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The Modern Red SchoolHouse (MRSH) is a comprehensive design for school reform that helps teachers and building administrators establish classroom and school practices to improve student mastery of high academic standards.  It purports to be “modern” in its pedagogy—relying on recent developments in cognitive science to inform best practices, yet traditional in its commitment to student mastery of traditional academic subjects.  The design sets expectations for parent and community support that hark back to the legends of the little red schoolhouse, yet the design encourages schools to rely upon modern technology to foster that support. 

Development of the MRSH design began in 1992 when the Hudson Institute was awarded a contract from the New American Schools Development Corporation (now New American Schools) to design and pilot a comprehensive design for 21st century schools.  Practitioners from six school districts in Arizona, Indiana, New York, and North Carolina collaborated with Hudson Institute researchers to develop a design for schools that would enable all, rather than some, students to master high academic standards.  The original design rested on the fundamental premise that realizing high academic standards for all students required school and classroom practices that allow students different paths (in time and instructional experiences) to reach the same standards (Kilgore & Pendleton, 1993).      

  Implementing the Modern Red design generally requires three to five years of intense technical support.  Like the students they serve, schools are understood to have different needs when they begin implementing the MRSH design—not only in terms of leadership and organization, but also in terms of technology, instruction, and community and family partnerships.  Technical support for implementing the design, then, is customized to meet those needs.  The more general objective, that is, inclusive of all those components of the design, is to help schools develop and continually adapt an effective instructional program that supports student mastery of high academic standards.  For the leadership component, the ultimate objective is to build a school staff’s capacity to reflect upon the effectiveness of its instructional programs and to make appropriate adjustments in school practices(that is, to have the capacity for continuous improvement.  
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Figure 1 shows the type of training and the typical distribution of effort for each type of professional development activity at MRSH sites.  Generally, members of MRSH’s technical assistance team are on-site twenty to thirty days per year primarily working with teachers in small groups.  Organizational and leadership training constitutes about a third of the overall effort.

Adapting to student needs has implications for school leadership and organization: First and foremost, it requires some level of autonomy from district and state mandates—which we refer to as site-based decision-making.   Evidence from research in cognitive psychology regarding effective instruction (Bransford, et al., 1999) as well as evidence from organizational literature (Darling-Hammond, 1990; Senge, 1990; Deming, 1988; Hall, 1982) would suggest that many decisions are better made (both in terms of efficiency and quality) at a school site than as a district-wide policy.  Every school is situated in a unique environment with varying types of resources (community service agencies, business partners, volunteer profiles).  To mandate, then, that all schools will hire, say, a school psychologist may create redundancies in some schools but not others—redundancies will occur in this instance where a school is serviced by a community psychologist from an agency residing in their building or neighborhood.  Thus, the design developers seek to find ways that schools can exercise some meaningful control over staffing, the organization of the school day, the design of instruction, and the acquisition of materials and equipment.   

Separate from site-based decision-making is the issue of participative management, that is, involving some or all of the staff in the decision-making process.  The effects of participative management on the quality of decisions are unclear (Murphy & Beck, 1995; Weiss & Cambone, 1994; Friedkin & Slater, 1994; Chrispeels, 1992; Chapman & Boyd, 1986; Rosenholtz, 1985) and the effect on student achievement mixed (Leithwood & Menzies, 1998; Robertson & Briggs, 1998), but its effect on the implementation of decisions is clear.  Research on school reform (McLaughlin, 1987; Rosenholtz, 1985; Sebring & Bryk, 2000) as well as organizational studies (Pfeffer, 1997; Drucker, 1986; March and Simon, 1958; Coch & French, 1948) are consistent:  Participative management—even of limited scope—increases the likelihood that decisions will be implemented and appropriate changes occur.

