
 

  
 

 

 

 

 

 

Copyright  

By 

Giao Quynh Phan 

2006 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



  
 
 

 
The Dissertation Committee for Giao Quynh Phan  

certifies that this is the approved version of the following dissertation: 
 

 

 

EXCEEDING EXPECTATIONS: AN EXPLORATORY CASE STUDY OF  

HOW A HIGH-POVERTY ELEMENTARY SCHOOL  

SUSTAINED THE HIGH PERFORMANCE 

 

 

 

Committee: 
 
 
Michael Thomas, Co-Supervisor 
 
 
Norvelle Northcutt, Co-Supervisor  
 
 
Norma Cantu 
 
 
Jay Scribner 
 
 
Barry Aidman 
 
 

 



  
 
 

 

EXCEEDING EXPECTATIONS: AN EXPLORATORY CASE STUDY OF  

HOW A HIGH-POVERTY ELEMENTARY SCHOOL  

SUSTAINED THE HIGH PERFORMANCE  

 

by 

 

Giao Quynh Phan, B.A.; M.A. 

 

Dissertation  

Presented to the Faculty of the Graduate School of 

the University of Texas at Austin 

in Partial Fulfillment 

of the Requirements 

for the Degree of 

Doctor of Philosophy 

 

The University of Texas at Austin  

December 2006 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

  
 
 

DEDICATION 
 

This journey never would have been possible without the unconditional support 

and love from my family.  My parents ingrained in me the value of an education and 

working hard.  These values have been critical in my perseverance to complete this 

dissertation.   My brother Giang believed in me and encouraged me to dream the 

seemingly impossible.  Now we are both “doctors.”  Khanh, Jim, Sammy, Kha, and 

Denise provided the love, emotional support, and open doors of their homes when I 

needed it the most.  My beloved dog, Chloe, spent many hours by my side.  This 

dissertation is especially dedicated to my mother and father.  Our ancestors would be 

proud.     

To Michael Fields, there are not enough words in this world for me to state how 

much I truly love you and value the wonderful friendship we have shared for eight years.  

You have never failed to love me despite the crazy and wonderful choices I have made.   

My dearest friend, another dream has become a reality and I feel privileged to have you 

sharing it with me. 

To my trusted confidant, Alicia Garces.  You taught me how to be a better person.  

For that alone, you will always hold a special place in my heart.  Your simple question of 

“Where are you at in the dissertation process?” each time we met motivated me enough 

to put a little more effort into completing this and you were right: The little effort has 

become the “large” final product.  I hope to impact the lives of others with the lessons I 

learned from you, just as you have done to my life.   

To Boberto Rapfogel, “This dissertation is as much yours as it is mine.”  Thank 

you for being there throughout this part of the process.  Introducing me to the DVR 

definitely got me side-tracked and addicted to the world of television.  For that I will 

always be indebted to you.   

To my mentors, Richard Tanco and Jerry Meyers, if it weren’t for the two of you, 

I would have never survived teaching in New York City.  When it comes to education, 

everything I know, I learned from the two of you.  You will always be “my hearts.”



 

 v 
 

 

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS 
 
The valuable support I received from faculty members throughout this process is 

greatly appreciated.  I would like to especially thank Dr. Nolan Estes for giving me a 

chance and Naomi Alford for being my unofficial cheerleader.  I am honored to have 

known the two of you for the last four years.  The support and assistance you have 

provided has greatly transformed my life.   

Also, I would like to thank my co-chairs, Dr. Northcutt and Dr. Thomas, for 

guiding me through this process.  As well, my committee would not be complete without 

the support of Dr. Norma Cantu, Dr. Jay Scribner, and Dr. Barry Aidman.  Also, Dr. 

Benjamin Harris kindly reviewed my draft.   

This study would not have possible without the kindness of Dr. Virginia Richter 

and the faculty of the school where the study took place.     

I would also like to thank my colleague, Dr. David Simmons for supporting me 

throughout this experience.  Also to Kay Fowler, I will miss our bonding moments 

“studying.”  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

 vi

EXCEEDING EXPECTATIONS: AN EXPLORATORY CASE STUDY OF 

HOW A HIGH-POVERTY ELEMENTARY SCHOOL  

SUSTAINED THE HIGH PERFORMANCE  

 

Publication No. ________ 

 

Giao Quynh Phan, Ph.D. 

The University of Texas at Austin, 2006 

Supervisors: Michael Thomas and Norvell Northcutt

 
This study broadly explored the following question: What are the conditions that 

led a high-poverty, high-performing elementary school to sustain the educational reforms 

over six years?  Closing the achievement gap of the disenfranchised has been at the 

forefront of national and state educational issues, where public education has become the 

chief means of eradicating the disparities, and sustainable educational changes have 

become a necessity.   Texas, like many other states, is experiencing demographic changes 

toward a predominantly minority school population (Murdock, 2005; Murdock, White, 

Hoque, Pecotte, You, & Balkan, 2002; Texas Education Agency, 2003).  The 

demographic shift and the apparent failure of the Texas public schools to ensure a high 

level of academic performance and a minimum incidence of dropouts among minority 

schoolchildren, have spurred a variety of responses about how to improve low-

performing schools where the student population is predominantly comprised of 

minorities living at the poverty level (Center for Public Policy Priorities, 2004).   

After more than three decades of educational reforms based upon the 

accountability system, the viability of creating educational change has been documented 
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in studies of high-poverty high-performing schools in Texas that were able to 

significantly increase student achievement (Charles A. Dana Center, 1999; Charles A. 

Dana Center, 2002; Comer, 1988; Council of Chief State School Officers, 2002; Reyes, 

Scribner, & Scribner, 1999).  Research on educational change has been advanced in that 

the factors influencing successful school change efforts are now known, yet a scarce 

amount has focused on how those invested in the process were able to sustain the changes 

(Berman & McLaughlin, 1978; Datnow, 2005; Fullan, 1993; Miles, 1983).  Much of the 

educational change research has focused on developing infrastructures to accommodate 

the change efforts, but little has focused on how the individuals invested in the process 

sustained the organizational changes.   

Of the qualitative methods, a case study was deemed the most appropriate means 

for systematically studying and deriving understanding of the interactions within the 

complex environment of the school, uncovering answers to the research question, and 

supporting the overall purpose of the study regarding its value to the field.   

Previous studies on sustainability have found that the key factors to successful 

institutionalization include: stable and skilled leadership; having a clear vision; active 

interaction and participation by users of the innovation; mobilization and reinforcement 

through administrative and peer support; careful monitoring and adaptation of the 

innovation; development of ownership through widespread, rewarding use; sustained 

technical assistance; and allocating routine resources to support the change permanently 

(Berman & McLaughlin, 1978; Block, 1983; Datnow, 2005; Downer, 1992; Ekholm & 

Trier, 1987; Fullan, 1993; Fullan, 2001; Fullan, 2005; Newman & Wehlage, 1995; 

Zigeralli, 1996).   
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CHAPTER ONE 
INTRODUCTION  

 
 “The expansion of schooling to embrace all groups of children, regardless of 

background, throughout the 19th and 20th centuries is a trend-line of almost revolutionary 

proportions that has marked the United States as unique in a family of nations,” (Cuban, 

1990, p. 6).  This inherent value has been an essential rationale for improving the public 

education system since its inception.  Despite over a century of transformations leading to 

the current efforts to provide quality educational opportunities for all students, a disparate 

achievement gap still exists, which has compounded the seemingly dismal state of the 

public education system and the increased urgency to alleviate the looming crisis.  

Research findings, as well as national assessment results, indicate that educational efforts 

to close the achievement gap of the poor have been, in most cases, quite marginal 

(Campbell, Hombo, & Mazzeo, 2000; Jerald, 2001).  According to the National 

Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP), the achievement gap in reading between 

Anglo and both African American and Hispanic students slightly closed from the mid-

1970s to 1999.  In mathematics, 9-year-old African American students made slight 

progress in closing the achievement gap, whereas Hispanic 9-year-olds made no progress.  

The NAEP data suggests that, in some instances, disenfranchised students were able to 

close the achievement gap between themselves and their more affluent peers from the 

mid-1970s to 1999.  In some cases, the gap decreased by as much as two grade levels, but 

the overall average has been more in line with approximately one grade level.  The 

below-par achievement of poor and minority students still remains one of the most 

pressing problems in education (Weiss, 2000).   

The issues of race and poverty in relation to educational disparities raise concerns, 

especially given that demographic trends indicate that, since the 1960s, the number of 

Anglo students enrolled in public schools has declined by 5.6 million and the number of 

African American and Hispanic students has increased by 5.8 million.  According to the 

2000 Census, Hispanics have become the largest minority group in the United States.  In 

1968, the Hispanic student population was just 2 million, but since then has increased by 



 

 2 
 

245% to 6.9 million (Orfield, 2001).  Demographic trends also indicate that there has 

been an increase in the segregation of African American and Hispanic students.  

Presently, more than 60% of African American and Hispanic students are attending 

segregated high-poverty, low-achieving schools (Orfield, 2001; Orfield & Lee, 2005).   

Studies exploring the effects of educational achievement and socioeconomic 

status have found that there is a strong relationship between areas of concentrated poverty 

and low achievement.  In a synthesis of research exploring the effects of poverty on the 

well-being of children, Brooks-Gunn, Duncan, and Maritato (1997) observed that 

research findings consistently indicated that poor families are more likely to live in 

neighborhoods with other poor families, and that African American and Hispanic 

children are prone to experience living in poverty for longer periods of time than Anglo 

children.  Moreover, schools in poor neighborhoods tend to have fewer resources and are 

less likely to have access to highly qualified and experienced teachers.  Further 

compounding the disparities are the difficult challenges that schools with large 

populations of low-income students face, such as high rates of crime, drug use, gang 

violence, vandalism, poor nutrition, teen pregnancy, and parents with limited educational 

backgrounds.  The combination of these factors has been found to greatly influence the 

educational achievement of poor children.   

Noting that the gap between poor minorities and their affluent Anglo peers 

remained rather substantial despite a quarter-century of some progress, in 2002, Congress 

passed the education reform package entitled No Child Left Behind (NCLB).  NCLB 

reauthorized the Elementary and Secondary Education Act and increased accountability 

under Title I.  The emphasis on closing the achievement gaps between low-income and 

minority students is established under the Title I provision, by means of the clear 

timelines and reporting provisions that require states to disaggregate assessment results 

by poverty, race or ethnicity, disability, and limited English proficiency.  Closing the 

achievement gap of the disenfranchised has been at the forefront of national and state 

educational issues, where public education has become the chief means of eradicating the 

disparities and sustainable educational changes have become a necessity.  Major 
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educational reforms have historically been driven by a systematic approach towards 

specific changes, where politically determined educational changes have been transmitted 

to the school districts, which then present the mandates to the school, and the schools 

subsequently place the responsibility of implementation on the teachers.  As a result of 

the pressure to comply with mandated directives, the public schools end up conforming to 

“correct” structures, programs, and processes for which they do not have the capacity 

individually or organizationally to put into practice.  The fragmentation and diversity of 

such demands for change have resulted in altering the system, but have failed to create 

sustainable or desirable change.  In order to close the achievement gap, there is a need to 

understand how educational changes become sustained.  Specifically, there is a need to 

investigate how educators in a high-performing, high-poverty school successfully 

implemented and sustained programs or strategies that contributed to the high educational 

performance.   

Research on educational change has been advanced, in that the factors influencing 

successful school change efforts are now known, yet a scarce amount has focused on how 

those invested in the process were able to sustain the changes (Berman & McLaughlin, 

1978; Datnow, 2005; Fullan, 1993; Miles, 1983).  It has been observed that it is not 

difficult to get people interested in new ideas, whereas sustaining the effort poses 

numerous challenges.  Most of the research on school change has focused on developing 

infrastructures to accommodate the change efforts, but little has focused on the 

maintenance of the changes by the individuals invested in the process (Berman & 

McLaughlin, 1978; Datnow, 2005; Fullan, 1993; Miles, 1983).  The lack of research on 

sustainability has been attributed to the fact that most successful school change efforts do 

not last.  Datnow (2005) asserts, “When one speaks of sustainability of reform, one is 

typically interested in knowing whether the reform lasts over time and becomes an 

institutionalized feature of a school.  Although in dictionary terms sustainability refers to 

longevity and institutionalization refers to something becoming an established practice, 

their definitions in the research literature are inextricably connected.  For a reform to be 
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sustained, it must become institutionalized.  So too, when a reform is institutionalized, it 

has been sustained over time” (p. 123).   

 

Background of the Study 

Texas, like many other states, is experiencing demographic changes toward a 

predominantly minority school population (Murdock, 2005; Murdock, White, Hoque, 

Pecotte, You, & Balkan, 2002; Texas Education Agency, 2003).  The demographic shift 

and the apparent failure of the Texas public schools to ensure a high level of academic 

performance and a minimum incidence of dropouts among minority schoolchildren, have 

spurred a variety of responses about how to improve low-performing schools where the 

student population is predominantly comprised of minorities living at the poverty level 

(Center for Public Policy Priorities, 2004).  In response, the Texas Legislature enacted a 

series of educational reforms aimed at rectifying a state education system that was 

perceived to be in crisis.  The contemporary efforts towards educational improvement 

were driven by the state’s vision of providing quality educational opportunities for its 

citizens.  Throughout the latter half of the twentieth century, Texas’ vision of becoming 

the national leader in public education led to a series of educational reforms that were 

devised with the intention of meeting the needs of its diverse population by emphasizing 

and promoting accountability for student achievement, as well as improving the 

efficiency of the public schools (Eby, 1986; Yoes, 1986).   

Among the 50 states, Texas has gained notoriety for exerting the most extensive 

attempt at raising academic standards and has been distinguished as one of the first states 

to hold students and educators accountable for educational results (Jerald, 2001).  

Throughout the 1980s and 1990s, while other states adopted accountability systems or 

implemented standardized testing, Texas was the first state to create an accountability 

system in which a school’s accountability rating was dependent on the test scores of 

students from different subpopulations.  Accordingly, the Texas accountability system 

was created to evaluate the performance of public school districts and their respective 

campuses.  The Academic Excellence Indicator System (AEIS) was created to determine 
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all accountability ratings, rewards, and reports (Texas Education Agency, 2004).  Public 

school campuses receive ratings that are based upon student performance on the Texas 

Assessment of Academic Skills (which later changed to the Texas Assessment of 

Knowledge and Skills), dropout rates, and attendance rates.   

After more than three decades of educational reforms based upon the 

accountability system, the viability of creating educational change has been documented 

in studies of high-poverty, high-performing schools in Texas that were able to 

significantly increase student achievement (Charles A. Dana Center, 1999; Charles A. 

Dana Center, 2002; Comer, 1988; Council of Chief State School Officers, 2002; Reyes, 

Scribner, & Scribner, 1999).  Research on educational change has been advance, in that 

the factors influencing successful school change efforts are now known, yet a scarce 

amount has focused on how those invested in the process were able to sustain the changes 

(Berman & McLaughlin, 1978; Datnow, 2005; Fullan, 1993; Miles, 1983).  After less 

than half a century of research and experimentation, it is now known that educational 

change, once perceived to be a linear process, is actually a dynamically complex process 

(Fullan, 2001; Huberman & Miles, 1984).  Much of the educational change research has 

focused on developing infrastructures to accommodate the change efforts, but little has 

focused on how the individuals invested in the process sustained the organizational 

changes.  Miles and Ekholm (1991) purport that institutionalization results in the 

stabilization and continuation of the change after the implementation process.  

Institutionalization enables an organization to maintain stability as the small-to-major 

structural changes become assimilated.  An educational change becomes institutionalized 

when it is “… seen as fully legitimate and valuable by the key people involved, it is 

working in a routine, stable way, it is a natural, normal part of life, expected without 

doubt to continue; it may be ‘invisible,’ taken for granted; allocations of time, material 

and personal resources are routinely made for it; these and other organizational supports 

are stable, and do not depend on specific persons for their continuance” (p. 7).   

When an innovation is relevant and fitted to the local setting, the likelihood of it 

becoming institutionalized is higher, because there needs to be receptive support, as well 
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as enough human and financial resources to manage it.  It has been found that the key 

factors to successful institutionalization include: stable and skilled leadership; having a 

clear vision; active interaction and participation by users of the innovation; vigorous 

mobilization and reinforcement through administrative and peer support; careful 

monitoring and adaptation of the innovation; development of ownership through 

widespread, rewarding use; sustained technical assistance; removing the old innovation 

while embedding the new, and allocating routine resources to support the change 

permanently (Miles & Ekholm, 1991).       

Texas has been at the forefront of enacting educational reforms that have, in some 

aspects, improved the public education system.  Research has found that, in instances 

where successful educational changes occurred, the core belief that change could happen 

was the driving force behind the success.  It has been found that successful educational 

changes occurred in situations where the schools were provided necessary support, as 

well as were allowed discretion in determining how best to go about achieving the 

changes (Seidman, 1983).  Yet, there has been little documentation of how high-

performing, high-poverty schools were able to sustain the efforts (Johnson, 1998).  

“When one speaks of sustainability of reform, one is typically interested in knowing 

whether the reform lasts over time and becomes an institutionalized feature of a 

school…” (Datnow, 2005, p. 123).  In order to advance educational research on 

sustainability, there is a need to investigate contexts in which high-quality educational 

opportunities are consistently provided to disenfranchised schoolchildren, despite the 

seemingly insurmountable obstacles in the public education system related to funding, 

staffing, family support, and language and culture.  

 

Statement of the Problem 

An imperative issue that presently needs to be addressed in educational change 

research is the sustainability of successful school change efforts (Collins, 2001; Fullan, 

2001).  In order to close the achievement gap, there is a need to understand how 

educational changes become sustained.  Specifically, there is a need to investigate a high- 
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performing, high-poverty school that has maintained the success of consistently 

providing quality educational opportunities to students over an extended period of time.   

 

Purpose of the Study 

It has been observed that it is not difficult to get people interested in new ideas, 

whereas sustaining the effort poses numerous challenges.  Most of the research on 

educational change has focused on developing infrastructures to accommodate the 

efforts, but little has focused on the maintenance of the changes by the individuals 

invested in the process (Berman & McLaughlin, 1978; Datnow, 2005; Fullan, 1993; 

Miles, 1983).  The purpose of this study was to explore how educators in a high- 

performing, high-poverty elementary school successfully implemented and sustained 

programs or strategies that contributed to the high quality of educational performance.   

 

Research Question 

This study broadly explored the following question:  

What are the conditions that led a high-poverty, high-performing elementary 

school to sustain the educational reforms over six years? 

 

Significance of the Study 

 Research on educational change has been advanced, in that the factors influencing 

successful school change efforts are now known, yet scholars in the field have noted that 

there is limited research on sustaining educational change (Berman & McLaughlin, 1978; 

Datnow, 2005; Fullan, 1993; Miles, 1983).  This study will expand earlier theoretical 

research done regarding sustainability and will also contribute to the literature by 

identifying and analyzing effective sustainable school improvement practices.  This study 

will highlight the contributions of educators in the improvement effort and their role in 

promoting sustainable innovations in the school context.  Furthermore, the findings from 

this study will have implications for school districts, states, and policymakers who work 

with schools that are experiencing similar social and economic problems with their 
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student populations, yet are currently not experiencing success in sustaining student 

outcomes in high-poverty populations.   

 

Design of the Study 

Qualitative research methods can be used to uncover and understand what lies 

behind any phenomenon about which little is yet known (Strauss & Corbin, 1990).  

Intrinsic in the research question that guided this investigation were the issues of 

perception and meaning that different individuals within the organization had about 

sustaining successful changes. The issues of perception and meaning leading to 

sustainable educational changes were bound by the specific school context and the unique 

experiences of the participants; hence, there were multiple constructions and 

interpretations of the experience.  Qualitative researchers are interested in knowing how 

people do things and what meaning they give to their lives, and are especially interested 

in understanding what those interpretations are at a particular point in time and in a 

particular context (Merriam, 2002b).  Therefore, incidents that developed throughout the 

experience must be approached, not only as objective events to be defined, but also as 

subjective experiences to be discovered and reconstructed.   

Qualitative studies are best at contributing to a greater understanding of 

perceptions, attitudes, and processes, because, through in-depth interactions, qualitative 

researchers seek to interpret and capture the meaning that a particular experience has for 

the participants (Glesne, 1999; Merriam, 2002a; Merriam, 2002b; Patton, 1990).  

