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ABSTRACT 

Despite many decades of school reform efforts aimed at improving educational outcomes 

through accountability measures focused on academic performance, systemic change in 

America’s schools and substantial improvements in student preparation to participate in a 

complex, global society have not been realized.  The state of Kansas is attempting to change this 

through the Kansans Can School Redesign Project (KCSRP).  The purpose of this qualitative 

case study was to examine the perspectives of key stakeholders on how a midwestern middle 

school undergoing redesign is engaging in the process of changing its system based on the 

school’s redesign goals and principles.  A theory of organizational learning underpinned the 

study and provided insight into how participants viewed their school’s capacity to learn to 

implement a change process to pursue new practices associated with KCSRP.  The study’s 

conclusions included looking at the findings through the lens of Peter Senge’s disciplines of a 

learning organization.  The implications of the study include considerations for school leaders 

and policymakers considering systemic change initiatives along with considerations for future 

research. 
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CHAPTER 1 

America has a seemingly limitless appetite for educational reform with recurring cycles 

of initiatives influenced by the complex interaction of political, economic, and societal interests 

(Heise, 1994).  Although education reform dates to Horace Mann in the 1830s, the focus of this 

study will begin with the 1983 report, A Nation at Risk by the National Commission on 

Excellence in Education (NCEE).  This report alerted the American public to the perceived need 

for school reform in order to improve quality of life in America (Albrecht, 1984; Heise, 1994) 

and began a wave of reform efforts that extended over the next several decades (Desimone, 

2002).  Among many messages communicated, the NCEE made it clear that while the American 

economy and overall society were changing in dynamic ways, public schools continued to 

educate students through a static system of teaching and learning (Heise, 1994).  To address this 

concern, a primary emphasis of the NCEE was to communicate that higher standards and 

expectations for America’s youth must be established to improve the intellectual, moral, and 

spiritual health of the country, all of which would lead to a stronger economy (Borek, 2008).  In 

addition, the NCEE stated the critical goal of schooling is to support academic excellence, which 

the report deemed fading in America’s schools in the early 1980s and in prior decades.   

There is debate as to the long-term and ongoing importance of the NCEE’s report, but it 

is generally accepted that A Nation at Risk helped establish a new and permanent influence of the 

government in America’s educational policies and school reform efforts (Hewitt, 2008).  The 

report also utilized provocative rhetoric, which caught the attention of the national media and 

created a nationwide conversation about the purpose of public education and the quality of 

education in public schools across the country (Borek, 2008).  The report focused primary 

attention on the core academic content taught in America’s classrooms and student performance 
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on standardized measures that assessed student acquisition of this academic content.  This is due 

to the principal thesis of the report, which portrayed the downward spiraling of America’s 

academic performance that directly threatened the country’s economic preeminence in the world 

(Guthrie & Springer, 2004).  

A Nation at Risk was published over 35 years ago, but many of the primary findings of 

the NCEE are still discussed by policymakers and educational reformers today.  Most major 

national and state school reform initiatives since the publication of A Nation at Risk are based in 

the ideals of neoliberalism including the initiatives in this study.  Neoliberalism views the 

purpose of public services, such as education, as being limited to maintaining the economic and 

physical security of the country (Hohle, 2012).  Transcending partisan politics, neoliberalism 

emphasizes the free market, competition, and choice (Patterson, 2015; Ravitch, 2013).  These 

entrenched aspects of the education system make systemic reform of public education 

challenging and failed attempts to substantially change the fundamental structure of schools 

suggests that the typical approach to school reform is flawed and different ways of thinking are 

needed (McAdams, 1997).   

Problem Statement 

 Goals 2000, No Child Left Behind (NCLB), and Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA) 

represent broad, nationwide reform efforts implemented over the past three decades intended to 

improve the quality of America’s public schools.  Each initiative was designed to raise academic 

standards, increase accountability for schools, and close the achievement gap between white 

students and students of color (Hursh, 2007).  Based in neoliberal ideology, these reform 

initiatives led to the creation of varied state and local efforts to improve the quality of education 

in America’s public schools. 
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 Signed into law in 1994 by President Bill Clinton, Goals 2000:  Educate America Act 

(Goals 2000), was the result of a national conversation on public education reform, which began 

with the Education Summit held in Charlottesville, VA in 1989.  The Education Summit brought 

together President George H. W. Bush with governors across the country with the intent to 

establish national goals for public education and identify educational policy responsibilities for 

federal, state, and local governments (Heise, 1994).  Goals 2000 worked in conjunction with The 

Improving America’s School Act of 1994, which reauthorized the Elementary and Secondary 

Education Act (ESEA) of 1965, also referred to as Title I.  Goals 2000 identified specific and 

broad objectives with the intent to realize each of these goals by the year 2000.  A primary 

emphasis of Goals 2000 was to respond to the perceived mediocrity associated with America’s 

public school system.  Some of the specific objectives included achieving a national high school 

graduation rate of at least 90%, American students performing first in the world in math and 

science, literacy for every adult, and all schools to be free of drugs and violence ("What is Goals 

2000: The Educate America Act," 1994).  Additional objectives of Goals 2000 included all 

children being ready to learn when they enter school and every school partnering with parents to 

increase parental involvement and participation in school activities.   

 Perhaps the most far reaching educational reform initiative at the time of its 

implementation was the No Child Left Behind Act of 2001 (NCLB), which reauthorized ESEA.  

Signed into law by President George W. Bush in 2002, NCLB emphasized accountability 

measures for schools, which became the centerpiece of President Bush’s educational agenda 

requiring all states to develop content standards in the core subject areas of math, reading, and 

science (Linn, Baker, & Betebenner, 2002).  NCLB expanded federal influence over public 

education and the nation’s schools by linking these state-developed standards to annual student 
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assessments for schools to meet adequate yearly progress (AYP).  AYP was based on the 

percentage of students who met a minimum level of proficiency on core academic assessments, 

and the results of these assessments were made public to increase accountability for schools 

across the country.  Schools that did not meet the AYP target were placed on improvement status 

and required to implement a series of interventions to improve student academic performance 

(McGuinn, 2016).  One of the most ambitious goals of NCLB when it was first developed and 

signed into law was that within 12 years of implementation, by the 2013-14 school year, 100% of 

students were required to meet a minimum proficiency level in order for a school to meet AYP 

(Dee & Jacob, 2011).   

 During the early years of the Barack Obama administration, opposition to the annual 

testing requirements of NCLB grew.  In response to the political climate, the Obama 

Administration instituted several reform efforts designed to improve teacher training, improve 

evaluation and retention protocols, design common standards and assessment across the country, 

and develop better data systems (McGuinn, 2016).  These reform efforts were in the form of 

competitive grants, which included Race to the Top (RTTT), School Improvement Grants (SIG), 

and Investing in Innovation (I3).  Due to many districts across the country struggling to adhere to 

the principles of NCLB, the federal government offered waivers for each state as more schools 

failed to meet AYP when the target proficiency levels increased each year.  These waivers 

allowed time for the eventual development of the Common Core State Standards (CCSS), which 

were established through the combined work of the National Governor’s Association and the 

Council of Chief State School Officers (McGuinn, 2016).   

The Every Student Succeeds Act of 2015 (ESSA) went into effect in the 2017-18 school 

year and maintained the annual high-stakes testing requirements of NCLB.  In addition, ESSA 
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kept the mandates that schools report student performance data publicly and that state standards 

must be challenging and connected to college and career readiness (CCR).  As described in 

ESSA, CCR includes knowledge and skills that are often non-cognitive and extend to both 

college and career settings (Conley, 2014; Malin, Bragg, & Hackmann, 2017).  Examples of 

CCR factors include qualities such as motivation and work ethic.  Some of the changes ESSA 

implemented included giving states more latitude in choosing goal areas for schools including 

non-academic measures such as student engagement or school climate.  States remain required to 

intervene in underperforming schools, but ESSA provided latitude to choose how these 

interventions were implemented unlike the more stringent requirements of NCLB.   

Despite many decades of school reform efforts aimed at improving educational outcomes 

through accountability measures focused on academic performance, systemic change in 

America’s schools and substantial improvements in student preparation to participate in a 

complex, global society have not been realized (Fullan, 2000).  Traditional reform efforts that 

emphasized standardized testing provided the general public and policymakers with an overly 

simplistic method to determine school and student success or failure, and it did not institute 

significant systemic changes or improvements in the overall quality of public education (Dodge, 

2009).  This included the failure of large-scale reform efforts to reduce the achievement gap that 

exists between students of different racial, ethnic, and socio-economic backgrounds and improve 

the negative perception of the overall quality of America’s schools based on traditional 

measures.   

When the time and resources school personnel must invest in academic preparation for 

standardized tests is so substantial, other initiatives and reform efforts intended to create 

systemic and dynamic change in schools get pushed aside.  Instructional reform that engages 
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students beyond a narrow set of academic standards found on state assessments was mostly 

ignored by proponents of broad reform efforts that emphasized accountability through 

standardized testing (Schoen & Fusarelli, 2008).  In contrast, reform efforts that equally value 

academic and non-academic skills considered essential for CCR and the 21st century seek to 

fundamentally change learning experiences for students through authentic activities where 

students learn from trial and error and productive inquiry (Brown, 2006; Huber & Breen, 2007).   

The idea that schools have failed to systemically change does not suggest that change has 

been completely absent but that reform efforts in recent decades have not led to fundamental 

differences in the way school is conducted (Woodbury & Gess-Newsome, 2002).  Change is a 

natural part of schools because they are not closed systems that are free to implement new 

initiatives disassociated from the influence of outside factors (Sarason, 1983).  However, these 

changes have often failed to create substantially different ways of approaching teaching and 

learning in classrooms across the country.  Systemic reform goes beyond surface-level change 

and the implementation of new programs or narrow initiatives that focus on a singular aspect of 

the school organization.  Instead, systemic reform in schools involves complex change and 

requires a coherent approach to unify practices within the school to create significant 

improvements in teaching and learning (Supovitz & Taylor, 2005).  Heifetz and Laurie (1997, p. 

124) referred to this type of complex change as an adaptive challenge that requires an 

organization to learn to learn to “clarify its values, develop new strategies, and learn new ways of 

operating.”   

The Kansas Context: Kansans Can School Redesign Project 

A current effort in school reform that attempts to systemically and fundamentally alter 

teaching and learning is the Kansans Can School Redesign Project (KCSRP).  In 2014, the 
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Kansas State Board of Education (KSBE) led by Commissioner of Education Dr. Randy Watson 

initiated the development of a new vision for the public education system in the state.  In 2015, a 

27-city listening tour by Dr. Watson and members of the KSBE and the Kansas State Department 

of Education (KSDE) was used as a catalyst for creating the new vision.  The intent of the tour 

was to answer questions about what Kansans want from their schools and the qualities and 

characteristics Kansans expect from the state’s 24-year-olds who go through the public education 

system.  Based on feedback from the listening tour, online public forums, and a series of board 

retreat sessions, Dr. Watson and the KSBE created the Kansans Can Vision in 2016.  The vision 

states, “Kansas will lead the world in the success of each student,” and was based on input from 

over 2,000 Kansans (Watson, 2016).   

In a deliberate attempt to counter the reform efforts that almost exclusively emphasized 

academic accountability through state standards and assessments, the KSBE developed a new set 

of criteria to determine the success of schools in the state.  This criteria consisted of five state 

outcomes including social and emotional growth, kindergarten readiness, individual plans of 

study (IPS), high school graduation rates, and the percentage of students who earn a 

postsecondary degree or certificate (Kansas State Department of Education, 2017b).  In addition, 

the KSBE identified five elements of a successful high school graduate.  According to the 

Kansans Can Vision (2017c),  

A successful high school graduate has the academic preparation, cognitive preparation, 

technical skills, employability skills, and civic engagement to be successful in 

postsecondary education, in the attainment of an industry recognized certification, or in 

the workforce, without the need for remediation. 
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The effort on the part of the KSBE and KSDE to redesign public schools in the state marks a 

stated attempt to shift away from the past several decades of strict adherence to standardized 

testing and academic proficiencies as the primary means to determine student and school 

success. 

 Although enacting reform that fundamentally changes the educational system in schools 

has proven to be difficult, it is not impossible (McAdams, 1997).  To examine the practices that 

allow a school reform effort to create fundamental, systemic change in a school or school 

system, it is important to study the perceptions of key stakeholders most knowledgeable of the 

organization’s reform effort.  In the case of the KCSRP, there is a stated desire to develop a 

system that supports the success of every student within a school setting (Kansas State 

Department of Education, 2017c).  Although this vision is based on outcomes that go beyond the 

standardized testing culture, many of the principles of redesign adhere to longstanding neoliberal 

values of aligning the education system with the future occupational and economic success of the 

individual and society.  KCSRP principles of personalized learning, social emotional learning, 

project-based learning, and civic engagement are not new concepts and each uphold traditional 

efforts to support CCR and other neoliberal measures.  This study investigated whether the 

redesign effort created systemic reform within an organization as opposed to recycling old 

practices and presenting them as new innovations supported only by traditional measures of 

student and school success.  As part of this investigation, local and state leaders of the KCSRP 

shared invaluable perspectives on current progress towards these new goals and principles within 

the redesign effort. 

If a school is to pursue the KCSRP vision at the local level and successfully implement 

the principles of KCSRP to achieve systemic school reform as stated in the vision of Kansans 
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Can, there is value in understanding whether organizations learn to fundamentally change 

teaching and learning practices in a school.  The lack of systemic change through traditional 

reform efforts often occurs when the latest educational trends cause policymakers and school 

leaders to quickly implement surface-level reform initiatives instead of adhering to important 

change principles that promote deep, coherent reform.  Therefore, it is important to gain insight 

into the capacity of a school to learn not simply to implement new practices or programs but to 

identify and adhere to a change process that promotes fundamental, systemic redesign.  This 

study analyzed the perspectives of key stakeholders in one middle school community attempting 

to redesign the educational program for students.  The study employed the lens of organizational 

learning theory to examine perceptions of stakeholders on the efforts of the organization to create 

and follow a change process promoting fundamental, systemic school reform.  In addition the 

study examined the organization as it navigated ongoing challenges associated with the redesign 

effort. 

Theoretical Framework 

 “Solutions to adaptive challenges reside not in the executive suite but in the collective 

intelligence of employees at all levels, who need to use one another as resources, often across 

boundaries, and learn their way into solutions” (Heifetz & Laurie, 1997, p. 124).  If an 

organization is to remain viable when faced with change, uncertainty, and challenges, the 

organization must make a commitment to individual and collective learning (Edmondson & 

Moingeon, 1998).  According to Senge (1990), it is possible for an organization to build an 

environment where people continually expand their capacity to achieve desired results, nurture 

new patterns of thinking, pursue collective aspirations, and discover how to learn together.  

These ambitious ideals result from people working together in high-functioning teams as 
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opposed to a traditional structure based on hierarchy and top-down decision making.  A learning 

organization is exemplified when teams of individuals trust and complement one another, 

understand one another’s limitations, and share common goals that are larger than individual 

goals.  These characteristics allow teams within organizations to produce extraordinary results by 

managing change, uncertainty, and challenges together.  Transforming schools into learning 

organizations is difficult work, takes time to see results, and requires behaviors and practices that 

challenge the status quo (Argyris, 2004).   

The concept of becoming a learning organization served as the theoretical framework for 

this study.  Organizational learning, as theorized by Senge (1990), provided a lens through which 

to examine the perspectives of stakeholders who are knowledgeable of the school redesign effort 

and implementation of the KCSRP principles.  Organizational learning theory supported the 

study by helping to make sense of how stakeholders perceive the school as a learning 

organization.  This theoretical framework also helped to examine the organization’s ability to 

learn to follow a change process to achieve systemic school reform based on its redesign effort 

while navigating ongoing challenges associated with changing fundamental practices within a 

school. 

Five Disciplines of Organizational Learning 

 Senge (1990) identified five disciplines that support organizational learning and enhance 

the capacity of the organization to achieve intended outcomes.  These five disciplines are 

personal mastery, mental models, shared vision, team learning, and systems thinking.  Each of 

the five disciplines converge in order to create dynamic learning organizations, and each 

provides an essential dimension to promote organizational learning in order to reach the 

organization’s aspirations and goals (Senge, 1990).  If an organization is to increase the quality 
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of educational experiences for its students and entire school community, it is important to 

consider all five disciplines as interconnected and reliant upon one another (Isaacson & 

Bamburg, 1992).  Each of these disciplines were analyzed and connected to the purpose of this 

study and the research questions the study sought to explore. 

Personal mastery.  Personal mastery refers to one’s ability to negotiate the difference 

between an individual vision of success and current reality associated with progress towards the 

individual’s vision for personal success and the organization’s stated vision (Senge, 1990).  

Individuals who demonstrate the discipline of personal mastery continuously expand their 

capacity to learn and grow, and this focus on individual development influences overall 

organizational growth.  The discipline of personal mastery requires individuals to accurately 

describe current organizational progress in addressing a challenge and compare this reality with a 

personal vision for success related to the challenge (Isaacson & Bamburg, 1992).  Senge (1990) 

explained that when a vision becomes associated with action, people within an organization 

identify the gap between the organization’s current reality and their personal vision and use this 

information to create energy for change.  He uses the concept of creative tension to describe this 

positive energy.  The process of clarifying a personal vision around a collective outcome is a 

cornerstone of group learning as an organization’s capacity for learning cannot be greater than 

that of its individual member.  The creative tension that exists during this process is what allows 

the individual to learn and grow as part of the collective.   

Senge referred to the concept of personal mastery as the spirit of the learning 

organization where organizations learn only through individuals who learn.  It is a set of 

practices that supports children and adults within a school, fostering the dreams that individuals 

possess while cultivating awareness of the current reality of the organization (Senge, 2000).  
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Developing and implementing educational reform efforts, such as the KCSRP, is a daunting task 

and is enhanced as individual members of the organization pursue personal growth and 

development based on the stated vision of the school.  Understanding how the outcomes 

associated with the redesign effort connect to individuals who play a part in this reform model is 

important as all stakeholders work toward their own personal vision of success for redesigning 

the school system.  By constantly clarifying that growth in the principles of school redesign is an 

essential school-wide outcome, the organization promotes the deepening of personal visions that 

support collective energies towards achieving the intended organizational outcome of 

redesigning the school system (Senge, 1990).  This process of ongoing clarification involves an 

open and honest assessment of current reality for individuals and the organization against the 

vision for successful change. 

Understanding how stakeholders describe their visions for personal growth and 

connecting this to the district’s vision of success for school redesign was the primary method of 

applying personal mastery to the purpose of this study.  This happened through stakeholders 

describing their perspective on the redesign effort and whether leaders and decision-makers 

within the school were able to learn to pursue chosen redesign principles through aligning 

individual visions of success with the organization’s vision.  These perspectives promote better 

understanding of the creative tension that is established within the gap between what is desired 

and the current reality of the organization (Senge, 2000).  This creative tension can either pull 

individuals and the organization toward the vision, closing the gap that exists between the two 

points, or toward the current reality, broadening the gap between these two points.  Allowing 

stakeholders to share perceptions as to why the organization is pursuing the principles of 

redesign and their personal connectedness to the types of reform efforts that leadership and 
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decision-makers wished to implement connected to the discipline of personal mastery for all 

participants in the study.   

Mental models.  Mental models are deeply held images of how individuals believe the 

world works and these images influence how people choose to act (Senge, 1990).  The actions 

associated with mental models influence personal actions, are shared across groups of people, 

and influence organizational actions (Schein, 1993).  Fauske and Raybould (2005) theorized that 

mental models shared by individuals within an organization can promote organizational learning, 

while mental models that are not shared and remain exclusive to the individual do not promote 

collective learning.  Mental models also represent how a person makes sense of the world and 

provide context for the interpretation of new information (Kim, 1993).  

Argyris (1977) explained mental models by describing distinctions between the behavior 

of individuals and their espoused beliefs.  He theorized that individuals often engage in defensive 

routines that prevent their mental models from being questioned while protecting themselves 

from threatening or embarrassing situations that potentially promote learning.  Within 

organizations, this type of approach leads to what Argyris calls Model I theories in use that 

maintain the status quo and stifle learning.  In contrast, Model II theories in use allow individuals 

to challenge their own mental models and pursue organizational structures that allow open and 

honest dialogue supporting individual and collective learning.  This idea of openness promotes 

conversation that breaks down sweeping generalizations that are the basis for individual mental 

models and allows for honest conversations about current realities that lead to organizational 

reform (Senge, 1990). 

The discipline of mental models was applied to this study in a several ways.  

Stakeholders within the school community possessed unique mental models and generalizations 
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about how successful schools should operate.  Perspectives varied in terms of whether the vision 

for school redesign aligned with mental models of individuals and groups of stakeholders.  

Because school reform efforts are challenging and require navigation of uncertainty associated 

with change, understanding stakeholder mental models supported the purpose of the study.  This 

is especially true in how the study shed light on the capacity of influential members of the 

organization to grow the ability of the school to become a learning organization through 

challenging existing mental models.  Because mental models sometimes exist below the level of 

awareness, they are often left unexamined and remain invisible to others within the organization 

(Senge, 2000).  Examining awareness of mental models in this context was important to better 

understand the capacity of the organization to learn to implement redesign principles and 

successfully deal with challenges associated with the change process.  Finally, because most 

mental models are systematically flawed, according to Senge, it was important to understand the 

willingness of stakeholders to challenge their own mental models to better align with the 

redesign effort. 

Shared vision.  Shared vision includes techniques for bringing diverse individual 

aspirations within an organization into alignment and promote safety for risk-taking and 

experimentation with new ideas (Senge, 1990).  A shared vision is not simply an abstract 

concept, but it is a force in the hearts of the individuals who make up an organization, and when 

a shared vision exists, a powerful sense of unified commitment can be established (Senge, 2000).  

A shared vision creates a sense of common purpose that provides cohesiveness to a variety of 

activities and binds people together around a common aspiration.  When individuals within an 

organization share a vision, individuals may be more motivated to pursue new knowledge and 

learning, which is an essential aspect of achieving an organizational outcome (Berson, Waldman, 
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& Pearce, 2016).  Developing personal mastery and evolving mental models are tightly 

connected to building a shared vision across an organization.  Senge (1990) described the 

importance of gaining the commitment of individuals to believe in a shared vision so there is an 

organizational state of being in which individuals feel personal responsibility to pursue and 

achieve the shared vision.   

Senge stressed the importance of learning organizations aligning personal visions with 

the vision of the organization.  This process often results in compliance from individuals within 

the organization based on the notion of buying into the collective vision with little commitment 

to aligning a personal vision with the organization’s vision.  Along with compliance, Senge 

discussed the idea of individuals being either enrolled in the organization’s vision or committed 

to the vision, with commitment representing the desire of the individual to make the vision 

happen.  In contrast to compliance, committed individuals bring passion and energy while 

questioning the status quo and creating an environment where existing mental models are 

challenged.  Senge stated that when individuals have high levels of unified commitment to a 

shared purpose, they create an awesome force for systemic change.  This level of commitment is 

possible when organizations embrace a shared vision through applying the systems thinking 

disciplines.  Fullan and Quinn (2015) described the development of a shared vision as 

developing a partnership through ongoing dialogue that builds upon collaborative language, 

knowledge, and expectations.   

The discipline of building a shared vision helped guide the purpose of this study in 

several ways.  Without establishing a clear process for developing a shared vision, the school 

community has no mechanism to articulate its shared purpose (Senge, 2000).  Understanding 

why a shared vision is challenging to establish and how schools struggle to create systemic 
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change was an important aspect of the school’s experience with redesign.   The study attempted 

to illuminate whether the organization’s vision was enhanced over time through clarification, 

enthusiasm, communication, and commitment.  Stakeholders had the opportunity to share their 

perceptions of the school’s enrollment in the KCSRP along with the visioning and redesign 

implementation process.  Stakeholders also shared their perspectives on whether people within 

the organization felt as though they were not a part of the visioning or implementation plan.  This 

often results from a common mental model that reform efforts are determined by a small group 

of decision-makers as opposed to an entire school community.  In schools, this can be the result 

of an administrative team taking exclusive responsibility to build a vision and restrict the 

involvement of internal stakeholders who are charged with implementing the vision.  The study 

sought to provide answers to questions about the connection between personal visions of 

stakeholders and the organization’s vision for redesign along with mechanisms in place to create 

and promote a shared sense of purpose within the organization. 

Team learning.  Although personal mastery, mental models, and shared vision are 

essential ingredients in building a learning organization, they are not enough within themselves 

to truly allow an organization to achieve its vision.  Team learning is the concept that supports 

aligning and developing the capacity of the organization to create the results it desires (Senge, 

1990).  It is this discipline, built over time, that promotes individuals thinking as a team, acting 

together in concert with one another (Senge, 2000).  Team learning involves groups learning the 

skill of talking together productively, recognizing individual diversity, and becoming effective in 

reaching collective goals.  All of this requires time, support, and practice and the results of 

effective team learning can transfer to various groups that team members belong to within the 

organization (Isaacson & Bamburg, 1992). 
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One of the most critical elements of effective team learning involves mastering the 

practice of dialogue.  Professional dialogue involves a free exploration of complex issues 

through deep listening and suspending one’s own thinking in order to truly hear others (Senge, 

1990).  Because effectively working in teams often requires problem solving and conflict 

resolution, dialogue is one of the most fundamental skills for individuals in learning 

organizations (Schein, 1993).  Dialogue is critical to the discipline of team learning because it is 

a primary means for promoting communication and collective thinking.  Due to the complexity 

of organizational reform, team learning through effective dialogue is needed in order to access 

the collective intelligence of the people within an organization (Isaacs, 2003).  The process of 

creating mechanism for professional dialogue allows the organization to address challenges 

effectively as thoughts, emotions, and actions belong not just to the individual, but to the 

collective organization (Senge, 2000).  When an organization values the discipline of team 

learning, it must account for those forces that actively oppose dialogue and open discussion in 

teams.  Argyris (2004) calls these forces defensive routines where learning is inhibited by 

individual desires to preserve self, which reinforces maintaining the status quo.   