Urban school districts, under pressure for quick change, are most likely to have leaders who rely heavily on top-down decision-making strategies.  Yet, research on urban school reform is littered with instances where principals sought to buffer teachers from new expectations or where teachers found ways to close their doors and maintain their practices.  School staff reason, often quite sensibly, that the pressure for change will disappear as leadership changes.  At best staff can (and likely should) mold a new mandate to create the least disturbance to existing practice (McLaughlin, 1987).

The inability of leaders to convert mandates or new policies into action, MRSH developers claim, is a critical barrier in most efforts to change practices in public schooling.  For action to occur, those implementing the decision must own it.  As Drucker (1986) explains, “it requires that any decision become “our decision” to the people who have to convert it into action.  This in turn means that they have to participate responsibly in making it” (p. 365). If people are able to evaluate alternatives in terms of how it will improve the quality and efficiency of their work, it is likely that the decision will be better than one devised in isolation by a manager.

More generally, then, the Modern Red design calls for changes from a bureaucratically organized school to one based on participative management.  A change from top-down to participative decision-making decreases formalization (or written rules and procedures) to allow more flexibility, increased communication among all personnel, greater professionalism among teachers, and improved collaboration and cross-training (or a decrease in specialization).

These organizational changes constitute a radical departure from the way schools traditionally have been structured. Dan Lortie in his study of The Schoolteacher (1975) vividly describes a teacher’s role in the traditional school and classroom.  Schools are characterized as egg crates with teachers instructing their students in isolation from other classrooms and principals making decisions with no input from teachers.  Teachers were portrayed as focusing on the pursuit of the intrinsic rewards of teaching the children assigned them and buffering themselves from the demands and expectations of a bureaucratic organization.  The MRSH design seeks to break down the egg crate structure and help teachers create greater coherence and transparency of instruction within and across grades (and subjects).  Through the use of participative management, principals will engage in more consultation.  Creating a culture that nurtures collegial review and builds the capacity for educators to devise their own strategies for continuous improvement.

Developing a strategy for implementing MRSH leadership component

Having set these principles for school leadership and organization, the tough questions begin:  How does one help leaders implement change in practices?  The scope of autonomy varies across districts.  Even in instances where district superintendents are committed to site-based decision-making, barriers remain.  Tradition and habit often drive the actions of central office staff; the new responsibilities create risks that principals may want to avoid; and many state laws set tight boundaries on the range of autonomy schools can exercise.  MRSH developers generally work within the scope of autonomy accorded schools and help principals identify whatever site-based authority exists.  Even in highly bureaucratized school districts, some meaningful measure of control over the school practices can be achieved by astute manipulation of a district’s policies (as in staffing) or by direct requests for a specific change in practice (such as bus schedules).  For participative management, on the other hand, the developers impose some minimum consultative role for a leadership team and task forces regardless of the principal’s current practice.  Given that principals do vary in their leadership styles and dispositions, the model developers allow for considerable variation across sites in the level of influence and control given to teachers.

In addition to site decision-making and participative management, MRSH developers seek to address the principal’s role as an instructional leader.  Elmore (2000) defines the responsibilities of an administrative leader as:

“…enhancing the skills and knowledge of people in the organization, creating a common culture of expectations about the use of those skills and knowledge, and holding people accountable for their contributions to the collective results.”

What remains unclear is the degree to which these responsibilities can be delegated.  Can principals, for instance, just make certain that the structure and resources needed to enhance skills and knowledge are present, or does he or she need to engage personally in enhancing that knowledge?  Friedkin and Slater (1994), for instance, find that the degree to which teachers seek advice from their principal affects school performance whereas teacher-to-teacher advice-giving shows no independent effect on school performance.  Thus, that research suggests that not all aspects of instructional leadership can be delegated; rather the principal needs some personal involvement.  Moreover, accountability systems, of most any sort, place “the buck stops here” sign on the principal’s desk requiring some direct engagement with those outcomes that directly affect their success.  