Therefore, qualitative research is descriptive and demands that the researcher approach 

the world in a nitpicking kind of way, with the assumptions that nothing is trivial, and 

that everything has the potential of being a clue that might unlock a more comprehensive 

understanding of what is being studied (Bogdan & Biklen, 1992).  Within the concept of 

qualitative research, there are as many as 40 types of methods described in the literature 

(Merriam, 1998).  The way that a research question is posed is extremely important, 

because it determines, to a large extent, the research method to be used (Strauss & 

Corbin, 1990).   
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Of the qualitative methods, a case study was deemed the most appropriate means 

for systematically studying and deriving understanding of the interactions within the 

complex environment of the school, uncovering answers to the research question, and 

supporting the overall purpose of the study regarding its value to the field.  A case study 

is an empirical inquiry that investigates a contemporary phenomenon within its real-life 

context when the boundaries between phenomenon and context are not clearly evident, 

and in which multiple sources of evidence are used.  It is also “…an intensive description 

and analysis of a phenomenon or social unit… By concentrating upon a single 

phenomenon or entity (the case), this approach seeks to describe the phenomenon in 

depth,” (Merriam, 2002b, p. 8).  The unique strength of the case study method is its 

ability to deal with a full variety of evidence—namely, documents, artifacts, interviews, 

and observations (Hays, 2004; Merriam, 2002b).   

 

Definition of Terms 

 For the purpose of this study, the terms listed are defined to provide clarity and 

consistency: 

Academic Excellence Indicator System (AEIS) is a system that 

determines all accountability ratings, rewards, and reports.  It compares 

campus student performance, disaggregated by ethnicity, with the results 

of the district and the state, and provides a comparison of campuses 

sharing similar characteristics (Texas Education Agency, 2004). 

Accountability System is a set of evaluative criteria related to an 

established standards-based curriculum.  Student and school performance 

outcomes are based upon the collective goals that elementary, middle, and 

high schools in the state of Texas are expected to meet or exceed (Texas 

Education Agency, 2004).   

Educational Reform refers to the process of improving 

classrooms, schools, and the educational system, in order to improve the 

life chances of individuals (Fullan, 2001). 
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Exemplary School is a Texas school that achieved the 

“exemplary” rating by meeting the state’s standards for student 

performance on the Texas Assessment of Academic Skills (TAAS), which 

later changed to the Texas Assessment of Knowledge and Skills (TAKS), 

and attendance rates.  In elementary schools, the TAAS measured, from 

1990-2003, student mastery of the statewide curriculum in reading and 

mathematics at grades 3 and 6 and in writing at grade 4.  For a school to 

receive exemplary status under the TAAS, at least 90% of its students and 

of each subpopulation had to pass the reading, writing, and mathematics 

subtests.  Also, student attendance had to be at least 94% for each 

subpopulation.  In 2004, the state accountability system changed to the 

Texas Assessment of Knowledge and Skills (TAKS).  For a school to 

receive exemplary status under the TAKS, at least 90% of its students and 

of each subpopulation must now pass the reading, writing, and 

mathematics subtests in grades 3 through 11.  Student attendance must be 

at least 94% for each subpopulation (Texas Education Agency, 2004).   

High-Poverty School is a school in which 85% or more of the 

student population is deemed economically disadvantaged and which has a 

90% or more minority student population. 

 Sustain involves an educational change lasting over time and 

becoming an institutionalized feature of a school (Datnow, 2005).   

 

Limitations 

  “Generalization is not a goal in case studies, for the most part, because 

discovering the uniqueness of each case is the main purpose” (Hays, 2004, p. 218).  

Qualitative research seeks to understand the particular depth of a case and does not seek 

to find out what is generally true of the many: “The real business of a case study is 

particularization, not generalization.  We take a particular case and come to know it well, 



 

 11 
 

not primarily as to how it is different from others but what it is, what it does… the first 

emphasis is on understanding the case itself” (Stake, 1995, p. 8).   

The school profiled in this study consecutively attained the state’s exemplary 

status from 1998-2005 on the Texas accountability system that rates school performance 

based on reading, writing, mathematics, and attendance scores.  These factors narrowly 

defined the criteria for sustainability and success for this study.  This study is also limited 

in that it focuses on the descriptions and the historical reflections of individuals involved 

in the process of sustaining the success in a high-poverty high-performing school.  

Therefore, the findings from this study are specific to only the context described.   

 

Delimitations 

A high-poverty, high-performing school that sustained success was the focus of 

analysis in this study.  This study explored only one small piece of the potential field of 

study analyzing sustainability in an era driven by state and national accountability 

mandates.  This study will not provide a prescriptive approach to the process of 

sustainability.  In order to further examine the phenomenon of the coordinated acts that 

educators used to create, promote, and sustain successful students in a high-performing, 

high-poverty school, additional study will be needed in similar contexts.   

 

Chapter Summary 

There are a total of five chapters in this study.  Chapter One provides an 

introduction and general overview of the study by describing the significance of the study 

and the research question being explored.  In Chapter Two, a review of the related 

literature on the state of Texas education, the viability of educational change, and 

theoretical frameworks on institutionalization are presented.  Chapter Three describes the 

research design and the data analysis of the study.  The research design will be a single 

case study using structured interviewing techniques, observations, and document 

analysis.  Presented in Chapter Four are the findings from the research, and, finally, in 
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Chapter Five, a summary of the findings, conclusions, implications, and 

recommendations is presented.   
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CHAPTER TWO 
REVIEW OF RELATED LITERATURE 

 
Texas, like many other states, is experiencing demographic changes toward a 

predominantly minority school population (Murdock, 2005; Murdock et al., 2002; Texas 

Education Agency, 2003).  The demographic shift and the apparent failure of the Texas 

public schools to ensure a high level of academic performance and a minimum incidence 

of dropouts among schoolchildren, have spurred a variety of responses about how to 

improve poor-performing schools where the student population is predominantly 

comprised of minorities living at the poverty level (Center for Public Policy Priorities, 

2004).  In response, the Texas Legislature enacted a series of educational changes aimed 

at rectifying a state education system that was perceived to be in crisis.  The 

contemporary efforts towards educational improvement were driven by the state’s vision 

of providing quality educational opportunities for its citizens.  Throughout the latter half 

of the twentieth century, Texas’ vision of becoming the national leader in public 

education led to a series of educational reforms that were devised with the intention of 

meeting the needs of its diverse population by emphasizing and promoting accountability 

for student achievement, as well as by improving the efficiency of the public schools 

(Eby, 1986; Yoes, 1986).   

After more than three decades of educational reforms based upon the 

accountability system, the viability of creating educational change in Texas has been 

documented in studies of successful high-poverty schools that were able to significantly 

increase student achievement (Charles A. Dana Center, 1999; Charles A. Dana Center, 

2002; Council of Chief State School Officers, 2002; Reyes, Scribner, & Scribner, 1999).  

Texas has been at the forefront of enacting educational changes that have, in some 

aspects, improved the public education system.  Yet there has been little documentation 

of how the successful efforts were sustained (Johnson, 1998).  “When one speaks of 

sustainability of reform, one is typically interested in knowing whether the  

reform lasts over time and becomes an institutionalized feature of a school…” 
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(Datnow, 2005, p. 123).  In order to advance educational research on sustainability, there 

is a need to investigate contexts in which high-quality educational opportunities are 

consistently provided to disenfranchised schoolchildren, despite the seemingly 

insurmountable obstacles in the public education system related to funding, staffing, 

family support, and language and culture.  

 

The State of Texas Education 

Among the 50 states, Texas has gained notoriety for exerting the most extensive 

attempt at raising academic standards and has been distinguished as one of the first states 

to hold students and educators accountable for educational results (Jerald, 2001).  

Throughout the 1980s and 1990s, while other states adopted accountability systems or 

implemented standardized testing, Texas was the first state to create an accountability 

system in which a school’s accountability rating was dependent on the test scores of 

students from different subpopulations.  The evolution of the present-day accountability 

system was launched in 1980, when the Texas Assessment of Basic Skills (TABS) was 

created to evaluate the state of educational achievement in grades 3, 5, and 9.  The TABS 

was Texas’ first statewide testing program.  In 1990, the passage of Senate Bill 417 

influenced the development of a more comprehensive accountability system: 

The bill included provision for an audit of the Texas Education 
Agency, a process for approving innovative educational programs, 
performance indicators for each campus and an annual review of school 
districts to determine if they meet accreditation criteria.  Monitoring 
provisions as well as waivers were included in the bill.   

Also, in 1990, a new, more difficult state assessment, the Texas 
Assessment of Academic Skills (TAAS), was implemented, and the 
Academic Excellence Indicator System (AEIS) district and campus reports 
replaced the annual performance reports that had been published since 
1985-86.  The TAAS would be used to measure educational performance 
for the next 12 years.  (Texas Education Agency, 2004, p. 67)   

 
After more than a decade of implementation, the results from the TAAS indicated 

that, although it has allegedly raised academic standards for all students, a disparity still 

exists.  “A careful review of the best available evidence shows that, while Texas hasn’t 



 

 15 
 

yet achieved an education ‘miracle,’ the state has taken several steps forward and 

achieved some real successes… particularly for low-income and minority children.  But 

Texas - like every other state - still has a long way to go to improve the system enough, 

for every student, kindergarten through college” (Jerald, 2001, p. 1).  In 2003, the TAAS 

exam was replaced with the Texas Assessment of Knowledge and Skills (TAKS), which 

tested students in grades 3 through 11.  The TAKS was specifically designed to assess 

students’ mastery of Texas Essential Knowledge and Skills (TEKS), the state’s standard 

curriculum.  In 2003, third-graders had to pass the reading portion of the TAKS in order 

to be promoted to the fourth grade, and tenth-graders had to pass it in order to receive a 

high school diploma.  The low educational achievement of Texas’ disenfranchised 

students still persists, despite historical attempts to raise academic standards.  This issue 

raises numerous concerns because of the present and future implications for the state of 

Texas.   

 
Shifting Demographics 

Since 1980, the total enrollment in both elementary and secondary education in 

Texas has increased by 45.3%.  Given the present rate of population growth, the state 

demographer projects that, over the next 40 years, nearly 3.8 million more students could 

be added to the school population and the racial composition will be increasingly non-

Anglo (Murdock et al., 2002).  Although there was a decline in poverty rates for 

Hispanics and African Americans over the last decade, the disparities among racial 

groups in Texas have remained: “…large differences in absolute income and poverty 

levels remained, and in some case increased” (Murdock et al., 2002, p. 27).  In 2000, the 

U.S. Census Bureau estimated the child poverty rate for the state of Texas was 20.7%, 

and, in 175 counties, the child poverty rate exceeded the level for the state as a whole 

(Center for Public Policy Priorities, 2004).  The National Center for Children in Poverty 

(2005) reports that there are 1.2 million Texas children living in poverty that consists of  

24% of the Anglo children, 51% of the African American children, 68% of the Hispanic 

children, and 30% of the Asian children.  Presently, in the cities of Dallas, El Paso, and 

Santa Ana, 100% of the Hispanic students are attending schools that are predominantly 
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minority.  In 15 other Texas school districts, 90% of the Hispanic students are attending 

high-poverty schools where more than half of the students are minority (Orfield & Lee, 

2005).  Edmonds (1979) observes, “Inequity in American education derives first and 

foremost from our failure to educate the children of the poor” (p. 15). 

 

Poverty, Race, and Achievement 

The issues of race and poverty in relation to educational disparities raise many 

concerns because “Race is deeply and systematically linked to many forms of inequality 

in background, treatment, expectations and opportunities.  From an educational 

perspective, perhaps the most important of those linkages is with the level of 

concentrated poverty in a school” (Orfield & Lee, 2005, p. 5).  Studies exploring the 

connections between educational achievement and socioeconomic status have found that 

there is a strong relationship between areas of concentrated poverty and low achievement.  

In a synthesis of the research exploring the effects of poverty on the well-being of 

children, Brooks-Gunn, Duncan, and Maritato (1997) observed that research findings 

consistently indicated that poor families are more likely to live in neighborhoods with 

other poor families, and that African American and Hispanic children are prone to 

experience living in poverty for longer periods of time than Anglo children.  Moreover, 

schools in poor neighborhoods tend to have fewer resources and are less likely to have 

access to highly qualified and experienced teachers (Center for Public Policy Priorities, 

2004; Orfield, 2001).  Further compounding the disparities are the difficult challenges 

which schools with large populations of low-income students face, such as high rates of 

crime, drug use, gang violence, vandalism, poor nutrition, teen pregnancy, and parents 

with limited educational backgrounds.  The combination of these factors has been found 

to greatly influence the educational achievement of poor children (Pagani, Boulerice, & 

Trimblay, 1997; Peters & Mullis, 1997).   

Hence, closing the achievement gap of the disenfranchised has been at the 

forefront of state educational issues, where public education has become the chief means 

of eradicating the disparities and where sustainable changes have become a necessity.  
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“Quality public education offers benefits to both individuals and communities.  Most 

tangibly, educational achievement is consistently associated with higher occupational and 

socioeconomic status.  The link between educational attainment and income has sobering 

implications for Texas, where nearly one-quarter of the population over 25 have not 

completed high school” (Center for Public Policy Priorities, 2004).  

 
The Viability of Educational Change 

Major educational reforms have historically been driven by a systematic approach 

towards specific changes, in which politically determined educational changes have been 

transmitted to the school districts, which then present the mandates to the schools, which 

subsequently place the responsibility of implementation on the teachers.  As a result of 

the pressure to comply with mandated directives, the public schools end up conforming to 

“correct” structures, programs, and processes which they do not have the capacity 

individually or organizationally to put into practice.  The fragmentation and diversity of 

such demands for change have resulted in altering the system, but have failed to create 

sustainable or desirable change.  Wise (1977) contends that the top-down mandates, 

although seemingly logical, fail to connect with what occurs in the public schools, “To 

those who believe that reform of procedure will lead to reform of education, the rational 

model of schooling looks unquestionably correct.  If only the schools will tighten up this 

or that procedure, good educational results will follow.  If only the schools are given 

clear objectives to achieve, then the objectives will certainly be achieved.  However, 

since such changes do not inevitably lead to the predicted result… Perhaps the self-

evident rational model does not, in fact, match the reality of schools” (p. 49). 

 
50 Years of Change Efforts 

 Educational change efforts began in the 1960s with the implementation of a large-

scale national curriculum and the formation of the National Training Laboratories.  It was 

assumed that the quality of instruction would rise with the adoption of these solutions, 

but, after less than a decade of experimentation, it was found that there was a lack of 

understanding on how to plan and implement the ideas in the classroom (Fullan, 1993).  
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The massive failures from the 1960s lingered over the early years of the 1970s and 

created a crisis of confidence that left educators feeling hesitant about the likelihood of 

actually changing the system.  However, the quest to create educational change was 

reinvigorated towards the end of the decade with the Effective Schools movement.  By 

1980, there was a fair amount known about the major factors associated with successful 

educational changes, but isolated cases left educators wondering if it would be possible to 

create change on a large scale.  In 1983, the publication of A Nation At Risk influenced 

and provided an avenue for governmental control, but, by 1985, the educational change 

movement once again shifted, and eventually resulted in the present-day emphasis on 

school-based management, enhanced roles for principals and teachers, and other 

decentralized components (Fullan, 2001).   

 
Educational Reforms 

Consequently, the present-day educational reform movement defies the traditional 

operation of the system, in that the decision-making and authority have shifted to the 

school level, where educators and students are empowered to potentially create lasting 

educational change.  Newmann and Wehlage (1995) observe that structural changes have 

included: decentralization, shared decision-making, school choice, schools within 

schools, flexible scheduling with longer classes, teacher teaming, requiring a common 

academic curriculum for all students, reduction of tracking and ability grouping, external 

standards for school accountability, and new forms of assessments such as portfolios.  

Numerous attempts have been made by local schools to implement one or a combination 

of these structural changes and such attempts have advanced the educational change 

process.  ”We know that the improvement of schools is possible when the reform effort is 

well-thought out, when teachers are active agents in the change process, when there are 

sufficient resources and time to support reform, when capable leadership is present, and 

when school cultures change along with school structures.  These tenets about school 

change… have become common knowledge”  (Datnow & Stringfield, 2000, p. 184). 
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Research on Effective Schools 

The Effective Schools research over the past three decades has predominantly 

focused on schools and districts that have transformed themselves from historically 

performing poorly on accountability measures to successfully attaining high achievement 

levels.  The findings from the studies influenced a paradigmatic shift of the educational 

change process, because they focused on the factors that made the schools effective, 

instead of the traditional practice of identifying what was wrong with schools.  Although 

the schools differed in specific student demographics and the details of their exact 

implementation of practices, the schools were able to adjust the practices to meet the 

needs of their specific school context.   

The specific findings are voluminous, but, overall, have corresponded to the 

original findings which Weber (1971) and Edmonds (1979) established were core 

characteristics of successful schools: strong administrative leadership, high expectations, 

a school atmosphere conducive to the instructional activities, acquisition of basic skills 

taking precedence over other school activities, prioritizing school energy and resources 

for fundamental objectives, and frequently monitoring student progress.  Since its 

inception in the 1970s, the Effective Schools research has advanced educational change 

efforts, in that a list of factors related to productive schools has been identified and 

continues to be substantiated in present-day findings of Effective Schools research 

(Block, 1983; Charles A. Dana Center, 1999; Charles A. Dana Center, 2002; Comer, 

1988; Council of Chief State School Officers, 2002; Coyle & Witcher, 1992; Downer, 

1991; Edmonds, 1979; Izumi, Coburn, & Cox, 2002;  McCarthy, 2002; Newmann & 

Wehlage, 1995; Purkey & Smith, 1983; Reyes, Scribner, & Scribner, 1999; Snipes, 

Doolittle, & Herlihy, 2002; U.S. Department of Education, 1987;  Weber, 1971; Zigarelli, 

1996).  The Effective Schools research clearly demonstrates that it is possible to create 

high-poverty, high-performing schools that successfully educate poor and minority 

children, yet very few studies have actually examined the sustainability of the school 

improvements over a long period of time (Datnow & Stringfield, 2000).   
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Educational Change Research  

After less than half a century of research and experimentation, it is now known 

that educational change, once perceived to be a linear process, is actually a dynamically 

complex process (Fullan, 2001; Huberman & Miles, 1984).  Research has found that, in 

instances where successful educational changes occurred, the core belief that change 

could happen was the driving force behind the success.  It has been found that successful 

educational changes occurred in situations where the schools were provided necessary 

support as well as being allowed discretion in determining how best to go about 

achieving the changes (Seidman, 1983).  

The change process begins with the decision to proceed with an innovation.  

Huberman and Miles (1984) observe, “One of the reasons that innovations are, almost by 

definition, exceptional is that innovating is often painful.  Changing instructional and 

management practices frequently involves confusion, self-doubt, temporary setbacks, 

plateaus that seem to last forever, new procedures for daily work, shifts in institutional 

influence, and other uncertainty-arousing events that most people would rather not endure 

on a regular basis” (p. 72).  When an innovation is adopted, intended and unintended 

consequences are always going to occur, and rarely is the actual meaning of the change 

clear from the outset because it can not be determined, until the implementation phase, 

how the innovation is going to interact with other factors (Fullan, 2001).   

Throughout the study of educational change, there have been multitudes of 

strategies generated and enacted, and there is now an awareness that the process is a lot 

more complex than had been realized (Fullan, 2001).  Implementation, the second stage 

of educational change, involves changes which alter practices and is crucial to the change 

process because it is the primary means of attaining the desired outcomes.  Seidman 

(1983) states, “Implementation is the translation of project plans and proposals into 

classroom practice…  Implementation, then, is actual program change that is in accord 

with program intent” (p. 401).  It is during the implementation phase that the meaning of 

educational change becomes clearer, because, as innovations are implemented, 

modifications have to be made accordingly to fit the needs of the context (Huberman & 
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Miles, 1984).  It is not uncommon during the process to experience an implementation 

dip, or a period when the circumstances seem to get worse, because, as Fullan (2001) 

observes, things get worse before they get better.  The feelings of loss, anxiety, and 

struggle are a natural part of the process and are critical to achieving real change.  As 

people gain a better understanding of the changes and acquire the necessary skills to 

accomplish them, grappling with the innovation lessens because “People do not learn or 

accomplish complex changes by being told or shown what to do.  Deeper meaning and 

solid change must be born over time” (p. 80).   

