with a scant and ill-formed checking process. All of the above combine 
to create a huge risk for reporting error. A solution is to have a part of the data reporting process 
involve running simulations based on potential policy changes so that unexpected outcomes can 
be identified earlier in the process. Policies should not be finalized in the absence of simulated 
data calculations and mock reporting. In addition, policies should align with the organization 
vision for the reporting system, and data reports should align with the vision by providing the 
information needed to advance the vision. “For accountability systems to fulfill their potential to 
drive change, they must measure and report on the outcomes states value most and the 
educational conditions they are seeking to create” (Weiss & McGuinn, 2017, p. 15). 
 

Although the staff at the bottom of the food chain are often more motivated to develop 
and maintain timelines and action plans, all in the data reporting process should have a vested 
interest in accurate data reporting. Good project management is crucial. This involves having a 
good action plan with a detailed list of tasks, who is responsible, and the deadlines (Slater et al., 
2019). 
 

Because policies are in a constant state of flux, organization of the data reporting process 
is imperative. An organizational system (e.g., binders, files, database) should be developed for all 
reports to organize various aspects of the development process, including research on stakeholder 
needs, mocked-up reports, and processing rules. An operations manual describing the procedures 
to be used in the data reporting process is needed. This manual can include various lists 
describing the steps for the development process that are updated each year. Due to the cyclical 
nature of data reporting, a year could pass before the steps are again encountered. These lists 
keep everyone from forgetting important procedures or repeating mistakes. Another useful 
organizational tool is a database to log issues and track progress from issue inception to 
resolution. 

Discussion 
 

This discussion section will begin with a description of what was probably the most 
critical incident during our tenure at the state agency. Next, the conclusions from this study are 
provided. Implications for policy and practice and described. This section ends with our final 
thoughts. 
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Occasionally, major issues are encountered in the data reporting process for reasons 
outside anyone’s control, for example, following a natural disaster. We were employed at the 
SEA when severe damage and loss of life occurred within the state as a result of two major 
hurricanes within one month. The entire education system suffered damage. Communities were 
destroyed, including numerous schools. Students and faculty were displaced for extended periods 
of time, if not permanently. Damage to existing education data in portions of the state was 
catastrophic and could be likened to having a computer virus wipe out an entire hard drive. It was 
not possible in many cases to recover the lost information so rules had to be suspended until the 
schools could be reestablished and stabilized. 
 

The accountability system had to be modified to prevent accountability sanctions from 
hindering disaster recovery at the impacted schools. In fact, a whole disaster chapter was added 
to the state accountability policy bulletin. As in the past, any major change in policy resulted in 
major changes in accountability reporting. For some schools the standard reports were replaced 
with transitional reports until all required data would again be available and then modified 
reports had to be compiled. Some schools were re-opened as entirely new schools with no data. 
Some school buildings actually housed staff and students from two schools. All of these changes 
caused the data files to be considerably modified. Numerous discussions took place within the 
SEA and with the affected districts to ensure that all aspects of the situation were appropriately 
addressed. The solutions to issues described previously in this work were in place before these 
hurricanes impacted our state. If we would not have had the practices in place that were 
described in the findings and implication section, it would have been extremely difficult, if not 
impossible, to meet federal requirements and to meet the needs of students, families, school 
faculty and staff, schools, and school districts. The greatest lessons learned were not only to have 
appropriate procedures in place to adapt to major changes, but also to (a) meet with those most 
impacted by the events to obtain all information before making decisions and (b) consider all 
aspects of the data reporting system and brainstorm possible impacts. 
 
Conclusions 
 

The table in the Appendix contains a summary of the issues (presented as themes and 
subthemes) and potential solutions described in this article. The main issues identified for the 
data reporting process at this SEA included dealing with conflicting and varying needs of 
stakeholders, finding a way to make sense of complex data calculations and reporting, and 
managing a complicated project with many moving parts. The solutions that were the most 
beneficial involved thoughtful planning and reflection, developing relationships and effective 
lines of communication, creating and maintaining documentation and organization tools, having 
an awareness of best practices in data reporting, conducting research to identify stakeholder 
needs, and establishing marketing and communication plans. 
 
Implications 
 

Other SEAs and report producers experiencing similar issues may find potential solutions 
and relevant literature valuable in their situations. Weiss and McGuinn (2017) call for SEAs to 
take on roles that are unconventional. One area involves SEAs needing to “identify areas of 
comparative advantage and economies of scale—where the state can do something better and/or 
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more efficiently than districts” (p. 1). In other words, SEAs need to identify which tasks and 
responsibilities make sense for the districts to assume and which should the SEAs handle to 
maximize efficiency and reduce cost. The SEAs need the funding to improve their capacity to do 
so and may need to consider alternative sources of funding, such as non-profits, and match 
school district needs with external funding sources. State education agencies may need to 
consider reorganization of existing structures, including regional centers. Types of support may 
need to be prioritized to account for capacity issues. 
 

The SEAs should support and lead the LEAs in the data reporting process. The 
descriptions of the issues and solutions described in this article may be of use in that regard. 
Future research should examine whether LEAs experience these same issues and what solutions 
work best for these organizations. In addition, SEAs should, in partnership with LEAs and higher 
education institutions, conduct state-wide research on interpretive validity and consequential 
validity of data reports and data reporting systems for multiple stakeholder groups and develop 
training and support for stakeholders (Weiss & McGuinn, 2017). 
 

It is crucial for SEAs to develop a vision for data reporting and be very intentional in 
taking steps that will result in attaining their goals (Weiss & McGuinn, 2017). Electronic data 
reporting systems can be used to facilitate school improvement by making interpretation of 
strengths and weaknesses accurate, timely, and efficient. Connections with best practices from 
research should be provided. 
 
Final Thoughts 
 

This article contains a documented description of the challenges encountered in the early 
years of accountability reporting for this SEA, as well as the ways these challenges were 
overcome. All of the situations described in this article were venues for growth and improvement 
for data reporting at the study SEA. Not all were pleasant experiences, but all indeed have been 
valuable learning experiences. These experiences resulted in solutions which helped to make the 
reports reliable (e.g., having a detailed, through checking process, improving communication, 
documenting procedures) and valid (e.g., conducting focus groups with stakeholders, providing 
trainings throughout the state). 
 

In recent years, the amount of literature available on best practices for data reporting has 
drastically increased. At the time we lived these experiences, there was minimal guidance 
available. Those of us who worked with accountability reporting at this SEA had to learn lessons 
the “hard way.” The overall success of this data reporting process for this SEA can be attributed 
to a key component. That very critical and important ingredient is a talented and dedicated staff. 
The third author had the opportunity to serve as the division director over the data systems from 
the inception of accountability and worked extensively with the initial development of the school 
report cards. Without a doubt, it took a highly talented group of individuals to take a complex set 
of rules and regulations and generate a set of customized accountability reports within a short 
development cycle that spanned only 4-5 months. These individuals are to be commended. 
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Authors’ Note 
 

We wish to acknowledge our former data reporting colleagues, our compatriots at the 
state agency where we were once employed. It was a learning experience that benefited each of 
us in our respective professional paths.  
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Appendix 
Summary of Data Reporting Issues and Solutions 

 
Themes 

(Major Issues) 
Subthemes 

(Specific Issues) Solutions 

Changing Needs of 
Multiple Stakeholders 

Meeting Needs • Consult literature about research-
based practices for report 
development 

  • Collect data about stakeholder 
needs 

  • Develop mocked-up reports to 
share with stakeholders 

  • Develop a protocol for making 
decisions regarding conflicting 
viewpoints 

Ensuring Use • Evaluate reports for interpretative 
validity  

  • Conduct research about 
interpretative and consequential 
validity 

  • Promote reports 
  • Communicate the agency vision 

(overall and for report use) 
  • Find the best course for 

transparency 
  • Provide trainings resources and 

materials (in-person or online) 
  • Be prepared to address questions 

Frequent Changes in 
Policy (state and federal) 

• Have processes in place to deal 
with policy changes (regular 
evaluation of data reporting 
processes) 

  • Planning meetings with key 
parties 

  • Prioritize contents of the report 
(current and anticipated) 

  • Build upon what has been 
working  

  • Look at what other organizations 
are doing to get ideas 
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Complex Data 
Calculations and 
Reporting 

Error Identification • Allow districts to review data 
before and after calculations, 
especially for new indicators 

  • Have an efficient checking 
process, especially with regard to 
the use of personnel 

Communication and 
Procedures 

• Create thorough processing rules, 
“data maps,” and record layouts 
that work together 

  • Regular communication between 
data calculation staff, report 
developers, and third-party 
contractors on these issues is key 

Unexpected Errors • Weigh benefits of including new 
data/indicators with increased 
checking 

  • Have emergency plans in place 
should errors occur  

  • Routinely improve the checking 
process using a log of identified 
errors 

Report Design • Consult the literature on good 
report design practices 

  • Consider the report design needs 
for specific stakeholders 

• Consult a graphic designer 
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Project Management Personnel • Have staff with varying expertise 
who are dedicated to the data 
reporting process 

  • Rotate lead responsibility for 
individual reports and have shared 
responsibility among team members 

  • Use collaboration structures 
  • Establish an organizational structure 

that is conducive to functional 
report development. 

Contractors/Vendors • Use to fill gaps in needed expertise 
  • Good contractor qualities include 

high ethical standards, flexibility, 
availability to devote extensive time 
to the project, advanced technical 
skills, and good quality assurance 
practices 

  • Regular communication and 
established communication 
procedures 

  • Define roles of the contractor and 
find a balance of working for the 
organization and with staff 

  • Establish a protocol for handling 
staff turnovers and management 
changes 

  • Establish procedures and processes 

Tasks and Issues • Develop a thorough timeline with a 
process for ensuring everyone is on 
task and a protocol for revising the 
timeline should unexpected events 
arise 

  • Develop systems for organizing 
information for reports-in-progress 

  • Develop an operational manual to 
list task steps and roles and 
responsibilities 

  • Develop a database to track issues 
and their resolutions as well as a 
process for maintaining the database 
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Abstract 

 
The United States Supreme Court unanimous verdict of Brown v. Board of Education, Topeka, 
Kansas ruled separate but equal was no longer an acceptable practice in education for students in 
elementary and secondary schools across the country is a historic day that would influence 
education in the lives of African American students in the United States. Across the United 
States, school leaders grappled with implementation of integration, and in many portions of the 
country, especially in the Deep South, integration would be a slow and often tumultuous process 
for African Americans fighting for their rights to attend integrated schools. In this study, I 
investigated one school system’s efforts to develop a Freedom of Choice initiative to desegregate 
the schools to fulfill the letter of the law of the Brown decision. Through the research, I 
examined the process to implement a Freedom of Choice initiative and the perceived factors that 
facilitated the process. 
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Implementation of a Freedom of Choice Initiative in an Alabama School System 
 

May 17, 1954, would be an important historic day, influencing education in the lives of 
African American students in the United States. This was the day which ushered in the 
unanimous Supreme Court verdict in Brown v. Board of Education, Topeka, Kansas, which ruled 
that “separate but equal” was no longer an acceptable practice in education for students in 
elementary and secondary schools across the country (Irons, 2002, p. 163; Kluger, 2004, p. 710). 
From that day forward, it was the law of the land that African American students should be 
afforded the opportunity to attend schools with their White counterparts regardless of location of 
the schools. 
 