On the other hand, Stinchombe’s (1965) more general analysis of organizations would suggest that there are multiple ways to meet certain essential organizational functions.  And clearly, good leaders do hire staff that compensate for their weaknesses, so why couldn’t principals do that for instructional leadership?  In urban areas, people qualified to hold principalships often lack the training and preparation to assume every responsibility associated with instructional leadership.  More often, they deliver the resources and create culture needed for teachers to provide powerful instruction.  Certainly, state and district policies over the past fifty years have removed considerable amounts of authority from principals—in staffing and instruction—it should be no surprise to find many administrators selected for their abilities in other areas, such as facilities management.

Thus, MRSH developers choose to find ways that the function is assumed by someone, whether by the principal or others.  Experience suggests, though, principals must convey personally the importance they attach to the quality of instruction by attending training and curriculum work sessions, using faculty meetings to discuss instructional issues, and finding ways to recognize success stories in student learning.  

The use of task forces is a critical instrument for acquiring commitment and cultivating energy among MRSH faculty.  Teachers often claim that their long-term commitment to the MRSH design began with their experience on a task force.  Similarly, that structure allows schools to recruit politically significant people in their neighborhoods—people from social or medical services, small businessmen, and area school board members.  These community representatives can become not only active committee members but also ardent advocates of the school and its chosen design in the often turbulent environment of urban schools.  Not surprisingly, the role and effectiveness of these task forces has proven to be dependent on the support and direction of the principal and other significant administrators (Hallinger, Murphy, & Hausman, 1992).  They are, however, central to effective implementation of the design.

That said, the particular skills and knowledge needed by school staff were not fully appreciated until the pilot phase of MRSH began in 1993.  For instance, events at a weekend retreat for teachers at an elementary pilot site forced the developers to give much greater attention to the skills required for managing meetings.  One of the MRSH interns attended the retreat and reported on what happened.  Anticipating numerous materials from MRSH, teachers spent several hours deciding where the materials would be located and, after due deliberation, a room in the basement was selected.  Then, another two hours was devoted to whether or not the room that held these materials would be locked or unlocked.  Finally, after deciding that the room would be locked, another hour or so was spent deciding who would keep the key to this room with materials.  

The MRSH developers realized that a few more meetings like that would place the participative decision-making process at great risk.  It was, in fact, meetings like those that had rightfully reduced teachers’ desire to participate.  Helping team leaders to become more skilled in managing meetings, as well as conflict, became essential parts of MRSH training.  With greater investment in building leadership skills, greater direction on organizational structure emerged.  Teams are expected to use staggered terms of membership to ensure continuity and promote mentoring.  And, with little effect, contracts with districts specified the developers’ expectation that principals at implementing sites should remain at the school for at least three years.

Coaching and training support for MRSH leadership component

During the first year of implementation, the technical assistance designed to support and develop school leadership specifically includes strategies for organizational change, diagnostics and coaching, and task force training.   
 Strategies for Organizational Change:  School staff learn to anticipate the peaks and valleys of enthusiasm and frustration they will encounter as they adopt new practices and technologies.  Teachers identify strategies they can use to help themselves and others through those periods of frustration.

Given that teachers are expected to work more intimately and routinely with their colleagues, the school staff also learn about the strengths and needs of different personality types.  With the use of the Myers-Briggs Temperament Indicator (MBTI), teachers acquire ways of understanding their own behavior and that of others—giving them a shared vocabulary for understanding differences and fostering effective strategies for dealing with them.  Principals use the MBTI data to form task forces—enhancing the likelihood that a balance of various talents exists within each group.

Leadership Diagnostics and Support:  Prior to beginning any work at a school, the MRSH team conducts a diagnostic visit to profile student achievement and existing practices at the school.  Teacher and administrator interviews, classroom visits, and a building walk-through provide data for the MRSH team to develop a plan of work for the first year that not only advances implementation of the design but also addresses pressing needs—most often in one or more areas of student achievement.