The discipline of team learning was applied to this study by focusing on the idea of 

dialogue and the degree to which dialogue supports stakeholder ability to address conflict and 

challenge that often arises with reform efforts.  A defining characteristic of effective teams is the 

ability of individuals to deal with conflict and the defensiveness that often develops due to 

conflict (Argyris, 1977).  Because schools are comprised of many stakeholders who possess 

strong opinions about effective operations and efforts to change practices and procedures, it is 

important to consider the structures in which effective dialogue occurs among groups of people 

who comprise the organization.  The study focused on whether all stakeholders were able to 
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engage in productive dialogue by suspending their own assumptions (Senge, 1990) and listen to 

one another as new initiatives were developed and implemented as part of the redesign effort.  

These perspectives included those who made initial decisions to pursue the KCSRP, those who 

were considered most instrumental in implementation of the reform initiatives, and stakeholders 

who felt disconnected from the decision-making or implementation process.   

Systems thinking.  In Senge’s theory of organizational learning, systems thinking is 

considered the fifth discipline that connects each of the other four disciplines as an ensemble and 

meshes them into a coherent body of theory and practice.  Systems thinking offers a different 

way of looking at problems and pursuing goals, not as isolated or independent events, but as 

integral parts of a larger structure (Senge, 2000).  A vision without systems thinking is a view of 

the future without the deep understanding of the forces that must be learned in order to go from 

the present towards the vision (Senge, 1990).  Systems thinking includes seeing the system as a 

whole and not just the separate components while thinking about each individual component of 

the system as a part of the whole (Shaked & Schechter, 2018).  In addition, it is important to 

consider the entire system when seeking solutions to identified problems or looking at 

improvements towards new outcomes.  Often organizations are enticed by well-intentioned 

symptomatic solutions that do not address underlying problems but offer quick changes that give 

the false impression of systematic reform (Senge, 1990).  Senge (2000) developed a visual model 

to explain the reality of how organization’s often respond to events and change initiatives at the 

surface level and the importance of asking deeper questions to evaluate the whole system (see 

Figure 1). 
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Figure 1.  The Iceberg:  A Tool for Guiding Systems Thinking (Senge, 2000) 

Context plays an important role in seeing the interconnected parts of a learning 

organization and how change occurs through asking deeper questions and not simply dealing 

with surface level change.  In order to fundamentally change an organization through systems 

thinking, leadership and decision-makers within the organization look at changing the context in 

which people work within the system with a focus on how that context can be changed for the 

better (Fullan, 2006).  This approach to improving the organization’s context often involves a 

shift from a hierarchical leadership model to one that empowers the people working within the 

organization and develops leadership capacity throughout the system (Mette & Riegel, 2018; 

Schein, 1996).  As the shift from a top-down philosophy to a learning organization based on the 

disciplines associated with systems thinking, change becomes more sustainable and continuous 

improvement takes shape within the organization (Fullan, 2006).  This process occurs through 
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the development of system thinkers who can link the interconnected parts of a system and see the 

big picture of organizational learning and change.   

Each of the four disciplines contributes to seeing the school as an organization that 

represents a system that promotes system thinking.  When all disciplines are present and systems 

thinking is evident, an organization has the capacity to learn to create systemic change from 

within.  To learn to change systemically through systems thinking, it is important for an 

organization to deeply understand the system holistically and not just the individual aspects, 

surface-level initiatives, or isolated patterns within the system.  Seeing the system as a whole and 

creating systemic change involves a new conceptual framework and tools to create clarity within 

the patterns of an organization and ultimately to change these patterns (Senge, 1990).   

Inquiries about personal mastery informed the study by explaining an individual’s sense 

of connectedness to the organization as a whole system and how individual visions of success 

align with the organization’s vision.   It was important to understand whether the organization 

supported a climate where individual visions are valued and personal learning and growth are 

encouraged.  Mental models as part of systems thinking were important to the purpose of the 

study because of the necessity for generalizations and assumptions to be challenged for 

individuals within the organization to learn and grow.  The third discipline of the learning 

organization, shared vision, allowed the study to illuminate the school’s capacity to support the 

redesign effort through engaging stakeholders in the establishment of a vision that goes beyond a 

few decision-makers.  Finally, viewing the organization’s ability to engage in system thinking 

through capacity for team learning addressed the school’s structure for effective dialogue and 

suspension of prior or existing mental models that may inhibit pursuit of redesign principles.  

Inquiries about each of these disciplines shed light on perspectives of a comprehensive set of 
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participants to better understand the capacity of a school to engage in organizational learning 

principles intended to redesign the system. 

Purpose of the Study 

 The purpose of this qualitative case study was to examine the perspectives of key 

stakeholders on how a midwestern middle school undergoing redesign is engaging in the process 

of changing its system based on the school’s redesign goals and principles.  Telling the story of 

one school’s redesign journey could provide other schools with an important perspective on how 

an organization can potentially learn to create systemic change through principles that go beyond 

standardized testing and other traditional measures.  A theory of organizational learning 

underpinned the study and provided insight into how participants viewed their school’s capacity 

to learn to implement a change process to pursue new practices associated with KCSRP.  

Specifically, the theory shed light on the school’s planning and implementation of personalized 

learning, social emotional learning, project-based learning, and civic engagement while fostering 

the school’s vision, which emphasizes empowering students to find future success through 

learning and exploring.  The theoretical framework for this study is based on Peter Senge’s five 

disciplines for organizational learning.  The disciplines are interconnected and include personal 

mastery, mental models, shared vision, team learning, that ultimately contribute to the fifth 

discipline of systems thinking.  Participants in the study were asked to provide insight into how 

they perceive their organization’s capacity to learn and follow a process for change to implement 

the principles of redesign while navigating challenges that arise from the reform efforts.  The 

research questions that guided this study were: 

1. How do stakeholders describe the reasons the school chose to participate in the KCSRP? 
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2. How do stakeholders describe how the school is implementing systemic change as they 

pursue KCSRP? 

3. How do stakeholders describe how the school is navigating challenges associated with 

systemic change? 
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CHAPTER 2 

Literature Review 

 This chapter presents a review of relevant literature based on the research problem and 

the purpose of the study.  The literature review begins with a focus on educational reform in 

America over the past three decades based on neoliberal ideals with emphasis on student 

academic achievement.  These reform efforts find their basis in the development of academic 

standards and standardized testing as the primary mechanism to increase public school 

accountability to the federal and state governments.  Next, the focus of the literature review 

shifts to the concept of systemic school reform emphasizing pedagogical approaches and 

principles that support the development of student skills and characteristics considered important 

for college and career readiness.  The review of the literature focuses on the principles of the 

KCSRP embraced in the case study school’s redesign effort including personalized learning, 

social emotional learning, project-based learning, and civic engagement.  The review concludes 

with a brief summary and analysis of the literature. 

Neoliberalism and School Reform 

 The term neoliberalism was first used in the 1930’s and is grounded in the notion that 

government is unable to create economic prosperity and government intervention tends to make 

conditions worse for everyone, including those in poverty (Bockman, 2013).  Instead, 

neoliberalist ideology argues private companies, private individuals, and free markets are the 

primary means through which economic and social well-being is generated.  Popularized in the 

1980s under President Reagan, neoliberalism became a part of the public policy of the Reagan 

administration especially in the area of federal economic programs (Baltodano, 2017).  

Neoliberalism thought connects to both politics and economics and is defined by the removal of 
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government interference and regulation over industry, privatization of public entities, and low or 

no taxes especially for the wealthy (Hohle, 2012).  In addition, neoliberal thinkers argue that 

public welfare programs are inefficient and public services should serve the economic and 

physical well-being of the country.   

 When the Reagan administration implemented economic policies grounded in 

neoliberalism, the American public education system found itself under attack from those who 

perceived deficiencies in how schools prepare students to compete in a growingly global society 

(Baltodano, 2017).  Reports, such as A Nation at Risk, argued teacher education programs and 

public education classroom instruction were ineffective and should be restructured to align to 

support competitiveness in an emerging global economy.  By the late 1990s and early 2000s, 

neoliberal education reform took root and an age of high-stakes standardized testing became a 

driving force behind reform efforts in public schools across the country (Vassalo, 2012). 

Goals 2000   

As part of a response to the perceived chronic mediocrity in the American education 

system, the U.S. Congress passed the Goals 2000:  Educate America Act in order to promote 

nationwide and systemic educational reform (Heise, 1994).  This act intended to improve the 

quality of learning, the quality of teaching, and define the roles and responsibilities of the 

federal, state, and local governments in educational reform.  At the time it was signed into law, 

Goals 2000 was considered a revolutionary attempt to reform public education and represented a 

significant shift of power over educational reform from states to the federal government 

(Superfine, 2005).  Goals 2000 provided grant funding to states to develop new academic 

standards, and the law required these states to submit to federal accountability measures 
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including standardized testing that provided measurements for student academic performance 

against the new standards.    

 Goals 2000 held several requirements for states receiving federal dollars including the 

creation of opportunity to learn standards, academic and occupational skill standards, and 

standardized assessments.  In addition, Goals 2000 established the National Education Standards 

Improvement Council (NESIC), which was charged with certifying performance standards and 

assessments if states chose to seek certification ("What is Goals 2000: The Educate America 

Act," 1994).  Although Goals 2000 was passed as bipartisan legislation and involved 

compromise among members of Congress, political concern quickly developed across the 

country over the perceived intrusiveness of the federal government (Superfine, 2005).   

Almost every state applied for and received funding through Goals 2000 but few 

complied with its requirements.  Public support for the reform effort waned by 1996 when most 

of the controversial language was removed from the law due to difficulty schools experienced 

attempting to reach the goals of Goals 2000.  Some of the controversial language removed from 

the law included requirements for schools to submit plans of improvement and language about 

specific standards called Opportunity to Learn.  Despite its promising beginning, implementation 

of Goals 2000 proved to be problematic as states failed to follow the requirements of the law and 

accountability structures were not strong enough to correct this problem.  In 2001, NCLB was 

passed and all provisions found in Goals 2000 were repealed (Superfine, 2005).   

No Child Left Behind Act of 2001 

 NCLB is a prime example of a federal education reform effort grounded in the notion that 

publicizing schoolwide results on performance assessments will improve the achievement of 

students in the public school system (Dee & Jacob, 2011).  This concept was not new as the 
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principles of accountability based on the development of statewide standards was a part of Goals 

2000, but NCLB established stronger accountability measures for states that were not evident or 

firmly enforced under previous federal reform efforts (Rudalevige, 2003).  This new level of 

public accountability for schools made NCLB subject of much criticism.  Opponents argued that 

state assessment-based accountability measures came with negative and possibly unintended 

consequences for the cognitive development of children (Nichols & Berliner, 2007).  The 

premise for these arguments was that high-stakes standardized testing shifted valuable resources 

from important non-tested areas such as music, arts, and social studies toward math and reading.  

Opponents also argued that core subject areas found on state assessments were based on a 

narrow set of standards, which encouraged teachers to engage in test preparation and in some 

extreme cases intentionally manipulate student test scores (Jacob & Levitt, 2003). 

 By the time of President Obama’s inauguration in 2009, states were struggling with the 

consequences of NCLB as a growing number of schools failed to achieve the federally mandated 

goals for student proficiency on state assessments (McGuinn, 2016).  The recognition that 

schools were unlikely to meet 100% AYP proficiency levels by 2014 caused educational leaders 

in states across the country to ask for relief from the rigid accountability measures of NCLB 

(Wong, 2015).  Provisions in federal education law allowed for the issuance of waivers from the 

federal guidelines of NCLB.  However, the Obama administration established conditions for 

states to receive NCLB waivers which included 18 policy provisions states must commit to.  

Some of the most significant provisions included the development of college and career ready 

standards, a plan to identify and support the lowest performing 15 schools in the state, and new 

accountability for teacher and principal evaluation systems (McGuinn, 2016).  Desperate for 
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relief from NCLB accountability measures, 43 states applied for and received NCLB waivers 

when first made available in 2014 (Klein, 2015).   

Every Student Succeeds Act 

 ESSA represents the most recent reauthorization of the Elementary and Secondary 

Education Act of 1965, which marked a commitment of federal involvement in public education 

to create equal opportunities for all students (Malin et al., 2017).  While states worked to ensure 

accountability to the conditions established in the NCLB waivers, some states were working 

toward promising and innovative approaches to increase student college and career readiness 

while improving teacher and leader effectiveness (Ayers & Owen, 2012).  As new reform efforts 

were considered during the time the NCLB waivers were in effect, a new law governing public 

education was developed and ultimately passed in 2015.  ESSA officially replaced NCLB and 

the associated waivers while maintaining some of the principle aspects of federal control over the 

public education system.  One such consistency between NCLB and ESSA includes the 

requirement for annual testing even though states have more flexibility in choosing the tests they 

want to use and how they want to align the standards to those tests (McGuinn, 2016).   

 Although similarities do exist between NCLB and ESSA, there are important differences 

that have allowed states to implement initiatives that go beyond a narrow set of academic 

standards found on state assessments.  Under ESSA, states are no longer required to meet AYP 

although proficiency on state tests remains an accountability measure as schools must be rated 

for their academic performance against challenging state standards.  Because federal 

accountability measures have been lightened, states are exercising more flexibility and authority 

to improve educational outcomes for schools and students (Weiss & McGuinn, 2016).  This has 

resulted in state educational agencies (SEA) taking on new roles and responsibilities to help 
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school districts usher in new reform efforts and initiatives to support expanding outcomes.  

Because SEAs are actively evaluating their roles within more flexible federal requirements, the 

possibilities for emphasizing reform efforts that adopt new indicators such as college and career 

readiness are possibilities within ESSA (Malin et al., 2017).   This supports the notion that ESSA 

shifted more control of public education back to the states than what was seen during the NCLB 

era. 

Standardized Testing 

A dominant theme in school reform efforts over the past three decades is the 

establishment of high-stakes accountability measures, often in the form of state assessments, for 

public schools across the country.  These reform efforts increased the recognition of public 

accountability measures, which focused almost exclusively on meeting minimum levels of 

student proficiency on state mandated assessments.  This process of standardized testing 

emerged as one of the most critical elements underlying neoliberal education policies and is the 

basis for a market-based education system where parents make choices as to where to send their 

children to school (Au, 2016).  These choices are often based on a response to reporting 

requirements schools face where state assessment scores are published in newspapers and state 

databases for public consumption and interpretation.  In addition to the public pressures of 

having scores publicized, schools faced the possibility of a variety of sanctions if they were 

unable to meet the established performance measures on state assessments for consecutive years 

(Slavin & Cheung, 2013).   

 From a policy perspective, there are many reasons standardized testing appealed to 

policy-makers intent on reforming public education.  Creating and administering state 

assessments is a relatively low-cost venture when compared to other types of reform (Linn, 
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2000).  For example, reducing class size, hiring classroom support personnel, adding 

instructional time, and developing professional learning programs tend to come with a higher 

price tag than most state assessment programs.  In addition, state assessments are relatively easy 

to implement and results are formatted to share with the media allowing policymakers to respond 

accordingly.  Further, in some reform efforts based on the development  and administration of 

state assessments, schools could experience increases in student performance on tests without 

any fundamental changes or improvements in the instructional program (Linn, Graue, & Sanders, 

1990).   

The focus on high-stakes standardized testing around a select set of academic standards 

in the core curriculum intended to evaluate the academic performance of students may have been 

well-intentioned.  However, reform efforts centered on accountability to state assessments have 

created a system where teachers feel pressured to increase test scores and spend substantial time 

on test preparation (Nichols & Berliner, 2007).  This era of reform based on high-stakes 

standardized testing led educators to express concern over a lack of instructional creativity, an 

increase in time devoted to test preparation, and the narrowing of classroom content to that 

which is tested (Clarke et al., 2003).  The climate this reform created utilized the fear of failure 

as a motivating factor in improving student academic performance.  This led to increased stress 

among teachers and students, but not to fundamentally reforming schools (Dodge, 2009).  In 

addition, teachers who leave the profession often cite poor implementation of change initiatives 

coupled with adherence to accountability measures based on standardized testing as negative 

characteristics of workplace conditions (You & Conley, 2015). 
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College and Career Readiness 

 An important component of the KCSRP and ESSA is the emphasis on CCR, which 

involves broad policy implementation toward improving the preparation and transition of 

students into postsecondary life (Darling-Hammond, Wilhoit, & Pettinger, 2014).  CCR, as a part 

of education reform, is advanced through economic arguments and data points supporting the 

idea that public education should prepare students to successfully transition into college and 

ultimately into the workforce (Carnevale, Cheah, & Hanson, 2015).  In order to best support this 

effort, the development of standards that describe and assess CCR are important.  (Malin et al., 

2017).  One example of this effort is the development of the CCSS in 2009.  These standards are 

intended to assess knowledge and skills that are considered necessary for students to succeed in 

college, career, and life (Conley, 2014).  The development of CCSS also created uniformity 

across states for assessing student CCR and has helped shape curriculum and instruction in many 

states across the country (Malin et al., 2017).  Additionally, according to the American 

Psychology Association (1997), schools create high-quality teaching and learning environments 

that support the CCSS by engaging students through constructivist pedagogical approaches.  

These strategies that support the CCSS employ collaborative problem-solving activities 

consistent with skills needed in the 21st century colleges and the workforce.   

 Rocognizing there are cognitive and noncognitive components of CCR, policymakers and 

educational reformers worked to create a definition of college readiness and career readiness.  

College readiness is defined by the academic preparation for postsecondary education measured 

through standardized testing, grade point average, and secondary course completion (ACT, 

2012).  Career readiness is defined as individuals possessing the knowledge and skills deemed 

necessary for successful transition to the workforce.  In recent years, there was an effort to 



 31 

combine these two concepts, college readiness and career readiness, in order to recognize that 

students should be prepared for both college and careers after graduating high school (Malin et 

al., 2017).  Cognitive competiencies for CCR include cognitive strategies, content knowledge, 

learning skills, and transition knowledge (Conley, 2014).  Noncognitive domains include ideas 

such as motivation to succeed and work ethic, which are considered essential for success success 

in CCR (An & Taylor, 2015). 

Systemic Change in Schools 

 There were calls to reform American education for decades, and while this effort is 

evident in states across the country, there is little consensus or understanding of what systemic 

change means and how it looks in schools (Vinovskis, 1996).  The term systemic reform 

originated in the early 1990s in response to perceived disjointed or disconnected implementation 

of educational policies across the country (Hertert, 1996).  The original premise of systemic 

school reform involved fundamental change at the state and local levels and the alignment of 

clear, measurable, and ambitious goals for student outcomes with state and local policies (Smith 

& O’Day, 1990).  Early supporters of systemic reform believed that it had the potential to 

fundamentally improve public education in America through the alignment of policies that 

support coherence across the system (Hertert, 1996). 

 According to Smith and O’Day (1990), systemic reform addresses the convergence of 

two distinct school reform efforts beginning in the 1970s and lasting through the middle part of 

the 1980s.  The first reform effort focused on student acquisition of basic skills and involved 

policy changes such as increasing the length of the school day and addressing requirements for 

graduation.  The second reform effort focused on teacher development and site-based 

management where changes often came from within the organization as opposed to a centralized 
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authority (Supovitz & Taylor, 2005).  Neither of these efforts created substantial improvements 

in student outcomes, and this led to the idea of systemic reform as a possible catalyst to create 

fundamental change in America’s public school system. 

While systemic reform in schools has varied definitions and meanings, several key 

themes emerged to help explain the concept.  Some look at systemic reform as it relates to 

comprehensive and complex change focused on varied aspects within an entire system, while 

others tend to stress the coherence of practices and policies within a system that lead to clearly 

defined outcomes for schools (Fuhrman & Massell, 1992).  According to Cohen (1995), a refined 

definition of systemic reform includes the establishment of challenging standards; the alignment 

of curriculum, assessments, and accountability systems; and flexibility at the local school level to 

implement strategies that best support the success of students. 

Initiatives intended to promote systemic reform are often implemented as disconnected or 

singular programs that do not support the development of a coherent system (Firestone, 

Rosenblum, Bader, & Massell, 1991).  Systemic change recognizes that program implementation 

in schools often results in limited success due to the lack of coherence within the system.  

Programs often compete with one another as opposed to operating within a cohesive organization 

framework that unifies the system and promote improvements in the teaching and learning 

process (Supovitz & Taylor, 2005).  By contrast, the process of creating a cohesive organization 

that improves pedagogical approaches in a fundamental way requires consistency in purpose, 

policy, and practice, which is possible when the people within an organization share an 

understanding about the purpose and nature of their work (Fullan & Quinn, 2015).  This view of 

systemic reform in schools has not been realized in many respects as programs packaged as 
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systemic reform initiatives often feel disconnected and disjointed and fail to improve teaching 

and learning in schools (Hertert, 1996). 

Organizational Learning in Schools 

 Organizational learning theory originated in the 1960s and has influenced business and 

other non-educational entities since the 1970s (Dodgson, 1993).  The concept gained popularity 

in the late 1980s and early 1990s as organizations desired structures that promoted more 

adaptability and responsiveness to change.  By the mid-1990s, educational leaders became 

increasingly aware of organizational learning theory and applied the principles to schools 

(Leithwood, Lawrence, & Sharratt, 1998).   

Published in 1996, a report by the National Commission on Teaching and America’s 

Future offered an example of how schools could apply organizational learning to effectively 

reform traditional practices that were deemed ineffective.  The report detailed inadequacy in 

teacher preparation and recommended that professional development for teachers be reinvented 

to include daily learning opportunities (Darling-Hammond, 1996).  The report made a significant 

case for redesigning schools as learning organizations to better support teacher quality through a 

system structured around high quality instruction (Leithwood et al., 1998). 

 Organizational learning, as applied in schools, offers a mechanism for change from 

within the organization as opposed to change being mandated from an outside or central 

authority (Collinson, Fedoruk Cook, & Conley, 2010).  This structure represents a proactive 

approach to learning, innovating, and problem solving that supports an individual school’s 

interpretation of a larger mission and vision statement.  For example, when school district 

missions and visions are clearly understood and meaningful, connected to professional 

development, and associated with staff commitment, Leithwood et al. (1998) found teachers used 
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district missions and visions as a framework for creating their own professional learning 

environment.   

Personalized Learning 

 The concept of personalized learning developed in the 1970s and was defined by an effort 

on the part of schools to account for the unique characteristics of students (Jenkins & Keefe, 

2002).  Early implementation of personalized learning also called for flexible instructional 

practices that valued the individual needs of students.  Jenkins and Keefe (2002) identified 

several elements of personalized learning including teachers as coaches, diagnosing student 

learning styles, a collegial school culture, interactive learning environments, flexible schedules, 

and authentic assessments.  Proponents of personalized learning believe this approach can 

transform education by shifting teachers away from outdated traditional content delivery 

methods (Dishon, 2017).  Instead, personalized learning offers students more choice and control 

over pace, subject matter, and instructional methods.  According to the US Department of 

Education (2017), personalized learning is part of a progressive vision for making learning 

meaningful and relevant for students, driven by their interests and initiated by the students 

themselves.   

 In recent years, personalized learning has become a popular choice in educational reform 

efforts that have focused on innovative approaches to improving the academic achievement of 

students (Bingham, Pane, Steiner, & Hamilton, 2018).  Much of this is due to the availability of 

technology in schools, which has allowed teachers to embrace new instructional practices geared 

towards structural and design changes in classrooms.  Blended learning, for example, has 

provided new ways for schools to integrate the principles of personalized learning through a 

combination of technology-delivered curriculum and teacher-led instruction (Horn & Staker, 
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2011).  A key benefit of most blended learning classrooms is the availability and access to real-

time academic progress data that allows students and teachers to adjust instruction and pacing by 

responding to the data (Basham, Hall, Carter Jr., & Stahl, 2016).  

 Although there is growing momentum for personalized learning in public schools, critics 

express concern over some aspects of the personalized learning movement.  Much of the concern 

is related to the push for personalized learning by for-profit companies who see potential in the 

educational technology market (Roberts-Mahoney, Means, & Garrison, 2016).  Wilson (2014) 

connects personalized learning with the idea of mass customized learning rooted in corporate 

values in which customers create products or experiences by selecting options that project their 

personality on the surface of a standard product.  An example of corporate influence on 

personalized learning is the emergence of software firms who create prefabricated, skill-based 

activities allowing students to progress through curriculum at their own pace typically through 

the use of technology (Kohn, 2015).   

The Summit Learning Program (SLP), a non-profit underwritten by Facebook’s Mark 

Zuckerberg, has become a popular choice for school districts embracing the personalized 

learning movement.  Originating as a charter school network in California, over the past three 

years, the SLP network spread its model across the country at no cost to schools.  Beginning with 

the 2019-20 school year, SLP will be operated by T.L.P. Education, a non-profit education 

organization, which holds the vision that all educators should strive to meet the needs of all 

students (Summit Learning, 2019).  The SLP model is based on an online platform where 

students engage in curriculum and assessments in core academic subjects.  A combination of 

instructional videos, guided practice problems, websites, and texts are available to help support 

acquisition of knowledge and mastery of content standards.  This student-driven learning is 
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combined with projects that allow cognitive skill development through individual and 

collaborative projects.  In addition, teachers work one-on-one with students to help in their 

development of non-academic characteristics, such as responsibility, self-management, and 

persistence (Jacobs, 2017).  This process is called mentoring and includes regular interactions 

between students and teachers. 