The Brown decision was a step toward equal rights for African Americans during a time 
of Jim Crow and other laws that had legally segregated the two races across the country, but 
especially in the South. In the South, these were a series of rigid anti-Black laws that created a 
caste system in which Blacks were treated as second class citizens (Pilgrim, 2000). This dual 
system was evident in the school systems in which each race had its own school, and the African 
American schools were always lacking in materials and support. 
 

With the passage of the 1954 Brown v. Board of Education decision, schools were faced 
with many questions, centered on the implementation of this new law. Unfortunately, the Court’s 
rhetoric did not bring about any immediate change, especially in the Jim Crow South, where 
deeply etched social realities were hard to erase. There was a slow response to desegregation by 
school systems following the passage of Brown in 1954, which many cited the lack of direction 
from the Supreme Court ruling. Within a year, the Supreme Court issued a second decision that 
further dictated requirements for school systems to follow. Specifically, in this decision, the 
court stated that schools should “make a prompt and reasonable start toward full compliance” in 
implementing its mandates aimed at ending de jure segregation (Russo, Harris & Sandidge, 
1994, p. 298), and that school systems must begin integrating schools with “all deliberate speed” 
(Duke, 2009, p. 16; Klarman, 2007; Wise, 2001, p. 22). It was after this ruling that schools began 
creating voluntary measures of integration which included freedom of choice plans. 
 

Although this decree was issued by the Supreme Court, historians have noted that in 
many states, it would be almost 20 years before they would completely comply with the court’s 
decision. While the Brown decision declared state-promoted segregation unconstitutional and 
pronounced any such laws or policies null and void, it did not prescribe what school systems 
must do to desegregate (Armor, 1995). In many cases, states took a very methodical approach to 
keep the schools segregated while staying clear of the watchful ideas of the federal government. 
These approaches included Freedom of Choice and Pupil Placement Laws that gave southern 
states the appearance that they were making steps to integrate schools. 
 

Such laws, passed at the state level, gave local school boards great discretion in pupil 
assignment, enough to slow or stop implementation of school desegregation. This happened in 
Tuskegee, Alabama with the Macon County Board of Education that closed the school when 
Black students attempted to integrate the school (Norrell, 1998). In 1965, only 6% of the Black 
students in the South were attending an integrated school. In 1967 this number rose to 22% in the 
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17 southern and border states, but this increase did not fulfill the letter of the law that all schools 
across the country would be integrated (Weeks, 1971). 
 

Further to the east of Tuskegee, there was a school system that had begun a five-year 
process of school integration in 1965. In May 1965, the Rose City Schools (pseudonym) board 
members discussed freedom of choice as a means of integrating the school system. The school 
board passed the following resolution to implement a plan of action. 

a) Effective with the commencement of the school year 1965–1966, all students in the 
public schools in Grades 1, 7, 11, and 12 (Grade 7 being the only transitional grade in 
the Rose City School System) shall have freedom of choice in the manner and 
through the medium hereinafter stated, to attend any school in the Rose City School 
System, regardless of race, color or national origin and enjoy the benefit of all 
services and facilities available at said school. Teachers, principals and other school 
personnel shall not be permitted to advise, recommend or otherwise influence such 
decision. Nor, will school personnel either favor or penalize children because of the 
choice made. 

b) Policy for Years Subsequent to 1965–1966: The freedom of choice provided for in 
Paragraph II (a), above, shall be extended to the parents, guardians or persons 
standing in loco parentis of pupils enrolled in not fewer than eight grades in 1966–67, 
and of all pupils in the Rose City School System thereafter. 

The first African American students were admitted to the high school in the fall of 1965 
as a part of a two-year voluntary period, offering African American families the choice of 
allowing their students to the attend the all-White school. It was not until 1969 that the school 
system forced the entire school district to have fully integrated schools for the 1970–1971 school 
year. 
 

Purpose of the Study 
 

This is part one of a four-part study examining freedom of choice implementation in an 
Alabama school system following the passing of Brown v. Board of Education in 1954. This part 
of the study examined the perceived factors that facilitated the implementation of the freedom of 
choice initiative by both African American students that actively participated in the initiative and 
those Caucasian students already at the segregated school. The stories told by the participants 
and captured in this study are of those who witnessed the integration of schools firsthand, 
gaining insight into what they learned through this process about their community, school, and 
most importantly themselves. 
 

There have been limited studies completed that have focused specifically on the freedom 
of choice movement in schools and the impact it had on students that were affected by 
integration of schools. Because there has been very little research conducted, little is known 
about the actual people involved so this study provides insights not previously examined that 
could help to understand issues of racial identity and cultural identity, thoroughly providing a 
way to modify the conceptual framework of how students view themselves as individuals and 
within various subgroups. This study provides an understanding of the lived experiences of both 
African Americans and Caucasians that came together through a difficult time in American 
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history that can be used to help current educators best understand how to work with students of 
varying backgrounds in today’s classrooms. 
 

Background 
 
Alabama’s Efforts Toward Integration 
 

Some would argue that the fear of the unknown or the idea that students learn better from 
those like them was a good reason to keep the schools segregated. Many civil rights leaders 
believed that “desegregated schools would be better for minority students and would be very 
important in helping Americans of all races to move beyond stereotypes toward genuine equality 
and respect- toward integration” (Frankenberg, Lee, & Orfield, 2003, p. 10). In Macon County, 
Alabama, the entire Tuskegee school system closed its doors in an attempt to prevent forced 
integration. In 1963, a lawsuit was filed against the Macon County Board of Education by 
Detroit Lee, an African American man, on behalf of his son and 15 other African American 
students centered on the integration of Tuskegee High School and the lack of Black students in 
the school. In an attempt to delay the integration of the school, the school was closed, but was 
forced to reopen on September 9th with 13 Black students attending the once all-White school. 
By the end of the first week of school, every single remaining White student had withdrawn from 
Tuskegee High and enrolled in neighboring Shorter or Notasulga High, or in Macon Academy 
(Bagley, 2007). In the Southwest part of the State that same year, Mobile County school system 
became the second system to become involved in a lawsuit to desegregate schools in which 
parents of 23 Black students wanted their children to attend the White schools in the county. In 
July 1963, the United States Fifth Circuit Court of Appeals ordered the board to end racial 
segregation, and the Mobile County school system began desegregating one grade a year 
beginning with the 12th grade (Duke, 2009). 
 

About 35 miles from Tuskegee, Opelika would begin its integration efforts in 1965 by 
completing the necessary paperwork required by the United States Department of Health, 
Education, and Welfare (HEW) which included a Resolution of Compliance instrument in an 
attempt to show good faith to integrate (Bagley, 2007). The Opelika school system would plan to 
integrate grades one through four by implementing a freedom of choice plan. 
 

In 1967, Judge Frank Johnson expanded the lawsuit to include every school system in the 
state not already under court order. On March 22nd, he ordered the governor and education 
officials in the state to “take affirmative action to disestablish all state enforced or encouraged 
public school segregation” (Lee v. Macon County Board of Education, 1967, p. 8) that now 
included 96 schools in the state. Johnson also told officials that they were under “an affirmative 
constitutional duty to take whatever corrective action is necessary” to dismantle the dual school 
system in the state (Lee v. Macon County Board of Education, 1967, p. 26). By 1972, the 
Southern schools were more integrated than those in the North which could be attributed to the 
number of lawsuits filed in the South to force integration efforts to happen in rural areas (Davis, 
2001). 
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School Integration and the Freedom of Choice Movement 
 

In an effort to abide by Brown v. Board of Education, school systems began to implement 
freedom of choice plans in which parents could choose to send their students to either all Black 
or all White schools. “Freedom of choice allowed, in theory, any student to attend any school in 
the system, thereby allowing equal educational access for every student” (Duke, 2009, p. 18). 
While the law was initiated to thwart integration, these school-based plans were, for the most 
part, legitimate attempts to initiate the integration process. The underlying premise of these plans 
was that parents were given a choice of the educational setting and allowed to choose the 
environment they feel was most appropriate for their children—a segregated school or an 
integrated school. The guidelines for integration generally called for freedom of choice to be 
opened for four grades that were to be spread out, for example: first grade, the first and last high 
school grade, and the first junior high grade. Uchitelle (1993) summarized public school choice 
programs as: 

These are programs that offer parents a variety of educational settings and allow them to 
choose the environment they feel is most appropriate for their own children. They are 
schools that offer parents an alternative to neighborhood schools that they consider. They 
strive to overcome educational inequalities. (p. 15) 

 
These plans were relatively non-controversial because too few schools across the country 

were using them to integrate the schools, so there was little movement of African Americans into 
White schools (Rossell, Armor, & Walberg, 2002). Freedom of choice would, however, give 
school systems the appearance they were integrating since there were only two options; but in 
many cases, parents kept their students in their neighborhood schools, which were racially 
segregated. 
 

In May 1965, the Opelika school system sent information to parents announcing the 
freedom of choice plan that was in place for 15 days to give parents the ability to send their 
children to another school. No Whites chose to attend the Black schools, and there would only be 
two African Americans who would elect to attend White schools for the fall of 1965 (Bagley, 
2007). This trend seemed to be the norm across the state—very few African Americans choosing 
to participate in freedom of choice to integrate all-White schools, and no Caucasians choosing to 
attend all-Black schools. It would not be until 1967 before Opelika schools included all grades in 
their freedom of choice plan, and that yielded 58 transfer requests, some of which were White 
students seeking to transfer to other White schools, but the majority of which were Black 
students transferring to White schools (Bagley, 2007). 
 

In the neighboring city of Auburn, the 1965 school year would be their first attempt at 
integrating the schools utilizing a freedom of choice plan. Auburn school leaders chose to 
integrate grades 1, 7, 11, and 12 under the plan, and very similar to Opelika, no Whites chose to 
attend any of the Black schools and only a handful of Blacks would attend the White schools. 
 

Although the freedom of choice idea ultimately was not the final step toward integration, 
it remained in operation in Auburn City Schools for four years and appeared to have been 
successful in initiating integration before the courts forced its implementation in 1969. In a study 
of this initiative from the perspective of various groups involved in it, Herring (2015) found four 
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barriers to its success. Among them were lack of professional development with faculty, the 
culture of the state of Alabama as a whole, state government, and the fear of the unknown based 
on experiences from similar efforts in other communities. However, she also found six factors 
that facilitated its implementation. They were strong community, caring and capable teachers, 
extensive planning by the leadership, [Auburn] university influence and perceived well-educated 
community, community ownership in the process, and athletics serving as a “window” for the 
community to see success. 
 

By 1968, freedom of choice plans were generally not approved by the federal courts 
because these plans did little to integrate large numbers of African Americans in schools across 
the country (Raffel, 1998). The Supreme Court rulings in Green v. County (1968) and Alexander 
v. Holmes County Board of Education (1969) ended de jure dual school systems and ultimately 
enforced the Brown decisions once and for all for school systems across the country. 
 

Methodology 
 

This was a qualitative case study because the nature of the study dealt with the lives of 
those that participated in the freedom of choice movement during the integration of schools. 
Qualitative research investigates research questions of how, what, and why in situations calling 
for in-depth exploration to provide a greater understanding of the phenomenon (Creswell, 2007; 
Yin, 2014). Qualitative research relies on the participants’ views; asks broad, general question; 
collects data that consists mainly of words; and describes and analyzes these words for themes 
(Creswell, 2005; Yin, 2014). 
 