Institutionalization marks the final stage of the change process.  It involves the 

stabilization of the changes in the internal structure in such a way that the innovation will 

endure after the improvement effort is over.  Ekholm and Trier (1998) assert, “To be 

labeled as institutionalized, the new [innovation] also needs to be legitimized by power 

holders, both within and outside the school.  Inside the school, legitimization that the new 

idea or practice is accepted definitely by the people using it, and is integrated with the 

daily implicit value system as well as in the procedures of the users through 

identification…” (p. 14) is vital.  Fullan (2001) observes that “The total time frame from 

initiation to institutionalization is lengthy; even moderately complex changes take from 3 

to 5 years, while larger scale efforts can take 5 to 10 years with sustaining improvements 

still being problematic” (p. 52).   

 
Theoretical Frameworks for Institutionalization 

According to Miles and Ekholm (1991), institutionalization results in the 

stabilization and continuation of the change after the implementation process.  

Institutionalization enables an organization to maintain stability as the small-to-major 

structural changes become assimilated.  An educational change becomes institutionalized 

when it is “… seen as fully legitimate and valuable by the key people involved, it is 

working in a routine, stable way, it is a natural, normal part of life, expected without 

doubt to continue; it may be ‘invisible,’ taken for granted; allocations of time, material 

and personal resources are routinely made for it; these and other organizational supports 

are stable, and do not depend on specific persons for their continuance” (p. 7).  When the 
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innovation is relevant and fitting for the local setting, the likelihood of its becoming 

institutionalized is higher because there needs to be receptive support as well as enough 

human and financial resources to manage it.  It has been found that the key factors to 

successful institutionalization include: stable and skilled leadership; having a clear vision; 

active interaction and participation by users of the innovation; vigorous mobilization and 

reinforcement through administrative and peer support; careful monitoring and adaptation 

of the innovation; development of ownership through widespread, rewarding use; 

sustained technical assistance; removing the old innovation while embedding the new; 

and allocating routine resources to support the change permanently (Miles & Ekholm, 

1991; Newmann & Wehlage, 1995; Purkey & Smith, 1983; Snipes, Doolittle, & Herlihy, 

2002; U.S. Department of Education, 1987;  Weber, 1971; Zigarelli, 1996). 

 One of the challenges that schools face in maintaining sustainability is developing 

the capacity to ensure local ownership and external accountability.  Successful change 

efforts have included a sense of responsibility, empowerment, and decision-making that 

have emanated throughout the system.  In addition to continuously listening, learning, 

improving, pushing, and pulling the system, external financial, technical, and political 

support has added to the subsistence of the change (Dolan, 1994; Newmann & Wehlage, 

1995).  It is through developing these factors that the change becomes sustainable.  

Institutionalization enables an organization to maintain stability as the small-to-major 

structural changes become assimilated.  

Senge (1990) and Dolan (1994) contend effective educational changes cannot 

occur without, first, conceptualizing and understanding the systemic structure of the 

public schools and how the interrelated variables contribute to the overall functioning of 

the system.  Unlike other institutions, public schools are tax-supported and governed by 

outside entities, and, because of these factors, they must comply with external demands in 

order to retain support.  When the public schools act in accordance with the demands 

placed on them, rewards occur through incentives related to funding and student 

enrollment (Cuban, 1990).  To legitimize its valued purpose, the public school system has 

evolved into a hierarchical and bureaucratic organization that delegates responsibilities to 
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different departments, positions, and programs.  Underlying the efficient operation of the 

public schools are “… explicit goals and policies that make up a rational theory of how, 

and to what end, activities are to be fitted together” (Meyer & Rowan, 1977, p. 349).   

Major educational reforms in Texas have historically been driven by a rational 

approach towards educational change.  Under the rational approach, politically-

determined educational goals are transmitted to school districts, which funnel the 

mandates to the schools, that then place the responsibility of implementation with the 

teachers.  Seidman (1983) observes, “Program evaluations, especially evaluations that 

have a direct impact on decisions about continued program funding, are, in the rational 

system view, a means of ensuring that every organizational unit with a role in the 

implementation process performs that role in the expected manner…” (p. 399).  Wise 

(1977) contends that the rational approach, although seemingly logical, fails to connect 

with what occurs in the public schools: 

To those who believe that reform of procedure will lead to reform 
of education, the rational model of schooling looks unquestionably 
correct.  If only the schools will tighten up this or that procedure, good 
educational results will follow.  If only the schools are given clear 
objectives to achieve, then the objectives will certainly be achieved.  
However, since such changes do not inevitably lead to the predicted result, 
perhaps there is something wrong with the rational model - the model 
which provides the basis for the predicted relationship between the change 
and the result.  Perhaps the self-evident rational model does not, in fact, 
match the reality of schools.  (p. 49) 

 
As a result, “… educational organizations are all-too-often rewarded and 

preserved for their conformity to ‘correct’ structures, programs, and processes rather than 

the quality of their product” (p. 650).  Cuban (1990) contends, “The transaction among a 

teacher, students, and content is the basic reason for compelling parents to send their 

children to school…  Although there are ties between classroom and school, between 

school and district office, there is no tight coupling here as elsewhere in the organization” 

(p. 11).  At the same time, decoupling also serves as a means for substantive educational 

changes to occur.  It has been found that teaching and learning are the central elements 

for creating quality educational opportunities (Fullan, 1993).   
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In order to redesign the structures of the public schools, there is a need to redesign 

the internal mental models that have traditionally determined the behaviors of those 

invested in those models.  “A design for change, then, is not a series of good ideas for 

how to do things better.  It is a series of steps that lead to something else: understand the 

system and its dysfunctions, begin to design the scaffold or temporary structures that 

require opposite behavior processes…” (Senge, 1990, p. 61).   In a review of the 

literature from the fields of education, public services, international development, 

organizational and administrative sciences, and sociology/cultural anthropology, on the 

institutionalization of change, Miles and Louis (1987) purport that the conceptual frames 

of innovation management and learning organization can be useful for understanding 

institutionalization.  They observe that the frames of innovation management and 

organizational learning are “not totally distinct, but they do represent different ways of 

thinking about the problem” (p. 27).   

 

Innovation Management 

The innovation management frame emphasizes the integral role of the leader or 

manager in systematically guiding and organizing the educational change process.  

Innovative managers influence the commitment and widespread use of innovations 

because of their authority to designate training to increase skills; as well, they play a role 

in altering the organizational structures that protect the innovation from internal and 

external turbulence related to the inconsistencies of resources and the mobility of key 

people (Miles & Louis, 1987).  Given that the key to successful change lies in 

individuals, the commitment necessary for sustainable improvement lies in the 

maintenance of daily organizational behaviors, which cannot flourish through the action 

of the top leader alone.  Hence, everyone involved in the change process is considered a 

leader and a change agent.  There need to be leaders at many different levels, and 

learning in context helps to produce them: “It requires intensive action sustained over 

several years to make it possible both physically and attitudinally for teachers to work 

naturally together in joint planning; observation of each other’s practice; and seeking, 



 

 25 
 

testing, and revising teaching strategies on a continuous basis” (Fullan, 2001, p. 7).  By 

becoming involved in real reform situations, leaders craft their own theories of change; 

this consistently requires them to test those theories against new situations.  The leaders 

also become critical consumers of management theories, are able to sort out promising 

ideas from empty ones, and become less vulnerable and dependent on external answers.   

 Becoming increasingly important in the change process is the principal, because 

of the authority and responsibility that the principal has for determining the fate of 

innovations: “With the advent of site-based management across the world more and more 

onus for initiatives has landed at the principal’s doorstep.  Principals are now expected to 

lead change, and they have become a critical source of initiation” (Fullan, 2001, p. 59).  

For over two decades, the innovation management frame has dominated educational 

change research and has advanced institutionalization research, in that attention has been 

directed towards the problem-solving skills of effective managers and how they have 

applied their power and influence over individuals or groups to create sustainable change 

(Miles & Louis, 1997). The innovation management frame is limited, in that it tends to 

place major emphasis on whether the change persists, thus missing the larger flow of 

change and stability in the organization.  It also has a clear bias towards managed 

institutionalized efforts that are systematically planned (Miles & Louis, 1998). 

 

Organizational Learning 

Huberman and Miles (1984) observe, “School improvement is a messy, rich 

process full of coercion and shared struggle, indifference and heavy involvement, with 

uncertain results and payoffs” (p. 1).  By establishing schools as learning organizations, 

an environment is created where people have the capacity to discover how they create 

their realities and how they can change them despite the embedded organizational 

structures.  Unlike the traditional separate and unrelated initiatives that school change has 

exemplified, learning organizations are based upon individuals perceiving themselves as 

connected to the system and realizing how their actions create the problems they are 

experiencing.  Senge (1990) defines learning organizations as places “…where people 
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continually expand their capacity to create the results they truly desire, where new and 

expansive patterns of thinking are nurtured, where collective aspiration is set free, and 

where people are continually learning how to learn together” (p. 4).   

According to Senge (1990), there is a difference between selling and enrolling 

individuals to partake in organizational change.  Selling involves getting someone to do 

something without a full understanding of all the facts, whereas enrolling involves a free 

choice to participate.  Hence, when individuals are enrolled and committed to participate 

in the educational change process, they truly share in the vision.  Shared visions are a 

mergence of personal visions of what people want to create.  A learning organization 

cannot exist without a shared vision, because it is the basis for fostering risk-taking and 

experimentation.  A shared vision is vital for the learning organization, because it 

provides the focus and energy for learning: 

“When you are immersed in a vision,…”  “You know what needs to be 
done.  But often you don’t know how to do it.  You run an experiment 
because you think it’s going to get you there.  It doesn’t work.  New input.  
New data.  You change direction and run another experiment.  Everything 
is an experiment, but there is no ambiguity at all.   It’s perfectly clear why 
you are doing it.  People aren’t saying, ‘Give me a guarantee that it will 
work.’  Everybody knows that there is no guarantee.  But the people are 
committed nonetheless.  (p. 210) 
 

Learning is a skill that involves teams learning how to learn together.  When 

individuals merge into teams, they become a microcosm for learning throughout the 

organization, but only when the team functions as a whole entity, does empowerment 

occur (Senge, 1990).  Sustainability, asserts Fullan (2005), requires a reculturing of 

schools that continuously focuses on the preparation and professional development of 

those involved in the change process.  Reculturing involves changing the norms, values, 

incentives, skills, and relationships in the organization to foster a different way of 

working together.  It involves continual improvement that involves adaptation and 

collective problem-solving of complex challenges that arise.  It is through this process 

that one of the essential elements of sustainability, deep learning, is fostered.  Also 

integral to sustainable educational change is learning in context, because what is learned 
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specifically applies to the school situation, and, because it was a socially shared 

experience, collective knowledge and commitments are developed by those involved in 

the process.  Learning in context establishes opportunities to learn from others on the job, 

the fostering of current and future leaders, selective retention of good ideas and best 

practices, and explicit monitoring of performance.  These factors are essential for creating 

conditions conducive to continuous development.   

 
Chapter Summary 

The issues of race and poverty in relation to educational disparities raise many 

concerns because “Race is deeply and systematically linked to many forms of inequality 

in background, treatment, expectations and opportunities.  From an educational 

perspective, perhaps the most important of those linkages is with the level of 

concentrated poverty in a school” (Orfield & Lee, 2005, p. 5).  Closing the achievement 

gap of the disenfranchised has been at the forefront of state educational issues, where 

public education has become the chief means of eradicating the disparities and 

sustainable changes have become a necessity.  “Quality public education offers benefits 

to both individuals and communities.  Most tangibly, educational achievement is 

consistently associated with higher occupational and socioeconomic status.  The link 

between educational attainment and income has sobering implications for Texas, where 

nearly one-quarter of the population over 25 have not completed high school” (Center for 

Public Policy Priorities, 2004).  Poverty matters, but it should not be the primary reason 

for expecting students to fail.  The challenge is to expand beyond the confines of the 

issue and explore means of creating and sustaining quality educational opportunities for 

all children.   

The historical evolution of educational change provides an insight into the 

present-day paradigm shift of how to conceptualize and proceed with the change process.  

After less than half a century of research and experimentation, it is now known that 

educational change, once perceived to be a linear process, is actually a dynamically 

complex process (Fullan, 2001; Huberman & Miles, 1984).  In order to meet the needs of 

all students, there is a vital necessity to apply the lessons learned from the past about 
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educational change, in order to create sustainable changes that could advance the future 

of the public education system.   

This chapter presented a review of the literature on the state of Texas education, 

the viability of educational change, and theoretical frameworks on institutionalization.  In 

Chapter Three, the research design and data analysis of the study are described.  The 

research design will be a single case study using structured interviewing techniques, 

observations, and document analysis.   
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CHAPTER THREE 
METHODOLOGY 

 
Research on educational change has been advanced in that the factors influencing 

successful school change efforts are now known, yet a scarce amount has focused on how 

those invested in the process were able to sustain the changes (Berman & McLaughlin, 

1978; Datnow, 2005; Fullan, 1993; Miles, 1983).  It has been observed that it is not 

difficult to get people interested in new ideas, whereas sustaining the effort poses 

numerous challenges.  Most of the research on school change has focused on developing 

infrastructures to accommodate the change efforts, but little has focused on the 

maintenance of the changes by the individuals invested in the process (Berman & 

McLaughlin, 1978; Datnow, 2005; Fullan, 1993; Miles, 1983).  The lack of research on 

sustainability has been attributed to the fact that most successful school change efforts do 

not last.  Datnow (2005) asserts, “When one speaks of sustainability of reform, one is 

typically interested in knowing whether the reform lasts over time and becomes an 

institutionalized feature of a school…  Although in dictionary terms sustainability refers 

to longevity and institutionalization refers to something becoming an established practice, 

their definitions in the research literature are inextricably connected.  For a reform to be 

sustained, it must become institutionalized.  So too, when a reform is institutionalized, it 

has been sustained over time” (p. 123).   

The design and methodology for exploring the issue of sustainability in a high- 

performing, high-poverty elementary school are presented in this chapter.  This chapter 

contains the design of the study, the procedure for selecting the unit of analysis, and the 

procedures used for data collection.   

 
Purpose of the Study 

It has been observed that it is not difficult to get people interested in new ideas 

whereas sustaining the effort poses numerous challenges.  Most of the research on 

educational change has focused on developing infrastructures to accommodate the change 

efforts, but little has focused on the maintenance of the changes by the individuals 

invested in the process (Berman & McLaughlin, 1978; Datnow, 2005; Fullan, 1993; 



 

 30 
 

Miles, 1983).  The purpose of this study was to explore how educators in a high-

performing, high-poverty school successfully implemented and sustained programs or 

strategies that contributed to the high educational performance.   

 
Research Question 

This study broadly explored the following question:  

What are the conditions that led a high-poverty, high-performing elementary 

school to sustain the educational reforms over six years? 

 
Research Design 

Qualitative research methods can be used to uncover and understand what lies 

behind any phenomenon about which little is yet known (Strauss & Corbin, 1990).  

Intrinsic in the research question that guided this investigation were the issues of 

perception and meaning that different individuals within the organization had about 

sustaining successful changes.  The issues of perception and meaning leading to 

sustainable educational changes were bound by the specific school context and unique 

experiences of the participants; hence, there were multiple constructions and 

interpretations of the experience.  Qualitative researchers are interested in knowing how 

people do things and what meaning they give to their lives, and are especially interested 

in understanding what those interpretations are at a particular point in time and in a 

particular context (Merriam, 2002b).  Therefore, incidents that developed throughout the 

experience must be approached, not only as objective events to be defined, but also as 

subjective experiences to be discovered and reconstructed.   

Qualitative studies are best at contributing to a greater understanding of 

perceptions, attitudes, and processes, because, through in-depth interactions, qualitative 

researchers seek to interpret and capture the meaning which a particular experience has 

for the participants (Glesne, 1999; Merriam, 2002a; Merriam, 2002b; Patton, 1990).  

Therefore, qualitative research is descriptive and demands that the researcher approach 

the world in a nitpicking kind of way, with the assumption that nothing is trivial, and that 

everything has the potential of being a clue that might unlock a more comprehensive 
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understanding of what is being studied (Bogdan & Biklen, 1992).  Within the concept of 

qualitative research, there are as many as 40 types of methods described in the literature 

(Merriam, 1998).  The way that a research question is posed is extremely important 

because it determines, to a large extent, the research method to be used (Strauss & 

Corbin, 1990).   

Of the qualitative methods, a case study was deemed the most appropriate means 

for systematically studying and deriving understanding of the interactions within the 

complex environment of the school, uncovering answers to the research question, and 

supporting the overall purpose of the study regarding its value to the field.  A case study 

is an empirical inquiry that investigates a contemporary phenomenon within its real-life 

context when the boundaries between phenomenon and context are not clearly evident, 

and is an investigation in which multiple sources of evidence are used.  It is also “…an 

intensive description and analysis of a phenomenon or social unit… By concentrating 

upon a single phenomenon or entity (the case), this approach seeks to describe the 

phenomenon in depth” (Merriam, 2002b, p. 8).  The unique strength of the case study 

method is its ability to deal with a full variety of evidence—namely, documents, artifacts, 

interviews, and observations (Hays, 2004; Merriam, 2002b).   

 
Site and Participant Selection  

Qualitative inquiry seeks to understand the meaning of a phenomenon from the 

participant’s perspective.  It is important to select a sample from which the most may be 

learned (Merriam, 2002b).  The site and participants for this study were selected through 

purposeful sampling.  Patton (1990) asserts, “The logic and power of purposeful 

sampling lies in selecting information-rich cases for study in-depth.  Information-rich 

cases are those from which one can learn a great deal about issues of central importance 

to the purpose of the research…” (p. 169).  Purposive sampling begins with first 

determining what criteria are essential for choosing who is to be interviewed or which 

site is to be observed (Merriam, 2002b).   
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Site Selection  

The selection of a high-performing, high-poverty elementary school that was able 

to sustain success was based upon the following criteria:  

 The school had 85% or more economically disadvantaged students; 

 The school had 90% or more minority student population; and 

 The school consecutively earned an exemplary rating in the Texas 

accountability system for six years.   

The accountability system rates schools according to attendance rates and student 

performance on the Texas Assessment of Academic Skills (TAAS).  In elementary 

schools, the TAAS test measured student mastery of the statewide curriculum in reading 

and mathematics at grades 3 through 6 and in writing at grade 4.  For a school to receive 

exemplary status, at least 90% of its students and of each subpopulation had to pass the 

reading, writing, and mathematics subtests.  Also, student attendance had to be at least 

94% for each subpopulation.  In 2004, the state accountability system changed to the 

Texas Assessments of Knowledge and Skills (TAKS).  For a school to receive exemplary 

status under the TAKS, at least 90% of its students and each subpopulation must now 

pass the reading, writing, and mathematics subtests in grades 3 through 11.  Student 

attendance must be at least 94% for each subpopulation (Texas Education Agency, 2004). 

Table 1 provides the TAAS and TAKS passing rates and student attendance of 

Valley Elementary School from 1998-2005.   
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Table 1 
Percentage of Students Passing Exams and Attendance, 1998-2005 

 
 

YEAR 
 

 

EXAM 
 

RATING 
 

READING
 

WRITING 
 

MATH 
 

ATTENDANCE 
 

1998 
 

 

TAAS 
 

Exemplary 
 

97.6% 
 

94.9% 
 

97.6% 
 

98.6% 
 

1999 
 

 

TAAS 
 

Exemplary 
 

93.4% 
 

98.5% 
 

96.3% 
 

98.3% 
 

2000 
 

 

TAAS 
 

Exemplary 
 

98.8% 
 

97.6% 
 

98.4% 
 

98% 
 

2001 
 

 

TAAS 
 

Exemplary 
 

98.7% 
 

99.7% 
 

97.9% 
 

98.1% 
 

2002 
 

 

TAAS 
 

Exemplary 
 

94.4% 
 

96.4% 
 

97.3% 
 

98% 
 

2003 
 

 

*N/A 
 

N/A 
 

N/A 
 

N/A 
 

N/A 
 

N/A 
 

2004 
 

 

TAKS 
 

Exemplary 
 

95% 
 

99% 
 

97% 
 

98% 
 

2005 
 

 

TAKS 
 

Exemplary 
 

95%  
 

96% 
 

94% 
 

97.6%      

*N/A = Not available.  In 2003, the state accountability system changed to TAKS.  Due to it being 
the first year the exam was implemented, schools were not rated.   

 
Student enrollment at Valley Elementary School from 1998-2005 varied from 605 

in 1998 to 527 in 2005.  In 2001, the student population of 690 was the highest in the 

school’s history, and the lowest was 521 in 2004.  The highest percentage of the student 

population identified as Economically Disadvantaged occurred in 2000 and the lowest 

was in 2005.  Table 2 provides student sub-population demographics from 1998-2005. 
 