Social Emotional Learning  

 Social emotional learning (SEL) is a term that dates back to the 1990s and finds its roots 

in Goleman’s work on emotional intelligence and Gardner’s work on multiple intelligences 

(Edgar, 2013).   SEL is defined as follows: 

The process through which children and adults acquire and effectively apply the 

knowledge, attitudes, and skills necessary to understand and manage emotions, set and 

achieve positive goals, feel and show empathy for others, establish and maintain positive 

relationships, and make responsible decisions (Weissberg & Cascarino, 2013, p. 9) 

SEL is intended for all individuals within a school and focuses on helping students learn to 

manage their emotions (Edgar, 2013).  Educational programs that support SEL are based on the 

recognition that learning is enhanced in the context of caring relationships (Jones, Bouffard, & 

Wessbourd, 2013).  Further, schools tend to be most effective when social-emotional 

competence and academic achievement are integrated in a way that maximizes students’ abilities 

to succeed academically and in life (Zins & Elias, 2006). 

 There are five components of SEL including: self-awareness, social awareness, 

responsible decision making, self-management, and relationship skills (Collaborative for 

Academic Social and Emotional Learning, 2019).  The goal of SEL is to develop competency 

levels of students in each of the SEL components.  Self-awareness includes the ability to 
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recognize how emotions and thoughts influence one’s behavior.  Social awareness is the ability 

to listen to the perspective of others and empathize with people of different backgrounds.  

Responsible decision making is the ability to make constructive decisions when it comes to 

social behavior that promotes the well-being of others and self.  Self-management includes the 

ability to regulate emotions and behaviors while setting and pursuing personal and academic 

goals.  Relationship skills includes the ability to establish and keep healthy relationships with 

diverse people through communication, listening, cooperating, and working through conflicts 

constructively (Weissberg & Cascarino, 2013). 

 Effective approaches to SEL in schools can have positive effects on academic 

achievement, physical health, and citizenship (Zins & Elias, 2006).  Because a primary 

responsibility of schools is to support the academic performance of students, addressing social 

and emotional issues students face is a priority in order to create an environment where students 

are prepared to learn (Haynes, 2002).  In the most effective school programs, SEL is connected 

to the school’s vision for teaching, learning, and student outcomes (Collaborative for Academic 

Social and Emotional Learning, 2013).  Overall school climates are enhanced when schools 

implement evidence-based SEL programs that support strong relationships among everyone in 

the school setting (Weissberg & Cascarino, 2013).  These supportive environments allow 

students to try new things, engage in exploration, and promote safety and security without the 

fear of making mistakes (Zins & Elias, 2006).  Ultimately the relationship between school 

climate and SEL is reciprocal where positive environments support SEL and SEL facilitates a 

supportive climate.   
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Project-based Learning 

 Project-based learning (PBL) has its roots in the work of John Dewey from the early 

1900s and more recent constructivist thinkers who believe in using intellectual problem solving 

as a primary component of teaching and learning (Mergendoller, Markham, Ravitz, & Larmer, 

2006).  PBL is based in constructivism, which is a learning theory originally derived from 

psychology and traced back to the work of Dewey (1925), Bruner (1961), and Piaget (1981).  

Constructivism suggests that humans acquire knowledge through the construction of meaning 

from their experiences (Olusegun, 2015) including conversations, activities, and the construction 

of new knowledge by building on current knowledge (Grant, 2002).  Based in the framework of 

constructivism, PBL became widely used in the 1950’s in medical schools across the country, 

where traditional lecture was replaced by more hands-on activities.  The success of PBL in this 

context led to application in business schools, schools of engineering, and high schools (Savery 

& Duffy, 1995) 

The literature suggests there is not one accepted definition of PBL as it pertains to 

implementation in the classroom setting.  PBL accounts for instruction that supports a student-

centered approach where students actively engage in planning, investigating, and producing a 

final product through a meaningful challenge or question (Holm, 2011).  A commonly used 

definition is from the Buck Institute for Education (BIE), a non-profit organization that promotes 

high quality PBL training and is an increasingly popular model in schools.  BIE defined PBL as, 

“a systematic teaching method that engages students in learning knowledge and skills through an 

extended inquiry process structured around complex, authentic questions and carefully designed 

products and tasks” (Markham, Larmer, & Ravitz, 2003).  PBL pedagogy includes context 

specific learning and learning that invites students to achieve learning goals through social 
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interactions and sharing understanding of content and process (Kokotsaki, Menzies, & Wiggins, 

2016).  PBL is considered a type of inquiry-based learning where authentic experiences and real-

world problem solving are defining aspects of the PBL classroom (Al-Balushi & Al-Aamri, 

2014).  According to Blumenfeld et al. (1991), PBL is intended to engage students in 

investigation and requires a question or problem to drive activities.  These activities include the 

development of products that address the driving question or problem. 

PBL can have significant effects on student acquisition of content knowledge and the 

development of information literacy skills when compared to a traditional, lecture-style 

classroom focused on transferring academic content from the teacher to the student (Holm, 

2011).  A particular approach to developing student literacy skills is called Disciplinary Literacy 

Instruction (DLI) and involves reading, thinking, investigating, speaking and writing within a 

particular discipline.  Spires, Kerkhoff, and Graham (2016) found that PBL promotes the various 

aspects of DLI through the phases of asking a compelling question, gathering resources, 

analyzing claims, critical evaluation, and sharing the product.  Through utilizing PBL in a 

disciplinary literacy instructional model, students construct new knowledge by engaging in 

practices that support learning through deep levels of inquiry. 

BIE is a popular choice for school districts wishing to implement PBL in their schools.  

BIE works to promote PBL through distributing handbooks and online resources and to provide 

professional development with school partners (Ravitz, 2008).  BIE believes that PBL requires 

extended student investigation, in-depth inquiry into a topic, student self-direction and choice, 

and presentations by students on their findings.  According to its website, BIE has trained over 

80,000 teachers in all 50 states in PBL and 1200 schools have implemented PBL through the 

support of BIE.  In recent years, BIE launched their High-Quality Project Based Learning 
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(HQPBL) framework, which emphasizes what students are to do, learn, and experience during 

PBL activities.  HQPBL intends to provide educators with a shared understanding of how to 

design and implement quality projects (Buck Institute for Education, 2018).   

Civic and Community Engagement  

As the world becomes more interconnected and technology advances society, there is 

renewal of concern for the civic development of young people in the United States (Youniss et 

al., 2003).  Economic and political uncertainty has led many commentators to believe American 

youth need to learn the fundamentals of a democratic society and the essential elements of the 

nation’s economic system.  This belief has contributed to the further development of the concept 

of civic engagement, and there are a variety of definitions and descriptions for civic engagement 

found in a review of relevant literature.  In a general sense, civic engagement can encompass 

many different activities and behaviors, but more specifically civic engagement relates to 

community service, collective action, political involvement, or social change (Adler & Goggin, 

2005).  Along with activity and behaviors, civic engagement can also include knowledge of 

government functions, economic systems, and attitudes toward political behaviors and beliefs 

(Youniss et al., 2003).  Efforts to emphasize the importance of civic engagement and community 

involvement in schools has become a central aspect of the school improvement process (Sanders, 

2003).   

Civic skills are part of a larger set of constructs about what is believed to be required of 

citizens to be positively engaged in public life, and it is important for individuals to develop and 

practice the skills necessary for civic engagement (Kirlin, 2002).  Some of the primary skills 

associated with civic engagement include the ability to engage in productive dialogue, the ability 

to communicate one’s own interpersonal perspective, and the ability to think critically and 
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systematically (Hatcher, 2011).  Civic knowledge includes awareness of political action, how 

governmental processes work, and the role of lobbyists who help to shape public policy 

(Hatcher, 2011).  Civic knowledge also includes understanding the implications of power 

associated with politics, being familiar with key social movements in history, and a deep 

understanding of the fundamental principles of democracy over time (Musil, 2009).   

 The literature on school reform addresses the efforts of federal, state, and local attempts 

to increase accountability for America’s public schools.  Much of this effort is centered on the 

standardized testing culture, which promotes straightforward measures that seem easy to 

interpret for the policymakers and the public.  Further, the literature affirms that school reform 

efforts since the early 1980s are based in neoliberal ideology supporting the concept of college 

and career readiness.  The literature provides descriptions of standards developed and 

implemented to better support policies and practices to prepare students for economic security in 

their postsecondary experience.  The literature also shows that many of the recent efforts to 

create systemic reform in public schools are based in principles that are not new.  Concepts like 

personalized learning, social emotional learning, project-based learning, and a focus on civic 

engagement are longstanding initiatives found in schools for decades. 

  



 42 

CHAPTER 3 

Research Design and Methodology 

 This study sought to understand the perceptions of redesign leaders by examining 

whether Discovery Middle School (DMS) in Discovery, KS can learn to redesign its system 

around the goals associated with the KCSRP.  This study intended to explore participant 

perceptions on whether the organization could learn to navigate challenges associated with the 

redesign effort.  Upon consideration of the research problem, the purpose of the study, and the 

research questions, I conducted an in-depth qualitative exploration of the DMS redesign 

implementation, and I worked to gain valuable insights from key individual leaders and 

leadership teams at KSDE and within the DMS school community.  The methodology section 

details the process I utilized to thoroughly collect and examine redesign leader perspectives and 

other relevant data, including important documents on the phenomenon of interest.  All 

participants including state officials, board of education (BOE) members, district administrators, 

building administrators, and teachers were considered redesign leaders in this study.  This 

chapter includes a description of the research design, research setting, participants, data 

collection and analysis methods, my positionality in the study, and ethical considerations. 

 There were several factors that made a qualitative case study design most appropriate for 

this research.  While providing proper context of the statewide redesign effort, I desired to tell an 

in-depth story of one school’s experience with the KCSRP.  A qualitative approach allowed for a 

rich and descriptive final product, and a case study was appropriate for this investigation because 

it involved a case, which is defined as a bounded system of interest such as an institution, a 

program, or a population (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016).  In this case, the bound system was one 

school participant in the network of Kansas public school districts engaged in the KCSRP.  The 
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redesign program is being implemented by select schools statewide through the collaboration of 

the KSDE, Kansas State Board of Education (KSBE), which are governing bodies to which 

participating schools belong.  As an original redesign school, the study of DMS provided a 

unique contribution to the research on systemic school reform and will be an early analysis of the 

KCSRP.   

Case studies allow for a large number of participants (Yin, 1981) including a wide variety 

of redesign leaders who have relevant experiences with the KCSRP at the state, district, and 

building levels.  Through a case study structure, which emphasizes the voices of the participants 

through rich and detailed descriptions, the perceptions of redesign leaders contributed to a better 

understanding of whether DMS can learn to implement a change process to meet the goals of the 

KCSRP.  A case study design promotes a holistic analysis of participant perspectives on the 

phenomenon of interest and allows for a thorough investigation of whether the organization can 

learn to navigate challenges associated with the redesign effort.   

Finally, a qualitative case study design accounts for the theoretical framework that guides 

a study, specifically the analysis of the data (Meyer, 2001).  Utilizing the theory behind this 

study, I provided detailed description of the data through the lens of organizational learning 

theory, which is the basis for meaningful data analysis and interpretation (Hartley, 1994).  

Senge’s theory of organizational learning provided a preunderstanding of how individuals within 

a single organization can learn to create systemic change.  Utilizing the theory behind the study 

means I did not spend as much time gathering basic information, which is often the case in other 

study designs (Gummesson, 1988).  However, the case study design also carried the 

responsibility of balancing the knowledge of the theory “without being its slave” (Gummesson, 

1988, p. 58). 
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Research Setting 

DMS worked since 2017 to plan and implement its vision for redesigning its system 

based on the principles of the KCSRP including personalized learning, social and emotional 

learning, project-based learning, and civic engagement.  While DMS was not selected as a 

Mercury Seven school, building and district leaders elected to pursue the same rigorous planning 

process and implementation timeline required of the Mercury schools.  As a researcher, I was 

intrigued by the desire of the school to implement the redesign principles so quickly even though 

this was not a requirement of KCSRP participation.  Because of the requirements of KCSRP 

participation and a motivation to implement the redesign plan quickly, DMS was an appropriate 

site to explore how the organization can learn to implement a change process to successfully 

redesign. 

It is important to note that while DMS was an excellent site for this study, I did consider 

other school districts as possible research sites.  One district declined participation in the study, 

citing volatility within the school and community around the redesign process.  This district 

experienced negative media coverage, student and family opposition to redesign, and did not feel 

the timing of the study would be beneficial for the schools.  The second school I considered was 

not fully implementing redesign, which would not support the study’s purpose sufficiently.  

Since I looked at systemic change within an organization, it was important for the entire school 

to participate in the redesign process as opposed to just parts of the school system.  It is 

important to note this school also experienced some negativity from the media and community 

around the redesign process. 
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Participants 

This study utilized purposeful sampling to identify participants who could provide 

valuable perspectives regarding the research phenomenon (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016).  Lapan, 

Quartaroli, and Riemer (2012) defined purposeful sampling as identifying study participants who 

can best address the research questions.  Purposeful sampling ensures that participants directly 

involved in the research phenomenon are selected due to the likelihood they will provide 

informative descriptions of their experiences and perspectives (Creswell, 2015; Merriam & 

Tisdell, 2016).  This study sought to examine the perspective of a wide variety of individuals and 

leadership teams associated with the DMS redesign effort.  Therefore, purposeful sampling was 

employed to collect a wide range of perspectives from each of the individuals and groups 

participating.  Approximately 30 stakeholders were invited to participate in this study 

representing KSDE, the BOE, district-level leadership, building-level leadership, the building 

redesign team, and grade-level teams of classroom teachers.  A total of 22 stakeholders 

participated.  Because qualitative research is emergent and changing conditions require 

flexibility (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016), it was possible additional participants could have be 

identified during the course of the study.  I made decisions about additional individuals or groups 

based on feedback during the data collection process (Lapan et al., 2012) and ultimately I did not 

choose to ask for additional participants. 

 I conducted individual, semi-structured interviews with a high ranking state official in the 

Kansas State Department of Education (KSDE) and a member of the KCSRP implementation 

team.  This state-level educational leader is an instrumental voice across Kansas promoting the 

KCSRP and provided an important perspective on how the idea of the KCSRP originated and his 

views on how the school redesigns are progressing.  The KCSRP implementation team includes 
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two individuals, employed by KSDE, tasked with supporting the original redesign schools with 

the implementation of their redesign plan.  The individual chosen for this study had intimate 

knowledge of the principles of the KCSRP and a unique perspective on the change process 

required to successfully redesign.  Hearing from individuals who are directly involved in the 

planning and implementation of the KCSRP from a state level provided important insight into 

the principles and outcomes of the KCSRP from a statewide perspective.  It also helped provide 

valuable perspective on how state officials understand the organizational capacity necessary to 

learn to implement the KCSRP principles.  In addition, these two participants had knowledge of 

the statewide supports in place to assist in this effort as the redesign school experiences expected 

and unexpected challenges with its implementation plan. 

 I conducted individual, semi-structured interviews with two members of the DPS BOE, 

the superintendent of schools, the assistant superintendent, and building administrators at DMS.  

BOE member perspectives were valuable due to the role school board members play in setting 

policy and governance structures for the school district and their role in representing the larger 

community.  Understanding how policy development and implementation along with the vision 

of the BOE were important perspectives based on the purpose of the study.  The BOE can play 

an important role in school reform when the principles of high quality governance are established 

(Land, 2002).  This includes the promotion of a trusting relationship between the BOE and 

school leaders and a belief among BOE members they can have a positive impact on reform 

efforts.  The BOE gave initial approval of the DMS redesign plan, and BOE members often serve 

as a sounding board for community concerns, so these participants have a unique perspective of 

the challenges associated with redesign from a community perspective.   
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District leaders, specifically superintendents and assistant superintendents, are critical in 

leading significant reform efforts within a school district (McAdams, 1997).  Through individual 

interviews, the DPS superintendent and the assistant superintendent provided valuable insight 

into the initial decision to pursue the redesign program along with perspective on how building-

level principles connect to district-wide initiatives.  In addition, the superintendent and assistant 

superintendent addressed the capacity of the school staff to learn to implement the principles of 

redesign and efforts on the part of the district to support systemic change within the building.  

District leaders were also uniquely situated to speak to district supports intended to address 

challenges as they arise from the redesign effort.   

Building administrators are often viewed as the parties most responsible for systemic 

reform within a school.  The administrative responsibilities that support systemic reform include 

accountability for student performance, establishing a vision for school improvement, and 

aligning a network of shared leadership across the school building (Marks & Nance, 2007).  For 

this study, the principal and assistant principal had important perspectives on the origination of 

redesign at DMS, specifically why the school chose to be a participant in KCSRP.  The principal 

and assistant principal provided important insight into the programming at DMS, and how the 

change process in the building influenced the implementation of redesign initiatives.  Finally, the 

building administrators were familiar with the challenges associated with the redesign effort at 

DMS and had intimate knowledge of how building staff navigated these challenges to press on 

with redesign efforts.   

Over the past three decades, school reform models have promoted the involvement of 

teachers in leadership and decision-making roles in what is often called shared or distributed 

leadership (Wahlstrom & Louis, 2008).  Along with building administrators, the DMS redesign 
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effort is led and implemented by all teachers in the building.  Teachers were directly involved 

with planning, organizing, and implementing the overall KCSRP plan within the building.  I 

conducted five focus group sessions with teacher teams who were essential participants in 

executing the redesign plan.  There were three participants in four of the focus groups and two 

participants in one focus group.  The teachers provided valuable insight into the reasons why the 

school chose to participate in the KCSRP.  They shared perspective on the organization’s ability 

to follow a change process and implement systemic reform associated with KCSRP and identify 

challenges related to their redesign effort.  Teacher teams also shared a unique perspective on the 

implementation of the KSCRP at DMS, especially as it related to teaching and learning in the 

classroom.  As the educators most closely connected to students, teachers spoke to their capacity 

to learn to change practices and navigate challenges associated with this school reform effort.   

Data Collection and Analysis 

 There are a variety of methods to collect data in qualitative research, and for this study, 

data collection included individual interviews, focus group conversations, a review of documents 

associated with the KCSRP and the DMS redesign effort, and direct observation (Merriam & 

Tisdell, 2016).  One-on-one interviews with individuals in the participant sampling was 

necessary to elicit information about the purpose of the study that was not directly observable in 

order to find out what is on someone else’s mind (Patton, 2015).  Focus groups were useful for 

collecting data from multiple people at one time, usually four to eight participants from the 

sample (Creswell, 2015).  Document reviews were utilized to determine background information 

about the phenomenon of interest.  In this case, it was important to review the historical aspects 

of the KCSRP to understand the significance of the outset of the redesign effort.  My intent was 

to utilize interviews, focus groups, and documents to gain valuable insight into why leaders 
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chose to participate in the KCSRP, the capacity of DMS to learn to implement systemic change 

principles, and how the organization navigated challenges that arose with their reform effort.  

Interviews 

 An important method of data collection for this study was semi-structured interview 

protocols, which allowed for interview questions to be worded flexibly and for a mix of more 

and less structured questions to be used (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016).  This approach allowed me 

to respond in real time to the emerging worldview of the participant and to the ideas presented.  

Semi-structured interviews also allowed for potentially sensitive questions to be asked that could 

go beyond the initial questions or only the written, pre-planned protocol questions (Creswell, 

2015).  The format of the one-on-one interviews consisted of 8-10 questions with open-ended 

prompts, and interviews were digitally recorded for a duration of approximately 45-60 minutes.  

I took field notes during the interviews to most accurately interpret the perspectives of the 

participants.  I chose to individually interview select stakeholders including state officials, board 

of education members, district leaders, and building leaders because there was a relatively small 

number of individuals represented in these groups.  In addition, it was unlikely I would have 

been able to get these individuals together in one place at one time.  I conducted a total of eight 

individual interviews as part of this case study.  The interview protocol and questions are 

included in Appendix A. 

Focus Groups 

 A second method of data collection for this study involved the use of focus groups, which 

convened a small group of participants who provided answers to protocol questions related to the 

research topic (Creswell, 2015).  Focus group conversations consisted of 3 to 4 participants and 

lasted approximately 30-40 minutes.  This format allowed me to gain diverse perspectives from 
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participants in a natural, comfortable, and reassuring atmosphere (Marshall & Rossman, 2011).  

In addition, focus groups allowed participants to interact with one another and respond to each 

other’s comments perhaps in a manner to refine their own thoughts based on what was said 

(Hennink, 2014).  My goal was to develop an appropriate level of trust with the focus group 

participants to promote rich dialogue among them.  Trust building was important for me as the 

facilitator of the focus group considering this format can be problematic when topics are 

sensitive or personal in nature (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016).  I conducted five focus group sessions 

with grade-level teacher teams.  Several of the focus group participants were involved in the 

original planning and implementation of the redesign effort at DMS.  The total number of 

teachers in the focus group sessions was 14.  The focus group protocol and questions are 

included in Appendix B. 

Document Review 

 Documents can be a valuable source of information in qualitative research and can be in 

the form of public or private records that aid in the understanding of the central phenomenon 

(Creswell, 2015).  In qualitative research, documents include printed materials relevant to a study 

including visual, written, or digital materials (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016).  For this study, there 

were many important documents that helped explain the principles and outcomes associated with 

the KCSRP along with accountability measures and timelines assigned to the redesign schools 

and districts.  Many of these documents were from the original KCSRP visioning process, while 

other documents were updated when new schools come on board.  Most of the documents were 

accessible through the KSDE redesign website, although some documents were available only 

through direct request of the KSDE or DPS.  Although I had many documents in mind going into 
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the study, I came across additional documents that emerged during the data collection process 

and addressed the study’s purpose and the research questions (Lapan et al., 2012). 

Based on the purpose of the study and research questions, one of the most important 

documents analyzed was the DMS original application for the KCSRP.  This document provided 

valuable insight into why DPS and DMS chose to redesign, which was of primary importance to 

understanding how redesign leaders perceived their organization’s capacity to learn to implement 

redesign principles and why this change is necessary.  In addition, I analyzed a document 

detailing the bedrock principles of redesign, which was one of the original documents supplied 

by the KSDE when the KCSRP was in its infancy.  This document included information specific 

to elementary and secondary schools and identified key redesign concepts such as social and 

emotional learning and instructional practices that emphasized the principles of personalized 

learning, project-based learning, and civic engagement.  Other related documents through KSDE 

further defined each of these redesign principles with details of how schools could implement 

these initiatives.   

Another important document was the KSCRP redesign playbook.  This manual outlines 

the process schools go through to implement the redesign plan.  Working through the playbook 

involved all key participants in this study and highlights the process the school follows to pursue 

the KCSRP principles.  This document provided insight into the change process, and the 

theoretical framework of this study was an important lens to view this change process through.  

In addition, there were many local newspaper articles about the DMS redesign, and I utilized 

these stories as part of the document analysis process.  Although these known documents were 

useful in this study, I kept an open mind throughout the study and looked for additional 

documents that helped inform the purpose of the study.  Much like new information can emerge 
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during the interview and focus group conversations, I remained focused on the process of 

uncovering new and valuable data through the acquisition and analysis of documents throughout 

the data collection and analysis process (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016).   

Observation 

 Observation is often used in qualitative research and includes gathering firsthand 

information while being on site and recording information as it occurs (Creswell, 2015).  It is 

important for the research observer to differentiate between what is directly observed and what is 

interpreted.  Noting what is seen and stated during an observation describes events in a concrete 

manner, while noting impressions of what is seen and stated is interpretive (Lapan et al., 2012).  

Being a good observer in qualitative research requires strong listening skills, attention to detail, 

and the ability to accurately record events relevant to the study (Marshall & Rossman, 2011).  

Additionally, observation requires the researcher to pay close attention to what is relevant to the 

study, writing descriptive field notes, and knowing how to separate important details from trivial 

information (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016).       

 I spent one full day, approximately 8 hours, at DMS and observed a variety of activities 

at the study site including classroom instruction time, which involved many of the KCSRP 

principles.  It was important to observe classroom instruction because this represents the 

practices that were most impacted by the redesign principles.  Personalized learning, social and 

emotional learning, and project-based learning were all a part of the redesigned classroom 

experience for students at DMS.  I was able to see all each of these principles in action during 

my observations.  To gain access to these observable events, I worked with the district 

superintendent and building principals to find appropriate times to observe and did so in a way 

that was not threatening to those being observed.   
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Analysis and Interpretation 

Collecting data is an important part of the research process, but the data itself is not 

useful if the researcher is unable to make sense of the data.  The process of finding meaning 

within the data is the ultimate goal of the data analysis process (Lapan et al., 2012).  After 

completing individual interviews and focus groups, I began analyzing the data by transcribing 

the audio recordings of the question and answer sessions to bring all of the data together in an 

organized fashion and make it easily retrievable (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016).  As part of this 

process, I utilized transcription software to most efficiently transcribe the audio recordings and 

then went back through the transcripts word-by-word to ensure accurate transcriptions were 

created.  This process of reviewing each word of a transcript allowed me to become more 

familiar with the data in preparation for analysis. 

I utilized transcripts from individual interviews and focus groups, analyzed pertinent 

documents, and reviewed field notes form observations to identify patterns and themes in the 

data and code the data accordingly (Marshall & Rossman, 2011; Patton, 2015).  As an initial 

step, I utilized Microsoft Word to highlight sections of data that were relevant to the research 

purpose and research questions along with the theoretical framework.  This process of unitizing 

the data included utilizing track changes to make initial comments about each highlighted section 

of data that required further analysis.  In addition to the interview and focus group transcripts, I 

closely read documents associated with this study and analyzed them for content related to the 

study’s purpose, questions, and theoretical framework.  This process included entering data from 

pertinent documents into Microsoft Word and highlighting common words and phrases 

associated with the study.  I compared data from interviews, focus groups, and documents with 

notes I took during field observations to further develop consistent data patterns from these 
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sources.  After going through all transcripts and documents to highlight key data, I then begin the 

coding process.   

