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Preface
by
Brian L. Talbott
Executive Director, AESA
Before writing this preface, I reviewed our previous 11 editions of Perspectives: A Journal of Research
and Opinion about Educational Service Agencies. I was struck by the quality of the articles and the
commendable expansion of research demonstrated each year.
It was interesting to note that the research articles have taken on more of a balance between ESA research
and research from a system-wide state and national perspective. This shift is reflective of the positive growth
of ESAs over the past two decades - expanding from 280 to 551 ESAs. Today we are witnessing the impact
of not only strong ESAs at the local level, but the emergence of strong statewide networks of ESAs. AESA
is increasingly able to represent ESAs as a system at the national level.
This year’s edition of Perspectives includes five essentially research-based articles written by the
following:
Michael Fuller and Margaret Ronning
Hobart Harmon
Joanne Hopper
Gene Starratt, Kathy Budge and Brian Talbott
Bob Stephens, Bill Keane, and Brian Talbott
Nothing can exceed the value of sound research data in demonstrating to policy makers and the public
the importance of educational service agencies in providing cost-effective, cost-efficient services to local
districts.
A special thank you to our editor, Bill Keane, and our Editorial Board for another outstanding issue of
Perspectives. As your Executive Director, I want to thank those of you who contributed to this and past
issues of Perspectives. With a circulation of over 7,000 copies, Perspectives readers include not only member
ESAs, but every state Department of Education, numerous universities, other educational associations and
our business members and partners. This journal provides a unique opportunity to demonstrate through
research why ESAs continue to be recognized as a critical part of the American education system.
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Introduction
This Issue
There have been so many changes in public education in the last decade that it is hard to rank them
in importance because most are linked to each other in the delivery of instruction to young people. The
following are clearly some, though not all, of the more significant changes:
•

Accountability for results

•

Standards-based curriculum

•

Research-based curriculum materials

•

High-stakes testing

•

Technology-mediated instruction

•

High expectations for the quality of pre-service and in-service teachers

•

Professional learning communities

•

Data-driven decision-making

Perhaps the final topic on the list, data-based decision-making, can be considered the glue that makes all
the others possible. It is through the analysis of data that educators can move to information, data that has
meaning and guides action.
This issue of Perspectives features four articles that approach the subject of turning data into information
in various ways. We start with two examples of service agencies working with local districts to turn data into
usable information. Michael Fuller and Margaret Ronning describe how one service agency in Ohio works
with schools to aggregate data that will help move toward achieving “adequate yearly progress” classification
for schools. Gene Sharratt, Kathy Budge and Brian Talbott share a similar story from service agencies in
Olympia and Yakima, Washington. In addition their article reinforces the argument laid out two years ago
in Perspectives by Arsen, Bell, and Plank (2004) that service agencies are best positioned of all external
agencies to help local districts because they have created and continue to sustain a relationship of trust with
district personnel.
We complete the section on data-driven decision-making with a foundational article by Hobart Harmon
designed to help ESAs assess their capacity to assist districts to turn data into information and an article by
Joanne Hopper about one Michigan service agency’s effort to become a professional learning community
(PLC). Early on in her piece Joanne reminds readers that a PLC school focuses on three questions:
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-

What should students know?

-

How will schools know if students have learned the intended curriculum (a data-based decision of the
first magnitude)?

-

What will schools do if students do not learn?

Like so many local school districts, this ISD is in the process of becoming data-driven.
The second section of this edition features a summary of the ongoing research of Bob Stephens, Bill
Keane and Brian Talbott to determine the special leadership characteristics necessary to maximize success
as a chief executive of a service agency. Their mixed-method study asked 18 former local superintendents,
now service agency chief executives, to compare and contrast the knowledge, skills, and dispositions
required for success at both levels of school leadership. We note parenthetically that we are aware of one
doctoral dissertation now in process in Pennsylvania that is intended to gather a state view of this question.
We conclude this issue with two innovative programs currently being delivered by service agencies.
Terry Smith describes a program in West Virginia designed to help teachers deal with angry/aggressive
students who have been mainstreamed into regular classes. Sarah Zablotsky describes a one-day, all-county
in-service program run by request of local superintendents for teachers and administrators in the IU’s
jurisdiction.

Future Issues
This journal was started 11 years ago as a vehicle for “research and opinion” from and about educational
service agencies. Research and opinion continue to be its chief interests. One of the more encouraging
effects of a history that extends beyond a decade is the growing comfort we find in authors supporting their
submissions with research. We are further encouraged to note that authors are citing other authors who have
appeared in this publication.
We look forward to a cornucopia of submissions (by April 1, 2007, if possible) for next year’s edition.
(Wouldn’t you like to see your name in the reference list of a future edition?)
We also seek advice and recommendations about topics that should be featured in this publication. Email
us your thoughts.

Bill Keane, editor
248-370-4204
keane@oakland.edu

iv
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Using Data to Help Schools Meet
Adequate Yearly Progress:
A Role for Educational Service Centers
by
Michael L. Fuller and Margaret E. Ronning

Background
The No Child Left Behind (NCLB) Act of 2001 mandates that every student meet state-defined grade
level standards by the end of the 2013-14 school year. Schools must separate student achievement data to
ensure that all student subgroups make academic progress. Schools that do not meet the state’s definition
of “adequate yearly progress” (AYP) for two consecutive years in any subgroup or school-wide are labeled
“in need of improvement.” Repeated failure to meet AYP has school and district consequences, which may
include offering school choice, instituting a new curriculum, reconstituting administrative and teaching
faculty, withholding Title I funds, or exercising other options. It is clear why most educators feel that they
are part of a high-stakes accountability system. It is also clear why such serious consequences for local
schools and districts that fail to meet improvement standards put service agencies under pressure to make
a significant contribution to improving learning in the schools or risk the possibility of being deemed
irrelevant.
State education systems vary throughout the nation. This diversity results in unique statelevel approaches to NCLB accountability requirements (No Child Left Behind: A road map to state
implementation, 2006). Nationwide, for the 2003-04 school year over 19, 000 schools failed to meet AYP
(Education Week, 2006). For school year 2004-05, over 27% of Ohio schools and nearly 48% of Ohio
districts were “At-Risk” to go into improvement status or were already in some level of improvement status
(Ohio Department of Education – Data Retrieval, 2006). Ohio and North Carolina use AYP requirements as a
condition for achieving each state’s highest school ratings.
No matter the perceived merits of NCLB, its mandates will become increasingly difficult for many
schools to achieve (Center on Education Policy, 2005). Instructional and curriculum improvement and
embedded high-quality professional development are rightly seen as critical components to meeting AYP.
Too often, however, educators do not have necessary and timely data to inform their practices.
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In this paper, we briefly describe how to use previously released achievement tests to meet AYP and to
examine instructional, curriculum, and staff development needs.
To accomplish this, we make use of bubble sheet technology, extractions from district data warehouses,
various data analyses using Microsoft Excel, and customized student reports. Although many schools do not
have the in-house means to undertake what is herein described, as an educational service center (ESC), we
can offer this service to member schools.

Somerdale
To ensure a realistic example, we use actual data from one of our client schools. We mask the school’s
identity by assigning it a fictitious name. Somerdale is a rural elementary school, housing kindergarten
through the fifth grade. It has a student enrollment of 486. Nearly 52% of the students are economically
disadvantaged. Slightly more than 20% of the students have an identified educational disability and over 97%
of the students are white. For the 2004-05 school year Somerdale earned a designation of Academic Watch,
second from the lowest possible school rating. (See Ohio Department of Education – Accountability 2006
for a description of Ohio’s school ratings). In addition, Somerdale failed to meet AYP with the economically
disadvantaged subgroup in both mathematics and reading. If it fails to meet AYP for the 2005-06 school year,
Somerdale will slide into year one of school improvement. Somerdale has a history of various improvement
initiatives, but has yet to find the right mix to post sustained achievement gains.

Gathering Data
Ohio releases parts or all of previous year’s achievement tests and as such, these can be used as practice
tests. Although previously administered test items are retired, they still can serve as a reliable and valid
measure of how students are likely to perform on the current year’s achievement tests.
With our help, Somerdale agreed to administer last year’s mathematics and reading achievement tests
to students in grades three through five. We developed bubble sheets for students to mark their answers
to the multiple choice items. Teachers were trained to score students’ constructed responses and to record
the assigned points on the students’ bubble sheets. The bubble sheets were preset with student names
and identification numbers, which enabled us to query the district data warehouse for various student
characteristics such as gender, race, economic disadvantage and disability status. The bubble sheets
and access to the data warehouse allowed us to rapidly score and compile results from the completed
achievement tests. We are usually able to complete our scoring, analysis, and report compilations within two
weeks of receipt of all bubble sheets.

Using Data
Once test results were compiled, we needed to determine how likely Somerdale is to meet AYP this
school year. Our first step was to compare the practice test results to the AYP targets for this year. Due to
space restrictions, we will limit our discussion to third grade mathematics.
Table 1 shows that there are 36 economically disadvantaged students who completed the third grade
mathematics practice test. Ten of the students scored Proficient or higher; 26 students were below Proficient.
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In Table 2 we see that 45.5% of economically disadvantaged third graders were proficient or higher on the
2004-05 mathematics achievement test. Ohio has set an AYP target of 60.6% for the 2005-06 school year.
However, our practice results suggest that, without further interventions, only 28% of our third graders are
likely to score Proficient or higher. The 60.6% target may be too ambitious for Somerdale. Somerdale has
the option of choosing the Safe Harbor target, which is a 10% reduction in the percent below proficient in
2004-05. In this case, the Safe Harbor target is 51%. Table 2 further shows that Somerdale will need 18 of
its third grade economically disadvantaged students to score Proficient or higher to meet the Safe Harbor
target. Practice tests results suggest it has 10 students likely to do that. To find the additional eight students,
Somerdale will need to study the performance of students scoring below Proficient who, with suitable
interventions, may be able to score within the Proficient range on the upcoming mathematics test.