Table 2 
Student Sub-Population Demographics, 1998-2005 

 

YEAR 
 

 

ENROLLMENT 
 

ECONOMICALLY 
DISADVANTAGED 

 

AFRICAN 
 AMERICAN 

 

HISPANIC 
 

ANGLO 
 

1998 
 

 

605 
 

89.8% 
 

0.0% 
 

98.5% 
 

1.5% 
 

1999 
 

 

641 
 

89.5% 
 

0.1% 
 

98% 
 

1.9% 
 

2000 
 

 

690 
 

98.1% 
 

0.1% 
 

98% 
 

1.9% 
 

2001 
 

 

693 
 

91.1% 
 

0.9% 
 

97.5% 
 

1.6% 
 

2002 
 

 

690 
 

90.7% 
 

0.3% 
 

98.1% 
 

1.6% 
 

2003 
 

 

*N/A 
 

N/A 
 

N/A 
 

N/A 
 

N/A 
 

2004 
 

 

521 
 

88.7% 
 

0.0% 
 

98.8% 
 

1.2% 
 

2005 
 

 

527 
 

86.3% 
 

0.0%  
 

98.7% 
 

1.3%      

*N/A = Not available.  In 2003, the state accountability system changed to TAKS.   
Due to it being the first year the exam was implemented, schools were not rated.   
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Participant Sampling 

The participants in this study were purposively selected, and selection was based 

on the assumption that educators involved at various school and district levels of change 

related to Valley Elementary School from 1998-2005 had access to or the knowledge of 

essential information related to the purpose of the study and, consequently, the research 

question.  Hays (2004) recommends face-to-face encounters with participants, because 

they provide the richest data source for understanding the human experience.  The 

participants interviewed for this study met the criteria of being employed in the school or 

working directly with the school at the administrative level on the educational change 

initiative from 1998-2005.  Based on the sampling criteria described, the following 

participants were interviewed: the Assistant Superintendent, Elementary Education 

Administrator, Principals, Assistant Principal, and Instructors who were employed at the 

school throughout the change effort, Instructors who gained employment around the mid-

point of the change effort, and Instructors employed less than three years at the school. 

 
Data Collection Procedures 

Qualitative research questions are formulated to investigate topics in their 

complexity and in context.  Qualitative researchers are also concerned with understanding 

behavior from the participant’s own frame of reference.  Therefore, qualitative 

researchers tend to collect data through sustained contact with persons by asking open-

ended questions in settings where the participants normally spend their time.  

Consequently, the researcher is the key instrument, and the data collected has been 

termed soft – that is, rich in description of people, places and conversations, and not 

easily handled by statistical procedures (Bogdan & Biklen, 1992; Yin, 1989).   

Evidence for case studies may come from six sources: documents, archival 

records, interviews, direct observations, participant observations, and physical artifacts.  

In the data collection phase, Yin (1989) asserts that the researcher must be able to 

interpret the information as it is being collected and know immediately if several sources 

of information contradict one another and lead to the need for additional evidence.  Also, 

the opportunity to use many different sources of evidence is a major strength of case 
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study data collection.  By using multiple sources of evidence, the process of triangulation 

is implemented (Hays, 2004).  Triangulation was used in this study to collect data and 

relied heavily on documents, interviews, and direct observations.  Using multiple sources 

allowed the researcher to address a broader range of historical, attitudinal, and 

observational sources.  Any findings or conclusions in a case study are likely to be much 

more convincing and accurate if they are based on several sources of information 

following a corroboratory mode.  In addition, the validity of the study is sustained and is 

rated more highly in terms of its overall quality (Patton, 1990).   

 

The Interview 

Interviews are an essential source of case study evidence, because most case 

studies are about human affairs and should be reported and interpreted through the eyes 

of the specific interviewees.  Well-informed participants can provide important insights 

into a situation (Hays, 2004).  The distinguishing mark of a good interview is not good 

conversation, but good data, because the elaborated responses which the researcher hears, 

provide the affective and cognitive underpinnings of the participant’s perceptions (Glesne 

& Peshkin, 1992).  Open-ended interviews were conducted that were focused around 

particular topics, guided by some general questions (Yin, 1989).  Caution was taken 

against rigidly controlling the content, for fear that the participants would not be able to 

tell their personal stories in their own words.  The questions developed to guide this study 

were open-ended and were concerned with process and meaning.  During the interviews, 

the researcher took notes and recorded any observations.  Permission to use a tape 

recorder was sought of all participants and those recordings, along with the transcriptions, 

were utilized later to assist the researcher in capturing the meaning and context of the 

interviews more clearly.   

 
Document Review  

The most important use of documents is to corroborate and augment evidence 

from the other sources, as well as making the findings more trustworthy.  In reviewing 

any document, it is important to understand that the documents were written for some 
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specific purpose and audience.  The documents reviewed assisted in enhancing the 

understanding of the “big picture” related to the phenomenon of sustainability.  Yin 

(1989) and Hays (2004) suggest that personal and official documents be reviewed, and 

that they should include the following:  

 Letters, memoranda, and other communications; 

 Agendas, announcements, minutes of meetings, and other written reports of 

events; 

 Administrative documents such as proposals, progress reports, and other 

internal documents; 

 Formal studies or evaluations of the same “site” under study; and  

 News clippings and other articles from the mass media 

 

Field Observations 

A field visit to the case study site is an opportunity for direct observations.  The 

observations ranged from formal to casual data collection activities such as meetings, 

activities, work, and classrooms.  Glesne and Peshkin (1992) assert that “The main 

outcome of participant-observation is to understand the research setting, its participants, 

and their behavior,” (p. 42).  Direct personal contact and observations of programs have 

several advantages.  By directly observing the operations and activities, the researcher is 

better able to understand the context.  Understanding the program context is essential to a 

holistic perspective.  Also, it provides an opportunity for the researcher to see things that 

may escape the participants’ consciousness because of routines that may be taken for 

granted (Patton, 1990).  It is important to record field notes, which are written accounts of 

what the researcher hears, sees, experiences, and thinks in the course of collecting and 

reflecting on the data after each observation, interview, or other research session.  The 

field notes represent the researcher’s best effort to objectively record descriptive data and 

analyze the details of what has occurred in the field (Hays, 2004). 
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Data Analysis 

 Data analysis is the process of systematically searching and arranging the 

interview transcripts, field notes, and other materials accumulated, to increase the 

researcher’s understanding and to enable the researcher to present what was discovered to 

others.  Analysis involved working with the data by: organizing, breaking them into 

manageable units, synthesizing, searching for patterns, discovering what was important 

and what was to be learned, and deciding what to tell others (Bogdan & Biklen, 1992; 

Miles & Huberman, 1984).  After each day, time was taken out for reflective and analytic 

noting by writing down feelings, working out problems, jotting down ideas and 

impressions, clarifying earlier interpretations, speculating on what was going on, and 

making flexible short- and long-term plans for the days to come (Glesne & Peshkin, 

1992).  From the inception of the data collection process, the data were coded, and 

categories were developed that emerged from themes, related topics, and patterns.   

 
Developing Categories 

Coding “is a progressive process of sorting and defining and sorting those scraps 

of data collected (i.e., observation notes, interview transcripts, memoranda, documents, 

and notes from relevant literature) that are applicable to the research purpose” (Glesne & 

Peshkin, 1992, p. 133).  The purpose of developing categories is to organize the data 

collected around concepts.  As the field notes are read, certain words, phrases, patterns of 

behavior, participants’ ways of thinking and events repeat themselves and stand out.  

These words and phrases represent the coding categories and provide the means for 

sorting the descriptive data collected.  The coding categories that develop may include: 

setting and context, situation, participants’ perspectives, participants’ ways of thinking 

about people and objects, process, activity, event, strategy, relationship and social 

structure (Bogdan & Biklen, 1992; Glesne & Peshkin, 1992).  The following steps were 

applied in analyzing the data: All the collected data was typed and printed; all of the 

information was read, and notes were made of possible categories in the margins; the 

information was transferred into file folders, which were labeled with pertinent details.  
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Index cards were created and sorted according to recurring themes and variables of 

sustainable school change efforts.   

 

Validity 

Bogdan and Biklen (1992) believe qualitative research meets the requirements of 

scientific research, because it involves a rigorous and systematic empirical inquiry that is 

data-based.  These requirements are accomplished because qualitative researchers depend 

on a variety of methods for gathering data.  The use of multiple data collection methods 

contributes to the trustworthiness of the data.  There are a number of strategies that 

qualitative researchers can employ to increase the internal validity of a study.  The most 

well known is triangulation.  Triangulation requires the application of multiple sources of 

data and multiple methods in answering each question (Merriam, 2002a).  “Findings in 

case studies are more likely to be trusted as true because of the triangulation of methods 

and sources.  This triangulation also addresses any problems with construct validity.  In 

case study research, construct validity refers to the extent answers to study questions are 

considered to be accurate representatives of the case” (Hays, 2004, p. 230).  To increase 

validity, Yin (1989) promotes using multiple sources of evidence and having the draft 

case reviewed by key informants.   

 
Transferability 

The extent that the findings can be applied to other situations is referred to as 

transferability (Strauss & Corbin, 1990).  “Generalization is not a goal in case studies, for 

the most part, because discovering the uniqueness of each case is the main purpose” 

(Hays, 2004, p. 218).  Qualitative research seeks to understand the particular depth of a 

case and does not seek to find out what is generally true of the many: “The real business 

of case study is particularization, not generalization.  We take a particular case and come 

to know it well, not primarily as to how it is different from others but what it is, what it 

does… the first emphasis is on understanding the case itself” (Stake, 1995, p. 8).   
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Credibility 

Credibility addresses whether the results are consistent with the data collected 

(Merriam, 2002a).  To increase credibility, triangulation was used, in addition to 

identifying all data by the participants’ names. To preserve anonymity, fictitious names 

were given to all participants.  An audit trail was also established and lists all the 

interviews conducted.  Yin (1989) mandates that the case study investigator must follow 

certain formal procedures, as discussed in the protocol development section, to assure 

quality control during the data collection process. These procedures are intended to make 

the process as explicit as possible, so that the final results – the data that have been 

collected -- reflect a concern for construct validity and reliability, thereby becoming 

worthy of further analysis.   

 
Chapter Summary 

Chapter Three outlined the qualitative methodology and instrumentation that was 

used in conducting the study.  Also, the procedures, materials, and data analysis 

processes used in the completion of every phase of the study were described.  The value 

of qualitative case study research for conducting this particular study rested in the desire 

to understand educators in their uniqueness as part of a particular context, as well as the 

interactions between people that occurred in that setting and that contributed to the 

success of the students.  The presentation of the case study report is located in Chapter 

Four.  Chapter Five includes the discussion of the findings and the analysis of the data 

collected, conclusions, implications for theory and practice, and recommendations for 

future research.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 40 
 

CHAPTER FOUR 
DATA ANALYSIS AND FINDINGS 

 
Closing the achievement gap of the disenfranchised has been at the forefront of 

state educational issues, where public education has become the chief means of 

eradicating the disparities and sustainable changes have become a necessity.  Research on 

educational change has been advanced in that the factors influencing successful school 

change efforts are now known, yet a scarce amount has focused on how those invested in 

the process were able to sustain the changes (Berman & McLaughlin, 1978; Datnow, 

2005; Fullan, 1993; Miles, 1983).  The purpose of this study was to explore how 

educators in a high-performing, high-poverty school successfully implemented and 

sustained programs or strategies that contributed to the high educational performance.  

This chapter provides a description of the school, as well as the procedures used in 

conducting interviews and collecting data.  In addition, an analysis of the findings to the 

research question guiding this study is provided.   

The selection of a high-performing, high-poverty elementary school that was able 

to sustain success was based upon the following criteria: The school had 85% or more 

economically disadvantaged students; the school had 90% or more minority student 

population, and the school consecutively earned an exemplary rating in the Texas 

accountability system for six years.  Data was gathered from a review of documents, field 

observations, archival records, and interviews conducted with instructors, administrators, 

district office personnel, and community members.  To comply with the ethics of social 

science research regarding anonymity, fictitious names are used for the city of the 

school’s location, the school, school district, and the participants depicted throughout the 

narrative.  However, the quotations from the participants are the actual statements taken 

from transcripts of the interviews conducted.  

 
Description of Site  

The city of Santana is located in the lower Rio Grande Valley near the present-

day Mexico-U.S. border.  Although, as early as the 1700s, Spanish land grant recipients 

ranched cattle in the Santana area, it was not until the 1920s that the 32,000 acres of land 
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were cleared and sold through land excursions.  The land was ultimately purchased by a 

businessman who aggressively recruited Midwesterners to settle in the area.  

Consequently, the present-day population of Santana is predominantly comprised of 

farmers from the Midwest and Mexico.  Many Santana families have resided in the area 

for three generations.  

Since its incorporation in 1918, Santana’s population has soared from an initial 50 

to the present-day population of 15,928.  Initial efforts to develop a Santana School 

District occurred when parents organized a special committee to address the increasing 

school-age population and the need to expand school facilities.  The premiere meeting 

served as the catalyst for the development of a school system.  It took place at the local 

campground on Tuesday, August 18, 1918.  During the meeting, it was decided that a 

temporary three-frame building would be constructed to house two grade levels in each 

classroom.  In 1922, the number of school children enrolled in the Santana School 

District was 22.  In 1923, it rose to 73.  The first school facility in Santana was not 

completed until 1924.  The faculty was comprised of three teachers - one teacher for first 

and second grades, one teacher for third and fourth grades, and one teacher who taught 

fifth and sixth grades.  Since then, the Santana School District has been consolidated with 

the surrounding cities to create one large school district.  The present-day school-aged 

population is 23,769.  The school district has also expanded to over 30 schools, that 

employ over 4,000 personnel.   

The warm climate, coupled with the fertile soil, has made the Santana area a 

destination for tourists, as well as a major grower of produce.  Like the surrounding cities 

located in the Rio Grande Valley, Santana attracts tourists because of its close proximity 

to a national wildlife refuge, a religious shrine, a zoo, South Padre Island, and the Texas 

Iwo Jima Memorial.  The national wildlife refuge alone attracts over 165,000 visitors per 

year.  In addition, Winter Texans, individuals primarily from the Midwest who live up to 

eight months during the winter season in Santana, add over 20,000 visitors.  The tourist 

industry and Winter Texans each year contribute over $34 million to Santana and the 

surrounding communities.  Despite the present-day growing population, tourist industry, 
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and expanding urban development, the major employers in the Santana area are the bank, 

the school district, a fruit shipper, and a retail grocer.  Priding itself on its abundant 

supply of low-cost service-sector labor, Santana’s labor force motto is “Texas is a right 

work state.”  Consequently, 18.5% of families that work year-round live at the poverty 

level.  In 2000, the U.S. Census Bureau observed over 24.9% of the families residing in 

Santana and 36.6% of married couples who have children under the age of 18 live at the 

poverty level.  

 
Portrait of the School 

Surrounding Valley Elementary School is an antiquated neighborhood 

interspersed with urban development.  The mix of dilapidated trailers with reasonably 

maintained ranch-style homes is an indicator of the pervasive poverty and moderate 

living.  Across the school grounds, a large billboard advertising an RV park home for 

Winter Texans, surrounded by a large fence, serves as a barricade from the community 

for the retired elderly who reside there.  Further in the distance, a large billboard 

advertisement of the nearby Wal-Mart and H.E.B. stores dominates the surrounding view 

in the sky.  In some aspects, the area has lagged in development, and in other aspects, the 

urban sprawl seems misplaced.   

From the outside, Valley Elementary School seems like any other typical 

elementary school in Texas.  The structure of the building, parking lot, and school 

playground are indicative of the traditional characteristics of how elementary schools 

have been historically constructed.  As I approached the building, I noticed the school’s 

name was highlighted in red, white, and blue lettering.  At first glance, this simple 

observation seemed insignificant, but, as I entered the inner doors of the school, my body 

reacted to the shock of seeing the vibrant patriotic posters of the American flag that 

adorned the hallways, doors, and even office.  Large banners stating, “Through these 

doors walk those who are responsible for our Exemplary status again, again, again” hung 

across the main entrance and library doors.  Despite the colorful posters and banners 

hanging in the hallways and on doors, I instantly absorbed the school’s calm atmosphere.   



 

 43 
 

 Immediately placed along the front walls leading to the office are glass casings 

displaying the awards and recognitions the school has received.   Due to the school’s 

success on the accountability exams, Just for the Kids and Texas Monthly have 

recognized the school’s success by giving it a five-star rating.  In comparison to other 

schools providing services to students from a similar economic group, Valley Elementary 

School ranked among the top 20% of its group in the state of Texas.  The recognition 

hangs proudly in the glass encasing.  In addition, a plaque also recognizing the school’s 

success, from the 75th Legislature under House of Representatives No. 1188, is displayed 

among the series of accolades the school has received.  Framed and hung along the wall 

are the vision and mission statements of the school.  “The vision of Valley Elementary 

School is to provide a positive and motivating school environment through a supportive 

partnership with our parents and the community.  We envision successful students who 

will become productive citizens and future leaders,” and the mission statement asserts, 

“The mission of Valley Elementary School is to provide effective instruction in 

academic/social skills, to develop the potential of all students, to nurture a sense of 

positive self esteem and build a foundation for life learning in an ever changing society.  

In supportive partnerships with parents and community, this school is committed to 

serving all students with academic, cultural, technological and educational teams that 

meet the highest standards of excellence in education.”  Upon entering the office area 

waiting room, I encountered a binder of accolades from various school districts and 

politicians sitting on a stand for visitors to view. 

Valley Elementary School was built in 1994.  The district’s growing population 

spurred the decision to build a new school.  When the school first opened, the facilities 

were not yet complete: “We didn’t have a roof and we did not have a cafeteria.  We used 

to eat in our rooms.  It was kind of bad the first year.  Then it got better,” shared Mr. 

Romero, an instructor who has been at the school since it opened.  The library was also 

not complete.  Furthermore, only some books and a minimal amount of materials were 

available.  Despite the obstacles in the beginning, Valley Elementary School has evolved 

over time.  The present-day student population of Valley Elementary School is comprised 
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of students who are predominantly of Mexican descent, in whose homes none to a limited 

amount of English is spoken.  Most of the students enter the school system with wide 

gaps in educational achievement, as well as having had limited life experiences.  In 

addition, the migrant population has imposed even more challenges for the school.  Most 

of the migrant students of varying ages have limited schooling experiences.  Even in this 

present day, some students reside in homes where there is no running water.  The 

pervasive poverty, coupled with the abusive home environments that some of the students 

face, makes the challenge of providing the Santana children a quality education which 

they can acquire, a seemingly daunting task.   

Since the inception of Valley Elementary School, there have been only three 

administrators.  The present-day principal, Mrs. Rivera, served as an Assistant Principal 

under the first Principal, Mr. Rodriguez.  Mr. Rodriguez and Mrs. Rivera worked together 

for twelve years at Valley Elementary School.  When Mr. Rodriguez retired a few years 

ago, Mrs. Rivera succeeded him.  Before becoming the present-day Assistant Principal, 

Mrs. Gomez was a Reading Specialist in a nearby district for twelve years.  She has been 

at Valley Elementary School for two years. 

Before their experience of starting Valley Elementary School together, Mr. 

Rodriguez and Mrs. Rivera were both Assistant Principals at another school in the 

district.  “I used to call Mr. Rodriguez ‘The Principal’ because, even though he was an 

Assistant, he knew what was going on and he basically ran the campus.  You could tell 

that just by the interactions at the meetings.  He felt the same thing about me,” recalled 

Mrs. Rivera.   “One day he said, ‘You know, if I ever become Principal, I would like you 

to come with me.  And if you become Principal, I would like to work with you.  I would 

like to be your Assistant.’”  Their pledge to one another would not become a reality for 

years.   

“Nine years, I wanted to be a Principal.  I was not considered.  When the position 

came up at Valley Elementary School, I applied and I was number five on the list.  For 

some reason, they gave it to me,” recalled Mr. Rodriguez.  Mr. Rodriguez believed the 

difficulty of obtaining a Principalship was to due to his ideas.  “I was very aggressive 
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when it came to novelties.  I wanted to do something different.”  The night after Mr. 

Rodriguez was named Principal of Valley Elementary School, he called Mrs. Rivera and 

said, ‘I am Principal now.  Would you join my team?’  Paralleling the timing of 

launching the school was the Texas public school system’s movement from no 

accountability to a more accountable system.  Both administrators agreed with the 

significant change in the system and saw an opportunity to become part of the challenge.  