Codes are labels that describe a segment of data and examples include the setting or 

context, perspectives of participants, processes of the study site, and relationships between 

people within the study site (Creswell, 2015).  The process of coding requires the classification 

of text into categories through deconstructing the information and then putting it back together in 

a way that is meaningful and supports the purpose of the research study (Lapan et al., 2012).  

This process of collapsing initial codes into categories includes the examination of the codes for 

overlap and redundancy and disregarding data that is not relevant to the study’s purpose based on 

the identified categories (Creswell, 2015).  The final categories are then refined into themes.  For 

this study, the data analysis process generated approximately 30 codes.  I then worked to develop 

the primary themes from the codes and ultimately settled on five major themes.  Once the themes 

were identified, I discussed them in the findings section of the study, and this section reflects my 

interpretations of the data based on the study’s purpose and theoretical framework. 

Research Quality 

 This study followed appropriate research methodology for a qualitative case study.  The 

methodology guided all procedures and allowed for the study to be understandable to readers and 

subject to critique and replication (Lapan et al., 2012).  I used sanctioned methods to collect, 

analyze, and interpret data to assure the reader this is a study worthy of trust and time.  The 

quality of this research study was promoted based on the framework of trustworthiness found in 

the work of Lincoln and Guba (1985).  They explain trustworthiness as the researcher persuading 

the audience that the findings are worthy of attention, and their specific criteria for 

trustworthiness includes credibility, transferability, dependability, and confirmability.  The 
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quality of this research study was further supported by employing aspects of the criteria for 

excellent qualitative research found in the work of Tracy (2010). 

Credibility 

Merriam and Tisdell (2016) stated “it is the training, experience, and intellectual rigor of 

the researcher that determines the credibility of a qualitative research study” (p. 260).  Credibility 

for the study was promoted using sanctioned research techniques including triangulation and 

member checks (Creswell, 2015; Merriam & Tisdell, 2016).  In a case study, triangulation means 

an agreement is found among the data collected from a variety of sources using multiple methods 

to collect the data, and this process increases the validity of the findings (Lapan et al., 2012).  

Although the process of triangulation continues to be evaluated from a research perspective, this 

strategy remains an important way to ensure validity and reliability (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016).  

Member checking is a process that involves participants in the study checking the accuracy of 

the perspective they provide (Creswell, 2015).  According to Lincoln and Guba (1985), member 

checks are a critical technique for ensuring credibility.  After interview and focus group sessions, 

I sent each participant a copy of his or her transcript to provide the opportunity to comment or 

correct.   

To further support the credibility of the research study, I provided a thick description of 

the data.  Tracy (2010) recognized the complexity of data collection and analysis in qualitative 

research and advised researchers to provide the right amount of detail to readers for them to draw 

their own conclusions.  Tracy stated that this approach stands in direct opposition to telling the 

reader what to think.  To provide thick description, I dug deep into the data collection and 

analysis process by paying close attention to what was not directly stated by participants, 

including those ideas and issues assumed to be true or part of what the participants viewed as 
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common sense.  This required intentional observation and noticing important behaviors while 

interacting with participants in the study. 

Transferability 

 In qualitative research, the term transferability is sometimes called external validity as 

Lapan et al. (2012) stated transferability “parallels external validity, which means that the results 

of the study can be generalized to other samples from the same population” (p. 29).  Merriam 

and Tisdell (2016) shared that transferability is the degree that the results of a study can be 

applied to other situations and how generalizable the findings of the study are.  The idea of 

transferability is primarily the responsibility of the consumer of the research as opposed to the 

responsibility of the researcher (Lincoln & Guba, 1985).  The researcher’s responsibility is to 

provide rich and descriptive data that makes transferability possible for the reader.  This study 

provides a detailed description of the setting and participants along with data collection and 

analysis methods that will allow the reader to determine the extent of transferability to another 

context and to what degree the study resonates. 

 To further support transferability, I worked to create a research study that resonates with 

readers, whether they have direct experience with the topic or are simply interested in learning 

more.  “Transferability is achieved when readers feel as though the story of the research overlaps 

with their own situation, and they intuitively transfer research to their own action” (Tracy, 2010, 

p. 845).  The topic of the KCSRP is timely as school leaders across the state of Kansas are 

undoubtedly aware of the program and engaged in some degree of analysis to determine possible 

participation.  This creates a natural resonance of the research topic for the primary audience of 

this study, which includes educational leaders assessing systemic school improvement practices 

across Kansas and the United States.     
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Dependability and Confirmability 

   Dependability, also called reliability in qualitative research, means “there is consistency 

in the measurements of the targeted variables” (Lapan et al., 2012, p. 29).  The processes I used 

to collect data and make connections between the various transcripts and documents required a 

consistent approach in order to promote the dependability of the study (Lincoln & Guba, 1985).  

Confirmability, sometimes referred to as objectivity, addresses the concept of bias the researcher 

brings to the study.  I utilized interview and focus group protocols to collect data from 

participants in a consistent manner, and I developed accurate transcriptions from these audio-

recorded discussions.  In addition, I collected data through the identification of significant 

documents relevant to the phenomenon of interest to make connections between the interview 

and focus group transcripts and the data found in the artifacts.  This consistent approach to data 

collection and the methodology promoted a reliable study.   

 Along with the described technical aspects of promoting dependability and 

confirmability, it is important to achieve sincerity in qualitative research, which accounts for the 

human elements of a study.  Tracy (2010) stated, “Sincerity means the research is marked by 

honesty and transparency about the researcher’s biases, goals, and foibles as well as about how 

these played a role in the methods, joys, and mistakes of the research (p. 841).  Transparency is 

promoted through an honest account of the research process.  This includes descriptions of the 

context of the study, participant willingness to engage in interviews and focus groups, the 

researcher’s ability to take quality field notes, and the detail of the data transcriptions (Tracy, 

2010).   
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Positionality and Reflexivity 

 In qualitative research it is important to recognize the researcher is a part of the study and 

the personal qualities and characteristics of the researcher cannot be excluded from the study.  

Positionality includes the recognition that the researcher has personal attributes, which can and 

often do impact the overall study and specifically the collection and interpretation of the data 

(Chiseri-Strater, 1996).  As the researcher in this study, my view of the world is shaped by my 

life experiences, and therefore, it was important to recognize my identity in relation to the overall 

design of the study, participants in the study, and the data collected, analyzed, and reported 

(Lapan et al., 2012).  As part of the process of recognizing my positionality in the context of the 

study, I engaged in the practice of reflexivity.  This allowed me to recognize my own biases and 

assumptions while promoting deep reflection and awareness of my role as the researcher and 

how my personal beliefs impact the research process.  This process began before I went into the 

field to collect data as I assessed my motivation and examined my readiness to enter the study 

site and engage participants (Tracy, 2010).   

 As I positioned myself within the research process, I monitored the impact of my beliefs 

and biases based on life and professional experiences and maintained a balance between the 

recognition that I am a part of the research, but I am not a central figure in the study itself 

(Berger, 2015; Lapan et al., 2012).  As part of this balance, it was critical to establish trust with 

those who participated in this study.  Trust was promoted as I examined my impact on the 

research site and understood participant views and reactions towards me (Tracy, 2010).  Because 

I was on-site to collect data and interacted directly with members of the school community, I 

focused on a key component of reflexivity, which recognizes the importance of honoring and 

respecting the location and people who are a part of the study (Creswell, 2015).  This process 
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began from the moment I gained initial entry with school officials who acted as gatekeepers of 

the research site through the entire duration of the study.   

 I recognized this study involved teachers and educational leaders, many of whom shared 

a similar professional background with me.  For example, I interviewed teachers, building 

administrators, and district administrators, and I served in each of those roles.  I work closely 

with board of education members in my own district, which gave me an informed perspective on 

the role as I interviewed the board members associated with this study.  I also share a similar 

cultural and ethnic background with the majority demographic of the school community, and this 

type of shared identity may have create the assumption that compatibility naturally existed due to 

these shared characteristics (Lapan et al., 2012).  In addition, the demographic of the community 

and the school district are like the communities and school systems I served as a teacher, 

building administrator, and superintendent.  These qualities and experiences I shared with the 

people in the research site allowed me to take on the role of an insider when I interacted with the 

study participants and collected and interpreted data.  This insider status may have helped me 

with acceptance into the groups of participants, and it was important that I did not take this 

access for granted and maintained objectivity in a location that was relatively comfortable for me 

based on my professional experience and background (Ganga & Scott, 2006).  

 To promote the most authentic and genuine research study possible, I employed 

intentional practices as I took notes during interview and focus group sessions.  Tracy (2010) 

described researchers who effectively practice self-reflexivity as those who “interrogate their 

own opinions and ask for feedback from participants” (p. 842).  This involved taking specific 

notes about my own actions during sessions with participants, such as noting how individuals or 

groups reacted to me and noting my interpretations of knowledge or information that was not 
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stated directly and may have been shielded or hidden.  Because the KCSRP was somewhat 

controversial at the study site, there was likely to be participants who remained guarded with 

their opinions.  Being aware of this going into the interview and focus group sessions was an 

important part of my own interpretation of the participant sessions and making note of this 

through the field note process was an important aspect of evaluating my positionality and 

reflexivity towards a controversial topic. 

Ethical Considerations 

 I accounted for four ethical practices in this qualitative case study including procedural 

ethics, situational ethics, relational ethics, and exiting ethics (Tracy, 2010).  To address 

procedural ethics, prior to individual interviews and focus group sessions, I obtained written 

consent from all study participants following approval from the Institutional Review Board 

(IRB) at Wichita State University (consent forms can be found in Appendix C and D).  All 

participants received an email inviting them to participate and information regarding the format 

of the interviews and focus groups (email invitation to participants can be found in Appendix E).  

I explained the purpose of the study along with data collection methods to all participants in the 

study, and I fully protected the confidentiality of the participants to every degree possible.  Prior 

to focus group sessions, I asked each participant to respect one another’s privacy and to not share 

information discussed during the group conversation with those who were not involved in the 

focus group.  During the transcription process, I made all personal names and titles anonymous.  

All hard copies of data were stored in a locked filing cabinet in my office behind locked doors.  

Electronic data was stored on my computer and was password protected.  Prior to asking 

protocol questions, I reminded participants that their participation in the study was voluntary, 
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and they were free to refrain from answering any questions associated with the study without 

penalty.   

 Tracy (2010) described situational ethics as practices that account for the circumstances 

of the study’s context.  Situational ethics addresses important issues that arise during field work, 

which are often unpredictable and not always apparent (Ellis, 2007).  I addressed situational 

ethics by continuously reflecting on the methods I employed in the study and determined what 

data was most important to provide.  Relational ethics considers the researcher’s mindfulness of 

his own character and actions (Tracy, 2010).  Relational ethics “recognizes and values mutual 

respect, dignity, and connectedness between the researcher and the researched, and between 

researchers and the communities in which they work and live” (Ellis, 2007, p. 4).  I employed the 

principles of relational ethics by demonstrating the highest levels of respect for the individuals 

who participated in this study and by respecting the entire school community, which served as 

the site for the study.   

Exiting ethics considers how the researcher leaves the study site once data collection is 

complete and results are ultimately shared.  This includes understanding how to best avoid 

unintended consequences from the study or portraying the study in an unjust way (Tracy, 2010).  

This study intended to provide insight into participant perspectives on the KCSRP, which was a 

new approach to school reform in Kansas.  Although there could be critical analysis given to the 

implementation of the program at DMS, the intent was to tell the story of the school’s attempt to 

create systemic change through the KCSRP.  My commitment was to provide a just and accurate 

portrayal of the participant views that addressed the purpose of the study and research questions 

in an authentic and genuine manner.  I also intended to account for all considerations of research 

quality and ethical practices described in the appropriate sections of the proposal. 
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CHAPTER 4 

Findings 

 The purpose of this study was to examine how DMS attempted to change its system 

based on its redesign goals and principles.  This study involved state redesign leaders including 

those who were involved in redesign from the outset of the KCSRP.  District-level redesign 

leaders included Board of Education members along with the DPS Superintendent and Assistant 

Superintendent.  At the building-level, redesign leader participants included the DMS Principal, 

Assistant Principal, and 14 teachers.  Participants referenced in this chapter are designated as 

state leaders, district leaders, building administrators, and teachers, respectively.   

Participants were asked to share their perspectives on the organization’s capacity to 

follow a change process and implement the principles of redesign while they navigated the 

challenges that arose from the redesign effort.  This chapter presents the findings, which are 

organized into themes that emerged from analysis of the data.  These major themes were the 

result of data collected through individual interviews and focus groups with 22 state and local 

redesign leaders, school-wide observations of the study site, and a thorough review of important 

documents related to the KCSRP and DMS’s redesign effort.   

Why Redesign? 

The first major theme and a key aspect of this study that emerged from the data is 

understanding the reasons DMS chose to participate in a statewide redesign project.  As part of 

gaining insight into this local decision, it is important to know how the KCSRP developed as a 

statewide model for changing public education in Kansas and why state educational leaders 

chose to pursue a redesign model.  Further, it is necessary to understand why local district 

leaders in DPS, building administrators, and teachers at DMS decided the KCSRP was 
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appropriate for their students.  To best explain “Why Redesign,” I asked questions of key 

participants at all levels of the redesign process, analyzed their responses, and looked at related 

documents produced at the state and local levels to find connections between what was produced 

and how participants responded in interviews and focus groups. 

The Development of the KCSRP 

The vision for the KCSRP process began in the fall of 2015 with the hiring of Dr. Randy 

Watson as the new Kansas Commissioner of Education and his subsequent 27-city tour of 

Kansas.  There were several key questions state officials wanted Kansans to answer during the 

statewide listening tour.  These questions included what Kansans believed a successful adult 

looked like and how the K-12 public education system could respond to help students better 

achieve these characteristics as compared to the current system.  The feedback from the tour 

included concepts such as redesigning curriculum to promote personalization and project-based 

learning, new roles for school counselors related to social emotional learning, and more 

coordination with businesses and community organizations.  In addition, non-cognitive measures 

such as conscientiousness and promoting positive school climates along with creating more 

realistic learning experiences for students as opposed to utilizing traditional standardized 

assessments were all cited as ways to improve school in Kansas.  In analysis of the data from the 

listening tour and associated surveys, leaders at KSDE found that non-academic skills were 

identified 70% of the time when a describing successful graduate (Kansas State Department of 

Education, 2017a). 

After analyzing the feedback from participants on the listening tour, one state leader 

shared, “At that point, we just looked at research on good instruction and what was going on 

nationwide with quality instruction.  It appeared to us we were not going to get there without 
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people wanting to break the mold of how K-12 was organized.”  This concept of breaking the 

mold of public education in Kansas eventually led to the development a vision for redesigning 

public education in Kansas.  State leaders shared their perspective on the importance of 

redesigning the K-12 public education system to meet the needs of every student, especially 

those who may not be college bound.  One state leader shared,  

I think the evidence is pretty clear.  We are trying to meet the needs of every kid in the 

system, but the current system was never set up to do that.  It was set up to sort and select 

kids from those who just get a high school diploma or those who drop out and get a job, 

to those who are college bound.  Over time it’s really become very much exclusive to 

college bound.  The current system is really set up to send kids to college. 

This perception of the public education system mobilized leaders at KSDE and the KSBE to 

develop a new vision statement for schools in Kansas, “Kansas leads the world in the success of 

each student.”  According to the state leader, “The vision statement was developed over a series 

of retreats and meetings with the KSBE.  They took information from the listening tours we 

conducted and over a series of meetings developed the vision statement.”   

Achieving this vision, according to state leaders, required evaluation of the functional 

model of schools including looking beyond traditional curriculum and instruction to how school 

days are organized to meet the needs of communities.  A state leader explained, “We had to look 

at the functional model, not just the instructional model, but the entire model applicable to 

today’s families and kids.  There’s fairly good evidence that the functional model is not working 

for all kids.”  The state leader addressed the traditional approach to the functional model in 

schools.  He questioned, “Should we be organized around age, time, or content where bells ring 

and we move from content to content?”  A change in the functional model, according to the state 
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leader, requires schools to question how the system is organized.  He stated, “We need to 

question how our kids move from class to class first, then question what they should be studying.  

That’s a big shift.”  These shifts in how schools are organized and function on a daily basis 

contributed to the development of the KCSRP principles.   

As part of the process of evaluating the functional model from a community perspective, 

the state leader continued, “Communities need to take a close look at their local school systems 

and ask whether the system is achieving its expected outcomes based on those community-wide 

expectations.”  According to state leaders, changes in the functional model were a key aspect of 

the feedback received during the statewide listening tour, especially feedback from the business 

community.  The state leader shared,  

We had to look at the business economy in Kansas and where that was moving and what 

they were telling us was going to happen.  A big question we wanted answered was what 

is K-12 role in this process and how does K-12 respond.  

This meant changes to the functional model including stronger community and business 

partnerships along with content and instruction focused on real world application in the 

classroom. 

After approximately two years of collecting data and analyzing the vision for redesigning 

schools, KSBE introduced school districts in Kansas to the concept of the KCSRP in the spring 

of 2017.  Leaders at KSDE and members of the KSBE encouraged school districts across the 

state to volunteer based on the redesign principles developed by these state agencies.  To be 

considered for the KCSRP, school districts were required to select at least one elementary school 

and one secondary school to be redesigned.  The criteria to be selected as a redesign school 

district was based on five outcomes established by the KSBE.  These outcomes included social 
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and emotional growth, kindergarten readiness, individual plans of study, graduation rates, and 

postsecondary success.  As part of the application process, school districts had to show evidence 

of a public BOE vote, faculty approval with at least an 80% affirmative vote, and support from 

the local Kansas National Education Association (KNEA). 

Within a few months of launching the redesign project, the KSDE received 29 

applications from school districts across the state and selected 14 schools from seven school 

districts.  These initial participants were called the Mercury Seven, named after Project Mercury, 

which was the first human spaceflight program, which began in 1958.  The schools and districts 

were tasked with creating their redesign plan during the 2017-18 school year and launching their 

redesign effort in 2018-19.  These select schools were to serve as examples and models for other 

school districts across Kansas (Kansas State Department of Education, 2018).   

Schools not selected to participate in the Mercury program were given the option to 

participate in another aspect of the KCSRP.  These schools became known as the Gemini 

program, and KSDE identified 21 participating school districts.  The Gemini districts had more 

flexibility in their redesign plan but could follow the same timeline as the Mercury Seven school 

districts based on local preference.   

The primary difference between the Mercury Seven and Gemini districts was the level of 

support from KSDE and how quickly the schools had to plan and implement their redesign 

model.  The Mercury Seven schools receive on-site coaching from KSDE staff, while the Gemini 

districts have relied on online support in the form of Professional Learning Communities (PLC) 

to support their efforts (Kansas State Department of Education, 2019a).  These PLCs included 

other Gemini districts along with redesign specialists at KSDE.  KSDE required Gemini districts 

to participate in PLC opportunities with Mercury Seven schools, other Gemini schools, and 
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schools identified in subsequent redesign application periods.  Other requirements and 

specifications between the Mercury Seven and Gemini schools are similar.  School districts 

electing to participate in the KCSRP receive no additional funding, and Mercury Seven and 

Gemini schools must continue to meet all accreditation requirements through the Kansas 

Education Systems Accreditation (KESA).   

The Choice to Redesign in DPS 

DPS was an original applicant for the KCSRP during the summer of 2017 and was 

selected as a Gemini district.  According to the KCSRP application from DPS, district leaders 

explained, “We believe that this opportunity is in the best interest of our students and our 

district.”  The original application also stated,  

We are excited by the vision of Kansans Can and are ready to design and implement an 

educational environment where Kansas leads the world in the success of each student, 

and more specifically, Discovery Public Schools leads the state in the success of each 

student.  We want to be recognized as a leader in the state, nation, and world through our 

work and be a model for others.       

When asked why they chose to volunteer and follow such a rigid and ambitious planning and 

implementation timeline, one building administrator stated, “We got brave.  We just said this is 

the best thing for us.  This is what we think is going to be best for our students, and this is what 

we’re doing.”  This belief that redesign was an important step in creating a better system for their 

students was a key theme of almost all local redesign leaders who participated in this study. 

 For many local school leaders, the fact that redesign was a statewide initiative seemed to 

add to the credibility of the local school district’s decision to participate.  This included the 

influence of the new Commissioner of Education in Kansas, Dr. Randy Watson who promoted 
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participation in the KCSRP across the state.  In a local newspaper article, Dr. Watson shared his 

perspective on redesign for the people of Discovery:   

We’re looking at a different organization that will meet your needs as parents and 

grandparents, as well as the needs of kids.  It’s not that we’re doing a bad job, it’s that we 

think we can do a better job for kids. 

One district administrator shared, “I applaud Dr. Watson for being a visionary and understanding 

what it takes to have a system work from a state level down to a district and school building.”   A 

district administrator shared how important it was to hear that the data from the statewide 

listening tour was a critical part of developing the vision of the KSBE and the KCSRP.  She 

stated, “I like that our leaders went and talked to people across the state and based on what they 

were saying, this is how we came to the vision.” 

Along with the impact of a strong leader in Dr. Watson and the vision of the KSBE, local 

redesign leaders talked about how important it was to know this effort impacted more school 

districts than just DPS.  One teacher stated, “I would not be nearly as comfortable if it wasn’t a 

state initiative, which provided the impetus to make a change, dream big, and know that you 

have the support of those at the state level.”  Another teacher talked about the importance of 

being supported by state leadership, “The support aspect from state leadership is a major thing.  

We need their support to be able to be most effective and feel most comfortable with what we’re 

doing.”   

Context of the DPS Community 

The context and demographic of the Discovery community played an important role in 

school leaders deciding to pursue the KCSRP.  Discovery, KS is a county seat with a population 

of approximately 20,000 residents, the median household income for residents is about $50,000, 
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and 90% of residents have graduated high school, while around 30% have a bachelor’s degree or 

higher (United States Census Bureau, 2019).  According to the same report, the population based 

on race consists of about 80% White, 14% Hispanic or Latino, 3% African American, and 3% 

two or more races.  The median value of an owner-occupied home in Discovery is approximately 

$100,000.  For the purpose of this study, it was important to understand the economic and 

demographic makeup of the community, as these characteristics impact redesign leader 

perspectives of their community’s school system and its ability to successfully learn to pursue 

systemic change through the KCSRP (Diamond & Gomez, 2004).  

Many local participants talked about how the demographic of the community and school 

were important elements in deciding redesign was best for them.  To best understand this 

perspective, it is necessary to look at the makeup of the community and school and how 

Discovery Public Schools performed in various measures used to determine student success.  

DPS has an approximate enrollment of between 3,000-4,000 students across nine total attendance 

centers (Kansas State Department of Education, 2019c).  DPS has an economically 

disadvantaged student population of approximately 55%.  The racial and ethnic makeup of DPS 

is 60% White, 30% Hispanic, 8% other, and 2% African American.  Just over 5% of DPS 

students are classified as English Language Learners, and under 20% have a disability.  DPS 

employ approximately 600 staff members, 340 are considered certified employees while 240 are 

classified employees (Kansas State Department of Education, 2019b).  The average class size of 

DPS middle schools is 22 students.  DPS have an average daily attendance rate of 95%, a 

graduation rate of 88%, and an average composite ACT score of 21.5 (Kansas State Department 

of Education, 2019c).   
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According to the school district report card on the KSDE website, DPS have a five year 

postsecondary success rate of around 50% and a postsecondary effective rate of just above 40%, 

which is close to the state average of 46%.  This means about 40% of DPS graduates over the 

past 5 years either gained a postsecondary certification or degree within two years after 

graduation, or they remained in a postsecondary institution two years after graduation.  The 

difference between postsecondary success and effective rates is that effective rate also accounts 

for those who did not graduate high school.  The effective rate multiplies the graduation rate and 

success rate.  The DPS effective rate is approximately 4% above the predicted rate for the district 

based on student risk factors.  In terms of academic performance as measured by the 2018 state 

assessments, approximately 25% of DPS students achieved the highest two levels in math, and 

approximately 30% achieved the highest two levels in English-Language Arts (ELA).  This puts 

DPS students below the state average.  Approximately 35% of Kansas students perform at the 

two highest levels in math and almost 40% achieved the highest two levels in ELA.   

Discovery Middle School 

DMS was identified as a Gemini school and elected to follow the same timeline and 

implement a rigorous implementation process that was common in the Mercury Seven schools.  

The vision statement for DMS reads “Our community will inspire each other to build knowledge, 

skills, and values to thrive in a world we create.”  DMS houses the 5-6th grade students in DPS 

and has an enrollment of approximately 570 students.  The school day at DMS begins at 8:00 am 

and lasts until 3:10 pm.  Although 5th and 6th grades are often housed in an elementary school 

setting in many school districts, DMS operates differently than a traditional elementary school.  

Students move from class to class during the day, attending both core classes and specials classes 

such as art, physical education, and music all taught by different teachers.   
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An estimated 55-60% of the school population is considered economically 

disadvantaged, which represents the population of students on free and reduced lunches.  The 

racial and ethnic makeup of the student population consists of approximately 60% White, 30% 

Hispanic, 7% Other, and 3% African American.  Just over 6% of students qualify for English 

Language Learner services, 16% of the students have disabilities, and there are no students who 

are considered migrant.   