Table 1.  Performance of Economically Disadvantaged Third Graders on Practice
Mathematics Achievement Test

Limited
Basic
Proficient
Accelerated
Advanced
Total

Count
6
20
6
3
1
36

Percentage
16.7%
55.6%
16.7%
8.3%
2.8%
100%

Table 2.  Count of Students Needed to Meet 2005-06 AYP Targets

Third Grade
Math
Third Grade
Reading
Fourth Grade
Reading
Fifth Grade
Reading

Safe
Harbor

Count
Taking
Practice
Tests

Count
Proficient
or Above
Needed
For AYP

60.6%

51.0%

36

18

10

8

47.7%

71.2%

52.9%

36

19

15

4

43.6%

68.3%

49.2%

43

21

20

1

59.4%

68.3%

63.5%

43

27

29

0

04-05
Report
Card

05-06
AYP
Goals

45.5%

Count
Proficient
or Above Additional
on Practice
Count
Tests
Needed

Test results are presented in an Excel spreadsheet. In Excel, data can be quickly sorted by various
attributes. In the present example, Somerdale can sort those 20 students who scored within the Basic range
from the highest to lowest raw score. In so doing, we find eight students who scored within four raw score
points of the Proficient range. Each of these eight students can then be examined individually by teachers to
clarify the reasons for the present performance and to determine the best course of action to help students
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improve. This usually entails such student considerations as behavior, motivation, test taking skills, and
content knowledge and skills. To aid in the analysis of each student’s performance, we provide a student
report (see Appendix) for staff review as well as for sharing and working with each student.
Christopher Wood is the pseudonym of an economically disadvantaged student who missed scoring
within the Proficient range by one raw score point. He displayed a relative strength in Data Analysis and
was relatively weak in Measurement and Patterns. On
“ESCs are in a unique position the second page of the student report, we see that overall
Christopher earned 55% of the constructed response points,
to provide such data services
but was only able to earn 25% of the constructed response
in a cost-responsible fashion.” points within Patterns, one of his weak areas. Somerdale
is encouraged to examine each item Christopher missed
by looking at the actual test item and the correct response. In addition, Somerdale should see whether
Christopher’s errors are common to the class. In this case, Patterns was relatively weak for the class,
suggesting instruction and curriculum gaps.
Many times, by looking at the student and class, we may be able to glean why students answered in the
manner they did and, importantly, take data-informed corrective action. The action may be specific to the
student (e.g., teaching an impulsive student to underline a reading passage to ensure the whole passage is
read prior to answering a question), appropriate to a group of students (e.g., correcting common cognitive
errors committed on past test items), appropriate to curriculum and instruction (e.g., ensure necessary content
is covered well before the test is administered), and appropriate to staff development (e.g., learning how to
incorporate writing across the curriculum).
It seems reasonable that teachers can find ways to help Christopher score in the Proficient range.
We have briefly described a means by which schools can use data to meet AYP that highlights
interventions for students close to meeting the proficient score. Administrators and teachers must be very
clear about AYP goals and minimum numbers of students needed to meet those goals. However, we do not
recommend a practice that only focuses on the marginal students. The process used to examine and help
Christopher should be repeated for all students scoring below proficient on the practice tests. Some of the
students may present more or different challenges, but the goal is the same – to use data to inform practice
and produce positive results.

The ESC’s Role
For the most part, schools do not have on staff the personnel or expertise to provide the kinds and
amount of data support described above. ESCs, by virtue of their service mandate, are in a unique position
to provide such data services in a cost responsible fashion. We offer to schools what they can not otherwise
do for themselves as cheaply or as well. We have a fee-for-service agreement with each of our members that
bundles a variety data services. Each of our members pays four percent of what it costs us to run our data
department. The remaining moneys come from our ESC general fund, grants, and nonmember customer fees.
The use of previous year’s achievement tests is only one part of a comprehensive array of data practices
to improve student achievement. By offering a range of data services that is consistent with best practices, we
remain a valued service to our member schools. And in no small way, we help to safeguard our future as an
ESC.
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Appendix
3rd Grade Ohio Achievement Test Practice
Individual Student Report
Mathematics – Released Test (March, 2005)

Administration: January, 2006

Student Name:  WOOD, CHRISTOPHER
School District:  Big Valley Local SD
Building: Somerdale ES
Class:  

Grade:  3
Teacher:
Period:

Summary
Content Standard
Content Standard
Geometry
Measurement
Data Analysis
Number
Patterns

Possible
Points
9
9
9
15
10

Points
Earned
5
4
9
8
4

% of Total
Points Earned
55.6%
44.4%
100.0%
53.3%
40.0%

Student Performance
Total
Points
Possible
52

Points
Earned

% of Total
Points Earned

30

57.7%

Class Percentile Performance
Rank
Level
52.9%

Basic

Overall Performance
Average Points
Earned
30.8

Limited
13.0%

Performance Level
Basic Proficient Accelerated Advanced
46.4%
23.2%
13.0%
4.3%

(Overall performance of total group tested, e.g., district, building, class)
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Content Standard

Geometry and Spatial
Sense

Geometry Total

Measurement

Measurement Total
Data Analysis
and Probability
Data Analysis Total

Number,
Number Sense
and Operations

Number Total

Patterns, Functions and
Algebra

Patterns Total

Question
No.
5
9
13
19
24
28
40
43
2
6
16
22
27
31
44
46
3
12
20
26
30
1
7
11
15
17
21
25
29
39
41
45
4
8
10
14
18
23
38
42
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Type

Correct
Answer

SA
MC
A
MC
C
MC
C
MC
A
MC
C
MC
B
MC
B
Possible Points = 9
MC
B
MC
C
MC
B
MC
A
MC
B
MC
A
MC
C
SA
Possible Points = 9
MC
A
MC
B
SA
MC
B
ER
Possible Points = 9
MC
A
MC
C
MC
B
ER
MC
A
MC
A
SA
MC
B
MC
C
MC
A
MC
C
Possible Points = 15
MC
B
MC
B
SA
MC
B
MC
A
MC
B
MC
A
SA
Possible Points = 10

Student
Response
A
A
C
A
B
B
A
C
B
B
B
A
B
C
A
A
A
A
A
B
B
A
C
C
A
B
B
B
A
B
B
C

Earned
Points
1
1
0
1
1
0
1
0
5
0
0
1
0
0
0
1
2
4
1
1
0
0
4
9
1
0
1
1
0
1
2
0
1
1
0
8
1
1
0
0
0
1
0
1
4

% of Total
Points

55.6%

44.4%

100.0%

53.3%

40.0%
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Educational Service Agencies:
A Significant Partner in District-wide
Improvement
by
Gene Sharratt
Kathy Budge
Brian Talbott

Introduction
It has been more than 20 years since John Goodlad (1984) documented the nature of the place we call
school. In the years since Goodlad’s study, schools (and districts) have increasingly been held accountable
for a great social experiment: providing learning environments in which all students learn at rigorous
academic levels. The most recent mandate, the No Child Left Behind Act of 2001 (NCLB), requires district
accountability for all students. Improving learning opportunities for all children requires more than
individual talents or school-by-school efforts. It demands district-wide approaches that touch every child in
every school (Togneri, 2003). School district practices influence building-level decisions, which shape the
classroom learning environment, thus impacting student learning (Fouts, 2003).
To provide a better understanding of improved school districts and their characteristics and actions,
the Research and Evaluation Office at the Washington State Office of Superintendent of Public Instruction
collected and analyzed more than 80 research reports and articles. An analysis of the studies identified 13
common themes, which were clustered into four broad categories: Effective Leadership, Quality Teaching
and Learning, Support for Systemwide Improvement, and Clear and Collaborative Relationships (Shannon &
Bylsma, 2004).
A central tenet of clear and collaborative relationships was described as interpreting and managing
the external environment to invite stakeholder participation and build collaborative partnerships. Fullen,
Bertani and Quinn (2004) reported effective district-level change consisted of 10 crucial components. One
component, External Partners, involved district leaders actively engaging education and business agencies,
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foundations, community-based organizations, and universities in their efforts to improve schools. These and
other education-related service agencies and partnerships strengthen the district’s professional capacity.

Educational Service Agencies Offer Capacity, Scale and Trust
Demands of standards-based reform have increasingly caused districts to acknowledge the limits of their
internal capacity and the need for external support organizations to assist in their reform efforts (Fullan,
Bertani, & Quinn, 2004; Kronley & Handley, 2003). Case studies have demonstrated that “intermediary
organizations” with geographic proximity to the local school district can form relationships with and among
local stakeholders and can enhance available internal resources (Honig, 2004).
Arsen, Bell, and Plank (2003) conducted an extensive analysis to determine which type of intermediate
organization might be best suited to assist low-performing schools. Three aspects of organizational
efficiency were considered in their analysis: scale, trust, and capacity. Educational Service Agencies (ESAs),
they argued, were likely the best policy choice among intermediary institutions. While the capacity to
provide technical expertise can vary in ESAs, this is equally true of other intermediate organizations such as
universities, private-sector entities, and other governmental agencies. However, unlike these other external
agencies, ESAs provide efficiencies of scale and are trusted because they have longstanding, beneficial
relationships with local districts and intimate knowledge of local contexts (Arsen, et al., 2003). One could
assert that these factors may be greatly enhanced by geographical proximity because ESAs share a “sense of
place” with the districts and communities they serve. A sense of place can be described as the way in which
humans experience a specific geographical context.

ESD 113’s Teacher Connection Project
Students in classes with teachers involved in the Educational Service District 113 Teacher Connection
Project (TCP) demonstrated significantly greater improvement gains than the state’s average on the WASL
reading and math tests (see Figure 1 & 2).
TH 'RADE 7!3, .
#OMPARISON OF 3TATE 'AINS AND 'AINS -ADE BY
2EADING #OACHING 3CHOOLS /NLY









3TATE











%3$ 3UPPORTED







-ATH 'AIN g g

2EADING 'AIN g g

3UBJECT !REA

Figure 1.
10

Reading Scores
Perspectives •Volume 12 • Fall 2006

TH 'RADE 7!3, .
#OMPARISON OF 3TATE 'AINS AND 'AINS -ADE BY 3CHOOLS
-ATH #OACHING 3CHOOLS /NLY












3TATE






%3$ 3UPPORTED





-ATH 'AIN g g

2EADING 'AIN g g

3UBJECT !REA

Figure 2.

Math Scores

TCP was conceived and implemented five years ago by the Teaching and Learning staff at ESD 113,
located in Olympia, Washington. The project aligned with the National Staff Development Council’s
standards for professional development and drew heavily on the research of Showers, Joyce, & Bennet
(1987), who demonstrated that teachers’ use of new instructional approaches greatly increased when their
learning experiences provide not only theory, but practice, feedback, and coaching in the context of their
schools and classrooms.
Teachers participating in TCP received coaching from “master teachers” who were specialists in their
content areas in a job-embedded professional development model. Each school in the project received
services an average of one day per week. These services included in-class coaching, alignment of
curriculum, facilitation of lesson and unit planning, training in specific pedagogy, and assistance with the use
of assessment to guide instruction.
As the project progressed, those involved in TCP—both local educators and regional service agency
staff—increasingly understood the importance of the following essential conditions for second-order change
(Fouts, 2003) in teacher practice to occur: strong leadership, shared values and beliefs, a shared vision of
what is possible, readiness skills, resource support, a data-based school improvement plan, and relational
trust.
Relational trust is a core resource for school improvement (Bryk & Schneider, 2002). Moreover,
teachers will rarely take the risk of growing in front of another person, or their advice or coaching, unless
they first have a relationship of mutual trust. Because ESD 113’s coaches were hired from school districts
in the five-county region, they had the benefit of being viewed as a “trusted insider” with an “outsider’s”
expertise. Having worked in schools with similar demographics to those in which they provided coaching
services, as well as possessing knowledge of the history, culture, politics, and economics of the area, they
understood the challenges and opportunities posed in such schools and communities. One superintendent
noted that ESD 113’s coaches “fit well in the district.” Successful coaches understand that approaches to
reform and resource availability vary from district to district. They must be able to “customize” their support
within the system and adapt their coaching methods to the knowledge and skill of the teachers with whom
they work (Neufeld & Roper, 2003). As one high school principal commented, “A successful coach has
to be an individual who can come across as not being a know-it-all, but as someone who is obviously very
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competent.” He went on to say, “We have been very, very fortunate both this year and last to have been
associated with coaches who obviously love their jobs…and who listened to us as opposed to simply telling
us what to do.”