The first two years of the school’s development were stressful.  “I believe, 

initially, we had a twenty percent turnover in the first three years of teachers.  Some of it 

was basically due to personalities.  They would produce, but they were so inflexible in 

their own status quo.  They didn’t want to change,” recalled Mr. Rodriguez.  From the 

beginning, the founders of the school had an approach they knew would be successful.  

Mrs. Rivera observed, “Well, if you looked at what – change, it takes three to five years 

to implement a change fully and to realize the effects it’s going to have.  It took us three 

years to get to exemplary.  Of the two years that we were recognized, the first year, we 

missed it by one point and the second year we missed it by less than a point.  We were 

like .4, or .6, off from being exemplary.  So, I mean, we were there, and were very close 

and very high.  But, it took us the three years to get there.” 

 
Description of Participants 

The participants in this study were purposively selected and those selections were 

based on the assumption that educators involved at various school and district levels of 

change related to Valley Elementary School from 1998-2005 had access to or the 

knowledge of essential information related to the purpose of the study and, consequently, 

the research question.  The participants interviewed for this study met the criteria of 

being employed in the school or working directly with the school at the administrative 

level on the educational change initiative from 1998-2005.  Based on the sampling 

criteria described, the following participants were interviewed: the Assistant 

Superintendent, Elementary Education Administrator, Principals, Assistant Principal, and 

Instructors.  As the study progressed, it became apparent that community members who 

had children who are attending or had attended Valley Elementary School, as well as 
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those who were aware of the educational system and the history of the city, were 

providing insightful and relevant perspectives to the purpose of the study.  As a result, 

they were added to the list of participants.  Community members included: Parents of 

children who had attended or are attending Valley Elementary School, the President of 

the Chamber of Commerce, an Historian, and the Chief Firefighter.  Table 3 lists the 

participant demographics.   

Table 3 
Participant Demographics 

 
 

NUMBER 
 

 

POSITION 
 

18 
 

 

Instructors 
 

3 
 

 

Principals 
 

10 
 

 

Special Programs Personnel 
 

2 
 

 

District Office Personnel 
 

5 
 

 

Community Members 
 
 

DATA COLLECTION 

The collection of data took place during the months of January through March of 

2006.  During this time, site visits were scheduled for three days a week.  The site visits 

provided an opportunity for direct observations.  The observations ranged from formal to 

casual data collection activities such as meetings, school activities, classroom 

observations, and interviews.  The direct observation of programs and activities in the 

school, as well as in the community, provided a better understanding of the context, as 

well as opportunities for observing things that may have escaped the participants’ 

consciousness because of routines that they may have taken for granted.  As direct 

observations were being conducted, field notes were written and every effort was made to 

provide objective documentation that focused primarily on the activities or actions.  A 

separate journal served as a means for personal reflection on the experience, as a place 

where feelings and interpretations that might have subjectively clouded the study were 

expressed.  In addition, to enhance understanding of the “big picture” related to the 

phenomenon of sustainability at Valley Elementary School, a substantial amount of time 
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was spent reviewing news clippings and other articles from the mass media, books 

written on the history of the area and the city, and administrative documents such as 

proposals and progress reports.   

 
DATA ANALYSIS 

According to Glesne & Peshkin (1992), the distinguishing mark of a good 

interview is not good conversation, but good data, because the elaborated responses 

which the researcher hears provide the affective and cognitive underpinnings of the 

participant’s perceptions.  Open-ended interviews were conducted that focused around 

particular topics, guided by some general questions, and caution was taken against rigidly 

controlling the content, for fear that the participants would not be able to tell their 

personal stories in their own words.  The questions developed to guide this study were 

concerned with process and meaning (Appendices A-F).  During the interviews, notes 

were taken and observations were recorded.  Permission to use a tape recorder was 

sought of all participants, and those recordings, along with the transcriptions, were later 

utilized to assist in capturing the meaning and context of the interviews more clearly.   

The interview transcripts, field notes, and other accumulated materials were 

systematically analyzed to gain a better understanding of the phenomena.  The analysis 

involved working with the data by organizing, breaking them into manageable units, 

synthesizing, searching for patterns, and discovering what was important and what was to 

be learned (Bogdan & Biklen, 1992; Miles & Huberman, 1984).  Each day, time was 

taken for reflective and analytic noting by writing down feelings, working out problems, 

jotting down ideas and impressions, clarifying earlier interpretations, speculating what 

was going on, and making flexible short- and long-term plans for the days to come 

(Glesne & Peshkin, 1992).  From the inception of the data collection process, the data 

were coded and categories were developed that emerged from themes, related topics, and 

patterns.   

The analysis of data was broken up into three phases.  In the first phase, the data 

was clustered into the subgroups of Administrators, Teachers, and Special Programs.  

The rationale for this approach was to ascertain the common themes which individuals 
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within their subgroups shared about why the school was sustaining success, as well as to 

identify the overall common themes among all subgroups.  In the second phase of 

analysis, only the individual interviews analyzed were from the Instructors.  The purpose 

was to extract themes that contributed to the instructional approach that influenced the 

school’s success.  For the final analysis, the participant interviews were clustered 

according to the number of years working at the school: That included personnel that had 

been at Valley Elementary School from 1-3 years, 4-7 years, and 11 years or more.  The 

purpose of the final analysis was to ascertain factors that contributed to teachers’ 

decisions to remain at the school.   

The use of multiple data collection methods contributed to the trustworthiness of 

the data.  Generalization was not a goal of this study.  Instead, discovering the uniqueness 

and understanding how Valley Elementary School sustained its success were the main 

purpose.  To increase credibility, triangulation was used, in addition to identifying all 

data by the participants’ names.  An audit trail was also established and lists all the 

interviews conducted (Appendix G).  Certain formal procedures, as discussed in this 

section, were used to assure quality control during the data collection process. These 

procedures were intended to make the process as explicit as possible, so that the final 

results reflect a concern for construct validity and reliability, thereby becoming worthy of 

further analysis.   

 
School Level  

After the completion of individual interviews, the data were clustered into the 

subgroups of Administrators, Teachers, and Special Programs.   Interviews with the 

Principals and Assistant Principal were clustered into the Administrative group.  

Interviews with the Community Parent Relations Personnel; Librarian; Counselor; Nurse; 

Gym, Music, and Resource Room Teachers were clustered into the Special Programs 

group.  Finally, all the interviews with the Instructors were clustered into the Teacher 

group.  The rationale for this approach was to ascertain the common themes which 

individuals within their subgroups shared about why the school was sustaining success, 

as well as to identify the overall common themes among all subgroups.   
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Administrators 

Success for all, not just a few.  Personality-wise, the past and the present 

administrators at Valley Elementary School are polar opposites.  Upon initial encounter, 

the first Principal, Mr. Rodriguez, projects a stern military persona that quickly becomes 

warm and kind-hearted once he begins interacting.  His successor, Mrs. Rivera, has a 

strong and intimidating personality.  She exudes confidence and is a woman who is not 

afraid to speak her mind.  The Assistant Principal, Mrs. Gomez, is reserved and 

introspective.   Despite these differences, success for all is the underlying core value that 

all the Administrators shared.  From the outset of his educational career, Mr. Rodriguez 

embodied an internal understanding of the factors that he knew contributed to the 

educational success of a school: 

I knew we would be successful and I didn’t share with anybody 
else.  I kept it to myself because I knew I was going to be a Principal one 
day.  I knew my ideas were going to flourish, like not mixing the students, 
all low achievers in one classroom, and all the high achievers in another 
classroom.  I was the first one.  We had a lot of discontented people that 
did not agree with it, but I knew it was going to work, and it worked. 

 
Similarly, Mrs. Gomez asserted, “Success for all, not just, you know, the few.  I 

started looking at the Special Education referrals.  I wanted those children to have 

success as well.  They are having it.  As the years have gone by, we’ve seen less referrals, 

less children going into special education, and that’s ideal.  Very few schools can say that 

they’re doing that.”  The success for all does not pertain to just the students.  Efforts are 

also made to support teachers.  Mrs. Rivera shared, “I’m not going to say, ‘You didn’t 

come to me prepared from university, so you’re gone.’  I’m going to say, ‘Okay, from 

when I’ve been in your classroom, this is what I’ve seen, the areas that you’re lacking in.  

So, let’s get you some help.’” 

We had to get people to buy into the idea.  “You’ve got to sell it every minute to 

the staff members every day you talk to them.  When they make a point that is yours, you 

talk about it right away.  Don’t let that get away because this is your idea.  If somebody 

brought it up, then give them credit for that idea, but it’s still yours.  You have to be 
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mature enough to give credit to somebody else, but continue holding on to your idea.  

That makes a big difference,” maintained Mr. Rodriguez.  Along the same lines, Mrs. 

Gomez shared, “You cannot be just telling them, ‘You need to do this.’  You can’t do it 

that way because they’re human.  We have our own way of thinking and our own 

personalities.  If you try to shove something down somebody’s throat, you’re not going to 

get very far.  They may do it, but it’s not going to be a hundred percent.”  When the buy-

in occurs, goals are set and efforts are made by the administrators to monitor them.  All 

the administrators viewed themselves as coaches who were willing to assist the teachers 

in any way possible.  “When I observe teachers, I always tell them, ‘I’m your coach.’  It’s 

the way you carry yourself that really sets the tone.”  The process of buy-in constitutes 

strategically working with the faculty to get things done and so that fights or arguments 

are avoided.  “There are different ways to do it.  I might say, ‘Well, you know, I was 

looking at this and I was looking at that.  What do you think of this?’ You’d be amazed at 

how many changes I’ve made,” shared Mrs. Gomez. 

Providing Incentives.  The observations and data collection were conducted close 

to the time the TAKS exam was administered.  To motivate students, sitting in the upper 

elementary classrooms were bicycles that were going to be given to the students who do 

well on the exam.  In addition to the bicycles, the school provides a myriad of incentives.  

Mrs. Gomez explained: 

 I can give you an example of a child.  His parents are gone.  They 
don’t care whether he comes to school or not.  He’s been abandoned so 
many times.  The parents are not going to help us, but that’s not going to 
be an excuse.  If you put that bike there for him, it might motivate him.  
The end result is not the bike.  He may not get the bike.  The thing is he’s 
going to learn.  He’s going to move from where he was at to somewhere 
else.  Even though he doesn’t think that he’s winning, he is.  It’s still a 
win/win situation because he’s a little bit more receptive.  He’s paying 
attention.  He’s got something to work for.  

 
Incentives are not solely provided to students, but also to teachers.  Mrs. Rivera 

stated, “I try to do little things for them [the teachers].  I had teachers stay last night, to 

help me with Monday Night Reading.  We open the Library from 5:00-7:00 and they 

volunteered their time, so I gave them thirty-minute coupons.”  The coupons can then be 
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exchanged for time to leave the school early to run errands or for medical appointments.  

The main rationale behind the incentives is to motivate by being flexible to the various 

needs of individuals within the school context: 

I work with them because I know they’re very giving.  Any time I 
need something, they’re there.  I try to do the same for them.  Any time – I 
mean, I’ll just bake cookies some days, and I’ll bring them.  I’ll go by the 
classrooms and I’ll shake their hands, and say, ‘Thanks.  You’re doing 
such a great job.  I’m really happy to have you as part of the team.’ 

 
In addition to leading the school, Mrs. Rivera also teaches at the nearby 

university: “I’m trying to instill that in my [graduate] students right now.  You can have 

the worst staff in the world but, if you go in there, and make them feel good and 

important, and let them know that you appreciate the job they’re doing, they’re going to 

rise to the occasion.  And they’re going to work their tails off for you… We all need to be 

reassured that we’re doing a good job.  I don’t have to ‘get after’ people very often at 

all.”   

All the Administrators believe in accepting and working within the dynamics of 

the human element.  “We all have accidents.  We all have emergencies, and there are 

times where I need to be worked with as well.  So, work with them.  Work through it.  Be 

empathetic,” shared one administrator.  According to all the administrators, the incentives 

are premised upon the reality of life.  Mrs. Rivera asserted, “Who’s going to get to move 

up and be the manager at McDonald’s?  The one who worked harder.” 

Our philosophy was teach them on level.  Mr. Rodriguez, the first Principal of the 

school, shared, “My own philosophy is that the students, first of all, learn a lot of English.  

Our [approach] was to teach them on level, and bring in a lot of computers – no resource 

teachers.”  Mr. Rodriguez believed that technology was going to be the cornerstone of 

educational success and a critical part of the future.  From the outset, he advocated for 

technology as a learning tool.  Also, Mrs. Rivera explained, “We have never grouped the 

students with the high children, the medium children, and the low children.  We never 

have and it won’t be done as long as I’m here.”  Instead the placement of students is 

based on their diagnostic testing results before TAKS, which are then ranked and placed 
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into piles of high, medium, and low, which are then evenly distributed among the grade 

level teachers.  Mrs. Rivera explained: 

I have four teachers.  So, this one has high, medium, and low.  This 
one has high, medium, and low.  I make sure that all the special education 
children are not put into one classroom.  With the gifted and talented, we 
usually have two per grade level, and so I make sure that they are evenly 
split, same number of boys, same number of girls.  What we have found 
over the years is that the teachers teach to the top children in their 
classroom and they modify to bring up the lower children, which raises the 
bar for all of the students in there. 

 
As has been stated, the analysis of the data obtained from interviews with the past 

and present Administrators of Valley Elementary School suggests they had an intuitive 

understanding and a vision of creating a successful school.  At the core of the school’s 

philosophy was the determination to create a successful environment for everyone 

through high expectations and not allowing excuses for those who were not producing on 

a par with what was expected.  In addition, the Administrators viewed themselves as 

supporters who were willing to do anything they could to assist teachers and students in 

any way.  A myriad of incentives were provided to show appreciation for the work 

invested by everyone associated with the school.   The Administrators also tended to 

focus on the humanistic aspects, rather than on  structural or operational concerns.    

 

Teachers 

Everybody feels they are accountable.  A recurring theme from almost every 

interview with the teachers is the feeling of being accountable.  “If my children don’t 

succeed next year when they go [to the next grade level], I’m going to feel responsible 

for that.  You kind of like take a little bit of ownership,” asserted an early elementary 

Instructor.  According to all the Instructors, the quality of instruction carries from one 

grade level to the next.  Every grade level perceives itself as a family that values the 

overall success of the school, and, therefore, willingly helps each other out in their 

immediate situations and across grade levels.  As a result, ideas are constantly shared.  

“Fourth grade is just one family.  Third grade is one family.  If we need something, we 
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can go [snap], and they will not hesitate to share.  Whatever we need, they’re there for 

us.”  There is not one grade level alone that can produce the success.  It is a whole school 

effort.  An early elementary Instructor explained, “The third grade can’t do it all by 

themselves.  The fourth grade can’t do it.  The other grades cannot do it all by 

themselves.  So, it starts at Pre-K.  So, everybody feels accountable - even Pre-K, even 

Kinder.”  The emphasis on accountability is not solely based on instruction, but also on 

accessing Instructors from previous grade levels to ascertain the behavioral aspects of 

some of the students: 

They’ll say, ‘Who do you have?  Oh, I see you have So-and-So.  
Well, you know what?  He wears glasses.  He doesn’t like to wear them, 
but he needs them.’ They’ll pinpoint who needs what.  Or, ‘Don’t put 
these two kids together because they won’t work well together.’  So, we 
get a lot of input from the previous year.  

 
To further highlight the sense of accountability, Mr. Gonzalez, an upper 

elementary Instructor, stated, “We’ve got to do whatever we’ve got to do.  I tell the 

teachers, ‘If my kids fail, I’m going to blame you,’ and I tell them the same thing, ‘If 

your kid fails, blame me.’  So, we put it on each other.  That’s why we’re doing so well.”  

I don’t have to worry about behavior problems.  I don’t have to worry about 

disciplining a child.  At Valley Elementary School, disciplinary problems are managed 

through the support of the principal, parents, and the structural routines of the school’s 

daily operations.  “I don’t have to worry about behavior problems.  I don’t have to worry 

about disciplining a child.  I just [send the student] to the office, and it gets taken care 

of,” explained an early elementary Instructor.  All of the Instructors felt their core 

responsibility was to teach.  Taking care of discipline issues was not a primary 

responsibility.  In addition to the support from Administrators, efforts are also made to 

communicate with parents about each child’s progress, “I like to call the parents every 

three weeks.  I make a phone call and tell them, ‘Your child is doing this, or your child is 

doing that.’  Whether it’s good or bad, I call them and tell them.”  The Instructor further 

explained how the school’s structure has contributed to the minimization of disciplinary 

issues: “We have to plan.  We have to do this.  We have to do that.  It might seem very 
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routine but I think children need routine and children need discipline and without the 

routine and without the discipline, they don’t know what to expect. “  

With the past and present Administrators, nothing is impossible.  The accessibility 

of the Administrators and the willingness to assist in any way possible was consistently 

expressed by all Instructors.  If there was any concern, they knew the support would be 

there and the problem would be fairly resolved.  The Administrators’ doors were always 

open.  “Mrs. Rivera is good.  She’s aggressive.  She’s not going to make everybody 

happy, but if you have a problem, you can approach her with it.”  The effort to support 

teachers not only pertains to the teachers, but also to the students: “The principal knows 

every child by name, knows where they are from, and who their parents are.  She knows 

them all.  She isn’t even from this area.  I was really surprised because you don’t see that 

very often.”  Another teacher shared:  

Nothing is impossible.  With everything there is a way.  There is 
going to be a way to do it.  There are very high expectations with the 
students and with the teachers.  There is no ‘this student can’t do it, but 
this can.’  Everybody gets treated equally.  If we need something, there is 
going to be a way to get it.  Even materials, the administrators find a way 
to get them for us or we’ll find a way and we’ll get them.  

 
Instruction, instruction, instruction.  Academic learning takes precedence over 

extracurricular activities.  “They’re encouraged to read.  At some schools, I heard they 

have recess.  As you can see, it’s just reading.  Instead of playing outside for thirty 

minutes, they eat, they come back, sit down, and they’re reading.  In the morning, when 

they walk in, you don’t see them outside until the bell rings, they’re in the hallways.  

They have to either be doing their homework or reading.”  To a certain extent, some of 

the instructional procedures are standardized.  An early elementary Instructor explained, 

“I think that is what helps us.  It needs to be standardized because, if you just go into 

another school like where I was at, and everybody’s doing their own thing, it’s like, 

‘Okay, well, where’s the unity, and where’s the teamwork?’  You see their test scores, 

and you can tell they are not unified, and they are struggling because of that.”  The 

teachers teach the same objective and lesson on the same day.  They have the discretion 

to vary the instructional approach, but the planned objective remains the same.  As one 
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Instructor explained, “It’s up to you how creative you really want to get.  We’re all 

teaching the water cycle in science right now.  It’s up to me if I want to take it a step 

further and get really creative with my kids.  They pretty much aren’t going to say, ‘Oh, 

you are not supposed to be doing that.’  As long as you are doing what the lesson is 

supposed to be doing, that’s fine.”  In addition, a lot of repetition occurs in the 

classrooms.  “If the kids don’t learn it the first time, you have to be repetitive.  You 

always have to go back to the basics” is a common theme echoed by the teachers.  Even 

during the holidays, students receive packets filled with activities and materials that help 

the students to review skills: 

For Spring Break, for example, we got together, and somebody 
was saying, ‘Well, I need to give more math.’  I was like, ‘Well, you 
know, my kids need more math.  You know what?  My kids are still 
struggling with reading.’  So, one teacher decided to give out more reading 
and another teacher decided to give equal reading and math.  We 
accommodate to what our kids need.  The curriculum is given to us and 
we do with it what we need. 

 
The teachers at Valley Elementary School are there to teach.  “Mrs. Rivera here or 

not, it doesn’t matter.  You teach.  That’s one of the big things in this school.  All of us 

are always teaching.” 

In summary, among the Instructors, the feeling of being accountable was 

identified as a factor that influenced the instructional approach that began in the early 

grades.  The Instructors continuously monitored the quality of their instruction through 

the use of data; the instructional approach was comprised of focusing on reading and 

writing through the adaptation and supplementation of instructional materials.  Along 

with continuously reviewing the basic skills, efforts were made to equip students with the 

immediate and next-grade level skills needed.  The Instructors felt the overall family 

structure was important to their success in terms of planning, support, and unifying the 

school.    
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Special Programs 

It’s just like the family structure.  “Yes, you’re going to fight.  Yes, you’re going 

to have conflicts.  Okay, fine.  I get into a fight with my sister.  That doesn’t mean I’m 

never going to talk to her and not work with her again.  You get over it because the thing 

is you’re here for the interests of the students.  All the teachers know that,” shared an 

Instructor.  Another Instructor echoed the same sentiments: 

I compare it to a family.  I have my brother and my sisters and we have 
our conflict at home.  Yes, we get upset with each other, but we are still family so 
we still work together.  Whatever we need to do.  I think it’s the same type of 
atmosphere here.  Yes, we might get upset with somebody but it’s not something 
that we’re going to dwell on and not talk to each other forever.  We’re going to 
get through it and continue working together because we’re working for the same 
goal. 
 