DMS has two administrators: one building principal and one assistant principal.  DMS 

has 29 classroom teachers, 13 paraeducators, and two academic interventionists.  In addition, 

there are five special education teachers, three school social workers, one school resource officer, 

one gifted facilitator, and one speech pathologist.  On state assessments, DMS students 

performed lower than the district average in math, as approximately 20% of students performed 

in the highest two categories on the state math assessment.  DMS students scored slightly higher 

than the district average in ELA as 31% met the top two performance categories.   

Although the KCSRP is a statewide initiative, state officials, district leaders, building 

administrators, and teachers all described the importance of identifying unique needs within the 

community when choosing to join the KCSRP and implementing the redesign principles.  This 

community dynamic resonated with district leaders, as one stated,  

Redesign frees school districts to look at their community and what their community 

needs to shape how education happens and how to best deal with our unique student 

needs.  I mean we are different than Kansas City, and western Kansas needs are so 

different than what Wichita needs.   

A building administrator at DMS agreed that community context is important and stated, 

“Redesign is different for everybody.  I think you just have to be able to step back and look at 
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what is needed for our kids and what is needed in this community.”  Recognizing the uniqueness 

of their community was a key component for the redesign plan at DMS.  

Administrators and teachers at DMS liked the flexibility associated with their planning 

and implementation of redesign, which they could tailor to meet their unique needs.  One 

building administrator shared, “For me, redesign could be a small change or it could be a large 

change.  It just depends on what your needs are in your community.”  A teacher at DMS 

explained, “Our needs are far different than many of the suburban districts south of us, and each 

district being able to redesign based on what they feel they need is exciting.”  This excitement 

led to a change in the way educators at DMS viewed and approached their students.  For DMS, 

redesign elevated the need for change based on the context of the community and the 

demographic in the school.  One teacher shared,  

The need for change in our community was evident.  Our staff recognized that there were 

things that need improvement because we have high trauma, high poverty, and high 

diversity.  It was evident that a lot of these needs were not being met.  So, when redesign 

came along, it was just kind of an obvious choice. 

Ninety-two percent of the staff at DMS voted in favor of redesigning when the original 

application was submitted, which seemed to verify the notion that educators at DMS felt strongly 

change was needed. 

Catalyst for Redesign:  Doing What is Best for Our Students 

The KCSRP quickly made its mark on the staff who planned and implemented new 

programs and approaches at DMS.  As local redesign leaders reflected on the decision to become 

a redesign school, the idea of doing what was best for their students was a sentiment mentioned 

by almost everyone.  One district leader stated,  
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I think for all of us whether you are a board member, teacher, community member, 

parent, or administrator, all of us agree that we want to make every decision and 

everything about school based on the student, based on the child.   

Another district leader shared, I think we have that common goal that this is really what our kids 

need.”  There was a shared recognition that the demographic in the Discovery community 

required a new approach that included the redesign principles as defined by leaders at DMS.  In 

an article published in a local newspaper, a building administrator stated,  

At the core, for us, it’s just about making school relevant and a place where kids want to 

be.  More than anything, it’s personal for us.  These are our kids.  These are our 

grandkids.  We want what’s best for them, too. 

The context of the Discovery community and how educational leaders perceived the 

demographic in Discovery was a key driver in deciding to redesign DMS. 

Several teachers talked about the initial process the redesign team at DMS followed to 

engage stakeholders about the need for change at DMS and what the redesign priorities might be.  

One teacher stated, “We were definitely looking for new ways of delivering school to our kids.  

So, we queried our stakeholders and came up with our priorities for what we thought would be 

most beneficial for our kids.”  This led to the development of plans that would change the way 

the instructional model would look at DMS.  A teacher shared, “We could continue in that mode 

of doing school as we’ve always done it, but it hasn’t been successful for every student, so let’s 

see what change might do for us.”  Another teacher spoke to how the prior approach at DMS was 

not best for each student and stated, “I feel like before, there were groups of kids that were 

getting lost in the shuffle of everything and the feeling was redesign would help us focus on all 

kids and help each of them.”   
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Teachers consistently shared stories about the nature of the home lives of many of their 

students and used these accounts as motivation to move forward with their redesign principles 

and goals to meet the unique needs of their demographic.  One teacher talked about the number 

of students who do not enter school each day ready to learn.  She explained, “For me as a 

teacher, I did not always understand that many of our kids are behaving a certain way because 

they are in survival brain rather than learning brain, and I needed to be able to recognize the 

difference.”  Another teacher talked about how so many of the students at DMS needed the 

teachers to rearrange their priorities to best meet the unique needs of the student population.  She 

said,  

We have to do what is best for our students and that means the curriculum may have to 

come second.  We just need to realize that our school is going to be successful if the kids 

want to be here and want to make connections with the people here.   

Another teacher added, “The relationships we build with our students will make the curriculum 

matter more to them.”  Teachers consistently expressed that building strong relationships will 

support student academic performance.         

A number of teachers shared stories about the challenges their students have outside of 

the school environment, especially their family dynamics or they are living through financial 

hardships.  One teacher explained, “For some students, it might be just figuring out that their dad 

really isn’t their dad.  This is why it is so important for us to connect with our kids and their 

parents.”  Another teacher shared, “I had a student tell me they were glad that we have a good 

relationship because there is nothing at home.”  To address some of the challenges they faced 

connecting with families, teachers talked about visiting the homes of their students.  One teacher 

told me, “We started the school year by doing home visits, porch visits.  And so that opened the 
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door to even be able to get to know parents.  So, it made it easier to talk to parents and connect 

with them.”  Each of these examples represented why teachers felt redesign was best for their 

demographic, especially the school’s emphasis on SEL as part of redesign planning and 

implementation. 

This emphasis on doing what is best for their students was also shared when redesign 

leaders at DMS sensed challenges from stakeholders who may question the reasons the school 

chose to participate in the KCSRP.  One teacher stated,  

I just wish people would know and understand that we are doing what is best for all kids 

and not just what is best for some kids.  I think that story gets lost a little bit sometimes.  

You know, they think we are changing things just to change things, and we’re really 

trying to meet the needs of everybody instead of just one group of kids. 

According to the study participants at DPS and DMS specifically, this shared belief that they 

needed to do what was best for their students, based on their unique demographic and the context 

of the community, significantly influenced the decision to redesign.  The perspective on the 

qualities and characteristics of the students at DMS also had great influence over the programs 

and approaches that were chosen as part of the redesign plan. 

 Although state redesign leaders discussed connection between the KCSRP and preparing 

students for postsecondary and career opportunities, that sentiment was not the primary driving 

factor for the staff at DMS.  They focused more on the current educational experience of students 

and wished to provide learning experiences that were more interesting and engaging.  One 

teacher stated, “There has been a change in the way kids learn.  Kids aren’t going to learn like 

we did 20 years ago.  Technology advancements play a big role in that.”  This is not to suggest 

that postsecondary opportunities for students were not important to teachers at DMS, but their 
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focus was to prepare their students for the next stages in their school experience, specifically to 

prepare them to transition out of the elementary model and into the secondary model.  This focus 

included dialogue among DMS staff about what they could provide students each day.  A teacher 

shared, “It’s just figuring out what kids need to be successful.”  This could be different than 

teachers who work in redesign high schools where postsecondary opportunities are much more 

relevant due to the ages of the students and preparation needed to make postsecondary decisions. 

Redesign as a Spark for Change 

Whether it was state redesign leaders or local administrators and teachers, study 

participants shared the belief that there is an excitement and energy around the KCSRP.  A state 

redesign leader discussed the notion that the KCSRP provided a spark for change for teachers 

across the state.  He shared, “Teachers, especially veteran teachers, in redesign schools have felt 

a sense of rejuvenation.  That has been fun to see.”  A district administrator agreed that teachers 

see the benefit of what redesigning school means based on the principles emphasized by DPS 

and DMS.  She explained, “When we chose to redesign, I was extremely excited that we were 

willing to look at this, and our hope is that teachers feel they have support and freedom to 

provide new things to our students.”   

Teachers consistently shared that although it is hard work, redesign was the spark they 

needed to provide something better for their students.  One teacher talked about shifting focus 

from teaching content to pursuing redesign principles like SEL and how this made teaching more 

rewarding.  She shared, “I needed a push.  There was no way I was going to be able to do this on 

my own.  I would not have made time for it.”  Even though teachers described excitement and a 

positive energy associated with their redesign efforts, they also shared that it was hard work.  

One teacher affirmed,  



 77 

This has made teaching more challenging but more exciting.  We are tired at the end of 

the day, but it is so rewarding.  We did everything in one year, but we also know that we 

have goals to reach, and we may need to make tweaks.  

 The sentiment that the additional workload brought on by redesign was worth the extra effort 

was echoed by almost all teachers who participated in the study. 

The support from teachers for the redesign effort led to growth in the culture of DMS 

according to district and building leaders.  One district administrator specifically described how 

participation in the redesign impacted the school culture in a positive way, “I cannot say enough 

how redesign has promoted the empowerment of all of us to do what is best for our kids and feel 

free to explore everything we want to explore, even if it is the worst idea ever.”  A building 

administrator also noted the increased feelings of empowerment that redesign provided and 

added, “Everyone feels empowered, the whole building, and there is a sense that we are in this 

together.”  A teacher agreed that redesign promotes empowerment and the freedom to do what is 

best for kids, “Redesign is very exciting, and it transforms the classroom environment because 

all kids are able to learn based on the individual needs they have.  That is powerful and although 

it is tiring, it is so rewarding.”   

What is Redesign? 

 Understanding why the state, the school district, and most importantly DMS chose to 

pursue redesign is a critical component of this study.  It is also important to understand what 

redesign means for Kansas and DMS and what programs and approaches were planned and 

implemented in the first two years of the redesign project.  As part of the data collection process, 

I learned how state and local participants defined redesign, its associated principles, and the 

programs and instructional models implemented at DMS.  I also observed classrooms and the 
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programs and approaches identified by leaders at DMS that aligned with the redesign principles.  

Finally, in reviewing pertinent redesign documents produced at the state and the local levels, I 

gained further insight how the definition and the principles of redesign evolved and how state 

and school actions supported the redesign effort at DMS. 

Refinement of the Redesign Principles 

 Since the inception of the KCSRP, the principles associated with redesign have been 

refined.  State leaders cited they learned a great deal during the Mercury and Gemini redesign 

planning year and the first year of implementation.  One state redesign leader shared, “After 

learning from our first groups of schools during that plan year, we realized that we really needed 

to tighten up what it means to redesign schools in Kansas.”  Initial versions of the redesign 

principles, according to state leaders, included the concepts of personalized learning, SEL, PBL, 

and civic and community engagement.  This was evident in some of the early documents and 

visuals provided by the state to help guide school districts in making decisions about 

participating in the KCSRP.  Although these initial redesign principles remain embedded in the 

statewide definitions and associated documents, there has been some evolution of the phrasing 

and terminology associated with the principles.    

Original KCSRP documents distinguished elementary and secondary aspects of redesign 

along with common elements associated with both levels.  Those common elements included 

principles like SEL, aspects of personalized learning, PBL, and family and community 

relationships (See Figure 2).   
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Figure 2.  Early KCSRP Principles 

A current KSDE document identifies the redesign principles as student success skills, 

community partnerships, personalized learning, and real-world applications.  According to this 

document, student success skills involve schools taking an integrated approach to social and 

emotional learning.  Community partnerships include mutually beneficial relationships and 

collaboration.  Personalized learning allows students to have choice over their time, place, pace, 

and path.  Real-world applications involve PBL, internships, and civic engagement designed to 

make learning more relevant (see Figure 3). 
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Figure 3.  Current KCSRP Principles 

This evolution of the KCSRP principles at the state level led to some disconnect for DPS, 

and specifically, for the DMS model of redesign.  A district administrator shared some 

perspective on this as it related to how closely DMS adhered to the statewide definition and 

principles of redesign, “When DPS started the process of redesign, the four principles from the 

state were not solid.  Consequently, our folks don’t subscribe to those same terms.”  No district 

leader, building administrator, nor teacher cited or spoke directly to the current version of the 

KCSRP principles.  From the outset of the redesign at DMS, they focused on the earlier 

principles, that is, personalized learning, SEL, PBL, and civic and community engagement.  In 

looking at the DPS and DMS principles and comparing those to the current version of the 

KCSRP principles, there is considerable alignment between the two versions.  SEL is identified 

in student success skills, civic and community engagement is connected to community 

partnerships, personalized learning is consistent in both documents, and real-world applications 
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specifically addresses PBL.  Because the DMS principles are evident in the current version of the 

KCSRP principles, administrators and teachers believe the practices and programs implemented 

at DMS do fit inside the latest KCSRP principles.  One district leader stated, “What we are doing 

falls under the four state principles nicely even though we started in a different place.  We have 

specific principles around our work, and I think that’s a good thing that they are principles we 

own here.”   

Redesign leaders at DMS, including building administrators and teacher leaders, stated 

they were intentional about making sure their actions aligned with state definitions of redesign as 

much as possible.  One teacher shared,  

When we got started, we looked at the Kansas objectives, and we wanted to make sure 

that we kept looking back to stay aligned.  We looked at what Kansas wanted us to do 

and what our district goals were.  We needed to stay aligned with all those things no 

matter what we came up with for our building redesign plan. 

Administrators and teachers implementing redesign noted it was important they adhered to the 

state model of redesign even if their principles were slightly different in terminology than some 

of the later versions of the state redesign documents and visuals.   

Implementing the Redesign Principles 

The DMS redesign effort was intended to change the way students learn.  In a newspaper 

article written during the planning year at DMS, a building administrator shared,  

It’s going to put a lot of learning and accountability back on the student.  The things 

they’re learning, just content-wise, isn’t necessarily changing.  It’s how they are learning 

it.  It’s learning how to learn, learning how to problem-solve, learning the things that they 
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need to know how to do in order to be successful out of school and not be so dependent 

on us. 

When asked specifically what redesign means for DMS, district leaders, building administrators, 

and teachers consistently spoke to the original redesign principles of personalized learning, SEL, 

PBL, and civic and community engagement.   In doing so, they referenced several programs 

DMS implemented to address those principles as part of their redesign effort.  One of the 

programs cited most frequently by teachers was SLP, which redesign leaders felt specifically 

addressed personalized learning along with elements of SEL and PBL.   

SLP is an online learning platform and includes instructional approaches like mentoring, 

projects, and student directed learning (SDL).  An interesting note about SLP is they do not use 

the term personalized learning to describe their platform even though DMS has embraced SLP as 

a personalized learning opportunity.  A state redesign leader familiar with SLP shared, “The 

funny thing about Summit Learning is if you go through their literature, they do not say they are 

personalized.  They say they are individualized, which is a little different.”   

Although SLP was a controversial approach in some schools in Kansas and many around 

the country (Bowles, 2019), leaders at DMS cited they believe SLP was a positive choice for 

their redesign plan.  Some of this belief in the positive aspects of SLP included the perception 

that the platform increased the engagement of students in the classroom.  One teacher stated,  

Seeing how Summit teaches the core content, it is more of a student-centered approach to 

learning rather than the teacher just up there talking about the content.  I have the kids 

doing a lot of table work together and solving problems and then taking notes.   

Another teacher agreed and shared that Summit promotes a more student-centered instructional 

approach.  She explained, “Just the way I teach is totally different, and I think it is because I’ve 
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been shown a different way with the Summit platform.  Honestly I would have never realized 

that without Summit.” 

Many teachers discussed the benefits of SLP from an instructional standpoint, while 

others talked about how the curriculum is already established through the platform.  This meant 

teachers did not have to go through the time-consuming process of curriculum mapping.  One 

teacher noted, “I feel like the curriculum through Summit is good, and it is aligned.”  Another 

teacher agreed that having the curriculum and standards mapped out through SLP was a plus and 

added, “Summit also allows for flexibility, and they are very responsive when I make 

suggestions or recommendations on how to improve the curriculum aspect of the platform.”  

Another teacher cited that SLP allows the teacher to see whether individual students are meeting 

the academic standards through the curriculum.  One teacher shared, “I can see whether my 

students are meeting standards based on basic recall or if they are achieving a higher level on the 

Bloom’s scale.” 

A key component of the SLP is teacher-to-student mentoring.  Mentoring took more time 

to develop at DMS than some of the other redesign approaches, but it was cited by district 

administration as well as building leaders as a vital part of the redesign effort.  One district leader 

shared, “The mentoring piece is really important, and the building has made some changes this 

year to get more people involved in mentoring students.  I’m very hopeful this will show positive 

results and become more meaningful to our kids.”  As part of the mentoring process, teachers 

meet with students one-on-one and spend time discussing both academic and non-academic 

student progress.  Mentoring takes place when students are working individually in the 

classroom and teachers call up one student at a time to go through mentoring conversations for 

approximately 10 minutes.  On average, teachers meet with individual students once every two 
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weeks as part mentoring.  This is an important time for students to share their perceptions of the 

progress they are making within the classroom academic content as well as progress towards 

SEL goals they may have. 

Teachers at DMS agreed that this part of the redesign model was not only one of the most 

important aspects, but also one of the most enjoyable.  A teacher commented, “Mentoring is my 

favorite time of day.  I love getting to know my students on that deeper level than just what a 40-

minute class period could tell me.”  Another teacher stated, “Mentoring is a big one for me.  The 

whole conversation is focused around where are you going to this week and how are you going 

to get there.  Its probing questions, but it never means answers from the teacher.”  Another 

teacher talked specifically about how the student benefits from mentoring.  He stated, “I think 

the ability to talk to an adult one-on-one is important.  These kids have that opportunity every 

week for about 10 minutes where they sit down and are one-on-one with an adult.  That’s pretty 

cool.” 

Along with mentoring, another initiative described as impactful by administrators and 

teachers at DMS was their circle time, which was associated with an SEL approach called 

restorative practices.  This restorative approach focused on strengthening relationships across the 

building, and the training was provided by Kansas Institute for Peace and Conflict Resolution 

(KIPCOR).  One teacher shared her experience with this training and stated, “It did a lot for that 

social and emotional piece and learning the restorative justice part was really applicable 

including learning circles and that whole process.”  This was a training many on the staff 

attended as part of the redesign effort to incorporate SEL and reinforce positive classroom 

behaviors.  One building administrator shared, “Our circles teach kids to listen to others when 

they are sharing information.  It’s another thing that’s really left a positive impression on me.”   
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As part of my visit to DMS, I was able to observe a 20-minute class period where the 

teacher and students engaged in circle time as part of their approach to restorative practice.  It 

involved a non-academic discussion of an upcoming field trip, where students were tasked with 

sharing something positive they could do on the field trip.  Each student was able to share his or 

thoughts on how they could contribute to a positive experience and at the end of the period, 

students recited the following statement, “I am safe, I am loved, and I have people.”  This 

experience provided an example of the SEL principle at DMS and was a frequent practice to start 

the school day. 

Student Ownership of Learning 

 One of the effects of implementing the redesign principles that both district and building 

level redesign leaders talked about was the desire for students to take ownership over their own 

learning.  One district leader shared, “The journey we’ve been on and where we’re going with 

redesign is the owning of the learning by the student and for adults to fully embrace what that 

means.”  Another district leader described how teachers can promote the concept of students 

owning their learning through increased accountability:  

It’s the ability to allow students to be accountable for their own learning and not just 

being in the backseat and waiting for the teacher.  They can set their own goals and know 

what they need to get done.  It’s having students take initiative. 

This idea of student accountability as part of the instructional approach through redesign was 

reiterated by another district leader, “I think students are held more accountable, and the 

accountability for students is more immediate than it has been.” 

Local redesign leaders described how this is playing out at DMS within the new 

curriculum and instructional model.  A district leader stated, “It is so important for kids to know 
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where they are.  If I am below grade level, I know that and I know what I need to be working on.  

How powerful is that?”  A teacher gave an example of how students are applying critical 

thinking skills and problem-solving strategies that have led to not only more ownership over 

learning but stronger engagement in the classroom.  She stated, “My kids were figuring out 

formulas and different ways to solve a problem before I even told them.  They are not bored in 

class, and they enjoy coming each day, which is huge.”   

 Two approaches DMS teachers use to promote students owning their learning are 

student-directed learning (SDL) and interest-based groups (IBG).  A teacher implementing SDL 

described it as “students can choose what they get to work on, so it teaches responsibility.  I’m 

letting my kids be more self-directed and not always doing it for them.  Just helping them 

through the process.”  Teachers consistently shared how SDL was a critical component of 

shifting towards a student-centered instructional model where students always knew how they 

were performing academically.  One teacher stated, “Academically, student ownership is 

massive because there is never a question about the grade I received.  They know exactly why all 

the time.”  Another teacher connected SDL to the mentoring component, “I can focus my 

attention specifically on the individual student through mentoring on academic progress and give 

firm correction because of the relationship piece.”   

 As part of my observations at DMS, I observed two classrooms engaged in SDL with 

each observation lasting just under one hour.  During this time, students worked on the content of 

their choosing with some completing core academic coursework while others worked on projects 

through the SLP.  There were several common elements in both classrooms during SDL time, 

which also included a few mentoring sessions.  Students worked individually using a laptop, 

while the teacher moved around the classroom to facilitate their progress through an online 
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lesson or task.  During this time, students seemed comfortable, often engaged peers who were 

sitting near them, and moved about the room freely.  At various points during the SDL period, 

the teacher would meet with individual students to engage in mentoring sessions.  In observing 

the mentoring conversation, the student and teacher discussed non-academic topics for a short 

period of time and then turned their attention to academic progress through the online SLP.  This 

discussion often involved tracking progress towards academic goals and upcoming timelines to 

accomplish specific tasks.  In addition to SDL and mentoring, the teacher also led the students 

through a fun activity designed to give them a brain break and create a positive learning 

environment. 

 IBGs provide students at DMS the opportunity to work in small groups in an endeavor of 

interest to the students in that group.  Although IBGs started out meeting three days per week, 

the staff at DMS decided to reduce that time to one day per week for the 2019-20 school year.  

IBGs were designed by teachers and one building administrator shared, “We wanted to allow our 

teachers to choose a topic they were passionate about.  We opened it up to be any kind of group 

the teachers wanted, just that they tied it to literacy and community service.”  After teachers 

created the topics for their groups, students then completed a survey and pick their top three 

options.  The building administrator shared, “We sort them into their new groups quarterly.  We 

wanted the groups to be mixed 5th and 6th grade to help build positive relationships across the 

building.”  Each Friday afternoon, all students at DMS participate in IBGs, which are held from 

2:20-3:05 pm.  The 45-minute time period allows students time to take short walking field trips 

in the surrounding neighborhoods.  As part of IBG, students complete one community service 

project each quarter.   
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District leaders felt IBGs were a key element of the overall redesign effort at DMS and a 

critical way to support students taking ownership of their learning.  A district administrator 

shared, “I hope we continue to build on our interest-based groups.  It’s a really solid idea that 

we’ve put in place.”  Although interest-based groups fall under several of the DMS redesign 

principles, it has significantly impacted the civic engagement of students as they have partnered 

with people and resources in the community.  IBG provides students at DMS the opportunity to 

work in small groups in an endeavor of interest to the students in that group.  One teacher 

described the way her interest-based groups have helped students develop feelings of ownership 

over spaces at the school,  

For my interest group, it has become a good way for kids to serve the school.  We planted 

flower beds out front and it has taught our kids to respect our school and our school 

grounds.  It’s made a big difference.   

Another teacher stated that interest-based groups are a great way for students to connect with 

their school and adults in the community.  “It really gets kids connected with adults.  I’ve seen 

more positive changes in kids who don’t necessarily like school to begin with.  They are 

beginning to do certain things because they have an adult advocate through these groups,” she 

said.   

What Redesign is and is Not 

 Redesign leaders at DMS talked about the process of pursuing the redesign goals and 

principles and how this process created new approaches in their school.  While it is true that the 

programs and approaches are new to many of the people implementing and receiving redesign at 

DMS, most of the redesign principles are not new concepts.  A state redesign leader shared her 
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perspective on the various redesign initiatives and the associated change processes for 

implementing the principles,  

Nothing about the process of redesigning is new.  It is just repackaged.  I do not see 

anything wrong with that because we are pulling from an evidence base of rapid school 

improvement, and we are putting legs on it.  There’s a lot of theory out there, and what 

we’ve done is taken school improvement, the four disciplines of execution and design 

thinking and packaged it in a way that is exciting and fun for teachers.  It seems to be 

working really well. 

A key element cited by state redesign leaders is the process of planning and implementing the 

principles happened quickly.  The speed of implementing KCSRP makes the effort in 

participating schools unique in that many theories on change suggest a longer period of time to 

plan and implement new programs and approaches.  Additionally, redesign leaders shared the 

KCSRP focuses on systems change and goes beyond surface level program implementation.   

Most of the participant perspectives focused on what redesign is, but some participants 

also shared what redesign is not.  According to a state redesign leader,  

It is not grabbing some canned curriculum and saying that is what we are going to do.  

That is not redesign.  We have to push back and say you cannot just plug in a program 

and call that redesign. 

State leaders, district leaders, building administrators, and teachers all shared that changing a 

system is hard work and requires adherence to a change process that involves all aspects of the 

organization.  One state leader shared, “We have to have communities redesign within their 

community’s own value system.  We’ll ask teachers and principals to lead it but to involve the 

whole school community.”  The idea of sharing the responsibility for redesign across the school 
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community was a key contributing factor to the perception that this reform effort was successful 

at DMS. 

Perspectives on the Change Process 

 The intention of this study was to understand organizational learning and how 

educational leaders implement a change process to pursue the principles of the KCSRP.  

Participants shared why they chose to redesign, what they did to redesign, and how the process 

of redesigning played out through the first year of planning and the first year of implementation.  