Creswell (2005) defined case study as “a variation of ethnography in that the researcher 
provides an in-depth exploration of a bounded system (e.g. an event, a process, or an individual) 
based on extensive data collection” (p. 439). Case studies allow people to look at the world in a 
particular way and to communicate the situation to others in an effort to gain knowledge. This 
type of qualitative research becomes a roadmap of knowledge to promote future study; providing 
an understanding of a specific situation and setting while evaluating people’s lives, and what 
gives meaning to them (Patton, 2002). 
 

Population and Sample 
 

This study occurred in a school setting in a small Southern city with a population of 
19,261 residents in the 1960s. The school system examined was Rose City Schools (RCS) 
(pseudonym). The city of Rose, nestled in the east central part of the state, had access to a local 
university and is within an hour’s drive of a major metropolitan city. The school system has a 
unique history in that it was formed as an independent district, later became part of a county 
system, and then once again became an independent system. 
 

RCS was established in 1961 after citizens favored becoming a separate entity from the 
county-school district. Prior to 1961, the citizens of Rose had voted to tax themselves for local 
education at a higher rate than the citizens of the county, and believed that because they were 
paying a higher rate that these funds should be used exclusively for the children living in the city 
of Rose. Proponents also believed that Rose schools would not improve as long as they remained 
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in the county system (local newspaper article, 1961). Table 1 summarizes the configuration of 
the school system as it developed as an independent school system from the county school 
district. 
 
Table 1 
Rose City Schools 1961–1970 School Configuration (Pseudonyms used) 

Grade 
1961–1966 1966–1969 1969–1970 

African 
Americans 

White African 
Americans 

White African 
Americans 

White 

1 

Bass 

 Elementary 

Robinson, 

Webb Road, 

Community  

Center, 

Johnsons Mill 

Bass 

Elementary 

Robinson, 

Webb Road, 

Johnsons Mill 
Bass 

Elementary 

Robinson, 

Webb Road 

Johnsons Mill 

2 

3 

4 

5 
Hendrick 

Avenue 

Middle 

Hendrick 

Avenue 

Middle 

6 

7 

Hafley High Rose High Hafley High 

Hafley 

Middle 8 

9 

Rose High 

Rose 

High Rose 

High 

10 

11 Hafley 

High 12 

 
A purposive sampling was used to identify the population and sample. Purposive 

sampling is the qualitative research process in which the researcher selects individuals with an 
intentional purpose (Creswell, 2005). The criteria for selection included students who integrated 
the schools utilizing freedom of choice or those that were at the school when integration 
occurred during freedom of choice. After identifying potential participants, nine students chose 
to be included in the study, listed in Table 2.  
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Table 2 
Participant Demographics 
Participant Race Gender Grade at Time of Integration Graduation Year 

Respondent 1 (R1) W Female 11th 1967 

Respondent 2 (R2) AA Male 10th 1968 

Respondent 3 (R3) AA Male 11th 1969 

Respondent 4 (R4) W Male 7th 1971 

Respondent 5 (R5) AA Female 9th 1971 

Respondent 6 (R6) W Male 7th 1971 

Respondent 7 (R7) W Male 7th 1971 

Respondent 8 (R8) AA Female 6th 1974 

Respondent 9 (R9) AA Female 6th  1974 

 
Data Analysis 

 
“Data analysis consists of examining, categorizing, tabulating, testing, or otherwise 

recombining evidence, to produce empirically based findings” (Yin, 2014, p. 132). Interviews 
were analyzed to determine common themes among the participants and those that were 
different. I was looking to see what differences existed between the two racial groups during the 
time of integration to gain insight to their lived experiences. 
 

Open coding was used to examine, compare, break down, conceptualize and categorize 
the data (Strauss & Corbin, 1990). This process was used to breakdown or reduce data to 
manageable segments that can be used to generate themes and categories (Schwandt, 2007). 
Codes were developed from data collected from transcribed responses from the interviews with 
all data collected from the interviews were used in the coding process. 
 

Findings 
 
Implementation Process 
 

Rose City Schools, like many other school systems across the nation, did not initially 
adhere to the United States Supreme Court’s desegregation decision of 1954 when the school 
system broke away from the county school system in 1961. In compliance with the laws, city 
schools in Alabama sought ways to solve the problem of how best to integrate its schools. 
 

In May of 1965, Rose City Schools implemented a freedom of choice plan requiring all 
school-aged children to indicate the school that they wanted to attend for the next school year. 
Results of this freedom of choice plan suggested that the majority of students, both Blacks and 
Whites, chose to remain in the school they were already attending. In the first year of integration 
in 1965, fewer than five students chose to attend Rose High School, the predominately White 
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school. No White students chose to attend Hafley High, a predominantly Black school. Over the 
next four years, the number of Black students attending the predominately White school 
gradually increased, but no White students ever chose to attend either of the predominantly 
Black schools. 
 

By 1969, the number of Black students attending Rose High had not increased 
significantly. The desired ratio had not been obtained in either school. The time mandated to 
fully integrate the schools was fast approaching. Therefore, the Rose City School System 
implemented another plan of action. It was also a mandate that high-achieving African American 
students in all grade levels attending Hafley High School received notification to report to Rose 
High School in the fall of 1969. The members of the Board of Education believed that the above-
average African American students would be accepted academically and socially by the White 
students and faculty. 
 

Many of the students were upset, and parents were concerned about their children’s 
future. After meetings with numerous parents, the final decision of the Board allowed all seniors 
attending Hafley to remain and complete their senior year making the class of 1970 the last 
graduating class of Hafley High School. 
 

Factors that Facilitated the Freedom of Choice Initiative 
 

The fall of 1965 would be the first time that any African American students would walk 
the halls of the all-White schools in the city of Rose. The school system, with its leadership, had 
developed a freedom of choice plan that would allow students to attend the school of their choice 
provided that there was room available. There were board meetings and community meetings 
held throughout the city, but there were other factors that contributed to integration prompting 
African American students to leave their segregated schools to attend schools with their White 
counterparts. These factors included family support, community support, compassionate teachers 
within the school system, and proactive students that recognized the need for both races to come 
together in school. 
 
Family Support for Integration 
 

Of the nine participants, five were African Americans who chose to integrate the school 
system through freedom of choice. Their stories were similar in that their parents were the 
primary reason why they chose to integrate the school system. In Rose City Schools, the school 
leaders developed a plan that would show that the school system was making an effort to 
integrate. Respondent 2 was one of the first students to integrate the school system through the 
newly approved plan of the freedom of choice movement which allowed parents to choose the 
school their child would attend. In this case, R2’s parents, who were African American, wanted 
him to attend the all-White high school after spending summer school in the White school. He 
received a B in the class and his mother wanted him to continue to go to the White school that 
fall because she believed that he would receive a better education. He shared: 

Well my role was kind of forced on me [by my mother]. [Line 70] ….So when I came 
home with that [good grade from summer school] she said I need to go back over there 
[White high school] to see if they are going to have Freedom of Choice. At first I told her 
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that I didn’t want to go, but she said I was going anyway. She then went down to a board 
meeting asked them to let me transfer and they did. [Lines 80-84] 

R2 also states how his mother thought he would have better grades if he attended the White high 
school. R2 stated: 

By taking that one class during the summer and I did so well in that one class she felt that 
I would do better in the rest of them. That was her biggest concern. [getting a good 
education] [Lines 90-92] 

Respondent 8’s parents and grandparents impacted her decision to want to integrate through 
freedom of choice. She responded by stating: 

So our grandparents and our parents said yes, you know whenever integration comes, 
yeah because the White schools have better books, you have better opportunities. The 
older you get versus staying here because you’re never going to have an equal education 
if you have a choice of which one to go to. [Lines 28-31] 

In this particular family, integration was something that R8 looked forward to and it was not a 
question of if we are going to integrate the school system, but when. R8 stated: 

Well you know, family structure is probably very different now in a lot of families than 
there were then, but we all try to captivate what we can, but at dinner that was our most 
prized time for family discussions. So we would have discussions about trading schools 
long before we even did. And then after dinner we would be sitting...I can remember 
winter nights when we were sitting in front of the fireplace and we would be talking 
about school and what we are going to do and if we are going to do it. [Lines 141-146] 

R8 went on to explain why she felt her parents wanted her to attend the White high school:  
So I can only tell you that my parents decided because they felt like we would have more 
opportunities and better opportunities… You are going to have to eventually [go] 
anyway, so why not go ahead and go now and go ahead and get started and it is going to 
be so much easier and so much better by the time that it is mandatory. So from that point 
that was the family and how we decided. [Lines 150-156] 

R8 integrated while in junior high school and based on what was happening around the country, 
full integration of all schools was the next step in the process. Her parents saw that there were 
better opportunities for her at the White school, and by integrating early on, she would have the 
benefit of knowing the other students and teachers. 
 

Respondent 3 discussed how his mother saw the need for an integrated education to help 
her son deal with both groups, White and Black. He said: 

I give my mother all the credit, because my mother was like look, you will have to 
always work with people that you are not going to [like] all the time and you will have to 
work with Black people and White people, you got to work with all different people. 
[Lines 295-298] 

Being raised in a family in which she had support from her mother, grandmother, and great aunt, 
Respondent 5 discussed: 

Well of course, when the opportunity presented itself, my grandmother and my great aunt 
they were always actively involved in anything related to voters rights and community 
development or church related kinds of things. So they were very in tuned and we were 
too. We were in tuned to what was happening in the country at that time as far as the civil 
rights movement was concerned. Of course when there was an opportunity to choose 



SJEA: Vol. 19, No. 1—Fall 2019, ISSN 2689-307X 55 

whether you are part of integration or not, you can’t say that I chose it, my mom chose it 
for me. [Lines 114-120] 

The events throughout the country were pivotal in integration of schools in the South. By seeing 
what was occurring in other parts of the country, this helped prompt those in the African 
American community to become involved in the civil rights movement. The need to have an 
equal access to the White school was important to those in the African American community. 
They saw the inequity that was occurring in funding and facilities, and in some cases, they felt 
that the education would be better at the White high school. All of these factors impacted their 
decision to want to integrate under freedom of choice. 
 

The stories of the White participants (R1, R4, R6, and R7) were a bit different in that they 
were already at the school when the African American students chose to integrate the school 
through freedom of choice. The support that their families showed were keeping their children in 
the school system while integration was taking place. This was not true of other areas of the 
country and even the state as referenced previously in the review of literature. One such example 
was in New Orleans where the parents of the White students withdrew their children from school 
because there was now an African American student in the class with their children. 
 

Respondent 1 mentioned her family upbringing and being taught to recognize the talents 
of others. R1 stated: 

Part of that is because daddy was a coach and I was acquainted with people from 
different races, probably at an earlier age than other students. So I can see the talents and 
it also allowed me to see the world better. [Lines 375-377] 

Having this viewpoint showed how influential her parents were in embracing diversity and the 
positive impact they had on integration in the community. Respondent 6 also spoke of his parents 
teaching him about respect. R6 remembered: 

Well growing up as a kid you knew that. I did not feel privileged so much, but I was 
always taught respect for adults. Did not matter what color they were. I was always 
taught that, you know you, appreciate when people do something for you. [Lines 476-
478] 

Both of these viewpoints show the importance that the families had placed on education and all 
the participants chose to stay in the school system and all graduated from the integrated high 
school. 
 