As in any family, support is important.  All the Special Programs Instructors 

shared the consistent support they received from the Administrators.  “Any time I have a 

problem or situation, they are there.  I know that’s not always the case in a lot of places.  

That’s kind of sad because you should be able to go to the manager and talk about 

whatever you have a problem with.” 

Structure.  The Special Programs Instructors tended to pinpoint a series of factors 

relating to the “structural” aspects that they felt have contributed to the success of the 

school: 

The leadership is one of them.  The teamwork is the other one and the 
structure of it all.  Just the way it runs.  I think just the leadership and the 
teamwork together make it run and the expectations they have from the Principal 
all the way through to Pre-K.  In Pre-K, we’re getting them ready for Kinder; 
then, we’re getting them ready for first.  You don’t teach just what you’re going 
to teach in your grade level; you teach them the higher order, thinking of Kinder 
and first and second grade. 

 
Without the parents helping us out, we couldn’t have the success that we have.  

Along with the structural aspects that make the school conducive to learning and success, 

parental support was also cited as a common element.  “On Saturdays we have tutoring.  

We have over 100 kids coming in. Without the parents helping us out, we couldn’t have 

the success that we have.  They could easily not come.”  Furthermore, “Each grade level 
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has a night they call the parents.  They talk to the parents.  They tell them what they 

expect of them.  They do it every year, even the ones with the Pre-K, Kinder, all the 

grade levels.  We volunteer for the parents that need to bring their babies with them, and 

we take care of the babies here.”  Despite assertive efforts to involve all parents, some 

have observed, “For 95% of the students, parental support is superb.  But there’s that 5% 

where you know, you call them, and constantly leave messages and you never get 

anything back.”  Even without full parental support from some of the families, that does 

not serve as an excuse.  “The administrators have a no-nonsense style of dealing with 

things.  By no-nonsense, I mean like, ‘The buck stops here.’  If they’re not behaving in 

class, your classroom discipline policy has not worked, you send them to the office and it 

gets taken care of.”  What makes the school successful is the all-around effort.  “The 

whole staff is not, ‘You’re for yourself.  I’m for me.  She’s for herself.’  It’s a combined 

unity.  Saturday tutoring.  Monday night reading.  All these type of activities and 

programs keep the kids busy and learning.  To come an additional day out of the week, 

that has to be a labor of love.”  

 In brief, Special Programs attributed the school’s success to a series of structural 

factors interacting together.  The structural factors were defined as being the instruction, 

operations, and leadership.  Also, despite the variation in the wording used to express the 

factors that have contributed to the school sustaining success overall, the different sub-

groups identified the support, teamwork, and leadership.  These factors have unified the 

school.   

 
 
Instructional Strategies 

In the second phase of analysis, the individual interviews from the faculty were 

analyzed.  The purpose was to extract themes which the participants believed contributed 

to the instructional strategies that influenced the school’s success.  In addition to the 

individual interviews, classroom observations took place throughout the three months.  

Every classroom was visited at least one time.  After the initial phase of observations was 
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completed, classrooms were randomly observed.  As a result, some classrooms were 

observed two or three times.  

We start at the bottom and we work with them.  “They plan together and so what’s 

going on in one room is what’s going on in another room.”  Among the individual grade 

levels, there is a uniform approach to the instructional as well classroom operations.  

Despite the variations at the grade levels, the instructional approach is based on foresight 

into what skills need to be developed for the next phase of the educational process.  An 

early elementary teacher explained: 

We’re constantly analyzing and planning out what needs to be 
worked on to get these kids to first/second grade level.  Well, first grade, 
of course, that’s the primary goal.  But what are they going to do the 
following year?  The primary grades provide the students with the 
foundation of the basic skills whereas in the upper grades, I think, it’s 
more strategies.  It’s not like ‘Okay, you do this.  You circle this answer.’  
It’s more like, we expose them to literature.  We expose them to thematic 
units, to hands-on activities, to everything that they need. 

 
To efficiently maximize their efforts, the teachers parse out the responsibility.  

For instance, one early elementary Instructor explained, “I do the reading.  [Another 

instructor] does the math.  [The other instructor] does the grammar and composition.  On 

Fridays, we either meet or we give each other the lesson plans and everything that we’re 

going to do, so we can all become an expert on that area.  That’s the way we do our 

lesson planning here.  That’s what helps us.”  By the time the students reach the upper 

elementary grades, there is some review of the basic skills.  There is not a need to spend 

an enormous amount of time teaching the foundational skills.  An upper elementary 

teacher explained: 

 We start reading a lot of novels because they can comprehend.  I 
know the third grade does an awesome job teaching reading.  They do 
miracles because, by the time the students are here, I don’t have to worry 
too much on the reading.  I focus more on the writing.  We continue 
reading more novels, but we also focus a lot on the writing, on mechanics, 
and the math.  The math in third grade is very different than fourth.  So, of 
course, we teach all those strategies that they need.  As long as they have 
the comprehension there, and, even if there are bigger vocabulary words, 
they can still get it.  They can still grasp it. 
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Data- driven.  Since the inception of the school, student achievement has been 

monitored through continuous testing: 

 The administrators would get together and make their own 
benchmarks every six weeks.  That’s how we would follow, you know, are 
the kids going up or aren’t they?  And then, we would have charts.  I 
mean, I thought it was a lot.  And I thought, oh, my God.  We’re testing 
again!  It got to a point that, I guess, they shared their idea with the 
District, and the District liked it.  It was our testing, District testing, our 
testing, District testing, and plus, our quizzes!  You know, I just felt it was 
too much testing. 

 
Due to the enormous amount of testing, the homemade tests devised by the 

Administrators were eventually phased out.  A common rationale provided by a majority 

of the teachers was the role of data as a determiner of their instructional quality.  One 

teacher asserted, “I always want to find out.  How are these kids growing?  Am I doing 

my job?  My implementation of different ideas, is it working?  To me, more important is 

data that’s in front of you.” 

In addition, diagnostic tests are administered to the students at various intervals 

throughout the school year.  The testing begins as early as Kindergarten, “The children 

know that testing follows.  Every six weeks, we give them the Dolch words and, after the 

testing is done, they are rewarded if they make 85 and above.”  According to another 

teacher, “I think that’s what makes the difference, because we will sit down and we’ll 

analyze every child.  Okay, what are we going to do with this child?  What are we going 

to do with that child?”  One veteran teacher shared: 

At the beginning, the administrators would walk in constantly and 
make sure, I guess, I’m doing what I’m supposed to be doing.  We do 
benchmarks, and they get to see our scores and they get to see the 
students’ scores, I guess, that’s where they see that, Okay, she’s doing her 
job.  You know, the kids are improving.’ They start coming in less.  They 
don’t tell us how to teach.  It’s your way.  You know how to do it.  It 
doesn’t matter what you’re doing.  You just get it done. 

 
In response to general criticisms about testing, one Instructor claimed: 

I guess it depends.  We have them do passages or are having them 
do all the math strategies.  They have to go to the computer.  They have to 



 

 60 
 

go to AR test. [The Accelerated Reader program provides literature at 
various reading levels as well as prizes as incentives for students to read.  
Once students finish reading a book, they check their comprehension 
through a computer-based program.] We do expect a lot but we do give 
them opportunities to do things they like.  They love to read and test. 

 
It’s not something out of the ordinary.  A common theme expressed by the 

teachers was that they supplement instructional materials as well as continuously review 

the basic skills with students.  An early elementary Instructor explained: 

Pretty much what we are doing, is what any second grade 
classroom has to do in our district, but we are adding.  We are 
supplementing with other things that we know will also help our students.  
Like with our basal, we supplement; we add more questions, and we add 
more activities for fluency, that are not in there.  We do use it because 
that’s what we are required to use but we add to it.   

 
Another Instructor shared: 
 

What I think is that there are students at different levels, so we 
can’t say that this is going to work for this student, it’s going to work for 
everybody.  There are different needs being met.  There’s one student that 
might not comprehend expository text or still doesn’t have the basic, like 
the phonics, so we have to work with them with the phonics.  But then 
there’s another student that already had the phonics down, already has the 
letter IDs; they have the fluency, everything, and he needs that expository 
text because he needs to continue.  So it, that’s what I like about this 
school: that we kind of, we are meeting the students’ needs because we 
have this group that needs this, so we focus on it and we get it down. 

 
By supplementing instructional materials, students are also exposed to topics that, 

it is believed, will help increase their prior knowledge and, in turn, increase their 

comprehension.  Narrative and expository texts are used in instruction; however, the 

exposure to expository text occurs in the early elementary grades, rather than the 

traditional approach of introducing students to it when they reach the upper elementary or 

middle school years: 

If they are exposed to it at the earlier ages, like let’s say we’re, if a 
book was talking about Asia, if they didn’t have any background on Asia, 
they didn’t have anything that they would go back to; they don’t really 
understand it.  But now that we’re actually doing it in the classroom, like 
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we were talking about the Inca Kingdom and the lakes and, so we are kind 
of incorporating everything to what the students are learning and we are 
exposing them to that right now; it will be easier for them to get to third 
grade, and they have all this background knowledge already built in, so 
they just kind of are going to go back and say, ‘Okay, this is what I’ve 
already learned.’  So we are just kind of building it in, like, kind of 
building it into what they already have. 

 
Overall, the findings suggest the school did not subscribe to one instructional 

approach, but a myriad of materials that were used to supplement and enrich the core 

district curriculum.  Continuous testing and data were used to guide instruction and 

inform teachers of the quality of their teaching.  As the students progress through the 

school, efforts are made to review and build upon previous skills, as well as preparing 

students for the next grade-level instruction. 

 
Teacher Longevity 

For the final analysis, the participant interviews were clustered into the number of 

years working at the school, that included personnel that had been at Valley Elementary 

School from 1-3 years, 4-7 years, and 11 years or more.  The purpose of the final analysis 

was to ascertain factors that contributed to teachers’ decisions to remain at the school and 

the factors that helped them to assimilate to the school culture and become successful.  

Less than three years.  Among the staff that have been at Valley Elementary 

School less than three years, their willingness to work hard and the feeling of family 

support at the school and grade levels made the transition into the school rewarding.  Mr. 

Santiago, an early elementary instructor, reflected: 

The most important thing that I basically took to heart was the way 
the people here would work.  There are some schools that hire teachers, 
and basically the teacher either sinks or swims.  Fortunately, when I got 
here, we all just suddenly became a team.  It’s, ‘If you scratch my back, 
I’ll scratch yours.’  If I needed something, all the teachers were there to 
support me and vice versa.  It is a pretty strong component of the school 
because we all work together.  If one is struggling, we pick them back up.  
We conference and guide each other.   
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To further lessen the stress for first-year teachers, mentors are assigned to them so 

that they also have planning periods scheduled at the same time.  Ms. Ruiz shared: 

My mentor helped me a lot.  I didn’t get a teaching degree.  I hadn’t done 
any observations.  I hadn’t done any student teaching.  We have a conference 
together and so, he would go over the TEKS with me, make me more acquainted 
with them.  He would let me know, ‘Okay, this is what we need to do by so-and-
so date.’  It allowed me to be a little bit less stressed about it.  

 
The common theme contributing to the teachers’ decisions to stay at the school 

was the challenge of making a difference in a student’s life: 

What is keeping me here is that I know that the children are 
learning.  I know that the children are giving the best that they can.  We 
try to do everything.  I also like the way the school is set up and the way 
it’s structured.  I’ve learned every day; every day we’re bringing in new 
stuff.  It’s not like this is what we have right now and that’s it.  The school 
is always open for new things coming in and, at the same time, we know 
this works; we’re staying with this. 
 

Four-to-seven years.  Among the staff that had been at Valley Elementary School 

between four-to-seven years, the primary reason for staying at the school was enjoying 

what they were doing.   The recurring response for why they stay at Valley Elementary 

School was, “I stay here for the reason that I enjoy what I do.”  One instructor explained:  

I think that, basically, they are willing to work, whether there is 
stress or not, but as long as they enjoy being…if they aren’t happy here 
they are going to move on, whether it’s successful or not.  That’s the way I 
feel as well.  I’ve been here since day one, but, if I’m not here, I will move 
on, whether it’s successful or not. It’s me wanting to come to work, and, if 
the teachers don’t want to come to work, then how can we be successful?  
They have to enjoy what they are doing and they have to be comfortable 
coming here. 

 
Most of them grew up and still reside in Santana or the nearby communities.  In 

every interview conducted with this sub-group, a clear sense of passion for teaching was 

evident in the excitement of the participants’ voices and facial expressions during the 

interviews.  An Instructor who grew up in the community and had been at the school 

since it opened, maintained, “I’ll say to [the students] that, when I was younger, I used to 

be in the streets all day, and all at night.  I used to get in trouble and I was able to finish 
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school and all that.  That’s what motivates me, like what I had problems with, I see little 

kids having the same problems, too.  I tell them, ‘Just do good here and you’ll do better 

later on in life.’”   

In conclusion, among the faculty, the determining reason for working at Valley 

Elementary School was that they enjoyed the work and the environment.  In addition, a 

mentor is assigned to new Instructors.  The main responsibility of the mentor is to 

provide support as the new Instructors assimilate to the school environment.  

 

Chapter Summary 

This chapter provided a description of the school, as well as the procedures used 

in conducting interviews and collecting data.  In addition, the analysis of the findings to 

the research question guiding this study was provided.  Discovering the uniqueness and 

understanding how Valley Elementary School sustained success was the main purpose of 

this study.  Certain formal procedures, as discussed in this section, were used to assure 

quality control during the data collection process. These procedures were intended to 

make the process as explicit as possible, so that the final results reflect a concern for 

construct validity and reliability, thereby becoming worthy of further analysis.   

The analysis of data was broken up into three phases.  In the first phase, the data 

were clustered into the subgroups of Administrators, Teachers, and Special Programs.  

The rationale for this approach was to ascertain the common themes that individuals 

within their subgroups shared about why the school was sustaining success, as well as to 

identify the overall common themes among all subgroups.  In the second phase of 

analysis, only the individual interviews only analyzed were from the Instructors.  The 

purpose was to extract themes that contributed to the instructional approach that 

influenced the school’s success.  For the final analysis, the participant interviews were 

clustered according to the number of years working at the school: That included 

personnel that had been at Valley Elementary School from 1-3 years, 4-7 years, and 11 

years or more.  The purpose of the final analysis was to ascertain factors that contributed 

to teachers’ decisions to remain at the school.   



 

 64 
 

Despite the variation in the wording used to express the factors that have 

contributed to the school sustaining success overall, the different sub-groups identified 

the support, teamwork, and leadership.  These factors have unified the school.  The 

findings also suggest the school did not subscribe to one instructional approach, but a 

myriad of materials that were used to supplement and enrich the core district curriculum.  

Continuous testing and data were used to guide instruction and inform teachers of the 

quality of their teaching.  As the students progress through the school, efforts are made to 

review and build upon previous skills, as well as to prepare students for the next grade-

level instruction.  Among the faculty, the determining reason for working at Valley 

Elementary School was that they enjoyed the work and the environment.  In addition, a 

mentor is assigned to new Instructors.  The main responsibility of the mentor is to 

provide support as the new Instructors assimilate to the school environment.  

Chapter Five includes the discussion of the findings and the analysis of the data 

collected, the implications, and the recommendations for future research.   
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CHAPTER 5 
FINDINGS, IMPLICATIONS, AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

 
Texas, like many other states, is experiencing demographic changes toward a 

predominantly minority school population (Murdock, 2005; Murdock et al., 2002; Texas 

Education Agency, 2003).  Since 1980, the total enrollment in both elementary and 

secondary education in Texas has increased by 45.3%.  Given the present rate of 

population growth, the state demographer projects that, over the next 40 years, nearly 3.8 

million more students could be added to the school population and the racial composition 

will be increasingly non-Anglo (Murdock et al., 2002).  The demographic shift and the 

apparent failure of the Texas public schools to ensure a high level of academic 

performance and a minimum incidence of dropouts among schoolchildren have spurred a 

variety of responses about how to improve poor-performing schools where the student 

population is predominantly comprised of minorities living at the poverty level (Center 

for Public Policy Priorities, 2004). 

Studies exploring the connections between educational achievement and 

socioeconomic status have found that there is a strong relationship between areas of 

concentrated poverty and low achievement (Brooks-Gunn, Duncan, & Maritato, 1997).  

“Quality public education offers benefits to both individuals and communities.  Most 

tangibly, educational achievement is consistently associated with higher occupational and 

socioeconomic status.  The link between educational attainment and income has sobering 

implications for Texas, where nearly one-quarter of the population over 25 have not 

completed high school” (Center for Public Policy Priorities, 2004).  Closing the 

achievement gap of the disenfranchised has been at the forefront of state educational 

issues, where public education has become the chief means of eradicating the disparities, 

and sustainable educational changes have become a necessity.   

The research findings of this study will be summarized in this concluding chapter.  

Section One will provide a brief summary of the research conducted in completing this 

dissertation.  The next section of this chapter will concentrate on the findings that were 

derived from this study.  Finally, the concluding section of this chapter will provide 
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implications and recommendations for practices and for further research in the study of 

sustainable educational changes.  

 

Summary of the Research 

After more than three decades of educational reforms based upon the 

accountability system, the viability of creating educational change in Texas has been 

documented in studies of successful high-poverty schools that were able to significantly 

increase student achievement (Charles A. Dana Center, 1999; Charles A. Dana Center, 

2002; Council of Chief State School Officers, 2002; Reyes, Scribner, & Scribner, 1999).  

Research on educational change has been advanced in that the factors influencing 

successful school change efforts are now known, yet scholars in the field have noted that 

there is limited research on sustaining educational change (Berman & McLaughlin, 1978; 

Datnow, 2005; Fullan, 1993; Miles, 1983).  The lack of research on sustainability has 

been attributed to the fact that most successful school change efforts do not last (Berman 

& McLaughlin, 1978; Datnow, 2005; Fullan, 1993; Miles, 1983).   

The purpose of this study was to explore how educators in a high-performing, 

high-poverty elementary school successfully implemented and sustained programs or 

strategies that contributed to the high quality of educational performance.  This study 

broadly explored the following question: “What are the conditions that led a high-

poverty, high-performing elementary school to sustain the educational reforms over six 

years?” 

Major Findings of the Study 

Senge (1990) and Dolan (1994) contend that effective educational changes cannot 

occur without, first, conceptualizing and understanding the systemic structure of the 

public schools and how the interrelated variables contribute to the overall functioning of 

the system.  Unlike other institutions, public schools are tax-supported and governed by 

outside entities, and, because of these factors, they must comply with the external 

demands in order to retain support.  When the public schools act in accordance with the 

demands placed on them, rewards occur through incentives related to funding and student 
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enrollment (Cuban, 1990).  To legitimize its valued purpose, the public school system has 

evolved into a hierarchical and bureaucratic organization that delegates responsibilities to 

different departments, positions, and programs.  Underlying the efficient operation of the 

public schools are “… explicit goals and policies that make up a rational theory of how, 

and to what end, activities are to be fitted together” (Meyer & Rowan, 1977, p. 349).   

Major educational reforms in Texas have historically been driven by a rational 

approach towards educational change.  Under the rational approach, politically-

determined educational goals are transmitted to school districts, which funnel the 

mandates to the schools, that then place the responsibility of implementation on the 

teachers.  Seidman (1983) observes, “Program evaluations, especially evaluations that 

have a direct impact on decisions about continued program funding, are, in the rational 

system view, a means of ensuring that every organizational unit with a role in the 

implementation process performs that role in the expected manner…” (p. 399).  Wise 

(1977) contends that the rational approach, although seemingly logical, fails to connect 

with what occurs in the public schools: 

To those who believe that reform of procedure will lead to reform 
of education, the rational model of schooling looks unquestionably 
correct.  If only the schools will tighten up this or that procedure, good 
educational results will follow.  If only the schools are given clear 
objectives to achieve, then the objectives will certainly be achieved.  
However, since such changes do not inevitably lead to the predicted result, 
perhaps there is something wrong with the rational model - the model 
which provides the basis for the predicted relationship between the change 
and the result.  Perhaps the self-evident rational model does not, in fact, 
match the reality of schools.  (p. 49) 

 
As a result, “… educational organizations are all-too-often rewarded and 

preserved for their conformity to ‘correct’ structures, programs, and processes rather than 

the quality of their product” (p. 650).  Cuban (1990) contends, “The transaction among a 

teacher, students, and content is the basic reason for compelling parents to send their 

children to school…  Although there are ties between classroom and school, between 

school and district office, there is no tight coupling here as elsewhere in the organization” 

(p. 11).  At the same time, decoupling also serves as a means for substantive educational 
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changes to occur.  It has been found that teaching and learning are the central elements 

for creating quality educational opportunities (Fullan, 1993).   