The ideas and perspectives contribute to a better understanding of how change occurred at DMS 

through the redesign effort.  Redesign leaders at the state and local levels shared the importance 

of distributing leadership within the organization as opposed to a top-down model that is often 

present in organizations.  They also shared that redesign at DMS was a teacher-led change 

process with an emphasis on professional development and learning.  The teachers from DMS 

who participated in the study agreed they felt empowered and trusted to do what they felt was 

best for their students.   

 This section includes state redesign leaders, DPS district leaders, and DMS building 

administrators discussing the change process associated with redesign.  The perceptions of 

administrators on implementing a change process to redesign is characterized primarily by the 

need to include teachers in the decision-making process.  This section also includes perspectives 

of teachers at DMS.  Teachers describe how they have contributed to establishing the vision for 

redesign at DMS and their contribution to the planning and implementation of new programs 

related to the redesign principles. 
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State Leader Perspectives on Change 

 Whether at the state or district level, administrators involved in the redesign effort talked 

about the importance of distributing leadership within the redesign process and ensuring it did 

not become a top-down mandate.  One state leader shared,  

Initiatives are sustainable over time, and they are sustainable even during turnover in 

leadership when it is a teacher’s idea or it is a colleague’s idea.  When teachers are 

leading, they are much more likely to push through when it gets difficult.  

Another state redesign leader shared a perspective on change that also elevated the need to 

ensure teacher involvement throughout the process.  He affirmed, “I think redesign is a 

combination of really strong leadership that recognizes the importance of empowering teachers 

to lead the initiative.”   

The state leader shared there was a need for balance in effectively creating systemic 

change in a school, “Where change doesn’t work as well is when principals or superintendents 

may communicate that all of the responsibility is on teachers.”  Empowering teachers does not 

mean putting all responsibility on them.  Achieving this type of change where leadership is 

genuinely distributed may be difficult due to a lack of support and inadequate awareness on the 

part of administrators.  The state redesign leader continued, “Where it works best is when 

administrators know every step of the way what they were doing and then intervene at 

appropriate times when support is necessary.”  Another state redesign leader talked about the 

nature of building administrators as it concerned distributing leadership across a school as part of 

redesign.  She stated,  
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Every building administrator has their own style, and there is a certain style that is very 

managerial.  They feel like their job is to take things off the plate and do more for 

teachers, but teachers want to have a say in what they are doing.  

System change requires building administrators who are willing to distribute leadership across 

multiple school stakeholders and develop leadership capacity among teachers. 

State redesign leaders also talked about the importance of empowerment and making 

systemic change in schools an enjoyable process.  One state redesign leader shared, “There is 25 

years of research on what it means to empower teachers, and the research shows that when 

teachers are empowered to plan and do the work, they are more creative.”  This creativity often 

leads to a more enjoyable professional experience, and a state official highlighted the importance 

of having fun with redesign.  She stated,  

We’ve got to make the work fun again.  We have been in a culture where teaching has 

not been fun, and we all got into education because we care about kids.  So, let’s make 

teaching fun again and help teachers love their jobs.  

This state redesign leader talked about how teachers who enjoy their jobs positively impact 

students.  She stated, “If teachers love their jobs, they are going to love their kids and are going 

to be more engaged in relationships.” 

District Leader Perspectives on Change 

Local school district leaders agreed that a traditional, top-down model of planning and 

implementing systemic change in schools is often ineffective, especially with the KCSRP.  One 

district leader reflected on a developing philosophy of effective leadership.  She shard, “I think a 

few years ago it would have been harder for me than it is now.  Part of that is because I’ve come 

to the realization that you cannot just dictate things.”  District leaders agreed with state officials 
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and described the balancing act involved in redesign planning and implementation in DPS.  One 

district leader explained, “What’s most difficult is finding the balance between leading, 

supporting, and following.”  As they analyzed this challenge, district and building administrators 

discussed a major difference between top-down approaches versus ideas that are developed by 

teachers.  A district leader stated, “The ideas that go the farthest or the changes that go the 

farthest are the ones that start with teachers and move up as opposed to the ones that start with 

administrators and move down.”  This recognition on the part of district leaders in DPS through 

the redesign process was different than many previous district initiatives that felt more 

administrator driven.  

Empowering teachers to take the lead on major change initiatives in a school may seem 

like an effective approach to district leaders in DPS, but that does not mean it was an easy 

mindset to develop.  One district leader stated, “I would say redesign has been teacher led.  For 

one thing, if I were to design it I would not have designed what they designed.”  Because of this 

desire to make redesign a building-level initiative, district administrators were intentional about 

giving building leaders and teachers the freedom to plan and implement what they felt was best 

without being directly involved every step of the way.  One district administrator expressed, “I 

intentionally stayed out of much of it.  I didn’t go to meetings because I knew I couldn’t be quiet.  

So, it was better to not go because I didn’t want to be seen as directing or influencing in any way 

what they decided to do.”   

Building Administrator Perspectives on Change 

Building leaders agreed that redesign at DMS needed to be teacher-driven and throughout 

the planning and implementation process, principals at DMS remained focused on distributing 

leadership throughout the building.  One building administrator discussed leading change and 
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compared various approaches that are often seen in schools.  She stated, “You have all kinds of 

different personalities.  It’s going to be difficult, in my opinion, if your personality is to control 

everything and be like that dictator.”  As building administrators at DMS engaged teachers in 

planning redesign early in the process, it became apparent that this type of dictatorial approach 

would not be successful.  A building administrator shared, “I think it would have been really 

hard to get buy-in from teachers and build a positive culture if this was something they had not 

chosen to do.”  This distributed style of leadership became a focus for building leaders at DMS 

where teachers were an important part of the decision-making process. 

Building administrators also compared initiatives they previously experienced at DMS or 

in other school districts they worked in to their work with redesign.  One building administrator 

shared perspective on helping teachers understand that redesign was a different type of initiative.  

She stated, “I think it was important for teachers to get out of the mindset that they were going to 

be told no once this got going.”  District leaders and building administrators talked about how 

previous experience often led teachers to feel they had limited capacity to develop and enact new 

programs and approaches.  New initiatives were normally something led by administrators in 

past years.  One building administrator shared how they worked to change this mindset in 

teachers.  She stated,  

One of the things that sticks out in my mind was when we did our mission statement 

activity around what was important for our kids.  We talked about what we would do if 

money was no option and what it would look like if the community was a part of this. 

Eliminating common responses from teachers such as limited resources or lack of community 

support allowed the staff to envision a school that could look fundamentally different.  
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The challenge came after this mission statement activity as teachers shared concern with 

administrators that the staff at DMS had done these types of activities before and nothing really 

changed.  Teachers wondered what was going to be different about redesign.  One building 

administrator expressed perspective on this challenge,   

It doesn’t mean anything necessarily changes just because you have changed the words 

on your mission statement.  At that point you just have to trust us that we are going to 

make some changes.  That’s what our teachers concern was, that they were going to be 

told no.  So, we had to push through that and say we are doing something different.  

We’re going to keep pushing. 

For building administration, it was easier to share the message with teachers that they were going 

to be leading this change because of how district leaders approached redesign.  One building 

administrator shared, “It did not feel like it was a top-down situation at all.  We weren’t being 

told you have to do this or that.  We did it together with our district administration.”  As district 

leaders and building administrators worked together, the focus remained on implementing a 

change process for redesign that looked different than other initiatives.  A building administrator 

affirmed, “This was a joint effort from all of us at the district, building, and teacher level.  We 

were trying to decide what’s going to be best for our kids and working together to put a plan in 

place for it.” 

 Building administrators also highlighted the conditions in place at DMS that made the 

change process successful in the early stages of redesign.  One building administrator shared, 

“You have to have the right culture.  We had to have 80% say we want to be a part of redesign.  

We had 92% of our staff saying that with very little information about what it actually looked 

like.”  The amount of support for the redesign effort at the earliest stages was an indication to 
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building leaders that the staff at DMS was excited about change.  At that point, administrators 

focused on capitalizing on what they perceived as a positive school culture.  Building leaders 

were intentional about ensuring everyone felt a part of the planning and implementation process.  

A building administrator shared, “We were focused on keeping everyone on board.  We had a 

small team doing a lot of the legwork, but we were constantly bringing it back to everybody.  

Everyone continued to feel a part of the decisions and discussions.”  Although that approach was 

established during the initial stages of redesign, one administrator discussed how things 

progressed from there.  She shared, “We’re continuing that.  This is just what we do now, and we 

constantly go back to make it better and ask what we need to do different.”   

Teacher Perspective on Change 

 State officials involved in the KCSRP, district leaders, and building administrators all 

stressed the importance of redesign as a teacher-led initiative if the goals and principles of 

redesign are going to be realized.  Therefore, it is critical to understand how teachers at DMS 

perceived their role in planning and implementing the redesign principles.  It is also important to 

understand how teachers were involved in the change process as new programs and approaches 

were implemented during redesign. 

 Teachers at DMS described the importance of having a clear vision of what redesign 

meant in their school and how building administrators communicated this vision when the 

KCSRP was initially proposed.  Teachers also expressed the importance of having strong 

leadership at the building level during the early stages of redesign.  One teacher shared,  

From the very beginning, our principal had a very clear picture of where we were headed.  

She was on that trajectory and when we went down rabbit trails, she was always the one 

that brought us back.  Yet, she always allowed us to question what we were doing.  When 
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it was time to say the hard things, she was there to say them.  That helped us move 

forward in a positive way. 

Several teachers echoed how important it was to have a clear vision.  One teacher stated, 

“Having that vision was definitely big.  My word for that is clarity.  We need to be clear about 

what’s expected of us.  We also need to be set back on track when we get off on our own thing.”   

Teachers consistently shared the value of having building administrators who, from the 

earliest stages of redesign, stayed focused on pursuing the vision that the whole staff developed.  

One teacher shared, “Our principal has done an outstanding job leading.  When our principal 

sends out an email, she always explains the why, here’s why we need to dig into this.  Here’s 

what I’m hoping you learned from this.”  Teachers discussed how important it was to get 

constant reminders of why they chose to redesign in the first place.  One teacher shared, “It helps 

me to remember what we are doing.  When I’m having a grumpy day or realizing that I have to 

do another new thing, I stop and think, we’re all here for our kids.”  Another teacher discussed 

the value of building leaders engaging the entire staff and bringing people together as 

adjustments are necessary.  She stated, “I think it all starts with a strong leader who is willing to 

pull people from different avenues to come in and say what works and what isn’t working.  From 

there, it’s really deciding we are going to make changes.” 

Along with a clear vision, teachers discussed the importance of having a positive culture 

and how administrators at DMS worked to maintain a collaborative approach.  One teacher 

shared, “We have a very positive outlook from our administrators.  The school is so positive.  

We are really trying to make a difference for kids and be better.”  This positivity from building 

leadership supported a belief among many teachers that redesign at DMS is not top-down, and is 

a collaborative process.  Teachers shared collaboration is not just what happens in the building 
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but also includes the larger school community.  One teacher stated, “Our principal treats all of us 

as a team.  It was never like you’re going to be doing this, and we’re not going to inform others.  

We tried our best to be transparent and keep everyone informed.”  Teachers also addressed how 

the redesign effort felt collaborative and transparent when the KCSRP was introduced at DMS.  

One teacher shared, “There was nothing to hide.  We were open to input, and right away, we had 

over 90% of teachers that wanted to change.”  Teachers agreed that from the outset, a positive 

tone was struck across the building with only a few teachers rejecting participation in the 

KCSRP. 

Although the prevailing feeling from teachers at DMS was that redesign was a positive 

change, many teachers also talked about the importance of recognizing that change is hard.  One 

teacher stated, “We did not do everything right.  We just went in and said we will need to make 

changes along the way.  We’re still making changes.”  Another teacher shared that there is a 

positive energy associated with the change that is taking place through redesign even though it is 

challenging.  She shared,  

I think it is important to know that we are very passionate about it.  It is not easy.  It’s 

very hard and it’s taken us a long time to get where we are right now, and we still have 

much work to do. 

Another teacher discussed the nature of change and how it is difficult to get everyone on board.  

She stated, “You’ll always have those people that don’t want to do something because change is 

scary.  But we all support each other and that helps people that say I don’t want to do this or I 

can’t implement another thing.”   

Teachers talked about specific ways building administrators and teachers at DMS work 

together to move forward with the redesign principles and initiatives.  One teacher shared that 
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there is a system to survey staff throughout the school year.  She explained, “There are a lot 

teacher surveys that go out, and we go through those as a staff.”  The purpose of these surveys is 

to give everyone a chance to share perspective on various programs that are in place through the 

redesign effort.  They also allow teachers to see how others in the building are feeling about the 

change process at DMS.  The process of asking for feedback and sharing this data with one 

another further promotes the feelings of a positive culture and strong collaboration between 

teachers and administrators.  One teacher shared,  

It feels very collaborative even though some decisions have to be made by 

administration.  Not everyone is going to agree but we can always see how those 

decisions are made even if we are not all directly involved in the decision-making 

process. 

Although there were some protocols to garner staff feedback prior to redesign, this 

communication structure has strengthened since the redesign principles were put into place at 

DMS. 

Professional Learning 

As part of its redesign effort, DMS implemented many new programs and practices.  

Some of these new redesign initiatives included their approach to personalized learning and 

much of this redesign principle involved the SLP.  Additionally, there were new initiatives that 

connected to their principles of SEL, PBL, and civic and community engagement.  Because there 

were many new programs and practices at DMS through redesign, there was also a need for new 

approaches to professional learning and development for staff.  Many learning opportunities 

happened through teachers working together, developing structures, and establishing shared 

mindsets needed to best implement new strategies based on the context of DMS.  Other 
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professional learning opportunities were program-based, where teachers went to specific 

trainings to learn how to implement the new programs. 

Learning to Implement New Processes 

 Even though many of the principles of the KCSRP are not new, the programs and 

practices associated with redesign often require extensive professional development for effective 

implementation.  State officials supporting the KCSRP agreed that professional learning is a 

critical component for local districts and individual schools to successfully redesign.  This 

included not only learning how to implement the new programs but also learning how to lead the 

change process.  One state leader shared perspective on supporting building administrators and 

teachers as they learned to facilitate a systemic change process in their schools.   

We weren’t as strong as far as teaching teachers how to lead and helping them figure out 

a communication plan.  We had to help them figure out how to engage their stakeholders 

because those were things we kind of assumed school already did and they had those 

structures in place.  We thought we could just plug the redesign topics into existing 

structures, but we learned that was not necessarily the case.  

From a state perspective, those working with individual schools to implement redesign learned 

that teaching processes and how to best communicate with internal and external stakeholders was 

an essential part of the professional learning necessary to be successful in the KCSRP.  

 While state leaders believed professional learning is a critical component of successful 

redesign, current efforts to promote professional learning may not be strong enough from a state 

perspective.  One state leader shared, “I don’t think we are investing enough in professional 

development.”  From this leader’s perspective, there are some KCSRP participants who have 

experienced success with professional development, but that success has not necessarily been 
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replicated across most redesign districts.  One example where it has been successful is in districts 

where specific groups of teachers have jumped on board with learning how to implement the 

redesign principles and initiatives.  A state redesign leader shared, “I think what’s been really 

good in our redesign schools is where we have gotten buy-in from veteran teachers, where 

veteran teachers have been rejuvenated.  The areas where veterans have led redesign, it is kind of 

fun to watch.”   

 District leaders also discussed the importance of professional learning as part of the 

redesign process.  Much of the initial support provided by district administrators was emphasis 

on the change process and developing new mindsets about organizational change.  One district 

leader shared, “I think we were all on a big learning curve, and we began to get more 

comfortable with the process, maybe not so much the content.  I’ve never been a part of a 

movement where all of us were getting to experiment and try and fail.”  This district leader went 

on to compare a traditional model for organizational change that did not promote failure as an 

opportunity to learn and grow.  She stated,  

We all just had to encourage each other along the way that we’re going to put an idea out 

there, and it may be the worst one ever.  We don’t know it’s going to be a bad idea until 

we actually try it.  I think as time went on we got more comfortable with that.  

Learning to embrace this mindset of experimenting and trial and error was a big part of the 

informal professional development of those implementing redesign in DPS and specifically at 

DMS.   

To explain the approach embraced by district administrators, building administrators, and 

teachers at DMS, one district leader used a space analogy to describe how local redesign leaders 

learned to develop this new mindset.  She shared, “Thinking about the first man on the moon, 
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how many different times did they fail in front of everybody and yet they still kept coming back 

and say we learned from this.”  District leaders discussed how they saw the staff at DMS follow 

this type of trial and error process as they planned and eventually implemented the redesign 

principles.  One district leader shared, “I don’t know where we’ve ever really done that in 

education.  We usually are very methodical with a lot of people planning it out and taking time to 

learn from the experts.”  The district leader contrasted the traditional approach to implementing 

change through professional learning.  She explained, “With the DMS redesign model, we are 

putting all the experts at the table saying you’re the experts and we’re doing this together.”   

 Building administrators also talked about how professional learning has influenced the 

change process at DMS.  One example is how teachers took on leadership roles within various 

parts of the redesign effort.  One building administrator shard, “We’ve had to teach our leaders in 

the building.  This helped a lot of people rise up and take on new roles.”  One of the ways this 

part of professional learning in the building is best exemplified is how different teachers tried 

new approaches as part of redesign.  A building administrator shared,  

For some teachers, maybe doing circles is not their most comfortable thing.  I think 

there’s enough people within the building who will say what we’re doing is impactful and 

we just keep talking about it.  We continually model it too.  We do circles when we do 

staff meetings.  We just have to constantly model that this is working and it’s just a part 

of our culture. 

This type of professional learning was intentional for redesign leaders at DMS and is a good 

example of how the staff is learning the process of implementing new programs and approaches 

as part of redesign. 
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Learning to Implement New Programs 

 District and building redesign leaders discussed the extensive amount of professional 

development required to implement new programs and approaches associated with the redesign 

effort.  SLP was cited as a specific initiative that involved all teachers participating in specific, 

off-site training to become familiar with a new instructional model and the online learning 

platform.  One teacher shared, “This summer I went to a four day, eight hour per day Summit 

training.  It was so overwhelming, but it was good because I needed it.  If I wouldn’t have had 

that training, it would have been rough.”  Almost all teaching staff at DMS received this training 

and all participants agreed that it was extensive, time-consuming, but necessary to implement 

SLP effectively.   

As part of DMS’s choice to implement SLP, some teachers received special training that 

allowed them to support teachers at the building level as they implemented the new online 

platform.  This was an important part of the building’s plan to most effectively utilize SLP in a 

sustainable way and address ongoing challenges of a new curriculum and instructional model.  

One of the teachers who received this special training through SLP shared,  

I was on the train-the-trainer side of it last summer, which was exciting.  We went to 

Chicago for four days just to train us to train others and got to see the theories behind 

why everything was structured the way it was.  

This training included several aspects of the SLP that addressed multiple redesign principles for 

DMS.  A teacher shared, “There were three sections we were trained in including mentoring, 

self-directed learning time, and content specific instruction.”  Because SLP addressed a number 

of the redesign principles at DMS, it involved the largest amount of professional learning of all 

aspects of the redesign effort. 
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Although the SLP was the initiative that required the greatest professional development 

investment at DMS, teachers engaged in building-wide learning initiatives in other key areas 

related to program implementation.  Much of the focus has shifted from an emphasis on 

academics as the top priority to building relationships to support students in academic areas.  The 

emphasis on relationship-building directly connected to the school’s SEL redesign principle.  

This required professional learning as well as a shift in mindsets for many teachers at DMS.  One 

teacher shared, “I switched from academics first to relationships first. That was absolutely the 

biggest shift for me.  My classroom is a lot more about relationships first and then the content.”  

Teachers discussed how this shift in priorities positively impacted student behaviors in the 

classroom.  A teacher stated, “We’re not sending a lot of students to the office because we are 

building that relationship first, which makes it easier to manage a classroom.  That’s a nice 

environment to teach in.”   

Building administrators and teachers at DMS shared that professional development 

changed as new programs were chosen as part of the school’s redesign effort.  One building 

administrator used the term relevant to describe professional learning since the redesign effort 

began.  She explained, “We meet with a purpose.  We don’t waste time, and everything is 

relevant to the staff.”  Another building administrator agreed and stated, “I think professional 

learning is relevant because the teachers were part of the decision for what we are implementing.  

So, when we meet there is a relevance to why we are meeting, and this is not something that is 

just being handed down.”   

Teachers also shared that professional learning has changed for the better since the 

redesign process began at DMS.  One teacher mentioned, “Professional learning is more 

applicable.  I would say that we have had some of the best professional development in the last 
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two years.  It’s been better than we had in the past.”  Teachers saw a direct connection between 

what they were learning through professional development opportunities and what they were 

implementing in their classrooms.  Because there were many technical aspects of the new 

programs to learn, it took a lot of time in both formal training sessions outside of the building 

and ongoing collaborative sessions with teams at DMS.  One teacher shared, “We wanted all 

teachers to understand the new platforms how valuable the curriculum is for every single student.  

So creating the buy-in and learning the technical piece was important.”   

Challenges of Redesign 

 The DMS redesign effort involved many new initiatives and programs that supported 

personalized learning, PBL, SEL, and civic and community engagement.  Pursuing these 

principles was a significant change for the staff, students, and parents of DMS.  These changes 

included a shift in instructional practices in classrooms, an emphasis on non-academic aspects of 

the school day, and other new structures that met the requirements of the KCSRP.  As redesign 

leaders at DMS planned and implemented new approaches, there were several challenges that 

arose as part of the change process.  Some of the more significant challenges included pushback 

from parents and the larger school community particularly about specific programs that created 

controversy for some community members.  Additional challenges included the number of new 

initiatives the staff was asked to implement and the complexity of creating widespread support 

for new practices.  State redesign leaders also recognized some key challenges that were 

common among redesign districts, and they connected some of these common challenges to the 

experience at DMS. 
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Community Concerns 

A primary challenge associated with the KCSRP involved concerns from parents and 

community members about the changes made as part of the redesign effort.  State officials shared 

that different school districts experienced different types of pushback from the community, but 

there were commonalities in most communities where schools redesigned.  One state redesign 

leader shared a perspective on one of these commonalities. 

They did some research and found that parents do not care about all kids.  We say this is 

good for all kids, but parents don’t care about that.  They care about their kids.  How is 

this going to be good for my kid? It sounds selfish, but it is really true.  So, how do you 

market in ways that are personal to that parent and how do you take the time to really 

listen to parents when they care about their own child? 

The parent perspective as to whether redesign was good for their own child was common in 

many school districts involved in the KCSRP.  It also elevated the importance of good 

communication as critical to the success of redesign implementation.   

Redesign required a different approach to communication with stakeholders outside of 

the school because redesign involved such substantial change from what the members of the 

school community were used to.  This was especially true when considering how different the 

SLP instructional model was from that experienced by so many parents when they were in 

school.  Because of the substantial change in the daily practices in redesign, it was important for 

school leaders to evaluate how they communicate their new approaches.  One state leader shared, 

“The old ways of communicating with parents and community did not fit with changing the 

system.  I know a lot of schools tried to have parent meetings but parents would not come.”  

State leaders talked about how redesign schools used every media available to them to get the 
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word out.  One state leader shared, “They put out newsletters, but you never know if parents are 

reading them and parents have a filter of what they are going to pay attention to and what they 

are not.”  None of these traditional methods of communication seemed to adequately describe the 

changes taking place in the redesign schools. 

The perceived lack of effective communication led to a phenomenon common for school 

districts in the social media age.  One state official shared a perspective on parents not taking 

advantage of various ways schools were working to communicate.  Instead of engaging in 

school-led informational sessions, parents often shared their own perspective through social 

media.  One state redesign leader shared, “Parents did not always engage even though they were 

invited and then they started seeing inflammatory things on Facebook.  And then people got 

upset.”  Building administrators at DMS agreed that social media became a significant challenge 

as they worked to roll out the new redesign initiatives and programs.  When asked about the most 

significant challenge in the first year of implementation, one building administrator at DMS 

shared, “Facebook.  The negative information got out so quickly.  This inaccurate information 

spreads so quickly, and we are trying to figure out where this information came from.”  School 

leaders discussed how they felt they were constantly reacting to misinformation on social media.  

One building administrator shared, “We were trying to correct it and get accurate information 

out.  I just think in some cases one parent gets upset, and they are not necessarily coming in and 

telling us.  They just post it online.”   

Even though parent responses to redesign sometimes felt negative early on, local redesign 

leaders at DMS shared ways they worked to improve communication especially with those who 

were most vocal in sharing their concerns.  One building administrator talked about the 

importance of providing accurate information, and this often meant meeting with individual 
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parents and community members to talk about concerns.  A building administrator at DMS 

shared, “So often, when we would talk to parents, if we could really get them talking, it usually 

had nothing to do with really what they were saying they were concerned about.”  Building 

leaders discovered that parents were stating the redesign initiatives were the problem, but they 

often found the problems were not directly tied to redesign.  One building administrator shared, 

“It may have been a teacher issue or something totally different, but they connected it to redesign 

because Discovery is doing this new thing.  So, it must be that.”  This was a definite challenge 

for school administrators, and eventually they recognized they may not be able to control or 

correct everyone’s perceptions.  

Overall, school officials with DPS and DMS felt that while they did receive community 

pushback, they successfully weathered the storm after the first year of implementation.  One 

redesign leader stated, “It could have been so much worse.  It was good that we have other 

districts we can go through the growing pains with because changing is really hard.”  Once they 

were able to recover from an initial wave of social media negativity, leaders began to proactively 

address concerns as they arose.  One building administrator shared, “We made an effort to reach 

out to all parents who were expressing concern.  Anytime we heard of a concern, we reached out 

to them and brought them in.”   