School Improvement in ESD 105
Wahluke School District is located within the service boundaries of Educational Service District #105,
near Yakima, Washington. With a student population consisting of just over 85 percent English Language
Learners, many of whom are recent arrivers from Mexico, the district experiences both high student and staff
turnover. In addition, most of the parents work in the agricultural community, earning wages at or below
the federal family poverty level. High levels of poverty, little competence in the English language and rapid
turnover of teachers
and administrators
“Because ESD 113’s coaches were hired from school districts
provide a backdrop
in the five-county region, they had the benefit of being
for what would
viewed as a ‘trusted insider’ with an ‘outsider’s’ expertise.”
traditionally be
considered a
“failing” profile. However, this is not the case; in fact, Wahluke students are “beating the odds” as measured
by continuous student learning on the Washington Assessment of Student Learning (WASL) exam.
How could this happen? Did partnerships with “outside” agencies provide needed support? How
important was the role of educational service agency staff as outside resources in facilitating this success?
The answer to these and related questions is at the heart of Wahluke School District success.
The 1,600 student population resides in four individual schools. Three of the four schools were eligible
for “School Assistance” from the state office (OSPI). The fourth school, Mattawa Elementary, a K-2
building, was not eligible because students were not assessed in a WASL grade level test, which begins at
grade three. However, building and teacher leadership at Mattawa Elementary School insisted upon entering
the three-year school improvement process and, like the other three schools, demonstrated continued strong
student learning assessment scores as measured by a variety of norm, criterion and WASL referenced
measures.
As a participant in “School Improvement Assistance,” each school was provided an outside, experienced
facilitator to assist in the development of a school improvement plan and to build capacity within the school
team for sustainability of effective student learning strategies and professional development. A strong
segment of this professional development was involved the use of data to inform instructional decisions and
construction of a professional learning community for staff and students.
Educational Service District (ESD) 105 developed a strong and effective support and resource team
aimed at assisting the school improvement facilitator, the school staff and in the support of connecting and
building a strong external partnership with parents, community leaders and support resources throughout the
region. This required a great deal of trust.
ESD 105 staff enjoyed a history of relationships based on trust with Wahluke staff prior to the recent
school improvement initiatives. These long-term relationships extended quickly into new partnerships for
professional development services, leadership in grant writing and grants management connected to school
improvement planning strategies, and the facilitation of regular school improvement support initiatives
among other school improvement school districts within the ESD 105 service region.

12
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In the past staff from ESD 105 had been regular visitors to the Wahluke schools and had established
positive professional relationships with teachers, administrators and school board members, making the
transition to school improvement assistance a natural progression of their continued trust with each school
staff member and district level staff as well. School district leadership viewed ESD 105 staff as trusted
friends who understood the context of their school improvement challenges.
Specific examples of ESD 105 school improvement initiatives implemented with the Wahluke School
District include Math Helping Corps, educational technology planning, special education technical
assistance, migrant and bilingual instructional strategies, and parent and paraprofessional training.
 	 The results of the ESD 105 and OSPI School Improvement efforts over the past four years have been
highly effective. Recent independent evaluation, conducted by the Center for Educational Effectiveness,
demonstrated “steady and continuous improvement” on student scores (WASL) for those same students who
attended fourth grade and were tested again at seventh grade and for those students tested at seventh grade
who were in attendance as tenth graders. In other words, comparing the same students over time clearly
indicated significant growth in student learning from fourth to seventh grade and from seventh grade to tenth
grade. (WASL assessment was mandated at that time for fourth, seventh and tenth grade students.)
In addition, two of the schools, Mattawa Elementary and Saddle Mountain Intermediate School,
participate in Washington’s Reading First project. Their ability to maintain Reading First status is dependent
upon their continued demonstrated gain in student reading. Because of their continued growth in student
scores, over the past three years, both schools were awarded continuation grants.
These and related assessment measures demonstrated the important role ESD 105 staff, OSPI facilitator
assistance, and teacher and building leadership played in developing and implementing an environment
where relationships based on trust, understanding of the curriculum and community culture, and longstanding partnerships played in facilitating continuous student learning.

Establishing Trust – Why Place Might Matter
Although the influence of place, or “a sense of place,” may sound like a sentimental notion,
researchers from a variety of disciplines have observed that “our behavior, emotions, dispositions, and
thoughts are indeed shaped not just by our genes and neurochemistry, history, and relationships, but also
by our surroundings” (Gallagher, 1993, p. 12). Because of its centrality to human experience, the study
of place has recently gained attention across a variety of disciplines, including architecture, ecology,
geography, anthropology, philosophy, sociology, literary theory, psychology, cultural studies, and education
(Gruenewald, 2003). Educators around the globe are rediscovering the importance of place in the process of
learning and in the greater work of living together in diverse communities.
For some people, a sense of place is experienced as belongingness stemming from a generational
connection with family and community. For others, it is manifested in civic involvement for the purpose of
a creating a better place to inhabit. Some speak of a spiritual connection with place. Still others experience
place as interdependence with the land. For all who experience a sense of place, it becomes a part of their
identity.
In her ethnographic study of a rural high school in Appalachia, Maureen Porter (2001) found a sense
of place to be inextricably linked to how local stakeholders responded to state mandated reform and how
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leaders “localized” state mandates to create a basis for action. She reminds us that regardless of where
policies are written, “reform is radically local” (p.265). The power of place in our lives is profound.
Nothing we do as humans is unplaced (Casey, 1987). How can this concept not be important to organizations
desiring to provide effective support to local school district?
Although it warrants further study, we theorize that a shared sense of place may have enhanced the
capacity of regional service agency support in both case studies described. ESAs have the advantage
of sharing a regional geography with the school districts they support. Sharing a regional geography is
powerful, because it allows for an understanding of local culture, history, politics, and economies and the
ways in which these factors influence local stakeholders. This is likely not true for most other external
support agencies.

“Educational Service Agencies, by virtue of their proximity, local
knowledge, ‘sense of place,’ trustworthiness and collaborative nature,
provide significant opportunities for district-wide reform....”
Conclusion
Effective school districts seek active external partners. These partners support the district’s professional
capacity and provide valuable expertise. Trust is a central component in the district’s selection of external
partners. Educational Service Agencies, by virtue of their proximity, local knowledge, “sense of place,”
trustworthiness and collaborative nature, provide significant opportunities for district-wide reform,
professional capacity building, and improved student learning.

References
Arsen, D., Bell, C., & Plank, D. N. (2004). Who will turn around failing schools? A framework for
institutional choice. Perspectives, 10, 1-19.
Bryk, A., & Schneider, B. (2002) Trust in schools: A core resource for improvement. New York: Russell Sage
Foundation.
Casey, E. (1997). The fate of place: A philosophical history. Berkeley: University of California Press.
Fullen, M., Bertani, A., & Quinn, J. (2004). New lessons for district-wide reform. Educational Leadership,
61(7), 42-46.
Gallagher, W. (1993). The power of place. New York: HarperCollins.
Goodlad, J. L. (1984). A place called school: Prospects for the future. New York: McGraw Hill.

14

Perspectives •Volume 12 • Fall 2006

Gruenewald, D. A. (2003). Foundations of place: A multidisciplinary framework for place-conscious
education. American Educational Research Journal, 40(3), 619-654.
Fouts, J. T. (2003). A decade of reform: A summary of research findings on classroom, school, and district
effectiveness in Washington state. Lynnwood, WA: Washington School Research Center, Seattle Pacific
University.
Honig, M. (2004). The new middle management: Intermediary organizations in education policy
implementation. Education Evaluation and Policy Analysis, 26(1), 65-87.
Kronley, R. A., & Handley, C. (2003). Reforming relationships: School districts, external organizations,
and systemic change (Report for School Communities That Work: A National Task Force on the Future
of Urban Districts). Providence, Rhode Island: Initiative of the Annenberg Institute for School Reform
Brown University.
Neufeld, B., & Roper, D. (2003). Coaching, a strategy for developing instructional capacity: Promises and
practicalities. Washington, DC: The Aspen Institute/Providence, RI: The Annenberg Institute for School
Reform.
Porter, M. (2001). “We are mountain”: Appalachian educators’ responses to the challenges of systemic
reform. In M. Sutton & B. Levinson (Eds.) Policy as practice: Toward a comparative sociocultural
analysis of education. Westport, CT: Ablex Publishers.
Shannon, S. G., & Bylsma, P. (2004). Characteristics of improved school districts: Themes from research.
Olympia, WA: Assessment and Research, Office of Superintendent of Public Instruction.
Showers, B., Joyce, B., & Bennet, B. (1987). Snythesis of research on staff development: A framework for
future study and a state-of-the-art analysis. Educational Leadership, 45, 77-87.
Togneri, W. (2003). Beyond islands of excellence: What districts can do to improve instruction and
achievement in all schools – a leadership brief. Washington, DC: ASCD, Learning First Alliance

Perspectives •Volume 12 • Fall 2006

15

Gene Sharratt, Ph.D., is Clinical Assistant Professor with Washington State University.  He is the co-director
for the Washington State University superintendent certification program.   He was superintendent of
North Central Educational Service District in Wenatchee, Washington for 11 years.  He can be reached by
phone at 509-674-9776 and by email at gsharratt@wsu.edu.

Kathy Budge, Ed.D., is Assistant Professor in Educational Leadership at Boise State University.  She was
Assistant Superintendent for Teaching and Learning with Educational Service District 113 in Olympia,
Washington for five years.  Her doctoral dissertation focused on “a sense of place” and the relationship
to educational reform and educational leadership.  She can be reached by phone at 360-426-3758 and by
email at kathleenbudge@boisestate.edu.

Brian Talbott, Ph.D., is executive director of the Association of Educational Service Agencies.  Brian was
superintendent of Educational Service District 105, in Yakima, Washington, and Educational Service District
101, in Spokane, Washington.  He may be contacted by phone at 703-875-0739, by fax at 703-807-1849,
and by email at btalbott@aesa.us.