Each principal is assigned a mentor for the implementation phase who is also responsible for the training and support of the school’s leadership team.  The content of the principal mentoring varies, depending upon the experience, skill, and disposition of the administrator.  For novices, it may focus initially on the fundamentals of setting expectations for teachers and students.  More sophisticated and experienced principals may begin with efforts to refine skills in monitoring standards-driven classrooms and managing the larger environment.  In all cases, though, coaches work with principals to establish and orient the leadership team and task forces(seeking to ensure that the membership is inclusive of various social and structural networks among teachers and balances the skills and talents within each task force.  It is not uncommon for the mentor to become a confidante to the principal, providing a safe venue to express frustrations, confess weaknesses, and develop strategies to remedy both.

As with principal mentoring, leadership team training is customized to match the level of sophistication and experience of team members.  Topics may include conflict resolution, development of task force agendas, communication plans, decision-making procedures, problem-solving strategies, and developing coalitions to support change.  A critical component of this training is to establish consensus on the respective roles and responsibilities of the team and principal and to ensure a shared understanding of the sphere of influence accorded to the leadership team.  State and district policies, as well as the dispositions of principals, influence variation in the shape and form of the leadership team.

Task Force Training:  Some or all members of the leadership team serve as chairpersons of task forces.  While the MRSH design proposes six task forces (standards and assessment, curriculum, technology, community involvement, organization and finance, and professional development), schools are allowed to vary the number (combining or adding) as long as all essential functions are covered.  During the first two years of implementation, task forces are provided extensive assistance in developing a plan of action that supports student learning.  Technical assistance, again, is customized and can be both procedural and substantive.  

Embedded in the work of the task forces are core elements of the design.  General goals are shared across task forces in a given school at each stage of implementation(supporting teachers as they design instruction, for instance, the school organization task force should evaluate ways to increase common planning time for teachers, while the technology task force should identify ways for all teacher teams to have the hardware, software, and skills for designing instructional units.  However, specific activities at each site are only partially shared with other sites.  For instance, curriculum and parent involvement task forces almost always work together to establish routine practices that allow parents to support student learning and community members to support teachers’ work in designing instruction.  Beyond that, participating sites develop different approaches to community and parent involvement that reflect the needs of students and the resources of communities they serve.  MRSH provides assistance in identifying those diverse factors, developing a comprehensive plan of involvement that reflects the interest and skills of parents, and tailoring strategies to address the students’ academic needs.  Community volunteers support the instructional program, help establish a consortium for early childhood education or social service support, and mentor students.

Implementing the MRSH design for school leadership:  a case study

In the summer of 1998, when MRSH’s strategy for developing leadership at implementing sites was well established, work began with three elementary schools in a mid-sized urban school district in the southern part of the United States.  During the second and third years of MRSH implementation, one of the authors of this paper agreed to pursue an independent case study of the three sites.  

The three schools were among many in the district with low achievement records although they varied in their district ranking when they began implementation.  Nearly all of the students in each of the schools are African-American and those eligible for a free or reduced lunch range from 71 to 97 percent.  One school is located in a fairly stable working to lower middle class neighborhood and began implementation in the lowest quartile of the district in terms of student performance.  Another school is in a neighborhood changing from an established middle class neighborhood to a more working class neighborhood and was positioned above the district average in student performance.  Finally, the third is located in an area populated by lower income residents with sub-standard housing.  Student mobility is high and achievement, one of the lowest in the district.  Taken collectively, students at these MRSH schools completed the second year of implementation showing greater achievement gains than students at other schools within the district who were either implementing another CSR model or not implementing any CSR model.

Throughout the period of study, district leadership remained stable.  Schools had fairly broad discretion in designing instruction, hiring staff, and allocating material resources.  In the third year, however, the district mandated eight-week testing cycles in reading and math.  Neither the district nor the state had any policies regarding participative management.