This proactive effort had positive results, and one building administrator at DMS shared, 

“I’d say we probably had a conversation with 90% of concerned parents.  We really had to think 

about how we were telling our story and teaching our parents what redesign really means.”  

Although much of the work with parents was done at the building level, district leadership 

agreed that much work was done early on to address concerns, which paid off by the time DMS 

entered its second year of implementation.  One district leader shared how they facilitated parent 
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concerns all the way to the DPS Board of Education when necessary, “We were very intentional 

about giving that voice for those who were concerned even when it came to the board table.  It 

became an agenda item.”  District and building leaders shared how they focused much of their 

attention on hearing all concerns and addressing these concerns in the most effective ways 

possible. 

Controversy Over the Summit Learning Platform 

One of biggest challenges many KCSRP schools experienced early in the implementation 

of redesign involved the SLP.  The integration of SLP created a significant shift in the 

instructional model for those redesign schools choosing this new platform as part of their 

redesign initiative.  State redesign leaders recognized the pushback against SLP in several 

communities where schools were using SLP as central to their redesign.  One state leader shared, 

“One big challenge for our redesign schools, and not just Discovery, was when they went to 

implement Summit Learning.”  Although state leaders recognized the SLP was problematic for 

some at the local level, they had trouble identifying the primary issue.  One state leader shared 

perspective on the technical challenges created by a shift to an online personalized learning 

platform.  She stated, “I think everyone thought they had the infrastructure to handle the load of 

that platform.  I think what happened in a few places it overloaded their system.  So, they had to 

take down certain firewalls in order to get the content.”   

 Even though the pushback against SLP was not as strong in Discovery as it was in a few 

other Kansas redesign school districts, there were stakeholders at DMS and in the community 

opposed to the new online learning platform.  A teacher at DMS shared a perspective heard by 

many parents in the community as SLP was implemented, “Last year we heard a lot of parents 

ask why we cannot just do it the same way we learned.  We turned out just fine.”  As the 
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redesign leaders at DMS listened to these types of concerns, they discussed ways to better 

communicate to parents the reasons they were implementing SLP.  One teacher shared, “I think 

most people just did not understand why we were doing what we’re doing because it is not what 

they did.  We had to help people move past that.”  District staff worked with building leadership 

and teachers at DMS to find ways to best respond to those community members expressing 

concern.  

Due to a concern about the potential loss of students because of the SLP controversy, one 

district leader expressed a desire to make significant changes in year two of implementation to 

meet the demands of parents who were opposed to SLP.  She shared, “For me, I might have 

made an adjustment and said we are going to have a 5th and 6th grade classroom that are not 

doing Summit because we have a number of parents that just don’t want that for their child.”  

From a district perspective, the concern over SLP became a concern over losing students, which 

meant losing funding due to some dissatisfaction over the new platform.  The district leader went 

on to say, “I knew we were going to lose kids over it, and the long and short of it is its going to 

mean dollars.”  Although this was a concern at the district level, district administrators allowed 

DMS to work through the pushback against SLP while not dictating a new plan to address the 

parents, students, and staff members who may have been most vocal in their opposition to SLP. 

 The challenges with SLP were not only about concerns from parents and the community, 

it also created challenges internally as well.  There was some pushback from teachers who were 

conditioned to teaching a certain way and SLP shifted the instructional model to a more 

personalized approach through an online platform.  It was a challenge to get everyone on board 

with that type of change in instructional practice.  One building administrator shared,  
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It’s hard to get 100% buy in to anything.  So, we approached it just as we did with 

parents, you just have to communicate.  So, if someone is struggling to implement 

something new, we ask what we can do to make it better. 

This was a common approach from building leadership as they worked to best support teachers 

implementing new programs as part of the KCSRP. 

From the perspective of building administrators and teachers at DMS, one important 

aspect of implementing SLP was dealing with inconsistency from one classroom teacher to the 

next.  One building administrator shared, “A big challenge was creating consistency among staff.  

That was the biggest thing when we implemented Summit Learning.”  The building 

administrator further explained the value of consistency in quality instruction, “When it comes 

down to it, if you are teaching and doing it well, then it does not matter what your curriculum is.  

No matter what platform you are going to put in, it’s all about good teaching.”  Teachers at DMS 

agreed that implementing SLP was one of the biggest challenges of the redesign effort.  One 

teacher shared, “My biggest challenge is learning Summit.  Well, that’s all of our biggest 

challenge.”  The teacher also shared the unique challenge of relying on an online system.  “When 

Summit is not working or the technology fails, that is a big problem too.”   

So Many Initiatives 

 Implementing the KCSRP involved a significant amount of change for the staff at DMS. 

There were many new programs and initiatives that required different ways of approaching 

students from an instructional standpoint as well as approaching students differently from a 

social and emotional standpoint.  Teachers discussed the difficulty in employing so many new 

initiatives in such a short period of time.  One teacher shared, “Implementing all of this is just a 

little bit scary.  I was a proponent of change, but maybe not this much change.”  Because there 
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were so many new approaches developed at Discovery, teachers stressed the importance of 

making sure everyone in the building could keep up on what they were working on at a given 

point in time.  One teacher stated,  

I think making sure communication was getting to everyone in the building including our 

paraprofessionals and classified staff.  That was a big challenge because there were 

always those who were saying that they didn’t know this or did not hear that.   

The amount of new initiatives and associated communication required to effectively implement 

them stretched the communication structures at DMS and the staff had to learn how to create 

stronger structures for communication.   

 Along with the number of initiatives associated with redesign, some of the new 

approaches to students took a toll on the emotional well-being of some teachers in the building.  

As DMS was strengthening their work with kids in the area of SEL, this exposed many teachers 

to the lives some of the students were living outside of school hours.  The staff at DMS knew the 

challenges many of their students faced even before redesigning, but through redesign teachers 

had more frequent conversations with students about non-academic aspects of school.  One 

teacher shared, “It can be emotionally exhausting.  You cannot help but take on some of it at 

some level.”   

Many teachers shared stories about their students that included difficult home lives, 

family dysfunction, or the challenges of living in poverty.  Many teachers at DMS felt these 

stories were indicative of the school’s need to strengthen the relationships they had with their 

students.  They did this through devoting adequate time to their mentoring initiative along with 

other opportunities during the day devoted to building relationships.  This meant less time 
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available for the parts of the day that required instructional preparations for learning academic 

and content-related material.  One teacher shared,  

On the plus side, you have a whole new empathy for your students.  It just takes more 

time and more energy to deal with.  And you just have to know it’s the right thing to do, 

but it is still hard.  And for us, it just means more preps for our classes.”   

Other teachers echoed the importance of the new SEL approaches but also conveyed the 

increased load on their daily schedule.  A teacher stated, “Mentoring time is extra on our 

schedule right now.  Interest-Based groups are extra on our schedule.  I have to find different 

ways to manage my time so that I am still ready to go each day.”   

 Despite the challenges of implementing so many initiatives in a short period of time and 

how some of these initiatives further exposed the hardships of many of their students’ lives, the 

staff at DMS was committed to the successful implementation of redesign.  Their approach and 

attitude was student-centered, and there was a willingness to put their personal preferences aside 

for the benefit of their students.  This students-first attitude brought a positive energy and 

enthusiasm for the redesign initiative, and students seemed to benefit from the excitement 

teachers felt as they pursued new instructional methods across the building.  This dynamic 

helped facilitate a change initiative that showed early indications of systemic reform at DMS. 
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CHAPTER 5 

Conclusions 

 The purpose of this study was to examine the perspectives of key stakeholders on how a 

Kansas middle school undergoing redesign engaged in the process of changing its system based 

on the Kansans Can School Redesign Project (KCSRP) goals and principles.  In achieving this 

purpose, I looked to answer key questions about Discovery Middle School’s (DMS) redesign 

effort.  These questions included why DMS chose to redesign, how stakeholders implemented 

systemic change as part of redesign, and how stakeholders navigated challenges associated with 

systemic change.  This chapter includes my analysis of the data through making sense of the 

phenomenon of interest and the research questions.  This interpretation involves a look at the 

findings through the lens of Senge’s organizational learning theory, a comparison of the study’s 

findings with the literature, and my personal reflections on the findings (Creswell, 2015).   

Redesign and Senge’s Five Disciplines of a Learning Organization 

 The theoretical framework for this study was based on Senge’s The Fifth Discipline, 

which defines a learning organization built on five disciplines (Senge, 1990).  These disciplines 

are personal mastery, mental models, shared vision, team learning, and systems thinking.  In 

designing the protocol questions for participant interviews and focus groups, I accounted for 

each of these disciplines.  My goal was to understand how participants perceived their individual 

and collective capacity to achieve systemic change through creating a learning organization, as 

defined by Senge.  This section will look at the study’s findings through the lens of Senge’s five 

disciplines of a learning organization and make meaning of DMS’s journey through the early 

stages of its redesign effort. 
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Personal Mastery:  The DMS Staff Embraced Learning 

When defining a learning organization, Senge (1990) used the term personal mastery to 

describe individuals within an organization expanding their capacity and willingness to learn and 

grow.  People within an organization who embrace personal mastery work to create the results 

they truly seek individually and collectively.  In learning organizations, the process of learning 

and growing involves creative tension manufactured by individuals within the organization 

through identifying their current realities of knowledge and performance then comparing these 

realities to the stated vision of the organization.  As individuals learn and grow, they actively 

seek to close the gap between their current individual performance and the stated goals or vision 

of the organization.  During the process of individual growth and development, Senge believed 

the collective also improves through constant clarification and honest assessment of the 

organization’s pursuit of its stated vision and goals. 

 Participants in this study consistently described the necessity of professional learning to 

successfully pursue and achieve the vision and principles of the KCSRP.  An important aspect of 

the learning process was initiated through the identification of a new vison at the state and the 

local levels.  The KSBE developed a new vision statement along with redesign principles that 

called for different instructional approaches than traditionally seen in Kansas schools.  As part of 

their redesign effort, the staff at DMS developed a vision that emphasized program 

implementation to pursue their redesign principles.  Although these programs and associated 

practices were not necessarily new in education, as many have been around for decades, they 

were new to much of the staff at DMS.  To successfully implement these new programs and 

practices, individual and collective learning was necessary.  The staff at DMS demonstrated a 
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willingness to expand their capacity to learn and grow to do what they believed was in the best 

interest of their students and their community.   

 As the staff at DMS pursued their new redesign principles, programs, and practices, 

tension was created by both internal and external factors.  From the outset of redesign planning 

and initial implementation, the staff at DMS put pressure on themselves to pursue their vision of 

redesign.  This resulted in creative tension as they worked through the initial stages of new 

program implementation.  The staff at DMS talked about how much of this tension was the result 

of so many new initiatives added at once, but there was agreement that this was a necessary 

component of achieving their vision.  Teachers cited building administration as key players in 

ensuring the tension that was created by the new initiatives stayed healthy and did not become 

too overwhelming.   

Tension also existed externally as parents and community members questioned the new 

approaches associated with redesign.  This tension was felt by staff members throughout the 

early stages of redesign at DMS and resulted in the necessity for everyone at DMS to learn how 

to best implement their new approaches.  In addition, this tension required a new approach to 

how administrators and teachers communicated with parents and the community.  The ability to 

proactively communicate with external stakeholders became one of the most important lessons 

learned by the staff at DMS, and they were able to make tremendous progress in this area after 

experiencing some significant challenges in their first year of implementation.  

To ensure the tension remained healthy and positive, building administrators and teachers 

embraced the challenges they faced as a natural part of the change process.  They also embraced 

the need to learn and grow both individually and collectively.  Staff at DMS consistently shared 

they did not have all of the answers they needed to systemically change their system.  They 
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considered redesign a work in progress and repeatedly shared how they had grown over the 

course of the first two years of planning and implementation.  The DMS staff believed in their 

vision and were motivated to learn new approaches to educating their students, especially in how 

they approached SEL and other non-academic aspects of student learning.  The staff at DMS 

embraced the discipline of personal mastery and sought to learn to provide a better overall 

education to their students, which included not only improvement to delivering academic content 

but also non-academic learning. 

Mental Models:  There was a Partial Disruption of the Status Quo 

 Whether novice or veteran, educators tend to develop beliefs and assumptions about how 

to best educate children and those beliefs and assumptions shape how educators act.  Senge 

(1990) refers to this phenomenon as an adherence to deeply held images of how the world works, 

which is the discipline he calls mental models.  These mental models often remain unexamined 

and people continue to act in ways that maintain the status quo of an organization or a system.  

According to Senge, systemic change is possible when people within an organization clarify their 

assumptions, discover discrepancies within their beliefs and actions, and develop new strategies 

to support new learning.  The status quo can be disrupted and a system can change when 

individuals within an organization demonstrate a willingness to challenge what they previously 

believed.     

Many participants in this study shared the belief that their mental models prior to 

redesign were flawed.  State officials believed that redesign was necessary to ensure all students 

can find success after graduating high school.   Local educational leaders believed that redesign 

was necessary because students needed more than just the acquisition of academic knowledge to 
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be successful.  This recognition was the impetus for DMS’s decision to pursue redesign and 

disrupt their traditional approach to students.   

The staff at DMS felt the demographic of their school required a new approach.  This was 

especially true in how classroom teachers prioritized academic versus non-academic student 

learning.  Teachers shared that redesign taught them to see the whole child.  This perspective was 

in opposition to seeing student success as simply results on standardized assessments or 

traditional academic measures, which was a common belief at DMS prior to redesign.  The staff 

at DMS demonstrated a willingness to evaluate their mental models, which resulted in making 

SEL a priority at DMS and much of their school day now reflects this change in priorities.   

The staff at DMS disrupted the status quo by employing many new approaches and 

practices related to SEL and other pursuits that emphasized strengthening relationships as a 

primary outcome.  The findings suggest that some of this effort seemed to be surface level 

program implementation as opposed to systemically changing fundamental instructional 

practices.  This was especially true in how teachers approached core instruction.  While the 

Summit Learning Platform (SLP) blended online learning and other personalized opportunities 

for students, there was limited evidence that teachers had fundamentally changed their 

instructional practices.  This was evident through classroom observations and teacher 

perspectives on the early implementation of Summit.   

Teachers Led in Establishing a Shared Vision 

 According to Senge, the discipline that unites individuals within an organization and 

bounds them together behind common aspirations is the establishment of a shared vision.  A 

shared vision provides a focus and energy that pushes an organization to achieve new results.  It 

lifts people up and promotes risk-taking and experimentation.  An important aspect of 
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successfully developing a shared vision is promoting the commitment of individuals within an 

organization to pursue a greater collective purpose than they could achieve by themselves.  

Senge described this commitment as individuals being fully enrolled and feeling total 

responsibility to make the vision of the organization a reality.   

Perhaps the most impactful aspect of the redesign effort at DMS was the firm 

establishment of a shared vision.  Participants at all levels expressed the importance of redesign 

as a teacher-led initiative, supported by state, district, and building leadership.  From the outset 

of their designation as a redesign school, DMS teachers were directly involved in the 

establishment of the school’s new vision and the selection of the programs and practices that 

supported the pursuit of their shared vision.  District and building administrators acted in ways to 

support teachers and provide structures, which allowed quick implementation of the new 

approaches.  This included convincing skeptical teachers that redesign would be different than 

past initiatives and administrators would approach the new vision with a genuine desire to 

distribute leadership.  The actions on the part of administrators included a recognition of when to 

step away and allow teachers to make decisions and when to step in and provide direct support as 

needed.  It was evident from the findings that district leaders, building administrators, and 

teachers were unified in their commitment to the vision and were motivated by the new 

approaches put into place. 

 The findings also suggest that redesign and its associated principles were motivational 

and meaningful to the staff at DMS.  This began with the fact that everyone at DMS could 

articulate why the school chose to participate in the KCSRP.  Additionally, participants were 

open and honest in their assessment that redesign required them to work more and work harder, 

but they expressed the additional work was worth it.  It was evident that teachers felt supported 
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by district and building administrators, and the building principal and assistant principal were 

often cited as examples of successful and supportive leaders.  Having administrators who are 

willing to give up control over new programs and practices in a school seemed to be a critical 

aspect of the development of a shared vision. 

 According to Senge’s organizational learning theory and the literature on systemic 

change in schools, it takes time to fundamentally change a system.  Surface level implementation 

was primarily a reflection of the early stages of redesign at DMS.  The staff at DMS shared their 

commitment to the redesign vision and principles, and there was evidence they would continue 

their redesign efforts and deepen the associated practices over time.  In the early stages of 

redesign much of their professional learning was learning new programs, but there was also a 

recognition that their efforts were a work in progress.  Staff consistently shared their belief that 

substantial improvement in the results they seek through redesign will take time, but they were 

committed to the direction and principles they chose to pursue. 

There was a Team Approach to Learning at DMS 

According to Senge (1990), organizations are more likely to be effective when 

individuals learn together in teams.  Senge described team learning as the dialogue that allows 

individuals to listen to one another and suspend one’s own thinking to solve problems, resolve 

conflicts, and address challenges.  An organization’s ability to engage in this type of professional 

dialogue creates the necessary alignment of beliefs and practices that empower everyone within 

the organization.  It is important, according to Senge, for organizations to promote team learning 

when there is an environment of openness and where a free exchange of ideas exist.  Since 

conflict is a natural part of changing practices, team learning allows individuals to work through 
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conflict in a positive and productive way.  This keeps everyone in the organization moving 

towards the shared vision of the organization. 

Schools are unique organizations in that there is great potential for individuals, especially 

classroom teachers, to operate as independent contractors who have a great deal of autonomy 

over what they do in their classrooms.  While there is evidence of some of this phenomenon at 

DMS, their redesign effort is promoting greater alignment around shared beliefs and practices 

that are moving the organization closer to its vision.  From the early planning stages of redesign, 

there was an effort to get all staff trained in some of the most fundamental aspects of the redesign 

effort.  This included SLP training where teams of teachers attended formal professional 

development opportunities together and were able to collaborate on the new approaches from the 

outset of implementation.  This training encompassed a variety of the new practices employed at 

DMS in the first year of redesign implementation and ongoing support was provided through 

internal and external coaches and experts.  This planning fostered greater alignment in practices 

across the school and promoted several of the building’s redesign principles including 

personalized learning, SEL, and PBL. 

Although team learning at DMS was enhanced by redesign, this is an area where 

traditional structures limit the organizational capacity to expand this discipline.  Opportunities to 

gather in teams were often constrained by daily schedules and the ability for individuals to meet 

with colleagues outside of their immediate teams was limited.  Building administrators 

recognized this as a challenge and have worked to expand opportunities for teachers to 

collaborate with one another and grow their collective abilities to improve their practices 

associated with the building’s redesign principles.  This includes teams learning how to enhance 
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their communication with stakeholders as questions or concerns arise around the new 

approaches. 

DMS Staff Engaged in Systems Thinking 

 Senge (1990) called systems thinking the fifth discipline that ties the disciplines of 

personal mastery, mental models, team learning, and a shared vision together to help individuals 

learn to most effectively change an organization.  As an organization successfully implements 

and pursues the other four disciplines, it promotes the idea that an organization and the people 

within it are bound by interrelated structures and patterns.  He further described systems thinking 

as a conceptual framework that makes organizational structures and patterns clear.  Senge 

asserted systems thinking is particularly relevant in education due to the complexity and 

uncertainty that exists in schools (Senge, 2000).  Additionally, he described schools as systems 

with many interrelated components including the physical properties of the district and the 

beliefs and habits of the people who work within the facilities.  Organizations that recognize how 

different components within a school district affect one another have the capacity to change for 

the better.  This is especially true in organizations identifying the right initiatives that will lead to 

more effective practices and improved results.   

  There were elements of personal mastery, evolving mental models, a shared vision, and 

team learning at DMS.  Building administrators and teachers described the importance of 

viewing the school as a system, where people and practices are interconnected.  They also 

believed their vision and the implementation of new programs and practices were a part of that 

interconnected system.  This was best exemplified by how the staff felt it was critical that each of 

them learned and implemented the new initiatives together so the school changed systemically 

and not in isolation as specific grade levels or content areas.  Administrators and teachers felt 
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supported and challenged to implement new programs and practices based on the chosen 

redesign principles.  Although there were varying degrees of quality implementation within the 

first two years of redesign, building administrators and teachers seemed committed to the vision 

and direction the school was headed.  This allowed the staff at DMS to honestly and openly 

evaluate progress towards the school’s vision as they move forward in their redesign journey. 

 Although DMS’s pursuit of the KCSRP principles promoted the discipline of systems 

thinking within the building, it is important to note that the school only housed two grade levels.  

This meant that Discovery Public School (DPS) students experienced the redesign vision and 

associated programs and practices for a short period in their K-12 experience.  DPS students may 

not experience these same initiatives that promote the redesign principles prior to arriving at 

DMS or once they leave the school and move to the next grade level.  To fully implement the 

discipline of systems thinking, it is important for school districts to consider implementing the 

redesign principles across the entire school system as opposed to implementing new practices at 

isolated grade levels or in only a few schools within the district.  Otherwise, select redesign 

schools may foster student growth in select redesign areas for a short period of time, which may 

not have long-term positive impact if students do not continue to receive the same educational 

focus or experience at later grade levels.   

Implications 

Over the past three years, the Kansans Can School Redesign Project (KCSRP) has 

created energy and excitement in many school districts and communities across the state of 

Kansas.  The KCSRP is intended to promote systemic change in schools, and the associated 

principles guide educational leaders and policymakers as they make decisions intended to 

improve the educational experiences and outcomes for students.  Additionally, educational 



 124 

leaders and policymakers see the KCSRP as an opportunity to support Kansas schools and better 

address perceived knowledge, skill, and character deficits of young people attending and 

graduating from the state’s public school system.   

With each new round of applications, more Kansas school districts choose to participate 

in the KCSRP and pursue the associated redesign principles.  Although the KCSRP is specific to 

the state of Kansas, school districts across the country are constantly analyzing and applying 

change initiatives including new programs and approaches that address latest educational trends 

and employ perceived best practice.  This section describes implications for school districts and 

policymakers and recommends possible future research related to systemic change efforts.  My 

intention is to apply the redesign experience of DMS, compare it to current literature on related 

systemic change in schools, and provide perspective on how schools can best use the conclusions 

and findings of this study.   

School Districts Considering Systemic Change Initiatives 

 There are several important takeaways from DMS’s redesign experience that could be 

applied in other school systems pursuing significant and systemic change initiatives.   It is 

important for district leaders, building principals, and teachers to understand how creating a 

shared leadership model can help promote the disciplines associated with a learning 

organization.  Personnel in each of these roles have responsibilities to challenge the traditional 

hierarchy and top-down mentality of school systems who maintain the status quo (Senge, 1990).  

To pursue systemic change, schools are best served by individuals at all levels in the 

organization determining how the approach to their role may change to create a truly shared 

vision that inspires and motivates everyone within the organization towards new and improved 
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outcomes.  A shared leadership model and a shared vision are critical for systemic change to 

occur in a school and are significant factors in a successful systemic change effort (Senge, 2000). 

Changing how we think about and enact school leadership.  For school districts 

considering pursuing systemic change principles, an important element to learn from DPS and 

DMS was the willingness of district administration to give up control of the change process and 

allow staff within the building to lead.  Distributing leadership, especially when there could be 

political fallout in the community from the new practices, is an uncommon characteristic of 

many school systems (Leithwood & Mascall, 2008).  From the beginning of their redesign effort, 

district leaders in DPS made intentional decisions about their attendance at planning meetings 

and purposefully limited their involvement in these discussions.  Their intent was to ensure 

teachers and building administrators felt supported, but district administrators did not want to 

influence the ultimate decisions made about new programs and practices.  This proved 

challenging when building staff chose to move in a direction that was counter to district 

administrator perspective.  However, allowing teachers and building leaders to make important 

and final decisions about the redesign effort proved to increase trust and risk-taking that 

ultimately led to high levels of commitment from the DMS staff.   

For schools desiring systemic change, understanding the critical role of building 

principals is of key importance.  At DMS, the building principal and assistant principal had a 

keen understanding of distributing leadership across the building.  Literature on systemic change 

and learning organizations recognizes the impact of principals who are willing to share 

leadership responsibilities with teachers (Lambert, 2002).  As an example of effective shared 

leadership, principals at DMS promoted open and honest dialogue with teachers and constantly 

reminded staff why they chose to pursue redesign.  Throughout the planning and first year of 
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implementation, they kept the focus on the students within the building and how the new 

programs and practices were providing a better overall experience for kids.  This was important 

for teachers as they worked through the challenge of learning so many new programs and often 

felt overwhelmed by how quickly they were asked to implement so many new initiatives.   

Another key role of building administrators engaged in systemic change efforts is their 

willingness and ability to make tough decisions and establish trust with teachers in the building 

(Wahlstrom & Louis, 2008).  Principals at DMS understood it was essential for everyone on the 

staff to believe in their vision and support the direction the school was headed.  Those who did 

not support the direction of the organization voluntarily chose to leave or were asked to leave.  

Additionally, building administrators demonstrated a willingness to make final decisions when 

staff struggled to come to agreement on specific program or practices.  In doing so, principals 

always referred to the shared vision of the building and reminded all staff of the principles 

guiding their work.  This was cited by teachers as a critical example of leadership displayed by 

building principals that was needed to keep everyone focused on the shared vision and original 

reasons they chose to redesign. 