16

Perspectives •Volume 12 • Fall 2006

Beyond Compliance: Building
Evaluation Capacity in the ESA
by
Hobart L. Harmon
Is your ESA a learning organization, positioned to offer high quality services and products in a
knowledge-oriented society and global economy? As the CEO or leadership team member, have you tried
to plan and implement some small accountability changes, only to find an alarming amount of resistance or
confusion within the organization? Perhaps one of the problems is that the ESA lacks adequate evaluation
capacity. Without evaluation capacity, it may be difficult for ESA leadership to foster a learning organization
that actively embraces the concept of continuous improvement, rather than a culture of compliance.
Stockdill, Baizerman, and Compton (2002) provide a conceptual definition of evaluation capacity
building (ECB):
ECB is a context-dependent, intentional action system of guided processes and practices
for bringing about and sustaining a state of affairs in which quality program evaluation and
its appropriate uses are ordinary and ongoing practices within and/or between one or more
organizations/programs/sites. (p. 8)
They maintain, “ECB is the intentional work to continuously create and sustain overall organizational
processes that make quality evaluation and its uses routine” (p. 14). In other words, once institutionalized
as ordinary practices, the evaluation capacity becomes part of the ESA’s culture in the “way we do things
around here.”
The culture of successful ESAs is constantly changing to accommodate new expectations. For example,
ESAs today are seeking ways to respond to the growing expectations of the federal No Child Left Behind law
and state accountability requirements.
More than ever ESA staff members
“Evaluation results must reveal more than
are using assessment data (e.g., state
the number of satisfied participants in a
test results) to plan professional
professional development program, or the
development opportunities. Fortunately,
number of times the ESA offered services....”
this practice may also position the ESA
to examine its own performance and
build evaluation capacity necessary for
responding to increasing accountability of ESA services. An essential next step for ESA leadership may be
helping all staff value and apply basic evaluation principles for improving programs offered by the ESA.
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Unless staff members have taken a formal program evaluation course in their graduate studies,
experiences in managing a grant project may simply have reinforced a compliance mentality. A compliance
culture usually seeks to provide whatever data are required in a final report to satisfy the funding agency.
This culture fails to foster the potential of evaluation in building a culture of continuous improvement that is
so essential for the ESA to be a learning and accountable organization.
Selected ESA staff may have assessment and basic research skills but lack an understanding of the
differences between evaluation and research (see Table 1). Russ-Eft and Preskill (2001) explain that while
there are clear similarities between research and evaluation, important distinguishing characteristics make
evaluation a unique endeavor. Although both use the same data collection and analysis methods, Russ-Eft
and Preskill (2001, p. 9) note they differ significantly in three ways:
1. They are often initiated for different reasons.
2. They respond to different kinds of audiences or client questions and needs.
3. They communicate and report findings in different ways and to different groups.
Russ-Eeft and Preskill (2001) acknowledge some scholars will argue the differences are merely
technical, with no practical difference. They maintain, however, “The bottom line is the collection of quality
information that will inform and guide learning, decisionmaking, and practice” (p. 9).
The bottom line today, compliance with funding agencies, or clients, has taken on a new meaning.
Evaluation results must reveal more than the number of satisfied participants in a professional development
program, or the number of times the ESA offered services to the school district (or some other client).
Both federal and state funding opportunities commonly define outcomes to be achieved by the program
funded. School districts, confronted with the standards movement, must select and implement programs that
come accompanied by research-based evidence that they will achieve positive results based on measurable
outcomes.
Doing “business” today means the ESA must be a learning organization, with the capacity to evaluate
and continuously improve services and products. And the more entrepreneurial the ESA, the more critical
evaluation capacity is to success of the organization.

Evaluation Basics
Numerous resources are available to help ESA personnel understand how to conduct quality evaluations,
such as the work of Stufflebeam (2001), who classified 21 models for conducting program evaluations. While
no one best model will fit all evaluation circumstances, standards exist to guide the conduct of program
evaluations (Joint Committee, 1994). Posavac and Carey (2003) suggest the overall purpose of program
evaluation is for “contributing to the provision of quality services to people in need” (p. 13). They maintain
the primary goals of program evaluation can be achieved by using one of four types: (1) evaluation of need,
(2) evaluation of process, (3) evaluation of outcome, and (4) evaluation of efficiency. Posavac and Carey
(2003) explain the logical sequence to these four general types of evaluations: “Without measuring need,
planning cannot be rational; without effective implementation, good outcomes cannot be expected; and
without achieving good outcomes, there is no reason to worry about efficiency” (p. 10).
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Evaluation of need seeks to determine the level of unmet needs within an organization (e.g., school
district). This type of evaluation is essential in planning a program. Most commonly, evaluation of need
is performed to determine which program, or aspects of a program, are likely to be most appropriate, or
unacceptable, based on needs of the client. For example, ESA staff recommendations for implementing
a new program in a school district (or ESA) are most valuable (and rational) when staff can accurately
determine the specific need addressed by the program, and objectively evaluate the scientific-based evidence
of alternative programs in view of the identified need.

Table 1.

Relationship Between Evaluation and Research*

                                                      Evaluation

Research

Purpose

- Provides information for learning and
decision-making (intention in use)
- Seeks to describe particular phenomena
- Is undertaken at the behest of a client—is
service oriented

- Develops new knowledge
- Seeks conclusions
- Seeks new laws, new theories
- Is based on topic and question determined by
the researcher

Audience

- Focuses on clients (internal and external)

- Focuses on other researchers

Study
Focus

- Identifies background of evaluand (that
which is being evaluated) and purpose of
evaluation
- Identifies evaluation stakeholders and
audiences
- Develops key questions that will guide
evaluation

- Develops a problem statement
- Reviews the literature on the topic
- Develops theory-based hypotheses or research
questions
- Identifies terms and definitions
- Identifies variables to be studied

Study
design

Considers:
- Naturalistic/qualitative
- Experimental/quantitative
- Organization’s time frame requirements

Considers:
- Naturalistic/qualitative
- Experimental/quantitative
- Researcher’s timeline and available funding

Data
collection
methods

Considers:
- Tests,  surveys/ questionnaires, observation,
interviews, archival analysis, unobstrusive
measures

Considers:
- Tests,  surveys/ questionnaires, observation,
interviews, archival analysis, unobstrusive
measures

Reliability
and Validity

- Includes pilot testing, member checks,
controlling variables through triangulation,
test/retest reliability measures
- Is rooted in values and politics
- Considers ability to generalize findings not
a major goal or concern

- Includes pilot testing, member checks,
controlling variables through triangulation,
test/retest reliability measures
- Attempts to be objective and value free
- Seeks to establish generalizable findings

Data
analysis

- Uses inferential and descriptive statistics
- Uses content analysis/grounded theory

- Uses inferential and descriptive statistics
- Uses content analysis/grounded theory

Results of
study

- Reports results to evaluation clients
- Makes recommendations relevant to
evaluation questions
- Rarely publishes the results

- Reports results to other researchers and
practitioners
- Makes suggestions for future research
- Often publishes study’s findings

* Adapted from Russ-Eft and Preskill (2001, pp. 8-9). Used with permission of Perseus Publishing.
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Evaluation of process is essential to document that implementation of a program has met design
specifications. Success of the ESA program may be less than expected, but all too often the client may
not have implemented the “best practices” called for in the project plan. Key improvement decisions by
project leadership are impossible without objective evidence on implementation of planned activities.
Understanding what and how implementation evolved should produce valuable lessons learned for program
(project) improvement. This evidence can help the ESA determine if the original plan is working, or if some
planned activities are simply not possible and must be revised to be successful. It is common at project
meetings to ask project implementers (e.g., partners) to report on project status. Without objective evaluation
data, however, the meeting may take on a cheerleading tone, with little attention focused on issues that are
preventing implementation of key activities. Evaluation of process (i.e., formative evaluation) is required by
most funding agencies today.
While ESA staff and other partners (e.g., school district personnel) may eagerly describe all the activities
implemented during a certain period of the project (program), it also may be difficult to present evidence that
the project achieved its expected outcomes. Evaluation of outcome (i.e., summative evaluation) is necessary
to document project success or failure. Specific goals and outcomes of the project must be planned and
measured to satisfy the “so what” question regarding project implementation. Did the project or program
produce the intended result? For example, did the professional development conducted for teachers by the
ESA result in better classroom instruction for students? This is an outcome question that is much different
than asking how many teachers were trained or how many districts were served. Anecdotal, subjective
information is less acceptable today as evidence for answering outcome questions about ESA services.
ESAs take pride in providing cost-effective services to clients. For some ESAs, forming a cooperative
purchasing arrangement among several school districts to increase buying power for what might otherwise be
a cost prohibitive service or product is a major service. ESAs also may find it desirable to form a partnership
or consortium of school districts to compete and win federal, state or private funds to offer a program.
Evaluation of efficiency may be necessary to prove to constituents that the program is the least costly way
to achieve the school/district’s goal; that is, ESAs may be asked to show how the cost of implementing the
program compares to other programs “on the market” that produce similar outcomes. School patrons want
the program that gets the best results for the least cost.
In addition to understanding differences in the four general types of evaluation-need, process, outcome,
and efficiency–building evaluation capacity will require ESA staff to also have a working knowledge of
basic program evaluation terms, such as those defined by the Joint Committee on Standards for Educational
Evaluation (1994) portrayed in Table 2. Routine and appropriate use of these terms by staff in planning,
implementing, or evaluating an ESA program provides evidence that the organization is building evaluation
capacity. Agreement on terms is necessary to create a common language that facilitates implementation of
evaluation practices. The more comfortable and competent staff become in talking about evaluation, the more
likely staff will use evaluation practices for improving current programs and planning new initiatives.
One or more ESA staff members need to develop skills in core evaluation competencies (see Appendix).
Evidence of evaluation capacity includes staff being able to present objective evaluative results for their
programs that answer the “so what” question. Quality of evaluation plans described in ESA proposals
submitted to funding sources would likely improve. But most important, an ESA with evaluation capacity
will have staff that routinely view and use evaluation practices for improvement of ESA programs and
services.
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Creating Capacity
Building evaluation capacity in the ESA will require more than asking staff to use findings from good
evaluations of program. This strategy is inadequate to provide essential learning experiences for staff
to understand the “practice of evaluation.” Evaluators have discovered that being involved in the actual
evaluation process, rather than only interpreting findings, leads to an increased knowledge level. Patton
(1997) calls this phenomenon process use, defined as:
Individual changes in thinking and behavior, and program or organizational changes in
procedures and culture, that occur among those involved in evaluation as result of the learning that
occurs during the evaluation process. Evidence of process use is represented by the following kind of
statement after an evaluation: “The impact on our program came not just from the findings but from
going through the thinking process that the evaluation required.” (p. 90)
Russ-Eft and Preskill (2001) note that “process use is particularly important if evaluation is to be
integrated into daily work practices, if organizational learning is required, and if a team approach to
evaluation is encouraged” (p. 31). Using a team approach can be a significant strategy for creating evaluation
capacity in the ESA, or other organizations. Preskill and Russ-Eft (2005) also advocate forming small groups
as a key strategy for training evaluators. A team approach for training evaluators has proven highly promising
in the early stages of my work in a multi-year project funded by the National Science Foundation to build
evaluation capacity in the Mississippi Delta.
Increasing evaluation capacity in the ESA through skill development of staff will likely call for strategies
that address the reasons evaluation is neglected in organizations. Russ-Eft and Preskill (2001, p. 17)) list the
top 10 reasons, in rank order:
1. No one has asked for it.
2. Previous experiences with evaluation have been either a disaster or disappointing.
3. Organizational leaders think they already know what does and does not work.
4. Perceived costs of evaluation outweigh the perceived benefits of evaluation.
5. Organization members view evaluation as a time-consuming and laborious task.
6. Organization members don’t believe the results will be used; data are collected and not analyzed or
used.
7. Evaluation is considered an add-on activity.
8. There is a real or perceived lack of evaluation skills.
9. Organization members fear the impact of evaluation findings.
10. Organization members misunderstand evaluation’s purpose and role.
Douglah, Boyd and Gundermann (cited in Arnold, 2006) propose that individuals within an organization
will fall on a continuum of evaluation capacity that includes doubters, proctors, practitioners, specialists, and
scholars. These authors maintain that ideal evaluation capacity in public agencies should have a high number
of individuals who are practitioners of evaluation, with very few doubters or scholars. Practitioners are those
who have and use the level of evaluation skills expected and needed by the organization.
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Table 2.

Selected Evaluation Terms and Definitions
Term

Definition

Assessment

The act of determining the standing of an object on some variable of interest, for
example, testing students and reporting scores.

Case study

An intensive, detailed description and analysis of a single project, program, or
instructional material in the context of its environment.