The present-day educational reform movement defies the traditional operation of 

the system, in that the decision-making and authority have shifted to the school level, 

where educators and students are empowered to potentially create lasting educational 

change.  ”We know that the improvement of schools is possible when the reform effort is 

well-thought out, when teachers are active agents in the change process, when there are 

sufficient resources and time to support reform, when capable leadership is present, and 

when school cultures change along with school structures” (Datnow & Stringfield, 2000, 

p. 184).   

According to Miles and Ekholm (1991), institutionalization results in the 

stabilization and continuation of the change after the implementation process.  

Institutionalization enables an organization to maintain stability as the small-to-major 

structural changes become assimilated.  An educational change becomes institutionalized 

when it is “… seen as fully legitimate and valuable by the key people involved, it is 

working in a routine, stable way, it is a natural, normal part of life, expected without 

doubt to continue; it may be ‘invisible,’ taken for granted; allocations of time, material 

and personal resources are routinely made for it; these and other organizational supports 

are stable, and do not depend on specific persons for their continuance” (p. 7).   

It has been found that the key factors to successful institutionalization include: 

stable and skilled leadership; having a clear vision; active interaction and participation by 

users of the innovation; mobilization and reinforcement through administrative and peer 

support; careful monitoring and adaptation of the innovation; development of ownership 

through widespread, rewarding use; sustained technical assistance; and allocating routine 

resources to support the change permanently (Berman & McLaughlin, 1978; Block, 

1983; Datnow, 2005; Downer, 1992; Ekholm & Trier, 1987; Fullan, 1993; Fullan, 2001; 

Fullan, 2005; Miles & Ekholm, 1991; Newmann & Wehlage, 1995; Zigarelli, 1996).  The 

findings from this study parallel previous studies on institutionalization.   
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Stable and Skilled Leadership 

The innovation management frame emphasizes the integral role of the leader or 

manager, in systematically guiding and organizing the educational change process.  

Innovative managers influence the commitment and widespread use of innovations, 

because of their authority to designate trainings to increase skills, as well as play a role in 

altering organizational structures that protect the innovation from internal and external 

turbulence related to the inconsistencies of resources and the mobility of key people 

(Miles & Louis, 1987).  Given that the key to successful change lies in individuals, the 

commitment necessary for sustainable improvement lies in the maintenance of daily 

organizational behaviors which cannot flourish by the action of the top leader alone.  

Hence, everyone involved in the change process is considered a leader and a change 

agent.   

 Becoming increasingly important in the change process is the Principal, because 

of the authority and responsibility the Principal has for determining the fate of 

innovation: “With the advent of site-based management across the world more and more 

onus for initiatives has landed at the principal’s doorstep.  Principals are now expected to 

lead change, and they have become a critical source of initiation” (Fullan, 2001, p. 59).  

Mrs. Rivera and Mr. Rodriguez contend, “It simply means that whatever action you take 

does not in any way sacrifice your subordinates, the organization, or become self-serving.  

You give credit where credit is due and publicly recognize your subordinates’ 

contributions.  You, as the leader, accept full responsibility for any failure; after all, you 

hold the leadership title.  When success is at hand, your subordinates are given the proper 

recognition because without them success would not be possible.” 

In the introductory pages of Leadership Development Through Personal Strength: 

A Handbook for School Leaders, Mr. Rodriguez and Mrs. Rivera, the co-authors state, 

“Take pride in belonging to a successful organization that maintains high standards 

regardless of circumstances.  Keep in mind that as you lead an organization, it is not 

about leading buildings, equipment, or materials.  It is the art of working with people to 
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influence them to facilitate the accomplishment of a mission” (p. 4).  They further 

observe: 

Your inner desire to become a leader is a high calling that sets you 
apart from the rest of the crowd.  Therefore, it behooves you to learn these 
leadership traits and put them into practice in every circumstance that 
comes your way.  It has been said that to be a good leader you need to be a 
good follower.  Very few leadership schools teach this philosophy.  But in 
reality, you cannot expect people to follow you unless you have the power 
and authority within the hierarchical chain of command.  (p. 11)     

 
There need to be leaders at many different levels and learning in context helps to 

produce them: “It requires intensive action sustained over several years to make it 

possible both physically and attitudinally for teachers to work naturally together in joint 

planning; observation of each other’s practice; and seeking, testing, and revising teaching 

strategies on a continuous basis” (Fullan, 2001, p. 7).  By becoming involved in real 

reform situations, leaders craft their own theories of change; that consistently requires 

them to test their theories against new situations.  They also become critical consumers of 

management theories, are able to sort out promising ideas from empty ones, and become 

less vulnerable and dependent on external answers.  Mrs. Rivera and Mr. Rodriguez were 

aware of and applied these principles: “Unfortunately, there will be times when a 

judgment made is not the best; leaders, however, use these setbacks as learning tools.  

These failures are used as stepping-stones to enhance the decision making process.” 

All of the Instructors who worked in some capacity or another with Mr. 

Rodriguez before he retired from Valley Elementary School attributed the school’s 

success to Mr. Rodriguez, who, they believed was a visionary who knew how to manage 

and work with people to accomplish success.  One participant observed: 

There was not doubt, you have a question, he was going to give 
you an answer.  He wasn’t going to give you the run around.  He was 
going to tell you exactly what he wanted and that’s what you were going 
to do.  There was no question as to, does he want me to do it this way or 
that way?  No, whatever he told you he wanted you to do - he was very 
specific in how he wanted it accomplished.   
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 In addition, Mr. Rodriguez was not reluctant to make changes he deemed were 

necessary in order for the school to obtain success: 

He shuffled people around.  He never hesitated and I remember, 
I’m going to say, he was like, we’re going to get rid of the deadwood.  If 
you weren’t performing to what he expected, then he found a way to move 
you around to where you weren’t going to really affect the progress of the 
school. 

 
Mr. Rodriguez was considered the driving force of the school’s success and 

willingly shared everything he knew to help foster the continuation of the innovations 

even when he retired.  An Instructor who has been at the school since its inception 

observed: 

When Mrs. Rivera came here, she was very intelligent, but she did 
not have that finesse that he had.  He worked with her and he would teach 
her.  From when we started to now, Mrs. Rivera is a very different person.   

 
Although Mrs. Rivera does not manage and make operational decisions the exact 

same way as Mr. Rodriguez, the practices instituted under the leadership of Mr. 

Rodriguez have withstood the passage of time.  Mrs. Metz, a faculty member who has 

been at the school since it opened, observed: 

You have a lot of the veteran teachers here.  I think the veteran 
teachers are still under what Mr. Rodriguez planted at the school.  And so, 
even if Mrs. Rivera does not run this school the exact way Mr. Rodriguez 
did, the teachers are still are programmed according to how he did things.  
Mr. Rodriguez made it work like that, and I’m still going to do what, you 
know, the structure and everything, he said to follow.  Yet, Mrs. Rivera 
follows the same way.  It was an easy transition for them when Mrs. 
Rivera became Principal.  I think Mrs. Rivera trained Mrs. Gomez to the 
same structure to follow.   

 
The stability in leadership was maintained throughout the development of Valley 

Elementary School because Mr. Rodriguez and Mrs. Rivera had previously worked 

together and had common views of the educational process.  Paralleling the timing of 

launching the school was the Texas public school system’s movement from no 

accountability to a more accountable system.  Both administrators agreed with the 

significant change in the system and saw an opportunity to become part of the challenge.  



 

 72 
 

 
Having a Clear Vision  

Huberman and Miles (1984) observe, “School improvement is a messy, rich 

process full of coercion and shared struggle, indifference and heavy involvement, with 

uncertain results and payoffs” (p. 1).  By establishing schools as learning organizations, 

an environment is created where people have the capacity to discover how they create 

their realities and how they can change their environments despite the embedded 

organizational structures.  Unlike the traditional separate and unrelated initiatives that 

school change has exemplified, learning organizations are based upon individuals 

perceiving themselves as connected to the system and how their actions create the 

problems they are experiencing.  Senge (1990) defines learning organizations as places 

“…where people continually expand their capacity to create the results they truly desire, 

where new and expansive patterns of thinking are nurtured, where collective aspiration is 

set free, and where people are continually learning how to learn together” (p. 4).  Mrs. 

Rivera stated: 

I’m not happy with every single one of them every single day, and 
we will never be.  Any organization, you’re not a hundred percent happy 
all the time.  And because we’re always learning from each other and 
learning about each other, and we have good days and we have bad days.    

 
According to Senge (1990), there is a difference between selling and enrolling 

individuals to partake in organizational change.  Selling involves getting someone to do 

something without a full understanding of all the facts, whereas enrolling involves a free 

choice to participate.  Hence, when individuals are enrolled and committed to participate 

in the educational change process, they truly share in the vision.  Shared visions are a 

mergence of personal visions of what people want to create.  A learning organization 

cannot exist without a shared vision, because it is the basis for fostering risk-taking and 

experimentation.  Shared vision is vital for the learning organization because it provides 

the focus and energy for learning: 

When you are immersed in a vision,…  You know what needs to be done.  
But often you don’t know how to do it.  You run an experiment because 
you think it’s going to get you there.  It doesn’t work.  New input.  New 
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data.  You change direction and run another experiment.  Everything is an 
experiment, but there is no ambiguity at all.   It’s perfectly clear why you 
are doing it.  People aren’t saying, ‘Give me a guarantee that it will work.’  
Everybody knows that there is no guarantee.  But the people are 
committed nonetheless.  (p. 210) 
 

“I knew in my heart that we were going to be successful because my idea, when I 

was an Assistant Principal, it was already there.  It was working,” recollected Mr. 

Rodriguez, the first Principal of Valley Elementary School.  “First of all, you break it 

down into components.  I was fortunate enough to hire my own people with my own 

philosophy.  We just targeted pure academics.  We went from there to training the 

children.”  Before his professional educational career, Mr. Rivera spent a few years in the 

military.  The experience of traveling and working with people from different countries 

gave him a different perspective on life and his vision of education: 

I have always said, if you’re in the forest, you can never see the 
trees.  You need to get out.  Since I was fortunate enough to be in the 
military, coming back to the Valley, I saw things very differently from 
anybody else.  They were very different.  You know, we were teaching our 
students at a substandard level.  We still are.  I was grouped with a lot of 
people from Germany and people from all over the world in the military.  
Everyone produced.  Nothing was considered impossible.  No one was left 
out.  In the military, nobody failed.  We took care of our people, and 
nobody failed.  So, I brought that idea with me into the school.  

 
Learning is a skill that involves teams learning how to learn together.  When 

individuals merge into teams, they become a microcosm for learning throughout the 

organization, but only when the team functions as a whole entity, does empowerment 

occur (Senge, 1990).  Mr. Rodriguez explained: 

You have to have the vision.  At the same time, you work in the 
process, but you never change the goal.  You know, you need to change 
the strategy, and you can make subtle changes, not so obvious changes 
that people get discouraged because, if you make a drastic change, people 
are going to say, ‘Oh, what is he doing now?’ 

I did make small changes and I listened to the staff members, you 
know.  I was not an expert in the Pre-Kinder to second.  I was very 
familiar with third through fifth.  And I had to listen to them, and then we 
organized it.  I took some of their ideas, some of them I didn’t like, and 
they were not allowed into my plan but, you know, I listened to them.   
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It’s not something that goes automatic, you know.  You’ve got to 
sell it every minute to the staff members.  Every day, you talk to them.  
When they make a point that is yours, then you talk about it right away; 
don’t let that get away, because this is your idea.  If somebody brought it 
up, then give them credit for that idea but, it’s still yours.  You have to be 
mature enough to give credit to somebody else, but continue holding on to 
your idea.  And that makes a big difference.  A lot of people are not aware 
of that.   

 
One of the Instructors who had been at the school since it opened observed, 

“Well, I feel the military background helped him a lot because he’s very disciplined.  He 

always looked at the school system like a business world.  If you don’t perform, you need 

to get somebody who’s going to bring up your business or you step down.  He knew how 

to work with people.”   

 
Active Interaction and Participation by Users of the Innovation 

A recurring theme from almost every interview with the teachers is the feeling of 

being accountable.  “If my children don’t succeed next year when they go [to the next 

grade level], I’m going to feel responsible for that.  You kind of like take a little bit of 

ownership,” asserted an early elementary Instructor.  According to all the Instructors, the 

quality of instruction carries from one grade level to the next.  Every grade level 

perceives itself as a family that values the overall success of the school and therefore, 

willingly helps each other out in their immediate situations and across grade levels.  As a 

result, ideas are constantly shared.  To further highlight the sense of accountability, Mr. 

Gonzalez, an upper elementary Instructor, stated, “We’ve got to do whatever we’ve got to 

do.  I tell the teachers, ‘If my kids fail, I’m going to blame you,’ and I tell them the same 

thing, ‘If your kid fails, blame me.’  So, we put it on each other.  That’s why we’re doing 

so well.”  

 
Mobilization and Reinforcement through Administrative and Peer Support 

The accessibility of the Administrators and their willingness to assist in any way 

possible was consistently expressed by all Instructors.  If there was any concern, they 

knew the support would be there and the situation would be fairly resolved.  The 
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Administrators’ doors were always open.  “Mrs. Rivera is good.  She’s aggressive.  She’s 

not going to make everybody happy, but if you have a problem, you can approach her 

with it.”  Another teacher shared, “Nothing is impossible.  With everything there is a 

way.  There is going to be a way to do it.  There are very high expectations with the 

students and with the teachers.  There is no ‘this student can’t do it, but this can.’  

Everybody gets treated equally.  If we need something, there is going to be a way to get 

it.  Even materials, the administrators find a way to get them for us or we’ll find a way 

and we’ll get them.”   

To efficiently maximize their efforts, the teachers parse out the responsibility.  

For instance, one early elementary Instructor explained: 

I do the reading.  [Another instructor] does the math.  [The other 
instructor] does the grammar and composition.  On Fridays, we either 
meet or we give each other the lesson plans and everything that we’re 
going to do, so we can all become an expert on that area.  That’s the way 
we do our lesson planning here.  That’s what helps us.   

 
Careful Monitoring and Adaptation of the Innovation 

To a certain extent, some of the instructional procedures are standardized.  The 

teachers teach the same objective and lesson on the same day.  An early elementary 

Instructor explained, “I think that is what helps us.  It needs to be standardized because, if 

you just go into another school like where I was at, and everybody’s doing their own 

thing it’s like, ‘Okay, well, where’s the unity, and where’s the teamwork?’  You see their 

test scores, and you can tell they are not unified, and they are struggling because of that.”  

They have the discretion to vary the instructional approach but the planned objective 

remains the same.  In addition, a lot of repetition occurs in the classrooms.  “If the kids 

don’t learn it the first time, you have to be repetitive.  You always have to go back to the 

basics.”   

Since the inception of the school, student achievement has been monitored 

through continuous testing.  A common rationale provided by a majority of the teachers 

was the role of data as a determinate of their instructional quality.  One teacher asserted, 

“I always want to find out.  How are these kids growing?  Am I doing my job?  My 
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implementation of different ideas, is it working?  To me, more important is data that’s in 

front of you.”  

 
Development of Ownership Through Rewarding Use and Sustained Technical Assistance 

 “They plan together and so what’s going on in one room is what’s going on in 

another room.”  Among the individual grade levels, there is a uniform approach to the 

instructional as well classroom operations.   

 
Allocating Routine Resources to Support the Change Permanently  

  It has been three years since Mr. Rodriguez retired, but even after he left, “He 

would still communicate with her, talk to her.  He would say, ‘You need to do this and 

this.’  She would call and ask him, ‘Well, this situation.’  Despite his retirement, “Mrs. 

Rivera was told the door was still open to helping her learn how to be a Principal, how to 

deal with different things, situations. 

 

Reflections on Policy and Practice 

 In the initial stages of the study, my personal romanticism of what constitutes a 

successful school was shadowed by an unconscious view of what I perceived a quality 

education to be about.  It did not become apparent to me the underlying ideals I had of 

Valley Elementary School until I started to conduct the study.  I had unconsciously 

viewed the school as one where progressive educational techniques were being followed 

that were not compromising the educational areas of social and artistic development.  In a 

sense, I had romanticized and perhaps, was hoping to discover an educational utopia.   

 Throughout the period I spent conducting the study, I found my personal ideals 

being challenged and with it, came a series of emotional roller coasters of trying to 

understand the approach taken by the school and at the same time, wondering why the 

educational environment emulated the type of situation I experienced growing up through 

the public education system in my early years.  In my personal journal, I described the 

school context as one of stagnation, like time had not changed at all.  In essence, imagine 

the structure and operations of the public schools in the 1970s.  Now, replace the year 
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2006 with the year 1975 and that essentially describes the type of educational 

environment I studied.  Despite these internal struggles, I came to accept the dedication 

demonstrated by the staff and their internal belief that what they were doing was in the 

best interest of the children.  The dedication has been demonstrated in the school’s 

exemplary status for over six years.  I questioned the accountability system and despite 

what it was intended to measure, I noticed the narrow curriculum and the basic rigid 

instructional style demonstrated by teachers.  In general, the school seemed to place a lot 

of effort on basics and yet, when I asked teachers how they felt about this, their consistent 

response was that they were teaching at a high level.   

 As I spent more time in the Santana School District, I came to realize that the 

success or rating according to the accountability system was all that mattered.  In my 

personal discussions with district level administrators, it was voiced that the approach 

taken by the school was one where it was felt that it was not the ideal way to approach 

the comprehensive education that student needed, but it was also expressed that the 

school was attaining success and because of the “exemplary” rating, the school was off 

limits in terms of district level support to help refine the areas of need.  One administrator 

reported that she “heard” the school does not even have crayons.  This is indicative of the 

lack of district level administrative experience in terms of visiting the school and having 

a first hand view of what is happening in the school.  It also poses the larger issue of how 

success is rated.  It seems to project the position of as long as a school received an 

exemplary rating the details of how it got there are not significant.  In the early years, the 

school tested a lot and monitored the results.  Some could argue that it is benchmarking, 

but as one teacher expressed:  

The administrators would get together and make their own 
benchmarks every six weeks.  That’s how we would follow, you know, are 
the kids going up or aren’t they?  And then, we would have charts.  I 
mean, I thought it was a lot.  And I thought, oh, my God.  We’re testing 
again!  It got to a point that, I guess, they shared their idea with the 
District, and the District liked it.  It was our testing, District testing, our 
testing, District testing, and plus, our quizzes!  You know, I just felt it was 
too much testing. 
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 I am now an administrator of an elementary school in Texas that is also in a rural 

area.  The school district is struggling to rise out of an unacceptable district rating.  The 

school I work was built a year ago, and is presently struggling to stay afloat.  Due to what 

I have experienced and studied about successful schools I now understand the need for an 

accountability system.  The institutional nature of the school system provides little 

leeway for success, but with a keen sense of leadership, Principals can manage around the 

system to create a successful school.   

 
 

Recommendations for Further Study 

The school profiled in this study consecutively attained the state’s exemplary 

status from 1998-2005 in the Texas accountability system that rates school performance 

based on reading, writing, mathematics, and attendance scores.  These factors narrowly 

defined the criteria for sustainability and success for this study.  Also, the data collection 

occurred within a limited time during the spring of the academic school year.  During this 

time, preparations for the upcoming TAKS exams were pervasive, and therefore limited 

the observations of the daily operations of the school. 

The historical reflections of individuals involved in the process of sustaining the 

success in a high-poverty, high-performing school were limited.  In some instances, the 

“taken for grantedness” operations of the school were not reflected as strategies by the 

participants.  A common response by some of the educators was their inability to see a 

difference with educational changes that had been enacted because as one participant 

succinctly stated, “I don’t know whether it’s because I have been here for so long that it 

to me is just normal, natural, the same thing day after day.” 