Community Support for Integration 
 

To help make integration a possibility, it was important that the community showed its 
support for the school system. Having seen negative reports from Tuskegee and Little Rock 
Arkansas, this community appeared to be supportive of the freedom of choice plan that was 
outlined by the school system. 
 

Respondent 8 stated that there was a local church that helped to facilitate the integration 
process in the community with the help of a school organization at the segregated school. R8 
stated: 

…but when we went through the preparation by 7th grade preparing for 8th grade, and 
working with the Presbyterian church and having adopted families and all of that, so that 
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would help bridge that communication and that gap as you transition and by 8th grade 
transitioning by choice not mandatory to the school. [Lines 34-37] 

Working with the church and having adopted families that were White, would help to foster the 
spirit of integration at the school and provide a support system for the African Americans that 
may have participated to help them transition from their familiar settings at the segregated school 
to their new home. R8 went on to discuss that although not everyone may have been on board 
with the idea of integration, through the work of the church, it made things a bit easier for the 
community. She said: 

The people at the Presbyterian Church like the lady that I had talked about, how as a 
family they had to do it and her children may have not been receptive to it. She may not 
have been receptive either, maybe her husband wanted to do it, but maybe the Church 
said we got to have these people and her husband said come on we got to do it. [Lines 
1053-1056] 

Earlier, R8 mentioned how all of the church leaders in the community were involved in 
providing a safe atmosphere for the students that were participating in the program to ensure they 
had a smooth transition. She recalled that: 

I can say that our church leaders that were involved without naming anybody for fear of 
leaving somebody out, but just church leaders all together in the Black community that 
was committed to making sure we were safe and had a good smooth transition. 

This showed the commitment that the church, both Black and White, had toward integration of 
the schools. Many of the African American participants discussed how important the church was 
to their family, and it was this foundation to help to define who they were as a race while 
providing support. Respondent 9 stated: 

Church was the center of our life including social life like most Black communities. 
[Lines 11-12] 

Respondent 2 stated: Oh the church is definitely about the community… [Line 434] 
Both of these statements add to the importance that the church had on the community and the 
influence it could have to promote community initiatives. 
 

Respondent 8 also talked about another partnership that was formed through the school 
system with Project Opportunity. Project Opportunity, as described in the book Lest We Forget, 
was developed by the school system in 1963 with the purpose to provide an environment for 
minority students who were college bound. This organization was instrumental in providing 
opportunities for minority students to visit college campuses and provide a support system for 
those students that would further their education after high school. Respondent 9 fondly 
remembered Project Opportunity for the educational trips and the help they provided during the 
summer. She said: 

So we traveled during the summer. I would go on those Black college tours and that is 
when I knew that it was more outside Rose and I didn’t want to go to Rose University. 
[Lines 68-70] 

R9 went on to describe the program: 
It is similar to Upward Bound and we had to go to summer school every summer. You 
went to summer school every summer. You could either work on classes that you needed 
remediation in or you could take classes and that is what I always did. 
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Although this was prior to integration, the program helped to prepare the students to be prepared 
for high school since many were still in junior high school just like R8 and R9 were at this time. 
R9 also referenced how Project Opportunity worked with the local church: 

You know [we] had Project Opportunity at the school [Black segregated school] that 
initiated the whole community staff with the church, within the Presbyterian Church and 
develop that and that was through our counseling program the Project Opportunity and 
then you had the churches, because the churches as they are today, were very involved in 
the educational process for families. [Lines 179-183] 

This again showed the positive influence that both of these community groups had on the 
African American students that were integrating the school system. For Respondent 1, she 
believed that the community was a contributing factor for the positive integration efforts in the 
city. R1 stated: 

I have always said that if we were not in Rose, things would not have been as smooth. 
[Lines 37-38] 

R1 went on to say that: 
We were fortunate that our fathers were at a school [local university, name omitted] that 
seemed like it had some diversity. [Lines 118-119] 

It would be this diversity that would contribute to the efforts to integrate the school system. 
Respondent 2 stated: 

…but I think the leaders of Rose, the superintendents in the schools knew it was coming 
and it was going to happen, so I think they got proactive and said look we are going to do 
it the first year that we are going to do Freedom of Choice and if some Blacks want to 
come over here and some White students wanted to go that way, that would be okay, but 
it did not happen [in reference to not as many Blacks and no Whites integrating. [Lines 
376-381] 

Understanding the political climate in the country, and realizing that integration was the correct 
answer, prompted officials to take this proactive approach, which made things much smoother 
for those involved that wanted to integrate the schools. 
 
Compassionate Teachers 
 

Another facilitator that promoted the integration efforts of the school system were 
compassionate teachers that the students would get an opportunity to work with while in the 
schools. Two of the participants, R5 and R9, spoke fondly of their band directors that helped 
them transition to their new surrounding and provided them a safe haven in the school. It was 
this outreach of kindness and support that helped them continue at the high school although 
times were tough. Respondent 5 spoke highly of her high school band teacher stating: 

…band is kind of what brought me, that kind of made me feel like there was some value, 
and honestly throughout my high school career, band was the thing. He was favorite 
teacher in life. Mr. Holland (pseudonym). Because always from day one he made me feel 
like I was a part of the class. Nothing special, no extra, but just that I was a part of the 
class. [Lines 252-256] 

This same sentiment resonated from Respondent 9 as she remembered her time in band at the 
junior high school. She remembered: 
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So I had an excellent band director Robert Hudson (pseudonym). [Line 44] …. he was 
instrumental. He wasn’t from Rose so he had a different attitude about what school was 
like and so he was real nice. [Line 46-48] 

She went on to say: 
I remember the first day of band and I was not talking to anybody, because all of us little 
Black kids sat together and I was scared to death. I will never forget that one day I got 
ready to leave and he was like “come here” and I said “me?” Yeah, and he said can I just 
see you smile? Because he thought I was mean and so every day he would make it his 
business to tell me bye, he said “R9, bye.” He would come by and he was encouraging. 
He was one of those teachers that he became the light in the turmoil when things got 
crazy up in the main building. [Lines 309-315] 

As the next years went on, there were more African Americans choosing to integrate through 
freedom of choice and R9 continued to discuss the impact that the band director had at the 
school. She remembered: 

Well I had joined band more kids were starting to come. More people were coming then 
so I enjoyed and loved band and band to me was an escape because band made up of 
nerds, you know the cute girls was not trying to be in the band and so I like my band 
director. He made band worth it, because he was such a good man and he cared. [Lines 
305-309] 

In these descriptions, the one aspect that both of these teachers had in common was that they 
showed that their truly cared for the students, regardless of their race. It was this compassion that 
helped to ease the transition from going the familiarity of the segregated Black school to the 
unknown of the White school. 
 

Another quality that showed compassion was the need to show equity in the classroom. 
This was a turbulent time and because in those first couple years or so, there were very, if any 
African American teachers at the White schools during integration. Because of this, it seemed as 
though there may not be support for those integrating the school, but there were several teachers 
that stood up for the students. Respondent 3 remembered: 

I had a guy that was real good, he taught me mechanical drawing and he was an excellent 
teacher. He was one that was trying to make sure that we as Blacks who were coming 
into the system were treated fairly and were involved in things. 

R2 even remembered an incident in which one the football coaches did not want to give him the 
opportunity to play, and it was this same teacher that stood up for the player, saying that he had 
earned the right to play. R2 stated: 

So the mechanical drawing teacher worked with the football coaches when we were out 
there practicing and I never forget that the coach tried to not let me play and he spoke up 
and said no he has done everything required, let him have a shot at it. So he was one of 
the teachers and I cannot remember his name though. He was one of the teachers who 
tried to make sure that the playing field was leveled. Everybody got to have the 
opportunity. He did not try to work from no stacked deck. 

R2 also spoke highly of his math teacher that he too was one that was fair in the classroom. R2 
stated: 

Mr. Daniel (pseudonym) taught geometry and he was also the adviser for the student 
paper, I cannot remember. But Mr. Daniel did not push it [race] and he did not do 
anything to hinder it either. 
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Both of these teachers were to be commended for their efforts to ensure that the African 
American students were treated fairly and equally in all aspects of the school. 
 

Respondent 4 discussed how the principal, assistant principal and guidance counselor 
were positive influences for the students during integration. R4 said: 

I think for the most part in retrospect they probably shared the same ideas that I 
mentioned earlier, that it is not necessarily the White students or the Black students, but 
its picking out those that want to make a positive difference you know to help globally if 
you will…. and pull people together to, you know, make a positive change would be a 
fair assessment. [Lines 254-258] 

Respondent 6 shared: 
I think that the teachers always have cared. They would not be doing what they do if they 
didn’t. I think all in all when you look at where Rose is today and probably where most 
schools are in Alabama. It has got to be better for everybody. [Lines 574-576] 

These recollections only further add to the evidence that there were White teachers and 
administrators that showed compassion and wanted to see all students succeed. This only helped 
to facilitate integration during freedom of choice, and one would hope that these compassionate 
teachers would overshadow those that were negative. 
 
Proactive Students 
 

Having a supportive friend in class was one aspect of the school that helped to facilitate 
integration in the schools. Through the interviews, one participant, R1, was a voice for those that 
were disadvantaged, especially for those African Americans that integrated the school. In fact, 
two of her best friends were African American students who integrated the high school. R1 
shared: 

... I was the person who spoke up in class if I thought someone was being mistreated and 
this fueled my sense of I need to take on the world, because I knew this was the way it 
was supposed to be. [Lines 44-46] 

R1 would become the spokesperson for justice for anyone that she felt was being mistreated at 
the school, both White and African American. When R1 became a teacher, she remembered 
teaching with one her best friend’s mom and how special it was to her. This friendship between 
an African American and Caucasian student truly embodied the positive culture that was being 
promoted during integration. 
 

Respondent 4 also shared some positive experiences that he had, especially on the first 
day of school when integration took place. Because his father owned a business in the town, he 
had grown up with some of these students, and therefore, had built some positive relationships 
with them outside the school setting. R4 described the first day of school: 

I can vividly remember the first day that integration happened and all of the African-
Americans came to the junior high and I thought it was the greatest thing since sliced 
bread because I already knew most of them because there were so many that were kids of 
the parents that work for my dad. So I can remember on the first day going to the lunch 
room and going to sit with all the African-American friends that I had, and I remember 
that that was pretty shocking to a lot of the rest of the kids. [Lines 52-58] 
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This experience would have given those African American students some comfort in seeing one 
familiar face that was accepting of them attending the school. 
 

Respondent 8 had one of these positive experiences from the White students at the 
school. R8 shared: 

Um, when you walk down the hall and someone finally remembered your name and 
remembered who you were, you would drop something and someone would pick it up 
and give it to you. Those kinds of things made it a lot easier over time. But it also 
validated that it was the right thing to do, because it helped you realize and see the 
relationships and that any kind of relationship barriers can be broken. With enough effort, 
anything could be broken. [Lines 411-419] 

This reflection showed that over time, it did become easier to be at the school and gave hope that 
there were others at the school that would be accepting to the African American students being at 
the school. 
 