Comparison group

A group that provides a basis for contrast with an experimental group (i.e., the group
of people participating in the program or project being evaluated). The comparison
group is not subjected to the treatment (independent variable), thus creating a means
for comparison with the experimental group that does receive the treatment.

Control group

A group as closely as possible equivalent in all variables to an experimental group
(exposed to a program, project, or instructional material), and exposed to all the
conditions of the investigation except the teaching methodology or instructional
material being studied.

Data

Material gathered during the course of an evaluation that serves as the basis for
information, discussion, and inference.

Design (evaluation)

A plan for conducting an evaluation (e.g., data collection, schedule, report schedules,
questions to be addressed, analysis plan, or management plan).

Evaluation

Systematic investigation of the worth or merit of an object (e.g., a program, project,
or instructional material).

Focus group

A group selected for its relevance to an evaluation that is engaged by a trained
facilitator in a series of discussions designed for sharing insights, ideas and
observations on a topic of concern.

Formative evaluation

Evaluation designed and used to improve an object, especially when it is still being
developed.

Program Evaluation

Evaluations that assess ongoing activities that provide services.

Project evaluation

Evaluations that assess activities that are funded for a defined period of time to
perform a specified task.

Qualitative information

Facts and claims presented in narrative, not numerical, form.

Quantitative information Facts and claims that are presented by numbers.
Random sampling

Drawing a number of items of any sort from a larger group or population so that
every individual item has a specified probability to be chosen.

Summative evaluation

Evaluation designed to present conclusions about the merit or worth of an object and
recommendations about whether it should be retained, altered, or eliminated.

Changing Minds
Ultimately, creating evaluation capacity in the ESA will require strategies that change the minds of
individuals. Renowned Harvard psychologist Howard Gardner offers some sage advice regarding significant
changes of mind. In the book Changing Minds: The Art and Science of Changing Our Own and Other
People’s Mind, Gardner (2004) describes seven factors (or levers) he has identified that should be considered
in trying to change an individual’s mind. They include reason, research, resonance, representational
redescriptions, resources and rewards, real world events, and resistances.
Reason implies a rational approach will be used to identify relevant factors before reaching a final
judgment. Reason can involve sheer logic, the use of analogies, or the creation of taxonomies. Reason is
applied, for example, when an ESA staff member creates and thoughtfully considers a list of pros and cons
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when deciding if a reading program will meet the predetermined needs of a school district.
Research involves the use of relevant data, which may include scientific evidence, in promoting a change
of mind. A less formal approach to using research may simply involve identifying relevant cases and a
judgment in deciding to change one’s mind. For example, the ESA staff member may decide the reading
program is inappropriate for the school district after considering facts presented by persons in other school
districts that have tried to implement the same program.
Resonance addresses the affective aspects of deciding to change one’s mind, unlike reason and research
that appeal to the cognitive aspects of the human mind. For example, the ESA staff member may determine
that the reading program “feels right”; the program seems to fit the particular circumstances of the school
district’s needs. Gardner acknowledges that resonance may follow the use of reason and/or research. But
“resonance often comes about because one feels a ‘relation’ to a mind-changer, finds that person ‘reliable,’ or
‘respects’ that person” (p.16). Rhetoric can be a key element for changing minds. Gardner notes, “In most
cases, rhetoric works best when it encompasses tight logic, draws on relevant research, and resonates with an
audience” (p. 16). Hearing a noted researcher or highly respected reading specialist say the program works
may be all the ESA staff member needs as evidence to recommend the reading program under consideration.
Representational rediscriptions refer to changing one’s mind when the idea lends itself to numerous
forms of representation that reinforce one another. These forms may be linguistic, numerical, and graphical.
Gardner notes:
Particularly when it comes to matters of instruction—be it in an elementary school classroom or
a managerial workshop—the potential for expressing the desired lesson in many compatible formats
is crucial. (p. 16)
Similarly, the ESA staff member may envision a number of ways that together reinforce how the reading
program can be implemented successfully. Consequently, the ESA staff member concludes the program is the
best choice for meeting circumstances and needs of the school district.
Resources and rewards change minds through incentives that make the thought more desirable or doable
than would otherwise be the case. Additional funds readily available from the state or U.S. Department of
Education for implementing the reading program could help change minds of school district leaders and
teachers who are hesitant to consider changing current practices. Public recognition of teachers who use the
new reading practices, whether by the district superintendent, school board president or some other person of
prestige, provides positive reinforcement for changing minds. Gardner notes, however, that ultimately unless
the new course of thought is in agreement with other criteria—reason, resonance, and research—it is unlikely
the change in behavior will last beyond the provision of resources and rewards.
Real world events include events that impact broadly, such as Hurricane Katrina. Students enrolled
in public schools in New Orleans, for example, were forced to continue the education in other schools,
including schools throughout the U.S. Another example is how ESAs across the country quickly organized
staff and other resources to assist ESAs crippled by the hurricane to continue offering some key services
to school districts in Louisiana and Mississippi. A highly significant example is the federal No Child Left
Behind law that affected the kinds of ESA services schools need. Arguably, global competition is an example
of a real world event with major impact on U.S. public schools (e.g., standards movement). All of these
examples are changing minds of educators, parents, and the general public.
Resistances refer to the strong views and perspectives that develop over time and serve as major barriers
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to changing one’s mind. For example, strong resistance to some provisions of the No Child Left Behind
law can easily be found among various stakeholder groups in public education. In ESAs, some staff with
much previous success in reporting the many great activities associated with key services (e.g., professional
development) may resist the current emphasis on answering an outcome question for the service, such as
“Did the professional development produce any changes in how teachers instruct students, as measured by
student performance on state tests?”
Gardner (2004) notes:

A mind change is most likely to come about when the first six factors operate in consort and
the resistances are relatively weak. Conversely, mind changing is unlikely to come about when the
resistances are strong, and the other factors do not point strongly in one direction. (p. 18)

Conclusion
Leaders of ESAs are experiencing significant challenges as they position resources and services to
meet rapidly changing needs of clients (e.g., school districts). In recent years, over 30 articles have been
published on ESAs and change in the AESA Perspectives journal (Harmon, 2004). Change, leadership, and
accountability clearly rang loud in recent annual conferences of the Association of Educational Service
Agencies (AESA),
and with intensity
at the 2005 and
2006 AESA
“Building
evaluation
capacity
may
be
CEO Summer
Conferences.
the next essential change for many ESAs!”
Building evaluation
capacity may be the
next essential change
for many ESAs!
Key leadership in
the ESA, including
board members, may need to be the first persons to change their minds about the value of evaluation capacity
to future success of the organization. And ESA leaders must continue asking questions that reveal if the
organization has the evaluation capacity necessary to support a culture of continuous improvement, rather
than compliance.
Consider asking the following questions at your next ESA leadership team meeting or retreat:
1. How does the annual ESA report include evaluation findings to support statements about the
organization’s success?
2. Who are the leaders in the ESA in knowing about and using sound evaluation practices to improve
ESA services and products?
3. How does the ESA have the evaluation capacity to compete successfully for funds that can support
new services or products needed by clients (e.g., school districts)?
4. How do professional development opportunities for ESA staff address the organization’s need for
building evaluation capacity?
5. What strategies might work best in changing the minds of staff to value and use evaluation skills for
achieving the mission and goals of the ESA?
ESAs without internal evaluation capacity may want to consider collaborating with other ESAs to
gain access to necessary expertise. State networks of ESAs may find this strategy particularly valuable
and consistent with previous efforts to share limited resources through partnership arrangements. A similar
strategy may be useful in attracting external evaluators for special projects, as well as for offering staff
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professional development opportunities that build evaluation capacity in the ESA. Contracting with an
external evaluation consultant may also be a desirable strategy for building a team of evaluators in the ESA
that is capable of changing the culture from compliance to continuous improvement.
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Appendix: Core Competencies for Program Evaluators*
A. Professional Practice
1. Applies professional evaluation standards.
2. Acts ethically and strives for integrity and honesty in conducting evaluations.
3. Respects respondents, program participants, and other stakeholders.
B. Systematic Inquiry
4. Understands the knowledge base of evaluation (terms, concepts, theories).
5. Is knowledgeable about quantitative data collection methods.
6. Is knowledgeable about qualitative data collection methods.
7. Is knowledgeable about mixed-methods approach to conducting evaluations.
8. Conducts literature reviews.
9. Specifies program theory.
10. Frames evaluation questions.
11. Develops evaluation design.
12. Identifies data sources.
13. Collects data.
14. Assesses validity of data.
15. Assesses reliability of data.
16. Analyzes data.
17. Interprets data.
18. Makes judgments.
19. Develops recommendations.
20. Provides rationales for decisions throughout the evaluation.
21. Reports evaluation procedures and results
C. Situational Analysis
22. Describes the program being evaluated.
23. Determines program evaluability.
24. Identifies the interests of relevant stakeholders.
25. Serves the information needs of intended users.
26. Addresses conflicts.
27. Examines the organizational context of the evaluation.
28. Analyzes the political considerations relevant to the evaluation.
29. Attends to issues of evaluation use.
30. Attends to issues of organizational change.
31. Respects the uniqueness of the evaluation site and client.
32. Remains open to input from others.
33. Modifies the study as needed
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D. Project Management
34. Negotiates with clients before the evaluation begins.
35. Communicates with clients throughout the evaluation process.
36. Budgets an evaluation.
37. Identifies needed resources for evaluation (e.g., information, expertise, instruments).
38. Uses appropriate technology.
39. Conducts the evaluation in a non-disruptive manner.
40. Presents work in a timely manner.
E. Reflective Practice
41. Is aware of self as an evaluator (knowledge, skills, dispositions).
42. Reflects on personal evaluation practice (competencies and areas for growth).
43. Pursues professional development in evaluation.
F. Interpersonal Competence
44. Uses written communication skills.
45. Uses verbal/listening communication skills.
46. Uses negotiation skills.
47. Uses conflict resolution skills.
48. Facilitates constructive interpersonal interaction (teamwork, group facilitation).
49. Demonstrates cross-cultural competence.
* Adapted from Ghere, G., King, J. A., Stevahn, L., & Minnema, J. (2006, March). American Journal of
Evaluation, 27(1), 108-123.
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Leading Change:
Implementing the Professional
Learning Communities Model
Across Diverse Departments of a
Regional Service Agency
by
Joanne E. Hopper
In the environment of educational reform regional service agencies are expected to be on the “cutting
edge” of innovative school leadership, serving not only as models for local districts (Buford, 2001; Michigan
Association of Intermediate School Districts, 2001; Stephens & Keane, 2005), but also as supportive
mentors to districts striving to improve teaching and learning (Talbott, 2001). ESAs are expected to seek
out proven change models, test their worthiness in an educational setting, share them with local districts,
and support their implementation. Sanilac ISD, one of Michigan’s 57 service agencies and located in a
rural area, responded to this challenge. In the summer of 2002 at a leadership retreat, the administrative
team made a commitment to becoming a professional learning community (PLC) based on their study of
DuFour and
Eaker’s Professional
Learning
“What will schools do if students do not learn?” Communities at Work
(1998) and
conversations with
other school
leaders implementing
PLCs. In brief, PLCs focus on what students should know, how schools will know if students have learned,
and what schools will do if students do not learn. For many years, educators have focused on the first two
components – the what of curriculum and instruction, and the how of assessment. What stands out differently,
and significantly, is the question: “What will schools do if students do not learn?” (emphasis added, DuFour
& Eaker, 1998). This question is the distinguishing element of a PLC. It is the focus of a culture where it is
unacceptable to allow students to fail.
While no literature on the application of PLCs to a regional service organization was uncovered, the
Sanilac administrative team was committed to embracing the PLC tenets in order to help local school
districts raise student achievement, and to enhance learning for the students enrolled in the center-based
programs operated by the ISD. The ISD team was committed to changing the way its staff – within four
distinct departments – thought and operated in relation to the focus on student learning. The team was
challenged to pave a new path to becoming a PLC as a regional service agency. In so doing, it began a
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cultural change initiative to help fill the gap in understanding about how the PLC model could be applied to a
regional service agency and, ultimately, to improved student learning.
Significant cultural shifts occur in organizations when the vision or purpose is accompanied by
focused efforts to achieve the vision. Schmoker (1999) suggests that it is not only teachers who should be
collaborating to achieve hoped for results. Administrators must engage in collective inquiry as well. This is
the perfect reason for establishing the culture of a professional learning community.
Just imagine the benefits if administrators began to do their own action research on effective
ways to promote a culture of effective collaboration and data-driven improvement. Have
administrators nothing to learn from each other? Can we afford to assume that they will learn all
they need about improvement on their own? If we can’t engage in such action research at the district
level, how can we expect teachers to engage in it at the grade and site level? In many school districts,
such discussion is long overdue. Administrators and schools and students have everything to learn
and much to gain from doing so. (Schmoker, 1999, pp. 19-20)
The ISD administrative team committed to a change process that allowed opportunities for such
discussion and sharing. The organization embraced the PLC model to alter the way the central office staff
worked together as leaders of change, and the manner in which teams of teachers – vocational ed, special
ed, and consultants, collaborated successfully to implement student learning goals. Instituting this type of
significant change required leadership. In retrospect, the author utilized Kotter and Cohen’s (2002) EightStep Model for Change to analyze the cultural change process undertaken by the ISD, and to evaluate the
model’s effectiveness in supporting educational reform. The change model provided a tool to reflect upon
progress and suggest positive changes that would influence future success. It is predicated on Kotter’s
definition of effective organizational leadership versus management.
I’m talking about leadership as the development of vision and strategies, the alignment of
relevant people behind those strategies, and the empowerment of individuals to make the vision
happen, despite obstacles. This stands in contrast with management, which involves keeping the
current system operating through planning, budgeting, organizing, staffing, controlling, and problem
solving. Leadership works through people and culture….Management works through hierarchy and
systems. (1999, p. 10, italics in original)
This distinction made the model well-suited as a basis for analyzing the cultural change process in which
the ISD engaged. The findings of the change study provide an analysis of the strengths and shortcomings
of PLC implementation that have application for the broader educational community contemplating such a
cultural shift.