The findings from this study are specific to only the context described.  This study 

explored only one small piece of the potential field of study analyzing sustainability in an 

era driven by state and national accountability mandates.  Policymakers and educators 

need additional information regarding the influence of the accountability system, to 

strengthen their goal of holding public schools accountable for providing quality 

educational opportunities for all students.  This study provides a baseline of information 
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for elementary schools.  In order to further examine the phenomenon of the coordinated 

acts that educators used to create, promote, and sustain successful students in a high-

performing, high-poverty school, additional study will be needed.  Future studies 

following up on the graduates of such schools or comparing the school environment of 

successful schools could increase and substantiate the factors that lead to a more in-depth 

understanding of developing and sustaining successful schools that truly affect the 

achievement of its students.   

 
Conclusion 

The issues of race and poverty in relation to educational disparities raise concerns, 

especially given that demographic trends indicate that, since the 1960s, the number of 

Anglo students enrolled in public schools has declined by 5.6 million and the number of 

African American and Hispanic students has increased by 5.8 million.  According to the 

2000 Census, Hispanics have become the largest minority group in the United States.  In 

1968, the Hispanic student population was just 2 million, but since then has increased by 

245% to 6.9 million (Orfield, 2001).  Demographic trends also indicate that there has 

been an increase in the segregation of African American and Hispanic students.  

Presently, more than 60% of African American and Hispanic students are attending 

segregated high-poverty, low-achieving schools (Orfield, 2001; Orfield & Lee, 2005).   

Sustainability, asserts Fullan (2005), requires a reculturing of schools, that 

continuously focuses on the preparation and professional development of those involved 

in the change process.  Reculturing involves changing the norms, values, incentives, 

skills, and relationships in the organization to foster a different way of working together.  

It involves continual improvement that involves adaptation and collective problem-

solving the complex challenges that arise.  It is through this process that one of the 

essential elements of sustainability, deep learning, is fostered.  Also integral to 

sustainable educational change is learning in context, because what is learned specifically 

applies to the school situation, and, because it was a socially shared experience, collective 

knowledge and commitments are developed by those involved in the process.  Learning 

in context establishes opportunities to learn from others on the job, the fostering of 
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current and future leaders, selective retention of good ideas and best practices, and 

explicit monitoring of performance.  These factors are essential for creating conditions 

conducive to continuous development.   

This study highlighted the contributions of educators in the improvement effort 

and their role in promoting sustainable innovations in the school context.  The findings 

from this study suggest that it is viable to create successful, sustainable educational 

changes. The historical evolution of educational change provides an insight into the 

present-day paradigm shift of how to conceptualize and proceed with the change process.  

In order to meet the needs of all students, there is a vital necessity to apply the lessons 

learned from the past about educational change, in order to create sustainable changes 

that could advance the future of the public education system.   
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Table 1 
 

Percentage of Students Passing Exams and Attendance, 1998-2005 
 

 

YEAR 
 

 

EXAM 
 

RATING 
 

READING
 

WRITING 
 

MATH 
 

ATTENDANCE 
 

1998 
 

 

TAAS 
 

Exemplary 
 

97.6% 
 

94.9% 
 

97.6% 
 

98.6% 
 

1999 
 

 

TAAS 
 

Exemplary 
 

93.4% 
 

98.5% 
 

96.3% 
 

98.3% 
 

2000 
 

 

TAAS 
 

Exemplary 
 

98.8% 
 

97.6% 
 

98.4% 
 

98% 
 

2001 
 

 

TAAS 
 

Exemplary 
 

98.7% 
 

99.7% 
 

97.9% 
 

98.1% 
 

2002 
 

 

TAAS 
 

Exemplary 
 

94.4% 
 

96.4% 
 

97.3% 
 

98% 
 

2003 
 

 

*N/A 
 

N/A 
 

N/A 
 

N/A 
 

N/A 
 

N/A 
 

2004 
 

 

TAKS 
 

Exemplary 
 

95% 
 

99% 
 

97% 
 

98% 
 

2005 
 

 

TAKS 
 

Exemplary 
 

95%  
 

96% 
 

94% 
 

97.6%      

*N/A = Not available.  In 2003, the state accountability system changed to TAKS.  Due to it being 
the first year the exam was implemented, schools were not rated.   

 
 

Table 2 
 

Student Sub-Population Demographics, 1998-2005 
 

YEAR 
 

 

ENROLLMENT 
 

ECONOMICALLY 
DISADVANTAGED 

 

AFRICAN 
 AMERICAN 

 

HISPANIC 
 

ANGLO 
 

1998 
 

 

605 
 

89.8% 
 

0.0% 
 

98.5% 
 

1.5% 
 

1999 
 

 

641 
 

89.5% 
 

0.1% 
 

98% 
 

1.9% 
 

2000 
 

 

690 
 

98.1% 
 

0.1% 
 

98% 
 

1.9% 
 

2001 
 

 

693 
 

91.1% 
 

0.9% 
 

97.5% 
 

1.6% 
 

2002 
 

 

690 
 

90.7% 
 

0.3% 
 

98.1% 
 

1.6% 
 

2003 
 

 

*N/A 
 

N/A 
 

N/A 
 

N/A 
 

N/A 
 

2004 
 

 

521 
 

88.7% 
 

0.0% 
 

98.8% 
 

1.2% 
 

2005 
 

 

527 
 

86.3% 
 

0.0%  
 

98.7% 
 

1.3%      

*N/A = Not available.  In 2003, the state accountability system changed to TAKS.   
Due to it being the first year the exam was implemented, schools were not rated.   

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

 82 
 

                                         Table 3 
Participant Demographics 

 
 

NUMBER 
 

 

POSITION 
 

18 
 

 

Instructors 
 

3 
 

 

Principals 
 

10 
 

 

Special Programs Personnel 
 

2 
 

 

District Office Personnel 
 

5 
 

 

Community Members 
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Appendix A 
Letter to the Superintendent 

2900 Sunridge Drive 
Apartment #1322 
Austin, TX 78741 
June 21, 2005 
 
Superintendent of Schools 
Santana ISD 
804 East Highway 83 
P.O. Box 1150 
Santana, Texas 78577 
 
Dear Sir: 
 
I am writing to seek permission to conduct a research study in Valley Elementary School located in Santana 
ISD.  I am a doctoral candidate in the Educational Policy and Planning Program at The University of Texas 
at Austin and am interested in researching the issue of sustainability in high-performing, high-poverty 
schools.  In my analysis of high-performing, high-poverty schools across the state of Texas, Valley 
Elementary was one of the few schools that, despite a high level of economically disadvantaged student 
population, was able to sustain exemplary status, even with the change in the accountability exam.  The 
purpose of my study is to explore the factors and strategies that Valley Elementary School implemented to 
sustain the success.  This study will broadly address the following research question: “What are the 
conditions that led a high-poverty, high-performing elementary school to sustain the educational reforms 
over six years?” 
 
This qualitative case study is modeled after a series of high-performing, high-poverty schools research 
studies that were conducted in Texas a few years ago.  The studies investigated the factors that were 
integral in producing effective schools.  At the core of the studies was the belief that the Texas public 
education system could make a difference in the lives of disenfranchised children.  Although the effective 
schools research in Texas demonstrated the viability of creating quality educational opportunities for all 
children, it tended to provide a one-time snapshot that captured the success of the schools at their peak.  
This study contributes to the effective schools research, in that it explores successful school restructuring 
efforts over a duration of time.   
 
I would like to conduct the fieldwork beginning in August 2005.  The data collection will entail interviews 
with faculty, review of teacher turnover, school attendance, and other pertinent data.  It will also include 
classroom observations and review of historical documents related to the school change process over the 
last five years.   
 
Thank you for your consideration of my request.  If you have any questions, please feel free to contact me 
on my cell phone at 512.470.8739, my home phone 512.916.4328, or via email at giaop@hotmail.com.   
 
 
Sincerely, 
 
 
Giao Phan 
Doctoral Candidate 
The University of Texas at Austin  
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Appendix B 
Letter of Introduction to Staff/Faculty 

 
 

December 10, 2005 
 
To: Faculty and Staff of Valley Elementary School 
From: Giao Phan, Doctoral Candidate 
Re: Research Purpose and Site Visits 
 

Dear Faculty and Staff: 

Greetings!  My name is Giao Phan (pronounced “Yeow Fawn”) and I am a doctoral candidate at The 
University of Texas at Austin.  Throughout the spring semester I will be visiting Valley Elementary School 
primarily on Tuesdays, Wednesdays, and Thursdays.  During these visits, I will be observing the daily 
operations of the school as well as hoping to conduct individual interviews with faculty and staff who are 
willing to participate.   
 
The purpose of my presence is to complete the field work for my dissertation.  I have chosen and been 
granted permission to study Valley Elementary School because of its great success in sustaining exemplary 
status for over six years.  My dissertation is titled, Exceeding Expectations: An Exploratory Case Study of 
How a High-Poverty Elementary School Sustained The High Performance and entails exploring how 
educators at Valley Elementary School successfully implemented and sustained programs or strategies that 
contributed to the high quality of educational performance.   
 
This qualitative case study is modeled after a series of high-performing, high-poverty schools research 
studies that were conducted in Texas a few years ago.  The studies investigated the factors that were 
integral in producing effective schools.  At the core of the studies was the belief that the Texas public 
education system could make a difference in the lives of disenfranchised children.  Although the effective 
schools research in Texas demonstrated the viability of creating quality educational opportunities for all 
children, it tended to provide a one-time snapshot that captured the success of the schools at their peak.  
This study contributes to the effective schools research, in that it explores successful school reform efforts 
over a duration of time.   
 
Based on an analysis of high-performing, high-poverty schools across the state of Texas, Valley 
Elementary was one of the few schools that, despite the high level of disenfranchised students, was able to 
sustain exemplary status over at least a six-year period.  Due to the sustained exemplary rating, Valley 
Elementary School met the criteria this study seeks to explore, and, therefore, was selected as the research 
site. 
 
I am looking forward to meeting all of you and learning more about the factors that led to the great success 
of Valley Elementary School.   
 

Sincerely, 

 

Giao Phan 
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Appendix C 
Informed Consent to Act as a Research Participant 

 
You are invited to be a participant in a study of Exceeding Expectations: An Exploratory Case Study of 
How a High-Poverty Elementary School Sustained The High Performance.  Participants were selected by 
a purposeful method as a result of the roles they have held in the school district.  Study participants are as 
follows: school board members, district-level administrators, principals, and identified teachers.  Giao 
Phan, a doctoral candidate in the Educational Policy and Planning Program in the Department of 
Educational Administration at The University of Texas at Austin, is conducting a research study on the 
sustainability of change efforts in a high-performing, high-poverty elementary school.  Ms. Phan has the 
approval of the Superintendent of Schools to conduct the study.   
 
The study itself is an attempt to explore how educators in a high-performing, high-poverty elementary 
school successfully implemented and maintained changes in the organization that contributed to the 
educational quality being sustained.  This study will have implications for school districts, states, and 
policymakers who work with schools that are experiencing similar social and economic problems with their 
student populations, yet are currently not experiencing success in sustaining student outcomes in high-
poverty populations.   
 
As a participant in this study, I understand I will respond to questions in one or two individual and/or group 
interviews.  My participation in this study is entirely voluntary.  I understand that I may refuse to 
participate and may withdraw at any time without jeopardy.  I further understand that the interviews will be 
audio-taped and transcribed.  The tapes will be coded so that no personally identifying information is 
visible on them; tapes will be kept in a secure place (e.g., a locked file cabinet in the investigator’s office); 
tapes will be heard or viewed only for research purposes by the investigator and his or her associates; tapes 
will be erased after they are transcribed or coded.  I may keep a copy of this form.   
 
Giao Phan has explained this study to me and answered my questions.  If I have further research-related 
questions or problems, I can reach her via email or by phone.   

 
Giao Phan 
2900 Sunridge Drive #1322 
Austin, Texas 78741 
(512) 470-8739 (cell) 
(512) 916-4328 (home) 
giaop@hotmail.com  

 
I agree to participate in this study and give permission for interviews to be tape recorded.   
 
 
   
 
Signature of Participant                                                                  Date  
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Appendix D 
Interview Protocol for School Principal/Assistant Principal 

 
Thank you for participating in this research project.  Your time and responses are appreciated and 

will make a contribution to this study.  I will be scripting notes during the interview, but, with your 
permission, I would like to record the interview.  Please be aware that I will stop recording at your request.  
To maintain confidentiality, I will label each interview with a special code.  All interviews will remain 
confidential.  The interview tapes will be transcribed by a typist, and I will review the recordings for 
accuracy and future analysis.  The final report will include information gathered from the interviews, with 
all interviewees given fictitious names.   
  
Name of Person Being Interviewed: 
Type of Position of Person Being Interviewed: 
Date: 
Start Time: 
Ending Time: 
 
Describe your professional history in the field of education 
Describe your professional history with Santana ISD. 
How were you hired for your current position in the district? 
From your perspective, what has changed about teaching and learning as a result of the decision to reform the 

school? 
Tell me the Santana ISD story - walk me through some of the key events that you feel have led to the school’s 

success.  
What are the major changes the school/community has experienced in the last five years? 
 Suppose there were a teacher in your school with whom you had worked and who had been away for the past 

three or four years.  What would you tell that teacher to bring him/her up-to-date on what has happened 
in the school while s/he was away? 

What school improvement practices do successful elementary schools implement to achieve success? 
Describe the organization of the school.  The description of “organization” should include, but not be limited 

to, size, arrangement of classrooms and grade levels, decision making patterns, communication patterns, 
etc. 

Do different social/economic/ethnic groups learn different content?  Please explain why they do or do not 
learn different content. 

What changes have been implemented to maximize learning time? 
Describe the important functions of the school.  A description of the functions should indicate: 

 The extent to which the staff hold a common understanding of the priority areas of emphasis 
 The clarity with which people believe the functions of the school have been articulated 

How would you describe the most widely utilized educational and teaching methods and materials being 
deployed by the staff in this building?  In addition, describe those policies and practices which are 
characteristics of the school. 

How would you describe the pattern and quality of the interpersonal relationships among the various 
professional staff members in the school? 

Describe how the school’s staff feel about their effectiveness in meeting the educational needs of the students 
being served.   
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Appendix E 
Interview Protocol for Teachers 

 
Thank you for participating in this research project.  Your time and responses are appreciated and will make a 

contribution to this study.  I will be scripting notes during the interview, but, with your permission, I would like to 
record the interview.  Please be aware that I will stop recording at your request.  To maintain confidentiality, I will label 
each interview with a special code.  All interviews will remain confidential.  The interview tapes will be transcribed by 
a typist, and I will review the recordings for accuracy and future analysis.  The final report will include information 
gathered from the interviews, with all interviewees given fictitious names.   
  
Name of Person Being Interviewed (optional): 
Type of Position of Person Being Interviewed: 
Date: 
Start Time: 
Ending Time: 
How long have you been employed at this school? 
What grades have you taught at this school? 
What grade do you teach now? 
How many students are there in your class? 
 
Suppose there were a teacher in your school with whom you had worked and who has been away for the past three or 

four years.  What would you tell that teacher to bring him/her up to date on what had happened in the school 
while s/he was away? 

What school improvement practices do successful elementary schools implement to achieve success? 
Describe the organization of the school.  The description of “organization” should include, but not be limited to, size, 

arrangement of classrooms and grade levels, decision making patterns, communication patterns, etc. 
Do different social/economic/ethnic groups learn different content?  Please explain why they do or do not learn 

different content. 
What changes have been implemented to maximize learning time? 
Describe the important functions of the school.  A description of the functions should indicate: 

 The extent to which the staff hold a common understanding of the priority areas of emphasis 
 The clarity with which people believe the functions of the school have been articulated 

How would you describe the most widely utilized educational and teaching methods and materials being deployed by 
the staff in this building?  In addition, describe those policies and practices which are characteristics of the 
school. 

How would you describe the pattern and quality of the interpersonal relationships among the various professional 
staff members in the school? 

Describe how the school’s staff feel about their effectiveness in meeting the educational needs of the students being 
served.   

Now I am going to ask you a few more specific questions about changes which may have occurred in your school.  
Over the past _ (5) years, have you noticed any changes in: 
 Student characteristics (Effect on school?  Staff response?  Effect on own classroom?  Individual responses?) 
 Parent and community attitudes and expectations (Why changed?  Effect on school?  Staff response?  Effect on 
own classroom?  Individual responses?) 

 Parent Involvement (Why changed?  Effect on school?  Staff response?  Effect on own classroom?  Individual 
responses?) 

 Teacher-Parent relationships (Why changed?  Effect on school or classroom?) 
 Teacher or administrative expectations for students? (Why changed?  Effect on school or classroom?) 
 Instructional strategies [teaching methods]  

Do you feel the implementation of the accountability model in your school has had an impact on your class? 
Do you have additional information to share with me that will help me to understand how X Elementary 

accomplished the current level of educational quality? 
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Appendix F 
Interview Protocol for Superintendent/Central Office Personnel 

 
Thank you for participating in this research project.  Your time and responses are appreciated and 

will make a contribution to this study.  I will be scripting notes during the interview, but, with your 
permission, I would like to record the interview.  Please be aware that I will stop recording at your request.  
To maintain confidentiality, I will label each interview with a special code.  All interviews will remain 
confidential.  The interview tapes will be transcribed by a typist, and I will review the recordings for 
accuracy and future analysis.  The final report will include information gathered from the interviews, with 
all interviewees given fictitious names.   
  
Name of Person Being Interviewed (optional): 
Type of Position of Person Being Interviewed: 
Date: 
Start Time: 
Ending Time: 
 
Describe your professional history in the field of education. 
Describe your professional history with Santana ISD. 
How were you hired for your current position in the district? 
From your perspective, what has changed about teaching and learning as a result of the educational changes that 

occurred in X Elementary School? 
Tell me the Santana ISD story - walk me through some of the key events that you feel led to the district’s/X 

Elementary School’s success? 
What school improvement practices do successful elementary schools implement to achieve success? 
Describe the organization of Santana Elementary School.  The description of “organization” should include, but 

not be limited to, size, arrangement of classrooms and grade levels, decision-making patterns, 
communication patterns, etc. 

Do different social/economic/ethnic groups learn different content?  Please explain why they do or do not learn 
different content. 

What are the major changes the district/community has experienced in the last five years? 
Who are the district’s leaders? 
Describe the role of leadership in your district. 
How would you describe the expectations of the district for its leaders? 
How are the district decisions about teaching and learning made?  Where are they made?  Give me an example 

of a recent decision affecting student learning that you have been involved in and describe the process. 
Describe the culture of Santana ISD.  What are the core values of the people and the district? 
Please describe a specific educational change innovation in which you were involved with Valley 

Elementary School. 
 Name of innovation 
 Goals of innovation 
 Strategies and Implementation 
 Timeframe of supervisor involvement 
 Level of responsibility (full, partial, minimal) 
 What role you played 
 Current status of the change effort  

Do you have additional information to share with me that will help me to understand how Valley 
Elementary accomplished the current level of educational quality? 
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Appendix G 
Audit Trail 

 
 

   NAME   LEVEL   YEARS 
Mrs. Castro Early Elementary 5 
Ms. Mendez Early Elementary 1 
Mrs. Pinata Early Elementary 6 
Mrs. Valdez Early Elementary 2 
Mr. Vargas Early Elementary 3 
Mrs. Salazar Early Elementary 2 
Mr. Santiago Early Elementary 3 
Mrs. Delgado Upper Elementary 7 
Mr. Moreno Upper Elementary 8 
Mrs. Medina Upper Elementary 5 
Mr. Gonzalez Upper Elementary 11 
Mr. Romero Upper Elementary 11 
Ms. Aguila Upper Elementary 2 
Mrs. Soto Upper Elementary 9 
Mrs. Ortiz Upper Elementary 7 
Mrs. Jimenez Upper Elementary 3 
Mrs. Herrera Upper Elementary 5 
Ms. Morales Upper Elementary 10 
Mr. Aguilar Special Programs 11 
Ms. Fernandez Special Programs 3 
Mrs. Chavez Special Programs 3 
Ms. Ruiz Special Programs 1 
Mr. Aitken Special Programs 11 
Mrs. Ubal Special Programs 3 
Mrs. Ramos Special Programs 7 
Mrs. Deluca Special Programs 11 
Mrs. Dupont Administrator 7 
Mrs. Rivera Administrator 12 
Mrs. Gomez Administrator 3 
Mr. Rodriguez Administrator 12 
Mrs. Metz Administrator 1 
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