African American students were also proactive in integrating the school community at 
Rose High School. Several of the African American students were involved in various 
extracurricular activities, and saw that as an opportunity to showcase their talents even when it 
seemed as the other students did not want them there. R5 stated: 

I definitely was a part of integrating the band. I think that was one of the areas in the 
school system that probably is the least integrated. I am proud to have been a part of that 
process of helping my community to move in that direction. [Lines 752-755] 

R8 used the opportunity to become a cheerleader at the integrated school as a chance to break the 
racial divide between the two groups of students. She remembered: 

“…I tried out for cheerleader because I thought that would bring about a more of a social 
gathering and it did. That is where my closest ties evolved from…” [Lines 243-245] 

R8 fondly remembered many of the friendships she made through cheerleading which also gave 
her an opportunity to serve in many key roles at the school and seen as a role model for both the 
African American and Caucasian students. She went on to say: 

“Once you developed those relationships and all of those barriers are behind you, and 
everybody embraces people as people, then you don’t see those colors anymore because 
race is not an issue.” [Lines 782-784] 

 
The African American students took advantage of the opportunities that were being 

afforded to them in the integrated school to show that regardless of color, they were just as 
capable as their White counterparts. Although in the beginning there were few African 
Americans participating in these activities, their proactive nature forged the way for others to 
join and ultimately increase the number of African American students in key leadership positions 
in the school during integration. These proactive students, both African American and 
Caucasian, brought together the school community to show that they could equally contribute to 
the success of the school. 
 

Discussion 
 

Through this study, I sought to examine the experience of being involved in a freedom of 
choice initiative from the perspective of the students involved over a six-year period. I examined 
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the factors that contributed to student participation in this initiative and determine what factors 
hindered and facilitated the process. A second focus was to determine the relationship between 
both African American and Caucasian perceptions and role of racial and cultural identity in their 
involvement in the freedom of choice initiative. 
 

An historical case study approach was utilized for this research. Evidence was collected 
from a variety of sources including semi-structured interviews with nine participants, review of 
primary source documents, and a review of related literature. 
 

Themes emerged from the data collection process and those themes were used to develop 
the analysis and discovery categories, and subsequently, a summary of the major findings, 
implications for practice, discussion of the findings as they relate to school integration. 
 
Overview of the Freedom of Choice Initiative and Findings 
 

Freedom of choice was an initiative used by many school systems across the country to 
allow students choice in the school they wanted to attend. They could stay at the school where 
they had been assigned based on race or they could chose to attend the other school in the 
district. In this initiative, it would be the African American students that would chose to attend 
the all-White schools in the district as very few, if any, Whites chose to attend the all-Black 
schools. 
 

This school system chose a systematic approach to integration through freedom of choice 
by starting with students in grades 1, 7, 11, and 12 the opportunity to select the school they 
would like to attend. That first year, only five African American students chose to transfer from 
their assigned school with no White students making that choice. For the next two years, the 
number of African Americans choosing to transfer would increase, but not in numbers that 
caused a major change in either school. This lack of movement caused the system to develop a 
desegregation plan to be submitted to the Courts that would have full desegregation for the 
1970–1971 school year, ultimately closing the Black high school until it reopened as a middle 
school for the district. 
 
Research Question: What perceived factors facilitated the implementation of the Freedom of 
Choice initiative? 
 

The strongest support for the African American students’ participation in this program 
came from the family and community. It was evident that this support made students have a 
strong identity in who they were as individuals. Their pride in whom they were and what they 
were doing helped gave them the strength to overcome the barriers in their way. A sense of pride 
and perseverance were themes that resonated from their stories as they recounted their days in 
school during freedom of choice. They understood that not everyone wanted them at the school, 
but it was their right to be there and they would take that opportunity to be a part of the school. 
 

It should also be noted that the church was a strong foundation for the African American 
students as this was a center of the African American family. Having freedom of choice coincide 
with the events of the civil rights movement was monumental in bringing together some 
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members of the African American community. Whang and Nash (2005) stated, “compassionate 
acts reflect caring about others so deeply that we take responsibility for, and do everything in our 
power to ease suffering. It is not a feeling of pity, superiority or judgment. It is a feeling of 
togetherness and kinship with all life” (p. 86). 
 

The church community and the people within it recognized the inequities that existed 
between the two schools, and wanted their children to have access to the same materials and 
opportunities. School personnel increasingly are being asked to serve diverse student populations 
and give special attention to improving the academic and social outcomes of racial-ethnic 
minority and low-income students (Desimone, 1999). In today’s schools, the inequities that have 
been identified have centered on closing the achievement gap between the majority and minority 
populations along with the increased number of African American students being overly 
suspended out of school. As school officials try to address both of these problems, they continue 
to rely on help from the parents to move students in a positive manner. 
 

Parental school involvement is largely defined as consisting of the following activities: 
volunteering at school, communicating with teachers and other school personnel, assisting in 
academic activities at home, and attending school events, meetings of parent-teacher 
associations, and parent-teacher conferences (Hill & Taylor, 2004). Unfortunately, many schools 
are finding that the family support is not evident, or if it is evident, not seen in a consistent 
manner. This has been seen through decreased attendance at parent-teacher conferences and/or 
meetings that the schools have requested. Hill and Taylor (2014) stated that impoverished 
families are less likely to be involved in schooling than wealthier families, and schools in 
impoverished communities are less likely to promote parental school involvement than schools 
in wealthier communities. With this being said, it is important that school systems continue to 
find ways to connect with the parents and the community so that a support system can be 
established to meet the needs of students. 
 

Another factor that facilitated the integration of the schools under freedom of choice was 
having compassionate teachers. It would be these compassionate teachers who greeted students 
each and every day, and it would be these faces that would give them reassurance that they were 
in the right place. These same teachers would recognize and celebrate all students for their 
efforts and not for the color of their skin. This finding has implications for schools of today. The 
increased diversity in our schools and the focus on assuring that all children succeed makes it 
imperative that teachers recognize the fact that although students may come in with different 
backgrounds, it is the teachers’ responsibility to ensure that they are providing them with the best 
education possible. It was also evidenced that the teachers provide encouragement and push 
students to achieve, even when students may not feel that they are capable. Teachers often 
recognize the potential in a student when others may dismiss them, and it is this quality that 
makes a great teacher. Whang and Nash (2005) found that “the importance of nurturing 
compassion is apparent if one understands compassion to be the meeting of the dispossessed in 
all of one’s reality, and committing to work to change the structures which impose suffering, 
dependency and situations of marginalization” (p. 84). These caring teachers showed that 
compassion and it made a difference for students. 
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Finally, having proactive students that recognized that inequities existed between the 
races, but were not going to follow the status quo helped to impact the relationships forged by 
students. These students embraced their new classmates and made them feel a part of the school 
community when others were not so accepting. Having these students around, no matter how 
few, proved to make a path for positive relationships and friendships. It did not matter the race of 
the person, but that they were a fellow classmate and deserved the same opportunities as they 
had in previous years. Personnel in school systems must continue to foster this mutual 
understanding among students of different races and backgrounds through professional 
development for teachers so that they understand the diversity of their community and student 
population. This understanding then must be transferred to the students so that they are 
empowered with the knowledge of mutual respect for diversity among their classmates. It is the 
teachers’ and school’s responsibility to encourage the development of this sense of community 
by designing communal activities to which all contribute. Being a member of a community 
includes feeling part of a group. Based on the work of John Dewey, teachers and students share 
membership in this community, and it is through collaboration that learning occurs (Osterman, 
2000). In the school, that community consists primarily of students and teachers. In our 
elementary schools, the teacher may spend more time with the students than they may spend with 
their parents and/or families, so the students are constantly learning from the teacher, both 
formally and informally. The teacher is essential in creating this community that embraces all 
students. It has been said by various people that students do not care how much you know, only 
that you care about them. This is so true in developing relationships with students and creating a 
classroom environment for learning to occur. It is also important to realize that in today’s schools 
this diversity is going beyond race, but now includes gender identity, cultural identity, and non-
traditional family structures. Whang and Nash (2005) stated: 

Compassionate acts reflect caring about others so deeply that we take responsibility for, 
and do everything in our power to ease suffering. It is not a feeling of pity, superiority or 
judgment. It is a feeling of togetherness and kinship with all life. It would be the 
community, compassionate teachers, and proactive students all working together to take 
responsibility to ensure that integration would take place and that more African American 
students would continue to leave their segregated school and attend an integrated school 
setting. 

 
Future Research 

 
From the findings and analysis of this research, a number of potential research 

opportunities exist. As the specific stories of the freedom of choice initiative were collected from 
the participants in one southeastern town, the implications from this research and the 
continuation of the study seemed to broaden. Several topics emerged as areas for consideration. 
 

One area identified as a future research consideration is the process of building stronger 
connections with the school system and all areas of the community. Respondents indicated that 
the school system personnel did not go out into the community to build full support for the 
integration efforts and did not put into place best practices to sustain parental involvement at the 
schools once integration took place. Parental involvement is an area with which many schools 
continue to struggle as they see a decrease in parental involvement as students reach the high 
school. It is recommended that future research examine the roles all stakeholders play in the 
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success of the school system. Included in the recommendation is to examine effective structures 
in place that include all facets of the community in building strong connections to the school. 
 

Another recommendation for further research would be to study the impact that 
desegregation efforts have had on society, including both public and private schools. As the 60th 
anniversary of Brown vs. Board of Education has passed, has our educational system fulfilled the 
letter of the law by ending separate but equal schools? It is recommended to analyze schools 
today and determine the impact integration has had on the schools with regard to race relations 
and the traditions of the school. A comparison of student populations related to racial identity 
development and traditions of the schools before and after integration, and social interactions, 
along with comparison to schools that are predominantly one-race is recommended. 
 