Structures Before the Professional Learning Community Initiative
Prior to undertaking the change initiative, the ISD functioned through individual departments
– Administrative Services, Career Technical Education, General Education and Special Education – each
existing independently of one another. The question facing the team was: could they shed the departmental
walls that divided them and successfully redesign the organization to become a PLC that collectively focused
on improving student learning for students served in site-based programs and those impacted by consultants
serving local districts? The goal was to identify ways that departments could maintain autonomy while at the
same time work together toward the advancement of the ISDs mission.
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Creating staff buy-in was essential, and creating buy-in required changing people. Painting a picture
of what it would look like if the desired behavior is realized is a critical component to successful change
because, according to Kotter and Cohen (2002), it touches the heart. “In highly successful change efforts,
people find ways to help others see the problems or solutions in ways that influence emotions, not just
thought. Feelings then alter behavior sufficiently to overcome all the many barriers to sensible large-scale
change” (p. xi). In so stating, they illustrated the Eight Steps for Successful Large-Scale Change in terms of
what it would look like if an organization and its employees engaged in changed behavior (Table 1).

Table 1.
Step

The Eight Steps for Successful Large-Scale Change
Action

New Behavior

1

Increase urgency.

People start telling each other, “Let’s go, we need to change things!”

2

Build the guiding team.

A group powerful enough to guide a big change is formed, and they start
to work together well.

3

Get the vision right.

The guiding team develops the right vision and strategy for the change
effort.

4

Communicate for buy-in.

People begin to buy into the change, and this shows in their behavior.

5

Empower action.

More people feel able to act, and do act, on the vision.

6

Create short-term wins.

Momentum builds as people try to fulfill the vision, while fewer and
fewer resist change.

7

Don’t let up.

People make wave after wave of changes until the vision is fulfilled.

8

Make change stick.

New and winning behavior continues despite the pull of tradition,
turnover of change leaders, etc.

From: Kotter, J.P., and Cohen, D. S. (2002). The heart of change: Real-life stories of how people
change their organizations.  Boston, MA:  Harvard Business School Press, p.7.

These assertions parallel the PLC philosophy of Eaker, DuFour and Burnette (2002), who articulate the
cultural shift from a traditional school to that of a PLC, describing the target in terms of what it looks like
when the shift results in changed behaviors.
Though it did not have a vision of how the PLC concept would eventually play out in the organization,
the ISD administrative team espoused commitment to the principles of student-focused learning and a culture
of collaboration across all departments. This commitment was the impetus to persevere despite several
significant roadblocks along the way. New accountability standards required it, but more importantly, moral
obligations to today’s children and tomorrow’s future demanded it.
Four years after the commitment to become a Professional Learning Community, the author employed
a case study methodology to examine the process of cultural change at the ISD as the administrative team
moved the organization from four separate, uniquely functioning departments to becoming a professional
learning community. Institutional documents spanning six school years – including administrative team
agendas and minutes, professional development agendas, committee meeting agendas and minutes, memos,
letters and other communications – were reviewed. Personal, one-on-one interviews were also conducted
with a representative group of administrators and teachers. One fundamental question had to be answered:
could the PLC model be successfully implemented to generate organizational change across diverse
departments of a regional service agency? What she found is described below.

Perspectives •Volume 12 • Fall 2006

31

Organizational Change Strategies
The change process the ISD administrative team undertook had roots in early years of leadership study
with county administrators, which was established as an outgrowth of the ISD’s strategic plan. When the
ISD began the journey to becoming a PLC, the steps it followed did not subscribe to a particular change
model. Strategies were developed along the change path based on information gleaned from seminars and
readings about successful PLCs. Kotter and Cohen’s (2002) Eight-Step Model for Change was applied in
retrospect to examine the steps taken.

Step 1 – Increase Urgency  
In order to combat the complacency, pessimism and fear that accompany change, Kotter and Cohen
(2002) found that successful organizations begin by creating a sense of urgency, often through appealing
to the senses and creating visual representations of the need for change, among “relevant people” (pp. 1920). Initially the ISD administrative team recognized the need to breakdown the walls dividing the four
departments and to work collectively to meet changing educational demands. They began to create a sense
of urgency through professional development sessions focused on cultural change. They studied the work of
DuFour and Eaker (1998) and attended leadership seminars with Rick and Rebecca DuFour. Then they led
staff in addressing the three big questions of a PLC: What do we want students to know? How will we know
they have learned it? What will we do if they don’t? These questions applied both for the students in the
ISD’s center-based programs and those served by consultants in local districts.
The Leadership Team members also implemented strategies to heighten their own sense of urgency:
redesigning meeting agendas to give priority to PLC implementation, creating time for team meetings, and
developing specific ways to deepen staff understanding of the PLC concept. But the urgency created was
inconsistent as the demands of operating the district intervened. Meeting minutes revealed several occasions
when the team postponed book studies, discussions and action plans.
Kotter and Cohen (2002) note, “In highly successful change efforts, people find ways to help others see
the problems or solutions in ways that influence emotions, not just thought. Feelings then alter behavior
sufficiently to overcome all the many barriers to sensible large-scale change” (p. x). Initially this step was
missing in the ISD effort. and, arguably, is one of the reasons why the staff did not readily buy into the
need for change. They struggled to connect the PLC tenets with their diverse programs and services, and to
identify commonalities among their curricula and assessments with so many single programs and services
offered.

Step 2 – Build the Guiding Team
As the administrative team moved forward, members recognized the need to enlist key staff to help
lead the change initiative. They started doing business differently in terms of the way they involved staff
in planning, sought staff input, and structured team collaboration. This was in keeping with Step 2 of the
change model. “The more successful change agents pull together a guiding team with the credibility, skills,
connections, reputations, and formal authority required to provide change leadership” (Kotter & Cohen,
2002, p. 4). However, the efforts were, once again, inconsistent. While several individuals were selected to
participate in teams learning about PLCs, none were charged with the direct responsibility of creating buy-in.
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According to Kotter & Cohen (2002), one of the common mistakes organizations make is, “Guiding change
with weak task forces, single individuals, complex governance structures, or fragmented top teams” (p. 60).
In addition, the departmental teams did not learn how to collectively confront the issues hindering
change. Four distinct departments existed within the organization, each trying to muddle its way through a
change initiative with no training on how to effectively collaborate. Difficulties occurred and lack of buy-in
resulted. This, coupled with the lack of a crystal clear vision, spelled difficulty for implementation.
As the administrative team pushed on toward full PLC implementation, the teacher’s union took issue
with the additional meeting time involved and pressed for parameters in contract language. Eventually
agreement was reached about how time could be carved out of the day. In the spring of 2005, the
professional development team, self-named the Sanilac Learning Partnership, was created to serve as the
guiding team to advance the PLC initiative. Kotter and Cohen (2002) assert that when people, “understand
why they have been selected…their hearts are usually touched. So they feel inspired, which leads to an
excited acceptance—not ‘Oh no, another task force!’” (p. 47). This sentiment was corroborated by a team
member interviewed. “I’m a whole lot more likely to buy into something if I had something to do with it...
at least I had some input.” Another echoed support of the guiding team’s role, “I take it seriously because I
believe what we’re doing is for the greater good of kids. Hopefully, with all the things that we’re doing, any
reflection that we can bring back as a whole group to help the students in the long run will be great.”

Step 3 – Get the Vision Right
Very much a part of getting the vision right is painting the picture of that vision, helping people see
what it would look like when the school shifts from a culture of teaching to a culture of learning. The team
struggled to create a vision. According to Kotter and Cohen (2002),
Without a good vision, you can choose a bad direction and never realize that you’ve done so. You
will have difficulty coordinating large numbers of people without using endless directives. You’ll
never get the energy needed to accomplish something very difficult. Strategic plans motivate few
people, but a compelling vision can appeal to the heart and motivate anyone. (p. 69)
After the Sanilac Learning Partnership was formed, the group articulated its own vision: “To establish the
ISD as a collaborative culture through professional development experiences aligned with the ISD mission”
(Meeting Minutes, June 27, 2005). Though not sufficiently comprehensive to encompass the organizational
vision, the picture created is one that has promise to move the organization forward to improve student
learning.