As part of a school’s systemic change effort, it is important for teachers to step into new 

roles and take the lead in the change initiative.  Making program and policy decisions is not a 

traditional or typical role of teachers within schools, but when teachers are empowered as 

decision-makers, an organization promotes a shared vision and other qualities of a learning 

organization (Senge, 2000).  Decisions that relate to systemic change in schools are often 

reserved for administrators.  However, the KCSRP promotes teacher leadership and encourages 

participating schools to create structures that elevate teachers into these critical roles.  DPS and 
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DMS embraced this process and teachers felt empowered to make decisions based on the 

school’s shared vision and the principles they chose to pursue.   

Along with teacher willingness to lead, the school environment should promote teacher 

leadership, shared decision-making, and conditions that support teacher empowerment (Harris, 

2010).  These conditions include ample time to collaborate with one another and promote teacher 

self-confidence to successfully lead major change initiatives.  Teachers need to sense they will 

not constantly be told no by administrators as they share new ideas and pursue new practices.  As 

they partner with administrators in the change process, teachers need to feel support even when 

new ideas fail.  There cannot be a sense of fear that when a program stalls or fails to produce 

intended results right away that administrators will take back control over the planning and 

implementation process.  These conditions were created in the early stages of redesign 

implementation at DMS, which allowed teachers to feel free to take risks and implement new 

practices they believed were best for their students.   

Embracing a change process that improves teacher practice.  A challenge facing 

schools considering formal systemic change initiatives such as the KCSRP, is dealing with the 

speed of implementation these efforts often require and the number of new programs and 

practices associated with systemic change.  When schools engage in rapid change initiatives and 

invest in a large number of new practices, these approaches often compete with one another and 

those implementing are spread thin as they try to do too much at once (Supovitz & Taylor, 

2005).  To counter this concern, schools should consider whether newly chosen approaches 

improve teacher practice and promote clearly defined outcomes within the organization 

(Fuhrman & Massell, 1992).  While personalized learning, PBL, SEL, civic and community 

engagement and other practices create different opportunities for students that may challenge the 



 128 

status quo, emphasis on core academic success for students remains a priority as well.  

Personalized or individualized learning platforms like Summit provide teachers with the 

opportunity to engage students with an online curriculum and pre-planned projects.  However, 

these new programs do not necessarily promote systemic change if challenging standards, an 

aligned curriculum, strong accountability, and flexibility are absent (Cohen, 1995).  Schools 

should consider these elements as they choose new programs and work to ensure the new 

initiatives form a cohesive approach to pursue new outcomes that improve the quality of teachers 

pedagogical practices.   

An argument can be made that following the training and protocols associated with new 

programs and practices automatically improves teacher practice.  However, it seems evident 

from the findings of this study and the literature on systemic change and organizational learning 

that quality teachers and aligned professional learning opportunities for teachers are paramount.  

Quality teachers will implement new strategies in quality ways and combined with a shared 

vision and collective purpose, teachers will embrace an environment of effective professional 

learning and development (Liethwood, 1992).  Schools benefit from finding programs and 

implementing practices that improve pedagogical approaches of teachers and create a system of 

collective learning through professional dialogue and collaboration.  The overall quality of a 

school’s teachers and the quality of learning opportunities provided by the organization to 

improve teacher practices are instrumental to the success of redesign or similar change 

initiatives. 

Addressing the community dynamic.  Another important element of a systemic change 

initiative school districts should account for is the community response to substantial changes in 

the instructional programs brought on by the new principles.  As part of their redesign effort, 
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DMS experienced pushback from some external stakeholders, especially parents who were 

opposed to the Summit Learning platform.  Parents and community members generally see their 

local schools in a positive way (Swift, 2017).  However, when parents and community members 

recognize substantial changes in the way children are taught, this can create concern, especially 

when the approaches seem significantly different than what parents experienced while they were 

in school.   

Effective systemic change initiatives promote organizational learning and this includes 

learning to improve existing structures and implementing new processes to communicate with 

stakeholders.  Schools are best served to deal with concerns from the community by developing a 

plan to proactively communicate the changes they are considering and making sure parents and 

community members can express their concerns openly and honestly.  This approach promotes 

transparency, which is a key to building trust with stakeholders (Carr, 2006).  To promote trust 

and transparency, school leaders should account for the context of the community and determine 

what changes or accommodations are needed to ensure problems are addressed if the systemic 

change effort needs an adjustment or rethinking.  Utilizing advisory structures such as site 

councils or other parent groups can be effective ways to give parents and community important 

information and provide them with a voice throughout the systemic change effort (Malen, 1999). 

As schools implement significant and systemic change initiatives, concerned parents and 

community members often utilize social media to share negative perceptions of new programs 

and practices.  In response, schools can utilize social media platforms to combat negativity and 

misinformation by providing the public with positive statements and stories about improvements 

and exciting new initiatives within the school (Butler, 2010).  To most effectively utilize social 

media to communicate with stakeholders, school districts should develop policies that support 
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the positive use of online platforms to share accurate and transparent information about school 

happenings with the community (Wang, 2013).  Additionally, school leaders can invite parents 

and community members who express concern using social media to sit down and visit about 

these concerns in person.  This often results in a more effective resolution than social media 

exchanges.   

Policymakers and Systemic Change in Schools 

Policymakers influencing formal systemic change initiatives for schools include national 

and state legislators, officials at state boards of education and state departments of education, and 

members of local boards of education.  These groups are charged with creating policies that 

promote school improvement through more effective practices and literature on systemic change 

indicates policymakers play a significant role in successful implementation of reform efforts 

(Adelman & Taylor, 2007).  It is important for policymakers at all levels to utilize indicators of 

what makes school systems successful and promote the success of students within these systems.  

If they are to support systemic change efforts, policymakers should promote the principles of 

learning organizations as schools seek to enact new programs and practices based on their shared 

visions.  Additionally, policymakers should look beyond traditional measures of school and 

student success and understand the importance of the context of the local community when 

determining the programs and practices that will support school improvement and student 

achievement.  

Promoting organizational learning principles.  Often educational policymakers are not 

professional educators and may not have experience or expertise in how systemic change occurs 

in schools (Hess, 2002).  The literature suggests the importance of following change principles 

when pursuing systemic school reform, which can include promoting the disciplines of learning 
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organizations (Leithwood et al., 1998).  To support this effort, policymakers should consider 

policies that support organizational learning and review current policies that may be in 

opposition to research on organizational learning and systemic change.  This process includes 

elevating the importance of shared leadership and decision making where administrators and 

teachers work together to plan and implement new programs and practices.  This requires 

policies that promote teachers as important voices in the reform effort (Olson, 2002).  Examples 

include policies that guide the hiring and retention of high quality teachers and leaders who 

understand the principles of shared leadership, learning organizations, and how to successfully 

enact systemic change initiatives (Leithwood et al., 1998).  Additional policies should support 

ongoing professional learning opportunities that promote a continuous focus on school 

improvement and structures that support organizational learning (Senge, 2000). 

Looking beyond traditional measures.  Public education policymakers influence school 

improvement efforts but often look for simple measures to determine school success or failure.  

One such measure traditionally utilized by policymakers and the public in general is standardized 

testing results (Popham, 1999).  Although academic performance is an important aspect of most 

systemic change initiatives, these traditional measures of academic performance should not be 

the only way schools are judged if systemic reform is going to be realized in schools.  State 

assessments and other standardized tests have often been used to create a climate of fear among 

teachers who feel incredible pressure to improve state assessment scores (Dodge, 2009).  This is 

in opposition to the excitement and positive energy the staff at DMS felt through redesign, where 

teachers expressed a renewed sense of commitment to doing what they believe was best for their 

students.  These feelings were primarily result of moving away from a focus on academics first 

and towards an emphasis on the social and emotional wellbeing of students, new partnerships 
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with the community, and improved relationships among all people within a school.  Although 

measuring these qualities is not as simplistic as viewing standardized testing results, state and 

local policymakers should consider taking a more holistic view of what makes schools successful 

if redesign is going to maximize its potential impact.  It will take an open mind on the part of 

many in positions of power and putting aside political views that often influence individuals who 

make educational policy decisions (Cochran-Smith, 2002).    

 Understanding the context of the local school district.  Statewide systemic school 

reform efforts may be based on specific guiding principles to be applied in all schools 

participating in the initiative.  In the case of the KCSRP, all participating schools must embrace 

and implement programs and practices that support four specific redesign principles.  As schools 

consider participation in systemic change efforts, it is important that policymakers recognize the 

context of each local school and community (Spillane, 1996).  While the chosen principles may 

be a sound and appropriate framework for all districts, there could also be consideration for other 

principles to be applied based on the context of the local school and community.  School 

demographics, especially socio-economic status, play a crucial role in student achievement and 

the needs they have to most effectively learn (Capra, 2009).  Therefore, careful consideration 

should be given to demographic factors that are most influential in predicting academic and non-

academic success for students when choosing programs and practices to pursue as part of a 

systemic reform effort.  Additionally, it could be helpful to develop a structure to analyze the 

existing principles and implement ongoing methods to evaluate whether current practices are 

producing the intended results and promoting systemic change in local school districts. 
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Future Research 

 This study took place in a school that had just completed its first full year of redesign 

implementation.  Although there was evidence of the beginning stages of systemic change within 

the school, one year of implementation is too soon to determine if systemic change will be 

realized through the redesign effort over time.  It is also important to understand whether the 

programs and practices implemented through redesign will sustain through changes in district or 

building leadership along with any substantial turnover in teaching staff.  There are indications 

the DMS staff is committed to the current direction and vision, but organizations often struggle 

to maintain focus on chosen initiatives and often move in new directions as new people enter the 

organization and new programs are promoted.  There could be significant benefit to learning how 

redesign schools maintain their capacity to learn and grow as an organization and pursue the 

original principles associated with their redesign effort.   

 The study did not specifically evaluate the programs and practices associated with the 

redesign principles.  To best understand whether the KCSRP promotes systemic change, there 

could be benefit in understanding how an organization accounts for quality implementation of 

the chosen programs and practices.  This includes exploration and analysis of the specific 

principles associated with the redesign effort including personalized learning, social emotional 

learning, project-based learning, and civic and community engagement.  Relatedly, further 

research on these specific principles could provide greater understanding of how the redesign 

principles promote improvement in student academic and non-academic performance related to 

the redesign effort.   

 Because the KCSRP promotes specific principles, it would be helpful to evaluate the 

impact these principles have on students who experience system-wide implementation.  Because 
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DPS did not participate in KCSRP in all buildings, students at DMS experience limited exposure 

to the redesign principles as they move to subsequent grade levels and buildings.  A study could 

occur in a school district that has chosen to participate in a school district where students in all 

grade levels experience the systemic change principles of a redesigned school experience.  This 

type of study would provide greater perspective on the impact the new principles have on 

students who experience similar programs and practices for a longer period of time as they go 

through the public school system in a local community. 

 It would also be interesting to investigate a K-12 system where a high school is engaged 

in the redesign effort.  In studying late elementary or early junior high grade levels, there is less 

emphasis on postsecondary readiness than there might be at the high school level.  The KCSRP 

maintains a neoliberal perspective that a primary purpose of school is to prepare students for 

jobs.  However, participants at the building level in this study did not consistently convey that 

redesign was primarily to prepare students for postsecondary opportunities or careers.  That 

message might be different if the study were held at a high school, and it could be beneficial to 

understand if the KCSRP principles promote stronger preparedness for students as they make 

choices about their life after high school. 
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Appendix A 
Interview Protocol 

 
State KCSRP Leaders, Board of Education Members, Superintendent,  

Assistant Superintendent, Principal, Assistant Principal 
 

Hello, my name is Ben Proctor, and I am a doctoral student in Wichita State University’s 
Educational Leadership program.  I appreciate your willingness to participate in this interview.  
The title of the study is “The launch of the Kansans Can School Redesign Project: One school’s 
quest to learn to change the system.”  The purpose of this research study is to understand the 
perceptions of key stakeholders on whether Discovery Middle School can learn to fundamentally 
change its system based on the redesign goals and principles.   
 

You have been selected to participate in the study because you are a state redesign leader, 
a board of education member, the superintendent, an assistant superintendent, or a building 
administrator.  You have unique knowledge and experiences, which will contribute to the 
research.  I am interested in your perspective on the KCSRP implementation at DMS. 
 

Before we begin, I would like to share a few procedures.  To ensure confidentiality, no 
names will be used when we report the results of the session.  With your permission, I would like 
to audio-record our session so that our team will be able to make accurate analysis directly from 
your comments.  The digital recording of our conversation will be transcribed and again, for 
confidentiality, the recording and transcription will be kept in a secure location for the duration 
of, and after the conclusion of, the study.  This session will last approximately 45 to 60 minutes.  
 
Please share your name, position, and how you are connected to Discovery Middle School. 
 

1. How do you define school redesign? What does this mean for 5-6th grade students in 
DPS? 

 
2. What are your views on the importance of redesign in Kansas? 

 
3. How is redesign different from other school reform efforts? 

 
4. How does redesign address professional learning? 

 
5. What kind of feedback do you get on redesign from the public? What kind of feedback do 

you get from teachers? 
 

6. What do you think the most successful redesign schools will look like in a few years? 
a. What do you want them to look like? 
b. What do you hope to accomplish? 

 
7. What are examples of successful redesign? What makes them successful? 
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8. What are the principles of redesign and from where did they originate? What are your 
thoughts about these principles? 
 

9. What have been the biggest challenges you have faced? How do you overcome these 
challenges? 
 

10. What types of supports do schools need in redesign? 
 

11. What have been the biggest successes of redesign? What contributed most to those 
successes? 
 

12. Is there anything else about the redesign process you would like to share? 
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Appendix B 
Focus Group Protocol 

 
Discovery Redesign Team, 5-6th Grade Level Teams 

 
Hello, my name is Ben Proctor, and I am a doctoral student in Wichita State University’s 

Educational Leadership program.  I appreciate your willingness to participate in this interview.   
 
The title of the study is “The launch of the Kansans Can School Redesign Project: One 

school’s quest to learn to change the system.”   The purpose of this research study is to 
understand the perceptions of key stakeholders on whether Discovery Middle School can learn to 
fundamentally change its system based on the redesign goals and principles.   
 

You have been selected to participate in the study because you are a teacher at Discovery 
implementing redesign.  You have unique knowledge and experiences, which will contribute to 
the research, and I am interested in your perspective on the KCSRP implementation at DMS. 
 

Before we begin, I would like to share a few procedures.  To ensure confidentiality, no 
names will be used when we report the results of the session.  With your permission, I would like 
to audio-record our session so that our team will be able to make accurate analysis directly from 
your comments.  The digital recording of our conversation will be transcribed and again, for 
confidentiality, the recording and transcription will be kept in a secure location for the duration 
of, and after the conclusion of, the study.  This session will last approximately 45 to 60 minutes.  
 
Please share your name, position, and how you are connected to the Discovery Middle School. 
 

1. How do you define school redesign? What does redesign mean for Discovery? 
 

2. What are your views on the importance of redesign in our state? In this school district? 
 

3. Walk me through the steps you have taken to redesign Discovery. 
a. Where did you start? 
b. Who was involved? 
c. How were decisions made? 
d. What are you doing now? 
e. What are your future plans? 

 
4. How does redesign impact classroom practice? 

  
5. How does redesign address professional learning? 

 
6. What kind of feedback do you get from the community?  

a. What kind of feedback do you get from staff? 
b. What kind of feedback do you get from students? 

 
7. How do you communicate with each other about what is happening with redesign?  
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a. How often do you meet as a team?  
b. Who do you meet with? 
c. How is professional learning structured? 

 
8. What do you think this school will look like in a few years? 

a. What do you want it to look like? 
b. What do you hope to accomplish? 

 
9. What are examples of successful redesign efforts in your school? What makes them 

successful? 
 

10. How would you describe the main goals of redesign in your school? 
 

11. What is the most challenging aspect of redesign for your school? How have you 
overcome these challenges? 
 

12. What types of supports are needed for redesign? 
 

13. Is there anything else you would like to share about the redesign process at Discovery? 
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Appendix C 

Interview Consent Form 
 
Purpose: You are invited to participate in a research study of perceptions of the Kansans Can 
School Redesign Project at Discovery Middle School in Discovery Public Schools.  I hope to learn 
about redesign leader and teacher perceptions of the of the school’s ability to learn to 
fundamentally change its system based on the redesign goals and principles. 
 
Participant Selection: Participant selection is based on purposeful sampling involving 
approximately 28-38 persons.  You were selected as a possible participant in this study because 
you are a state leader, district leader, or building leader involved in the Kansans Can School 
Redesign Project. 
 
Explanation of Procedures: If you decide to participate, you will be asked to participate in an 
individual interview.  I plan to conduct approximately eight individual interviews.  The interviews 
will last approximately 45-60 minutes and will be audio recorded for future transcription.  Each 
interview will be scheduled at a time and location that is mutually agreed upon and comfortable 
for you as a participant.  I will provide you with a copy of the interview transcriptions to ensure 
accuracy.  Sample questions for individual interviews include: “Why do you believe redesign is 
important in Kansas schools? How does redesign challenge long-standing assumptions about 
educational reform?” 
 
Discomfort/Risks: Discomfort and risks for this study are expected to be minimal.  Participation 
is voluntary and if you feel uncomfortable with any question, feel free to skip it.  You may 
withdraw from this study at any time.  There will be no identifiable information used in reporting 
the findings of this study.  If you feel too distressed to continue in the study, please inform the 
researcher and you may discontinue participation without being subject to any penalty.  If the 
distress continues after you discontinue or finish participation, you may wish to contact the Wichita 
State University Counseling and Testing Center.  They are located in Grace Wilkie Hall room 320, 
phone number (316)-978-3440, email Wanda.Holt@wichita.edu. 
 
Benefits: Participants will have the opportunity to share opinions related to the redesign project in 
Discovery Public Schools.  The school district will gain insight into its redesign efforts at 
Discovery Middle School and the study will contribute to overall research on school reform efforts, 
and this study will be an early effort to analyze the Kansans Can School Redesign Project. 
 
Confidentiality: I will make every effort to keep your study-related information confidential.  
Participant names will remain confidential.  I will do this by replacing names with initials or 
pseudonyms during transcription.  Digital copies of transcriptions and recordings will be secured 
in password-protected locations available only to me.  Any hard copy items will be kept in a locked 
file cabinet in my office. 
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To make sure the study is done properly and safely, there may be circumstances where this 
information must be released.  By signing this form, you are giving the me the permission to share 
information about you with the following groups:   
 

• Office for Human Research Protections or other federal, state, or international regulatory 
agencies; 

• The Wichita State University Institutional Review Board; 
• Discovery Public Schools 

 
I may publish the results of the study.  If I do, I will only discuss group results. Your name will 
not be used in any publication or presentation about the study.   
 
Refusal/Withdrawal: Participation in this study is entirely voluntary. Your decision whether or 
not to participate will not affect your future relations with Wichita State University and/or 
Discovery Public Schools.  If you agree to participate in this study, you are free to withdraw from 
the study at any time without penalty. 
 
Contact:  If you have any questions about this research, you can contact: 
Jean Patterson, Principal Investigator   Ben Proctor, doctoral student 
Jean.patterson@wichita.edu    bdproctor@shockers.wichita.edu 
316-978-6392      316-587-5665 
 
If you have questions pertaining to your rights as a research subject, or about research-related 
injury, you can contact the Office of Research and Technology Transfer at Wichita State 
University, 1845 Fairmount Street, Wichita, KS 67260-0007, telephone (316) 978-3285. 
 
You are under no obligation to participate in this study.  Your signature below indicates that: 

• You have read (or someone has read to you) the information provided above,  
• You are aware that this is a research study,  
• You have had the opportunity to ask questions and have had them answered to your 

satisfaction, and 
• You have voluntarily decided to participate. 

 
You are not giving up any legal rights by signing this form.  You will be given a copy of this 
consent form to keep. 
____________________________________________________  
Printed Name of Subject       
 
____________________________________________________ _______________________ 
Signature of Subject       Date 
 
____________________________________________________ 
Printed Name of Witness 
 
____________________________________________________   ________________________ 
Witness Signature       Date 
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Appendix D 

Focus Group Consent Form 
 
Purpose: You are invited to participate in a research study of perceptions of the Kansans Can 
School Redesign Project at Discovery Middle School in Discovery Public Schools.  I hope to learn 
about redesign leader and teacher perceptions of the of the school’s ability to learn to 
fundamentally change its system based on the redesign goals and principles. 
 
Participant Selection: Participant selection is based on purposeful sampling involving 
approximately 28-38 persons.  You were selected as a possible participant in this study because 
you are a teacher involved in the Kansans Can School Redesign Project. 
 
Explanation of Procedures: If you decide to participate, you will be asked to participate in a 
focus group session.  I plan to conduct approximately five focus groups for this study.  The focus 
group will last approximately 45-60 minutes and will be audio recorded for future transcription.  
Each interview will be scheduled at a time and location that is mutually agreed upon and 
comfortable to you as a participant.  I will provide you with a copy of the interview transcriptions 
to ensure accuracy.  Sample questions for individual interviews include: “Why do you believe 
redesign is important in Kansas schools? How does redesign challenge long-standing assumptions 
about educational reform?” 
 
Discomfort/Risks: Discomfort and risks for this study are expected to be minimal.  Participation 
is voluntary and if you feel uncomfortable with any question, feel free to skip it.  You may 
withdraw from this study at any time.  There will be no identifiable information used in reporting 
the findings of this study.  If you feel too distressed to continue in the study, please inform the 
researcher and you may discontinue participation without being subject to any penalty.  If the 
distress continues after you discontinue or finish participation, you may wish to contact the Wichita 
State University Counseling and Testing Center.  They are located in Grace Wilkie Hall room 320, 
phone number (316)-978-3440, email Wanda.Holt@wichita.edu. 
 
Benefits: Participants will have the opportunity to share opinions related to the redesign project in 
Discovery Public Schools.  The school district will gain insight into its redesign efforts at 
Discovery Middle School and the study will contribute to overall research on school reform efforts, 
and this study will be an early effort to analyze the Kansans Can School Redesign Project. 
 
Confidentiality: I will make every effort to keep your study-related information confidential.  
Participant names will remain confidential.  I will do this by replacing names with initials or 
pseudonyms during transcription.  Digital copies of transcriptions and recordings will be secured 
in password-protected locations available only to me.  Any hard copy items will be kept in a locked 
file cabinet in my office. 
 
To make sure the study is done properly and safely, there may be circumstances where this 
information must be released.  By signing this form, you are giving the me the permission to share 
information about you with the following groups:   
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• Office for Human Research Protections or other federal, state, or international regulatory 

agencies; 
• The Wichita State University Institutional Review Board; 
• Discovery Public Schools 

 
I may publish the results of the study.  If I do, I will only discuss group results. Your name will 
not be used in any publication or presentation about the study.   
 
Refusal/Withdrawal: Participation in this study is entirely voluntary. Your decision whether or 
not to participate will not affect your future relations with Wichita State University and/or 
Discovery Public Schools.  If you agree to participate in this study, you are free to withdraw from 
the study at any time without penalty. 
 
Contact:  If you have any questions about this research, you can contact: 
Jean Patterson, Principal Investigator   Ben Proctor, Doctoral Student 
Jean.patterson@wichita.edu    bdproctor@shockers.wichita.edu 
316-978-6392      316-587-5665 
 
If you have questions pertaining to your rights as a research subject, or about research-related 
injury, you can contact the Office of Research and Technology Transfer at Wichita State 
University, 1845 Fairmount Street, Wichita, KS 67260-0007, telephone (316) 978-3285. 
 
You are under no obligation to participate in this study.  Your signature below indicates that: 

• You have read (or someone has read to you) the information provided above,  
• You are aware that this is a research study,  
• You have had the opportunity to ask questions and have had them answered to your 

satisfaction, and 
• You have voluntarily decided to participate. 

 
You are not giving up any legal rights by signing this form.  You will be given a copy of this 
consent form to keep. 
 
____________________________________________________  
Printed Name of Subject       
 
____________________________________________________ _______________________ 
Signature of Subject       Date 
 
____________________________________________________ 
Printed Name of Witness 
 
____________________________________________________   ________________________ 
Witness Signature       Date 
  



 160 

Appendix E 
Email Invitation to Participate in Interviews and Focus Groups 

 
Email Invitation to Participate in Interviews 

 
Dear __________________, 
 I am a doctoral student in the Wichita State University Educational Leadership program.  
The purpose of my email is to invite you to participate in a research study I am conducting on the 
Kansans Can School Redesign Project.  The setting for this study is Discovery Middle School in 
Discovery Public Schools (DPS). 
 I am inviting you to be a participant because of your role as a state leader in the redesign 
effort, a DPS Board of Education member, or a district or building administrator in DPS.  Your 
perspective is incredibly valuable and will make a significant contribution to this research study. 
 If you are willing to participate and share your perspective, please reply with possible 
dates and times you are available for an interview session.  You and I can meet at a time and 
location that is convenient for you.  The interview will last approximately 45-60 minutes, and I 
plan to audio record the session to ensure accuracy.  
 Thank you for your consideration and please let me know if you have any questions. 
Respectfully, 
 
 
 

Email Invitation to Participate in Focus Groups 
 

Dear __________________, 
 I am a doctoral student in the Wichita State University Educational Leadership program.  
The purpose of my email is to invite you to participate in a research study I am conducting on the 
Kansans Can School Redesign Project.  The setting for this study is Discovery Middle School in 
Discovery Public Schools (DPS). 
 I am inviting you to be a participant because of your role as a teacher at Discovery.  Your 
perspective is incredibly valuable and will make a significant contribution to this research study. 
 Building administration will assist in helping us find a date and time that works for the 
focus group participants.  The focus group session will last approximately 45-60 minutes, and I 
plan to audio record the session to ensure accuracy.  
 Thank you for your consideration and please let me know if you have any questions. 
Respectfully, 

 
 
 