Concluding Thoughts 
 

The voices from the nine participants give just a glimpse of the untold stories many other 
students have during this important time in the history of education in Alabama and the United 
States. It is the hope of the researcher that their voices represent the countless others that were 
not given an opportunity to share their experiences as our country moved toward racial equality. 
Through this study, I only touched the surface of what was occurring throughout the South, but 
the intention is that the lived experiences of these nine participants will open the door for greater 
dialogue among the races and capture their lived experiences as a result of this endeavor. So 
much has changed in the country, but with change, it is also said that some aspects remain the 
same. It is important that individuals today do not repeat the mistakes of the past. Schools are 
instrumental in producing the next generation of leaders, and it is important that these future 
leaders understand the history from which they come. The stories from this integration effort of 
these nine participants showed pride, perseverance, and a determination to succeed in spite of the 
obstacles that may have been before them.  
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Abstract 

 
In some form, dispositions have been addressed in national standards for educational leadership 
for over 20 years. Although conflicting definitions exist, dispositions are defined as the attitudes, 
beliefs, and values held by an individual. Using the Educational Leadership Candidate Belief 
Scale, a previously validated instrument to assess dispositions, a survey was administered to four 
groups: (a) undergraduate students not enrolled in an education program, (b) undergraduate 
students pre-admitted into an education preparation program, (c) master’s-degree students 
studying educational leadership, and (d) doctoral students, most of whom were studying 
curriculum and instruction. An Analysis of Variance (ANOVA) was conducted and revealed 
statistically significant differences among all groups. Master’s-degree students who were 
explicitly taught about dispositions scored significantly higher than all other groups, including 
the doctoral students. The implication for educational leadership preparation is important as 
individuals can be taught dispositions aligned to standards, which will foster stronger leaders 
who will have greater success in administrative positions. 
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Assessing Leadership Dispositions 
 

An individual must possess the requisite knowledge and skills to serve as an effective 
educational leader. In addition to knowledge and skills, effective dispositions are paramount to 
success. The original Interstate School Leaders Licensure Consortium (ISLLC) standards were 
comprised of knowledge, skill, and dispositional statements (Council of Chief State School 
Officers, 1996). The ISLLC standards were revised and updated in 2008 (Council of Chief State 
School Officers, 2008a). Specific dispositions were enumerated in a companion document titled 
Performance Expectations and Indicators for Education Leaders (Council of Chief State School 
Officers, 2008b). This document effectively linked knowledge, skills, and dispositions: 

The performance expectations and indicators exemplify fundamental assumptions, values 
and beliefs about what is expected of current education leaders…. In order to maintain 
this emphasis in the performance expectations, underlying dispositions are listed as a 
reminder of importance when interpreting and operationalizing indicators. (p. 6) 

 
The ISLLC standards were completely rewritten in 2015 and the title was changed to 

Professional Standards for Educational Leadership (PSEL), in addition, the National Policy 
Board for Educational Administration assumed custodianship of the standards (National Policy 
Board for Educational Administration, 2015). Although the PSEL standards do not include 
delineated disposition statements, the importance of having proper dispositions are interwoven 
throughout the standards. Therefore, having the dispositions necessary for effective leadership—
aligned to the standards—is necessary for a prospective educational leadership candidate to be 
successful in a leadership role. 
 

Review of the Literature 
 
Defining Dispositions 
 

Villegas defined dispositions as “tendencies for individuals to act in a particular manner 
under particular circumstances, based on their beliefs” (2007, p. 373). Similarly, Nelson (2015) 
defined dispositions in a broad context as clusters of habits. Expanding upon the definition, 
Wilkerson and Lang (2007) identified the components of dispositions as values, beliefs, and 
attitudes, which influenced the use of knowledge and skills. Alsup and Miller (2014) generally 
agreed, and defined dispositions as beliefs, values, and judgments, but also described them as 
context-bound and culturally specific embodiments. 
 

Although the concept of dispositions as immutable traits is fostered by some individuals, 
dispositions can be developed through the inquiry process (Nelson, 2015). To be effective in 
teaching dispositions, one must acknowledge and confront his or her own habits and beliefs 
(Bondy, Beck, Curcio, & Schroeder, 2017). Beyond knowledge and skills, having the proper 
dispositions as an educational leader was paramount; Martin (2009) found causality between new 
graduates struggling in administrative positions and poor dispositions. Therefore, assessment of 
dispositions can be an effective measure for determining future success as a school leader 
(Wilkerson & Lang, 2007). 
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Importance of Dispositions 
 

For a certification-related process, dispositions “must be based on clearly defined 
principles rather than the fuzzy intuitions of whoever happens to be in charge of the process at 
any one time” (Damon, 2007, p. 368). A prime example of clearly defined dispositions was the 
companion document to the 2008 revisions of the ISLLC standards (Council of Chief State 
School Officers, 2008b). Without overtly referencing dispositions, the PSEL standards include 
dispositional components. As stated in indicator (e) for PSEL standard three: “[c]onfront and 
alter institutional biases of student marginalization, deficit-based schooling, and low expectations 
associated with race, class, culture and language, gender and sexual orientation, and disability or 
special status” (National Policy Board for Educational Administration, 2015). Only an individual 
who values and believes in providing equitable educational opportunities for all students will be 
able to confront institutional bias effectively. 
 

Beyond confronting bias, Demirhan and Yücel (2016) described an effective school 
leader as one who has the appropriate knowledge, skills, and dispositions to create and execute a 
vision for an inclusive school. Assessment of dispositions was a predictor of future success as a 
school leader (Wilkerson & Lang, 2007). To improve, one must confront his or her specific 
beliefs and habits (Bondy et al., 2017). Therefore, educational leadership faculty must explicitly 
teach and assess dispositions to understand each candidate’s strengths and weakness, as well as 
use dispositional assessments as a source for continuous program improvement. 
 
Explicit Instruction of Dispositions 
 

A spirit of inquiry is needed to teach disposition explicitly. Choices and contexts must be 
understood and challenged (Nelson, 2015). Teaching dispositions is a difficult task, which must 
be modeled and scaffolded. Furthermore, the context of the classroom provides opportunities for 
observation and engagement (Carroll, 2005). Personal context is just as important; Garmon 
(2004) noted, personal experiences affected professional dispositions. 
 

Candidates must be self-reflexive and analyze their own dispositions, an educational 
leader must lead by example (Bogotch, 2012). To lead by example, Bondy et al. (2017) 
contended the importance of acknowledging convictions and innate biases. Once the instructor is 
comfortable acknowledging his or her own beliefs, teaching of dispositions must be structured 
carefully. Because facilitation of dispositions is contextual, observational opportunities 
containing appropriate modeling are needed (Carroll, 2005). To make valid inferences on the 
level of commitments individuals hold, multiple measures should be employed (Lang, et al., 
2014; Wilkerson, 2012). 
 
Assessment of Dispositions 
 

Through previous articles, we provided information pertaining to the creation of 
instruments to assess dispositions of educational leadership candidates using Wilkerson and 
Lang’s (2007) Dispositions Assessments Aligned with Teachers Standards (DAATS). In 
particular, several of our articles focused on the Educational Leader Candidate Belief Scale 
(ELCBS), which was structured using Thurstone (1928) scaling (i.e., forced agree or disagree 
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statements) and aligned to Wilkerson and Lang’s (2011) adapted version of Krathwohl, Bloom, 
and Masia’s (1973) affective taxonomy (Rea, Carter, Wilkerson, Valesky, & Lang, 2011). Using 
the Rasch (1980) model of item-response theory, the ELCBS was validated (Rea, Carter, Parfitt, 
Wilkerson, & Valesky, 2017a), and programmatic improvements were made based on the 
analysis of ELCBS results (Rea, Carter, Parfitt, Wilkerson, & Valesky, 2017b). 
 

Methodology 
 
Research Question 
 

Because the ELCBS was shown to have evidence of validity and reliability, we sought to 
determine if a correlation existed between explicit instruction of dispositions and candidates’ 
results on the ELCBS. Therefore, the overall research question: 

• To what extent does explicit instruction of dispositions affect candidate responses as 
measured using the ELCBS? 

 
Data Collection 
 

The ELCBS instrument was administered to 158 respondents. This sample included 
lower-level undergraduate students enrolled in an educational technology course (n = 85), upper-
level undergraduate students not enrolled in an education preparation program (n = 22), graduate 
students enrolled in master's level educational leadership courses (n = 29), and doctoral students 
studying curriculum and instruction or educational leadership (n = 22). For an in-depth 
discussion of specific items and dispositional statements see Rea et al. (2011), and for items used 
in programmatic improvement, see Rea et al. (2017b). 
 

Survey data were collected through an online course management system. Responses 
were converted to a Rasch interval scale using Winsteps software (Linacre, 2003). The 
psychometric development and statistical reporting were based on guidelines and 
recommendations from Bond and Fox (2007), Linacre (2003), Smith (2003), Smith and Smith 
(2004), and Wilson (2005). 
 

Results 
 

Using the Rasch (1980) model of item-response theory, people and items are measured 
conjointly and ordered on an interval scale; the results are graphed and analyzed on a single 
vertical construct map. The Winsteps output construct map for the ELCBS is provided in Figure 
1. Candidate responses are shown on the left, and item difficulty is shown on the right. The most 
committed individuals appear toward the top of the left side, and the most difficult items appear 
toward the top of the right side. The least committed individuals and the easiest items appear 
toward the bottom of the construct map. 
 

The limited gaps between items provide for confidence that the construct is well 
measured—one indication of construct validity (Linacre, 2003). With this relatively large sample 
size, the distribution is approximately normal for people (on the left) and items (on the right). 
Items 22 and 49 were very easy, while item 19 was the most difficult. 
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Figure 1. WinSteps construct map for ELCBS 
 

The ELCBS was administered to four groups of students (n = 158), with the number, 
mean, and standard deviation for each group shown in Table 1. The sample included: (a) lower-
level undergraduate students enrolled in a teacher preparation program; (b) upper level, non-
education undergraduate students; (c) master’s degree students studying educational leadership; 
and (d) doctoral students studying curriculum and instruction or educational leadership. 



SJEA: Vol. 19, No. 1—Fall 2019, ISSN 2689-307X 72 

Table 1 
Descriptive Statistics for ELCBS 

Group Number Mean Standard Deviation 

Technology Education (UG) 85 58.730 4.9705 

Non-Teacher Education (UG) 22 56.169 4.7355 

Educational Leadership (G) 29 70.770 6.9356 

Doctoral (G) 22 66.055 5.0508 

Total 158 61.603 7.4240 

Note. UG = Undergraduate Program and G = Graduate Program 
 

Question 19 was the most difficult because the item was written at the characterizing 
level; therefore, the correct answer was disagree, because all children can learn with appropriate 
learning opportunities. Questions 22 and 49 were written at the receiving level and nearly all 
participants answered the items correctly. The most and least difficult items and correct 
responses are shown in Table 2. 
 
Table 2 
Most and Least Difficult Items from ELCBS 
Number Item Correct Response 

Most Difficult Items 

1 Consensus is critical in setting a vision, but sometimes one or 
two people can get in the way. Disagree 

19 With appropriate learning opportunities, most children can 
learn. Disagree 

31 Staff and students should have significant and frequent input in 
all decisions about organization, operation, and resources. Disagree 

Least Difficult Items 

8 Student success should be the central theme of a school vision 
statement. Agree 

22 I foster and expect that all individuals be treated equitably with 
dignity and respect. Agree 

49 I believe in integrity, fairness, and ethical behaviors, so I model 
them in my school. Agree 

 
An Analysis of Variance (ANOVA) was conducted to test for statistical significance of 

differences among the four levels. The results were significant at the .000 level. A post-hoc Least 
Squares Difference (LSD) test was conducted and showed there was a statistically significant 
difference between each pair of levels. However, while difference between pre-admitted 
undergraduate students enrolled in a sophomore-level course (level 2) and seniors enrolled in a 
non-education course (level 4) was statistically significant (p = .048), it was not given the 
difference in means of less than one-half standard deviation.  In contrast, the differences between 
graduate and undergraduate students were both statistically (p = .000) and practically significant.  
The mean score for master’s degree students (level 6) studying educational leadership was about 
two standard deviations higher than undergraduate students and almost one-half standard 



SJEA: Vol. 19, No. 1—Fall 2019, ISSN 2689-307X 73 

deviation higher than doctoral students, indicating meaningful differences between these groups. 
Figure 2 shows the graphical representation of the means for the four groups. The LSD post-hoc 
test results are shown in Table 3. 
 