Step 4 – Communicate for Buy-In
“Communication of the vision and strategies comes next – simple, heartfelt messages sent through
many unclogged channels. The goal is to induce understanding, develop a gut-level commitment, and
liberate more energy from a critical mass of people” (Kotter & Cohen, 2002, p. 4). Many opportunities were
provided for staff to collectively engage in discussions about what a PLC looks like, feels like, and acts like.
The Sanilac Learning Partnership sought ways to help employees see the PLC vision. Working together, the
group created a visual design (Figure 2) to help accomplish this goal.
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Whatever it Takes

Figure 2:

Sanilac ISD Professional Learning Community Model

The team shared the model with the entire ISD staff on the first day of school in 2005, connecting it
to previous ISD initiatives – addressing curriculum, instruction, assessment, support and intervention, and
school culture. The importance of the graphic surfaced in the case study interviews. One participant stated,
“When we followed up with the graphic and...said, we did all of these and this is how they affect us, that
was like an eye-opener.” Another said, “I can see how it all melds together. I have a real hard time with
things that are more abstract….When we put that model together…I could see we did this and it fits here.”
The model helped employees understand this was not another initiative that soon would pass, but rather a
commitment to doing whatever it takes to assure high levels of learning for all students.

Step 5 – Empower Action
The issue at Step 5 is one of “removing obstacles, not ‘giving power’” (Kotter & Cohen, 2002, p. 5).
This means helping people remove their own obstacles and barriers to success – lack of confidence, inept
teamwork skills, substandard instructional expertise – whatever the case may be. The guiding team focused
on developing leadership and collaborative skills in teachers, enhancing curriculum development and
instructional expertise, and creating opportunities for teams to meet. Staff meetings shifted to PLC team
meetings. Some teams elected to meet during their lunch hours to address instructional goals. Others met
before school, designing strategies for data collection and accomplishing other team goals. After-school
meetings also provided time to share student work and analyze progress. This is a change in paradigm that
has taken time to develop. One study participant understood the importance of getting to this point, “It
seems like it’s a process, not an event. It takes a long time to get that point where people are buying in. Of
course, the other side of that coin is, once that happens, you’d better get out of the way because they’re
gonna run with it whether you want to or not. That’s the great part.”

34

Perspectives •Volume 12 • Fall 2006

Even though the ISD programs are diverse, teachers recognize the value of the PLC structure. One
case study participant stated, “We get together as a group and hear everyone’s opinion. That has led to
improvement in everyone’s class. Everyone has a chance to speak up….I feel everyone in the group wants
students to be successful.” Another said, “I’ve learned to look at things a whole different way through the
use of collaboration and a focus on student learning. It’s put an end to excuses as to why students don’t
learn.”

Step 6 – Create Short-Term Wins
The importance of celebrating short-term wins cannot be overstated. “Without a well-managed process,
careful selection of initial projects, and fast enough successes, the cynics and skeptics can sink any effort”
(Kotter & Cohen, 2002, p. 5). Several short-terms wins have occurred in the PLC implementation process:
staff members are continuously engaged in learning how to effectively function as PLCs; teams are meeting
regularly to establish, implement and assess student learning goals; the guiding team continues to oversee
PLC progress; and instructional practices show evidence of learning from one another as well as increased
student engagement.
Interview participants noted successful progress. When asked, “Do you think PLCs are effective at
the ISD level?” the comments were overwhelmingly positive. “Most definitely.” “Yes, Absolutely!” “Yes,
Most definitely!” “Yes, I do.” One person added insightful comments on the organizational challenge: “I
think the PLC concept has potential to be effective at any level. The greater struggle here is how to make
implementation possible within a group that does not share students, does not have a lot in common between
what they teach….In the past three years, efforts have been made to determine common ground.”
Despite the positive comments, minimal evidence was uncovered to indicate the organization is
celebrating these short-term wins. Schmoker’s research (Results, 1999) found that absent positive
recognition from administrators, teachers’ improvement efforts falter. “Just as regular consultation of data
and indicators is essential to sustained, targeted effort, so also is regular praise, recognition, and celebration
necessary to keep the effort focused and energized. Success and improvement are every bit as social as they
are structural” (p. 112). The guiding team has agreed that celebrating short-term wins will be a goal in the
coming year.

Step 7 – Don’t Let Up
In the best cases, change leaders don’t let up. Momentum builds after the first wins (Kotter & Cohen,
2002, p. 5). Evidence gathered from the case study highlights the significant time and energy devoted to the
PLC change initiative. Even though it has been an ongoing process that has spanned several years, there is
no evidence that anyone is ready to let up. If anything, interviews reflected the desire to step up the tempo,
arguably an indication the culture is beginning to change. One person said meeting more frequently would be
beneficial. Several responded to a question about what they would change in the ISD’s journey to becoming
a PLC by stating they would like to find a way to silence or “circumvent” naysayers. “If we could change the
mindset and say, ‘Take a deep breath. Don’t worry about change. Embrace it. Make the changes that you can
now and go with that, and then just continue on.’”
Not allowing people to opt out of participation was another clear message. “As a group we’ve identified
common needs. No one has objected or said it’s not a good thing. So now, when I see loose/tight…there
should not be a question….I don’t see why there should be anyone who can check out and not do what we
agreed to do.”
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Step 8 – Make Change Stick
“In the best cases, change leaders throughout organizations make change stick by nurturing a new
culture....A great deal of work can be blown away by the winds of tradition in a remarkably short period of
time” (Kotter & Cohen, 2002, p. 6). At the time of this study, it was too early to tell whether cultural change
will stick, or whether traditional paradigms will overpower the PLC change initiative. There is evidence
that critical mass is developing to embrace and lead change. Interdepartmental dialogue occurs on a regular
basis, and the guiding team is leading the PLC charge. The administrative team continues to connect with
others outside the organization in order to hold itself accountable. Continuing to function as a learning
community – reading, dialoguing, questioning, collaborating, and evaluating impact – holds promise to
propel the organization forward until there is assurance the change really did stick.

Implications of PLCs for ESAs
The challenges of moving a diverse ISD organization forward in a single change initiative is evident in
this study. Several implications emerge that serve to inform others planning to undertake a similar effort.
The urgency of helping students be competitive in the 21st century must be personalized by every teacher
to the point where teachers accept the responsibility for the success of every student – whatever it takes.
Creating this sense of urgency requires a strong commitment on the part of a guiding team inclusive of all
facets of the organization. At Sanilac ISD, once the guiding team was created, the PLC momentum grew.

“The organization embraced the PLC model to alter the way the
central office staff worked together as leaders of change,
and the manner in which teams of teachers...collaborated successfully
to implement student learning goals.”
At the same time, gaining the support of the masses does not come easy. The key message from Kotter
and Cohen (2002) is, “People change what they do less because they are given analysis that shifts their
thinking than because they are shown a truth that influences their feelings” (p. 2). This is precisely the
reason why the PLC model is an effective organizational model for ISDs. Despite the disparity among
departments, in a PLC the persistent focus on student learning, and student success is the key. At the heart
of every educator is the desire to positively impact students, help them learn, and in doing so, to touch the
future. It is the passion that keeps educators in the classroom, struggling to reach just one more child. And
if that passion starts to wane because of a “bad year,” a negative situation, or other compounding factors, it
is critical that the school’s culture is supportive and nurturing to both teachers and students to help restore
the commitment. A PLC provides the support and nurturing that teachers need. While it was difficult to find
common ground given the diversity of content areas and departments at the ISD, the PLC commitment was
perceived as very important and value-added.
Arguably the most important aspect of implementing change is establishing a crystal clear vision of the
target outcome. This is an area where the ISD continues to struggle. It is impossible to move forward with
any degree of clarity, to gain sufficient buy-in, or to empower action if the target is unidentified or unclear.
On this point Kotter & Cohen’s (2002) model specifically aligns with PLC tenets. “An effective vision
statement articulates a vivid picture of the organization’s future that is so compelling that a school’s members
will be motivated to work together to make it a reality.…Until educators can describe the ideal school they
are trying to create, it is impossible to develop policies, procedures, or programs that will help make that
ideal a reality” (DuFour & Eaker, 1998, pp. 62, 64). The vision defined by the Sanilac Learning Partnership
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helped move the ISD forward. Framing a comprehensive organizational vision connected to student learning
is absolutely necessary for the ISD.
The stops and starts faced by the administrative team illustrate the difficulty of leading organizational
change. Functioning as a learning organization provides a support system for ISD administrators and
teachers who are unsure of the “how,” but are willing to explore, learn together and support one another.
Cultural shifts have begun to happen at Sanilac ISD. Originally, teachers rarely engaged in opportunities to
collaborate. Today, the group is working together to realize positive gains in student achievement. Leading
change requires leaders to show others by their own example that they’re deeply committed to the values and
aspirations they espouse. Leading by example is how leaders make visions and values tangible. It is how
they provide the evidence that they’re personally committed. And that evidence is what people look for and
admire in leaders – people whose direction they willingly follow (Kouzes & Posner, 2002).
Leadership is not the private reserve of a few charismatic men and women. It is a process
ordinary people use when they are bringing forth the best from themselves and others…people make
ordinary things happen by liberating the leader within everyone. (Kouzes & Posner, 2002, p. xxii)
Through the PLC initiative, Sanilac ISD is developing leadership potential in both staff and students.
Extraordinary things are expected.
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Exploring the Uniqueness of the
Core Leadership Roles of CEOs of an
Educational Service Agency
by
E. Robert Stephens
William G. Keane
Brian L. Talbott
Introduction
Books and journal articles on the role of leadership in the private sector have in the past and continue
to be published at a relentless pace. There is a particular focus on the expectations held for those charged
with the responsibility of serving as the chief executive officers of the nation’s K-12 organizations. Given
little attention, however, are the unique leadership requirements of those charged with the responsibility for
providing direction for the successful operation of educational service agency-type (ESA) organizations,
which provide support services to local schools and school districts. This condition is particularly
unfortunate given the recent, seemingly unprecedented, interest in this type of organization at all levels of
government- local, state, and federal. Moreover, in many cases across the country, ESAs are being asked
to accept new roles in the furtherance of local and state school improvement strategies, or are voluntarily
redirecting their work in an effort to be even more responsive and supportive of school improvement
requirements of their clients and customers.
There are, of course, many types of educational service agencies. The focus of this article, however, is
on organizations that satisfy two criteria. On the one hand, they must meet the definitional guideline of an
ESA contained in Pub. L. No. 107-110, the No Child Left Behind Act of 2001: “regional public multiservice
agencies authorized by state statute to develop, manage, and provide services or programs to local education
agencies.” Secondly, our interest is on member organizations of the Association of Educational Service
Agencies, the single national professional organization that devotes its energies to the improvement of
practice in organizations that meet its membership requirement that they are “created primarily for the
purpose of providing educational services to multiple local educational agencies” (American Association of
Educational Service Agencies, 1996, p. 2).
The proposition that the leadership roles of the chief executive officers (CEOs) of an educational service
agency are unique is grounded in the claim that organizations of this type are themselves unique in the
universe of organizations charted by the state to address issues in elementary-secondary education; that is,

Perspectives •Volume 12 • Fall 2006

39

they display organizational and programming characteristics that are atypical to what clearly is the dominant
type of state-charted organizations serving the elementary-secondary school-age population, local schools
and local school districts.
The claim that leadership of an educational service agency requires an uncommon set of core
competencies and skills rests on the fact that these individuals must exercise leadership at two quite diverse
levels. A schematic that illustrates the two levels is provided in Figure 1. Note that in both cases the
emphasis of the work of the chief executives is squarely on whether or not in the exercise of their leadership
roles the goals of organizational effectiveness and accountability are successfully achieved. These three
constructs will, of course, likely continue to be defined differently and stand the chance that they will be
largely place-specific, as well as continue to evolve as they have for much of the past half century. However,
there can be little doubt these constructs will serve as the focus of most of the criteria by which leadership of
all public sector educational organizations will be evaluated.
An investigation of the merits of the argument introduced here is long overdue. This initial, exploratory
effort represents one small beginning step in what is hoped will be a series of required in-depth analyses.

Level 1
The home educational service
agency

Requires the exercise of leadership roles
necessary to achieve the organizational
effectiveness and accountability of the home
agency

in addition to
Level 2
The network of school districts
and schools served by the
educational service agency

Requires the exercise of still other, and
different, leadership roles necessary to
achieve the organizational effectiveness and
accountability of the network

and, for some
Level 3
The systemtic state network of
educational service agencies
Figure 1.

Requires the exercise of still other, and
different, leadership roles and competencies
necessary to achieve the organizational
effectiveness and accountability of the
systemic state network

The multiple leadership levels of a chief executive officer

The Purpose and Scope of the Study
The purpose of this exploratory study is to engage in an initial assessment of the hypothesis that the
knowledge and competencies and skills required to provide successful leadership for an educational service
agency are unique to the position when compared to those necessary to serve in this same capacity at the
local school district level.
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The following questions were framed to guide this inquiry:
1. How do CEOs of service agencies who have also served as local superintendents rank the relative
importance of commonly accepted core knowledge and skills required for fostering success at a local
school district when compared to those required to provide leadership in their present position?
2. How do CEOs of a service agency rank the relative importance of five commonly used skills sets
(i.e., cognitive abilities, interpersonal skills, intrapersonal skills, group facilitation skills, and
leadership skills) required for fostering success as a local school district when compared to those
required to provide leadership in their present position?
3. What do CEOs of service agencies regard to be the essential knowledge and skills necessary to
maximize success as a service agency director?
4. What do CEOs regard to be the knowledge and skills that are necessary to operate successfully in the
particular environment that a service agency might function?
5. What essential knowledge and skills, if any, did CEOs of a service agency have to develop after
taking the position?
6. In what ways, if any, did CEOs of a service agency have to adjust behavior from that of their
previous position?
The pursuit of answers to these six questions serves as the principal framework for the design of the
project. Two ancillary questions, however, were added in response to high-interest in the educational service
agency community:
•

Do members of governing boards of service agencies view succession planning as one of their
responsibilities? And, relatedly, are CEOs of the agencies providing assistance in succession
planning?

•

Do CEOs of service agencies believe that their national professional association, the Association of
Educational Service Agencies, has a role in helping to develop the next generation of AESA leaders?
And, if so, what should the organization be doing?

Working Definitions of Key Terms
Working definitions of three key terms are provided below.
In the context of an educational organization, the term “leader” is defined as one who, with others,
sets the direction of the organization and strives to influence those in the organization, as well as other
stakeholders and the public, to move in the direction once set.
As defined here, the “leadership roles” of a chief executive officer of an educational organization center
on her/his performance on a set of responsibilities and expectations that, while working with others, have
as their outcome the successful direction of the organization and the successful influencing of others to
follow the direction once set. The potential sources that establish role requirements and expectations are
many, and sometimes conflicting. Some of these major sources are identified in the following section. We
agree with Sarben and Allen’s (1968) now generally accepted conclusions in role theory that a role should
be defined as a set of behaviors that are widely accepted as expectations of an identifiable office, like that
of a chief executive officer of a public sector educational organization serving school-age children and
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youth. Moreover, these roles are in many respects relatively well-laid out and designed and calculated, and
then institutionalized with a purpose in mind. This does not mean that all chief executives will necessarily
interpret how they will implement these roles in the same way, for they of course do not.
The third term, “competencies” of a chief executive officer concerns the question of whether or not
she/he possesses the required knowledge and skills that are essential in working with others in setting the
direction of the organization, and then influencing others to see the same organizational goals.

Two Caveats
Two major caveats should be noted at the onset. The first relates to the claim of some that one should
not confuse an inquiry into the leadership roles of a chief executive officer of an educational organization
of the two types focused on here, a local school district and an educational service agency, from that of
her/his management roles. Those who support this claim (“Managers do things right; leaders do the right
things.”) tend to argue that the focus of the leadership roles ought to give emphasis to the need to provide
vision and direction to the organization, whereas the focus of attention of the management roles ought to be
on the processes (e.g., the traditional view of the five core management functions of planning, organizing,
coordinating, controlling, and evaluating.)
The position taken here is that attempts to draw a clear distinction in these two roles are overdrawn, and,
if carried to the extreme, as some are inclined to do, can in fact be severely damaging to any organization. It
is true, of course, that the competencies and skills required to be effective in the exercise of the leadership
roles and those of the management roles may need to be employed at different times. Nonetheless, the
effectiveness of all management functions of an organization, however these might be conceptualized,
is critical to the overall effectiveness of the organization. Robbins and Alvy (2004) note, “We view
management as an essential leadership tool” (p. 283). That is, these processes are embedded within the
broader leadership function and without proper attention to them little effective leadership is possible.
Moreover, this assertion applies not only to those educational organizations at the local or service agency
level that are too small to justify a number of management specialists and where the chief executive must
carry out all or virtually all leadership and management roles, but to all organizations of whatever size or
complexity as well.
Bush and Coleman’s (2000) synthesis of the distinguishing features of the leadership and management
roles is judged to reflect a current consensus on this issue. The authors take the position that “leadership
tends to be equated with vision and values and management of processes and structure” (p. 4). Further, they
suggest that it is useful to consider that “the division between management and leadership may be akin to the
division into tactical and strategic leadership” (p. 20), a dichotomy identified by a number of organizational
theorists. Bush and Coleman also share the position that attempts to make a distinction between leadership
and management are questionable in that not only do both roles contribute to the effectiveness of educational
organizations, but moreover, “in practices…these…functions are likely to overlap and be carried out into the
same role” (p. 19).
The second caveat is related to the first. It is acknowledged that in most educational organizations of
any size direct responsibility for the oversight of the work of the organization is delegated to others who
in this capacity also perform critical leadership and management roles (e.g., governing boards in the case
of most public sector organizations, central office specialists, principals, teachers). The concept, and need
for, “shared leadership” in educational organizations is fairly well-institutionalized in most successful
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organizations. In fact, the ability and willingness to create an organization driven by shared leadership is
today recognized as a hallmark of effective leadership in all organizations (Barth, 1990; Marzano, Waters, &
McNulty, 2005).
How education service agency-type organizations engage in “shared leadership” is, of course, also of
interest, especially the ways that highly effective agencies have successfully addressed what Mentzberg’s
(1973) seminal work, has correctly identified as the: “…two fundamental and opposing requirements…” in
the structuring of the organization “…the division of various tasks to be performed and the coordination of
these tasks to accomplish the activity” (p. 2). Inquiries along these lines will likely be forthcoming given the
renewed interest in state and federal policy circles in the workings and accountability of educational service
agencies. This (relatively) heightened interest represents a potentially promising “window of opportunity” to
engage in a broad-based, long-term research agenda on this and related topics.

Design of the Study
Three principal procedures were followed in the design of the study.
1. The selection of a small number of practicing CEOs of service agencies that hold membership in
AESA who had previously served in the same capacity for a local school district.
2. The development of an electronic survey instrument in order to elicit the views of the CEOs
concerning the relative importance of commonly accepted core knowledge (question #1) and
commonly accepted skill sets (questions #2).
3. The development of a telephone interview protocol to elicit the views of the CEOs concerning: what
they regard to be the knowledge and skills essential for successful ESA leadership (question #3);
those specific to a particular environment (question #4); those developed once taking the position
as ESA CEO (question #5); and, behaviors that had to be adjusted (question #6). The two ancillary
probes were also included in the telephone interviews.

Selection of Participants
Three early decisions were made concerning the selection of participants in the study. Four selection
criteria were established in order to identify each service agency CEO to be asked to participate in the
planned survey and telephone interview.
1. The individual must have served in her/his present position, or as a CEO of another service agency, a
minimum of three years.
2. The individual must have had experience as the CEO of a local school district, preferably one that
was a member of a service agency.
3. The respondant’s service agency serves a large metropolitan area, a predominantly non-metropolitan
area, or a mix of metropolitan and non-metropolitan.
4. The service agency is part of one of the numerous state networks of either Type A: Special
District ESAs, or Type C: Cooperative ESAs. These two types of state networks are in general
distinguishable by the degree of state oversight with the former being more extensive than the latter.
State oversight is the key variable first used by Stephens (1979) in the construction of a typology of
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state networks. The initial typology classified networks on the degree of state oversight concerning
the specificity of their legal framework, governance, programming and services, and fiscal support
practices. The typology was later amended to include state oversight concerning accountability
practices, a factor not prominent in the late 1970s (Stephens & Keane, 2005, p. 87).
The rationale for the use of these four selection criteria is straightforward. Criteria 1 and 2 require that
study participants have served in both capacities for a reasonable period of time in order to form judgments
about this matter. Selection criteria #3 and #4 were used in recognition of what is now a commonly accepted
proposition; namely, it is important to understand that the context in which an organization functions if one is
to better understand the commonality, or lack thereof, between role expectations and required competencies
and skills of those responsible for providing direction for the organization. Situational variables have a
profound influence in shaping leadership role expectations, a position held by a long list of students of both
leadership and organizational studies.
Secondly, the decision was made not to attempt to include a representative sample of CEOs that satisfied
the four selection criteria in this initial probe of the argument advanced in this work. This must be done in
any subsequent efforts. It was not deemed to be critical here where the intent is to begin to uncover whether
or not there is merit in the uniqueness question, and if so, begin to unravel the nature of this issue. Therefore,
we sought nominations of potential candidates from numerous sources familiar with the educational service
agency community across the country. Finally, the number of individuals required to make conclusions of
the study valid was deemed to be in the range of 15 to 20, a pool judged to be adequate to achieve the intent
of this exploratory study.
Letters of invitation to participate in the study were submitted to a panel of 20 potential candidates in
late June 2005. The letter asked the nominees to verify whether or not they satisfied the selection criteria,
and if they did, would they agree to complete both an electronic survey (estimated time to complete – 10 to
15 minutes), and then submit to a semi-structured follow-up telephone interview (estimated time to complete
– 15-20 minutes) that would be based on the individual and aggregate responses to the electronic survey.

Design of Electronic Survey Instrument
The electronic survey instrument was administered in July 2005. Respondents were requested to
provide the following background information: their name; organization; years of experience as CEO; years
of experience in another service agency, if any; predominant characteristics of region served by agency;
and, years of experience as a CEO of a local school district. A profile of the respondents is provided in the
following section.
The main body of the instrument was divided into two parts. In the first, respondents were asked to
rank the importance of 11 commonly acknowledged core knowledge bases that foster success for a CEO of
a local school district, and then for a CEO of a service agency. A four-point scale was used to establish the
importance of each core knowledge base (essential, very important, important, of little or no importance).
Provision was also made for respondents to identify other required knowledge bases that they felt were not
addressed in the 11 cited in the instrument.
The second part focused on securing the respondents views concerning the importance of essential skills
needed to foster success for both a local school superintendent and a service agency CEO. The essential
skills were divided into the following five conventional categories, each with multiple dimensions.
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