 
Figure 2. Graphical representation of mean scores by level 
 
Table 3 
Post-hoc Least Squares Difference Test Results 

Group LSD Post-hoc Results 
 Level 2 Level 4 Level 6 Level 7 

Level 2  .048 .000 .000 
Level 4 .048  .000 .000 
Level 6 .000 .000  .002 
Level 7 .000 .000 .002  

 
Discussion 

 
The dispositions measured through the ELCBS are aligned to educational leadership 

standards. Therefore, only graduate students completed coursework with explicit instruction of 
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dispositions. Unsurprisingly, undergraduate students scored lower than graduate students. 
Although they were not taught leadership dispositions explicitly, the undergraduate education 
students had a mean score higher than the non-education, undergraduate students. Although, the 
difference was statistically significant (p = .048), there was no practically significant difference, 
as the difference in mean scores was less than one-half standard deviation. However, neither 
group was explicitly taught about leadership dispositions. The differences between graduate and 
undergraduate groups were statistically significant (p = .000) and practically significant. The 
most important finding was the difference between the master’s degree students and the doctoral 
students, which was also statistically significant (p = .002) and practically significant. 
 

Although the doctoral students had the second highest mean score, several of the 
respondents were studying educational leadership or were graduates of the master’s degree 
program in leadership and were therefore exposed to explicit instruction of dispositions. The 
difference between the master’s and doctoral students would be greater if the doctoral students 
studying leadership were removed from the analysis. 
 

Considering all respondents, the distribution was approximately normal, as shown in 
Figure 1. The distribution of items was also approximately normal. However, respondents 
answered a greater percentage of items correct, which indicated the overall composite of items 
was too easy. Future revisions of the ELCBS may include a greater number of items aligned to 
the organizing and characterizing levels of the Krathwohl et al. (1973) affective taxonomy. 
 

Conclusions 
 

We expected the master’s degree students to score higher than doctoral students because 
they had been exposed in the coursework to dispositions, and this assumption was reflected in 
the results. As an example of explicit instruction, program faculty address ethical issues during 
the first of two leadership internship courses. Because of the dispositional focus, correct 
responses for an item addressing ethical conduct by a colleague had increased by 20% over three 
years. Using the ELCBS results, we previously showed that educational leadership preparation 
programs can be improved by focusing on dispositions (Rea et al., 2017b). Through the results of 
this study, we can confirm that explicitly teaching dispositions to future leaders had significant 
impact on their attitudes and beliefs. The undergraduate education students had not received 
formal instruction pertaining to dispositions, so we expected them to score lower than the 
graduate students. As expected, the non-education majors had the lowest mean score. 
 
Implications for Educational Leadership Preparation 
 

Because master’s-level students studying educational leadership received explicit 
instruction of dispositions, their mean score was higher than all other groups, and with 
statistically and practically significant differences. A majority of the doctoral students were 
studying curriculum and instruction and had not been exposed to explicit instruction of 
dispositions; however, some of the doctoral students had previously received explicit instruction 
of dispositions. Therefore, a correlation exists between explicit instruction and increased positive 
dispositions aligned with standards as measured by the ELCBS. 
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Dispositions were explicit in the ISLLC standards and are interwoven throughout the 
PSEL standards. Although the ELCBS has “correct” responses, dispositional assessments do not 
measure correct or incorrect answers, but simply the degree to which the responses align to the 
standards. Individuals with dispositions that do not align to the standards often struggled in 
administrative positions (Martin, 2009). As Nelson (2015) posited, the inquiry process was 
useful in explicitly teaching dispositions. As was shown in Figure 2, explicit instruction of 
dispositions yielded a statistically significant difference. Therefore, dispositions need to be 
taught explicitly in educational leadership preparation programs. 
 
Recommendations for Further Research 
 

As Lang et al. (2014) recommended, multiple measures of dispositions are needed to 
provide an accurate assessment. Therefore, results from the ELCBS should be triangulated with 
additional dispositional assessments. Because the ELCBS administration to non-educational 
leadership students was limited to 85 sophomores who were complete prerequisite courses for 
admission into the college of education, 22 seniors who were not studying education, and 22 
doctoral students, some of whom had experience with explicit instruction of dispositions, 
replication of the study would strengthen generalizability. Knowing the limitations, we provide 
these recommendations for future research: 

1. Replication of the study with a larger sample of the population, 
2. Triangulation of results to multiple measures of dispositions, 
3. Examination of ELCBS results without leadership-focused doctoral students, and 
4. Analysis between master’s degree students who were explicitly taught dispositions and 

doctoral students who were explicitly taught dispositions 
 

As was reflected in the ISLLC and now PSEL standards, dispositions are an important 
component for success as a school leader. To lead an inclusive school and meet the varying 
needs of all students, leaders today must possess the appropriate knowledge, skills, and 
dispositions (Demirhan & Yücel, 2016). Dispositions must be assessed and explicitly taught in 
educational leadership programs. Students who are explicitly taught dispositions score 
significantly higher than those who are not and have a greater likelihood to succeed in 
administrative positions.  
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Abstract 

 
The purpose of this article was to examine one school district's efforts to reform three large 
comprehensive high schools using the concept of Smaller Learning Communities as a 
strategy.  Current literature and research on smaller learning communities suggests this is an 
excellent strategy that may improve student academic performance along with reducing high 
school dropouts, as well as connecting students with an adult in the building.  Based on the 
results of the study, the conclusion was that the implementation of Smaller Learning 
Communities indeed a mammoth undertaking.  However, there is no doubt that the tasks are 
manageable, and the initiative has many potential benefits. It is important to note that the scope 
of these initiatives can differ in subtle ways. Many Smaller Learning Communities efforts focus 
either on instructional relevance or on instructional rigor; a few strive to achieve both. Many 
Smaller Learning Communities efforts seek to implement themed academies or to increase 
access to advanced courses in specific areas; a few strive to achieve both. Ongoing monitoring 
and evaluation have the potential to provide feedback and support to assist in achieving the 
expected benefits. 
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Smaller Learning Communities: Hopes and Challenges in High School Reform 
 

The purpose of this article is to share results of a synthesis of research and observations 
from practice concerning smaller learning communities (SLC) as a strategy for high school 
reform. Current literature and research on smaller learning communities includes two large 
evaluation studies: (a) a comparison of the first group of SLC projects funded by the Department 
of Education (Bernstein, Millsap, Schimmenti, & Page, 2008) and (b) a study of the schools 
participating in small-school reform sponsored by the Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation (Shear 
et al., 2008). Both evaluation reports, along with a synthesis by Fleischman and Heppen (2009), 
highlighted successes, challenges, and remaining questions regarding the potential of smaller 
schools. For example, factors facilitating and inhibiting implementation in Cohort I SLC schools 
is shown in Table 1. 
 
Table 1 
Factors Facilitating and Inhibiting Implementation in Cohort I SLC Schools 

Facilitating Factors Inhibiting Factors 
Professional development specifically 
focused on SLCs 

 

Availability of resources, including 
instructional materials 

Limited resources on the part of the school 

Teacher attitudes toward reform, pedagogical 
practices, and expertise 

 

High levels of staff buy-in Turnover in staff and administration 
 School staffing needs (e.g. core academic 

teachers and guidance counselors) 
Strong school leadership Weak school leadership 
Involved and supportive districts Prescriptive district oversight of SLC reforms 
Sufficient space to separate programs Physical space 
 Scheduling and logistical issues 

Note. Adapted from Bernstein et al. (2008). 
 

David (2008) confirmed that “converting a large high school to small learning 
communities is a mammoth undertaking!” (p. 84). SLCs include a variety of school redesign 
initiatives intended to create smaller theme-based units of organization in schools. Specialty 
academies tend to be self-contained and committed to the theme. Specialty academies often 
focus on increasing rigor in a particular curricular area (e.g., STEM academies focusing on 
science, technology, engineering, and math) or increased relevance (e.g., career academies). In 
terms of structure, a free-standing small school can be created from scratch, possibly one grade 
at a time, or a large existing high school can be converted into smaller units (e.g., freshman 
academies, career academies, or themed schools or academies). There are some advantages in 
implementing a new small school, including selecting a new staff and attracting students who 
want to be there. In conversion schools, progress can be “slowed by an early focus on structural 
changes and the challenges of equitable reassignment of existing staff and students, with less 
initial clarity of vision for the learning environment or initial emphasis on instructional change” 
(Spear et al., 2008, p. 1987). 
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Fleischman and Heppen (2009) identified five desired outcomes of smaller learning 
communities: (a) personalized and orderly learning environment, (b) assistance for students who 
enter high school with poor academic skills, (c) improved instructional content and practice, (d) 
the capability to prepare students for the world beyond high school, and (e) positive change in 
overstressed high schools. (See p. 110.) Personalization is the primary goal, with the expectation 
that students who are more connected will become more engaged. Strategies for achieving 
personalization include individualization, cooperative learning, mentoring, and teaming. A more 
personalized—and comfortable—learning environment is intended to serve as a catalyst for the 
other outcomes for high school reform. Figure 1 illustrates one way those connections could be 
achieved. 
 
                                      > 
 
 
                                      > 
1. More 
    personalized 
    learning 
    environment              > 
 
 
                                      > 

2. Increased support for.    > 
    for students - 
    especially those 
    entering below               > 
    grade level 

 
 
 
5. Structural 
    and cultural 
    changes in 
    overstressed 
    high schools 

3. Improved instruction 
    (directed at increased 
    student achievement)     > 
4. Improved preparation 
    for post-secondary 
    success                           > 

Figure 1. Five expectations in choosing a high school reform strategy, adapted from Fleischman 
and Heppen (2009) 
 

Fleishman and Heppen (2009) highlighted the need for explicit attention to instructional 
improvement when implementing SLCs. High school reform models with strong instructional 
components focus on improving teaching and learning by revising curricula, introducing new 
and often more structured curricula, and providing professional development to strengthen 
teaching. “These models seek to strengthen both the content and delivery of instruction to 
provide a rigorous and relevant learning experience for all students” (Fleischman & Heppen, 
2009, p. 111). Although SLC-related professional development was provided by all schools in 
the first cohort of schools funded through the SLC legislation, it was not extensive, with 45% of 
teachers receiving less than 16 hours during the second year of funding (Bernstein et al., 2008). 
 

A variety of structural changes are also expected when implementing high school reform. 
Reforms typically include changes in scheduling, the assignment of students and teachers, and 
the use of both instructional and planning time. 
 

There is an interesting discussion in the literature regarding the balance between creating 
personalization and comfort in the learning environment and providing instruction with increased 
rigor. There is evidence that SLC efforts are creating friendlier environments for students with 
greater personal learning, and the result is improved attendance, graduation rates, and student 
perceptions of comfort at school. (See Allensworth & Easton, 2007.) In light of little evidence 
that SLCs produce higher achievement, “we need to be alert to the tensions between motivating 
students to work hard and aspire to educational success, and helping them to continue to feel 
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comfortable and connected” (Hammack, 2008, p. 2070). As teachers create a personalized and 
comfortable learning environment, it may become difficult to challenge students to reach higher 
expectations. However, Felner and his colleagues (2007) concluded that “personalized 
environments when fully implemented consistently show the largest effects, both on motivation 
and socio-emotional/academic outcomes for students experiencing economic and social 
disadvantage” (p. 220). 
 

A “laundry list” of targets and strategies is not unusual in high school reform initiatives. 
Fleischman and Heppen (2009) noted that many improvement efforts overlap and are often 
combined to reinforce each other. They recommend “coordinated systemic solutions” (p. 108). 
Designing a reform initiative can be much easier than implementing it (Fixsen, 2005). Research 
is needed to distinguish between program elements that are particularly critical to the success of 
SLCs and must be implemented with fidelity as opposed to others in which there is more room 
for experimentation and adaptation. 
 

The Context for High School Reform in North Carolina 
 

In North Carolina, high school reform has been initiated and supported in different ways. 
The largest initiative is the North Carolina New Schools Project (NCNSP). The NCNSP was 
created in 2003 by the Office of the Governor and the Education Cabinet with support from the 
Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation. NCNSP has worked with educators, colleges and 
universities, state and local government, and other partners in private and philanthropic sectors to 
support planning and initial implementation of more than 100 innovative high schools with the 
goal that all students will graduate prepared for “college, careers and life in the society and 
economy of the 21st century (see http://newschoolsproject.org). A number of other high school 
reform initiatives have been supported by the Department of Education SLC Program. Finally, 
some districts have initiated high school reforms locally by partnering with community colleges 
and other local supporters. 
 

Generally, the focus is on both rigor and relevance in instruction, and a variety of reform 
strategies and best practices are included to improve student success and preparedness for higher 
education or work after graduation. In addition to the structural changes needed to create smaller 
“schools,” strategies can include improved student advising, increased access to academic 
tutoring and support, and student mentoring. Professional learning communities, professional 
development, and peer mentoring for teachers aim to build teaching capacity. Community 
partnerships are expected to provide internships for students and support for planning and 
program development. In summary, the implementation of SLCs is typically expected to 
strengthen college readiness and academic support, increase attention to 21st-century skills and 
global perspectives, and be supported by district collaboration, a team-based approach, and 
professional learning communities. 
 

Hopes and Challenges 
 

It seems safe to note that the hopes for high school reform through SLCs are often 
accompanied by sets of challenges as the implementation process evolves. A few examples are 
discussed below. 
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Leadership 
 

Data from the Gates study (Shear, 2008) were consistent with other research (e.g. 
Daggett, 2004; Harris, 2002; Shear, 2005) in emphasizing the importance of leadership in the 
implementation of whole-school reform. Unfortunately, it cannot be assumed that leadership will 
be stable throughout the implementation of reform initiatives. Resulting transitions can create 
situations in which principals who were not involved in developing the proposal are now in the 
position of leading the initiatives. 
 
Readiness for and Experience with SLCs 
 

Although faculties may share hopes for the results of reform initiatives, there may be 
important differences in readiness for and experience with the implementation of SLCs within 
and across implementation sites. Such differences can have important implications for the 
implementation curve. 
 
Implementation Strategies 
 

While overall goals may be similar in many ways at SLC sites, implementation is likely 
to have at least some unique characteristics at individual sites. Any aggregate evaluation of 
results will need to take advantage of opportunities to learn from different approaches by 
exploring results within and across SLC initiatives. 
 
The Magnitude of the Initiative 
 

Faculties recognize and celebrate progress along the way, but they are often reminded of 
the magnitude of the initiative. As with the conversion schools in the Gates initiative, “redesign 
is a continuing, multiyear process” (Shear, 2008, p. 2011). 
 
Perceived Benefits and Losses 
 

One of the challenges for conversion schools is that students, teachers, and parents 
encounter changes to the traditional high school structures before they have had the opportunity 
to experience the benefits of the new models. Although parents and students may support the 
academy concept and be excited about the opportunities to explore careers and plan appropriate 
post-secondary experiences, they may also have serious concerns about making premature or 
“forced” choices of pathways and potential limited access to a variety of elective courses, 
especially in the arts, as the academies became greater structured and universal. Shear (2008) 
confirmed that as academic offerings in SLCs became more focused on themes, the range of 
available courses was likely to diminsh resulting in the loss of honors and advanced courses, arts, 
and other electives. 
 

An interesting point was made in the literature regarding loss from teachers’ perspectives. 
The transition from departmental organization to the SLC/academy organization shifts the 
networking and support for teachers by taking them away from their specific content area and 
placing them in an interdisciplinary setting. While the change supports instruction with grater 
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relevance, it can cause discomfort, particularly in the early implementation stages. A number of 
challenges were noted in schools converting to SLCs. Shear (2008) noted that as the 
reorganization progresses, stakeholders may focus on what has been lost rather than the expected 
improvements. 
 
“Unanticipated” Consequences of Wall-to-Wall Academies 
 

With both freshman and career academies, some of the “magic” appears to be lost in the 
transition toward “wall-to-wall” structures. What was once a choice—even something to apply 
and hope for—becomes more universal. Choices can become assignments, and all academies are 
likely to have students, faculty, and parents with varying levels of interest in associating with the 
academy. As additional academies are implemented, the greatest amount of self-selection—often 
associated with high levels of motivation and enthusiasm—will have occurred with the 
academies that were implemented and established early in the reform effort. For those early 
academies, “recruiting staff and students who were ‘attracted to the new school’s distinctive 
character’” gave those early academies advantages similar to the advantages realized in small 
start-up schools where leaders “can create community cohesion to a degree that is difficult to 
achieve among teachers and students who are comparing a new SLC to the offerings and 
facilities available in the large school from which the SLCs were created” (Shear et al., 2008, p. 
2024). As academies are phased in, teachers most interested in and supportive of the concept are 
have a greater liklihood than others to have already become involved. This phenomenon adds 
greater challenges to staff the remaining academies with the talent needed to assure success. In 
the implementation of SLCs, school administrators often honor preferences of teachers and 
students, within some parameters related to balance, but as the number of SLCs increases, the 
choices become increasingly limited. 
 
Measuring Success Individually or as a Whole 
 

Principles of site-based management and teacher leadership clearly support an emphasis 
on implementing changes site by site. At the same time, grant proposals can be used to identify 
goals, objectives, and measurable targets for participating high schools. Just as structural changes 
have a tendency to distract from instructional changes in the early years of implementation, there 
may be tension between implementation needs at each site and implementation needs for the 
participating sites as a whole. These issues may be compounded by differences, though 
potentially small, in implementation strategies. 
 

Recommendations 
 

Based on existing research and experiences from SLC initiatives, I propose a few 
recommendations for those who are considering or beginning reforms. Three specific 
recommendations are provided with greater detail. 
 
1. Clarify and “make sense of” targets and strategies mentioned in the grant. 
 

When developing proposals for high school reform, there seems to be a tendency to bring 
together a wide assortment of new and existing efforts. Although multiple reform strategies can 
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be combined to support each other, to what extent does this diffuse focus and make it difficult to 
assess the impact of individual efforts and strategies? Possible categories of targets and strategies 
could be somewhat aligned with the five expectations of high school reform (See Table 3). 
 

It will be important to continue to make sense of this type of information in an effort to 
set priorities and establish benchmarks. Some of the questions that might be considered are listed 
below: 

• Which are measurable targets? 
• Which are strategies? 
• To what extent is each strategy present? What data document its presence? 
• With what results? What data document the results? Compared with other strategies, how 

important is each one? 
• Which seem to be the most important strategies supporting the targets? What data do we 

have to support that decision? 
 
Table 3 
Relationship Between Expectations of HS Reform Models and Possible Categories of Targets 
and Strategies 

Expectations* Categories of Targets and Strategies** 
Greater personalized learning environment School Safety 

Student Engagement 
Student Advisory and Support 
Academy Implementation 

Increased support for students—especially 
those entering below grade level 

Parent Involvement and Support 
Acceleration and Remediation 

Improved instruction (directed at relevance, 
rigor, and increased student achievement) 

Professional Development 
High Student Performance 

Improved preparation for post-secondary 
success (directed at increased post-secondary 
success)  

College Access 
Post-Secondary Student Performance 

Structural and cultural changes in 
overstressed high schools 

School Culture and Climate 
Wall-to-wall Academies 

Note. *Adapted from Fleischman and Heppen (2009) 
**Themes emerging from an analysis of sample targets and strategies 
 

As confirmed in the literature, the difficulty of isolating and evaluating the impact of 
separate strategies, especially in a complex comprehensive reform, it might be possible to collect 
data to help begin to distinguish between “required elements” that must be implemented with 
fidelity and the areas available for “co-construction” in which those implementing have greater 
leeway to adapt and experiment. 
 
2. Increase the focus on professional development and instructional changes. 
 

Through existing research, though limited, several authors call attention to the need to be 
purposeful in the implementation of strategies to improve both the rigor and relevance of 
instruction. To improve learning, plans for improving teaching must be as explicit as plans for 
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other changes and teachers must have opportunities to develop curriculum and instructional 
strategies that will achieve rigor and relevance. Shear et al. (2008) found that curricular goals 
were not likely to be clearly articulated in the early years of conversion to SLCs when there was 
more focus on structural and organizational changes. David (2008) cautions that “without a focus 
and investment in teaching, structural changes can actually inhibit teachers’ motivation and 
ability to improve their instruction” (p. 85). 
 

Another potential distraction for teachers is the variety of “new” roles required by SLCs. 
In addition to their teaching responsibilities, teachers may be expected to join in SLC planning, 
curriculum developers, and serving as student advocates. In one reform effort in which a high-
quality curriculum for “advisory” classes had been developed, there was evidence that the results 
of the advisory sessions were directly related to the attitudes of each advisory teacher. When the 
teacher took the advising role seriously and adapted the advisory curriculum to meet the needs of 
the students, students recognized the value of the curriculum and appreciated the learning 
opportunities that were provided. However, many students indicated that the advisory curriculum 
was seldom followed and that the time spent in the class was wasted or used as a study hall. In 
this case, effective advisories will require an investment of effort in addition to regular teaching 
responsibilities and possibly the development of new knowledge, skills, and/or dispositions. 
 

As illustrated in the previous discussion, it will be important in any reform effort to 
examine and prioritize instructional changes, to determine how professional learning 
communities will support them, and to examine professional development offerings. How much 
professional development is available? What is the relationship of the content to the reform? 
What is the level of teacher participation? To what extent has it been implemented? With what 
results? 
 

Evaluators of SLCs supported by the Gates Foundation (Shear et al., 2008) examined 
copies of the assignments that teachers gave to determine instructional rigor. That evaluation 
strategy could have potential in evaluating instructional changes in other high school reform 
initiatives. 
 
3. Clarify the focus on evaluation targets and data collection at each site and across sites. 

While it is important to celebrate the progress being made at each site, it was also 
necessary to balance the progress made at each site, it is also important to hold each site 
accountable for project, state, and national targets. With such a complex reform strategy, it is 
easy to become consumed with individual or site-specific issues. It may be possible for the 
evaluation process to support a positive balance between the school site perspective and a global 
perspective. 
 

Conclusion 
 

The implementation of SLCs is indeed a mammoth undertaking, but there is no doubt that 
they are manageable, and the initiative has many potential benefits. It is important to note that 
the scope of these initiatives can differ in subtle ways. Many SLC efforts focus either on 
instructional relevance or on instructional rigor; a few strive to achieve both. Many SLC efforts 
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seek to implement themed academies or to increase access to advanced courses in specific areas; 
a few strive to achieve both. Ongoing monitoring and evaluation have the potential to provide 
feedback and support to assist in achieving the expected benefits.  
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