During the third year of implementation (2000-2001), interviews were conducted with the principals, assistant principals, or their equivalents in each school.  In addition, the Modern Red facilitator, members of the leadership team (and therefore task force leaders), the curriculum leader for each grade, and parents in each school were interviewed. Leadership team, task force, and faculty meetings were observed at each school.  If the organization and leadership elements of the Modern Red design had been adopted, one should find credible evidence should be found at these meetings.  Finally, to obtain a more complete picture of leadership at the three schools, key district level administrators were interviewed for their perceptions on how Modern Red was working, the nature of the relationship between the central district administration and the Modern Red schools, the administration of the schools, and the comparative characteristics of teachers and students at each school. 

Leadership Implementation in School A:  Over the course of two years, the principal of School A institutionalized many aspects of participative management.  For example, the leadership team, not the principal, exercises control over hiring teachers or other staff members. The principal usually assists in making interview arrangements, as well as obtaining and organizing credentials, but the choice is made by the members of the team. While this principal may have had considerable informal influence in hiring decisions, it was not evident in meetings or interviews.  

Budget information is distributed to all leadership team members in its first meeting of the year, including the amount and sources of revenue and projected expenses— mostly curricular in nature.  All members of the team are invited to make recommendations on how to use revenue yet to be allocated—not a trivial amount.

A teacher conducts School A’s leadership team meetings and, from the evidence available, it appears that the agenda is generated by that teacher-chairperson. Members of the leadership team, however, frequently ask the principal questions about the procedures and substantive issues.

Interviews with the task force leaders suggest that they do seek a lot of guidance from the principal, but they set the agenda for their meetings.  Task force leaders thought that their teams’ recommendations were consistently honored by the leadership team and principal. We probed the principal several times about the scope of authority and decision-making she had delegated to her teachers. Her response was consistent:  “No problem.”  In describing how her role had changed, the principal noted:  “In the past my work was done when I announced a decision.  Now, when the leadership team makes a decision, my work has just begun.” 

The principal’s commitment to participative management is also evident at faculty meetings. While these meetings are conducted by the principal, much of the agenda consists of progress reports from the various task forces.  At the meetings observed, fellow teachers prodded each other to do more or supply a task force with additional information or data.  Team leaders were the ones pushing their colleagues to do their part, not the principal.

The principal consistently uses meetings to express her confidence in the staff’s ability to solve problems.  Having established the leadership team without defining staggered terms, for instance, the team confronted the problem of how to transmit their wisdom and routines to an entirely new collection of members.  One initial proposal was to have the principal orient the new members.  Tempting as that role might be for many principals, this principal re-focused the group on their ability to solve the problem.  And, indeed, they did, choosing to extend their terms and mentor new members for one year.

School A was the first to obtain much of the computer equipment and related software stipulated by Modern Red. All of the lesson plans they had developed were on-line and available to all teachers.  Coupled with this transparency in instructional plans was an increase in the communication among teachers across grade levels. Teachers became more focused on the critical foundations that their students will need to succeed in subsequent grades.  Fostering the knowledge of substance and skills taught in adjacent grades is also facilitated by looping, 
 a practice of one teacher maintaining the same class of students for two or more years.  Adopted by only some
 teachers at this school, looping, as reported by teachers, is similar to what other organizations call cross-training.  It increases flexibility in a previously bureaucratically structured organization.  Indeed, when someone is hired for a teaching position in this school, that person agrees to teach wherever he or she might be needed.  The school, then, can react and adjust quickly to changes in enrollment or attendance boundaries with little compromise to the quality of instruction.  Organizational continuity is also enhanced.

The principal, teachers, and aides all collaborate to increase the effectiveness of their teaching efforts.  Each grade level shares a scope and sequence for the year’s work that has been developed by the staff.  The collaboration and planning necessary to execute such instructional units effectively are most evident in the materials sent to parents before new units are launched:  Parents are informed of the standards to be addressed in the upcoming unit, the activities planned for that unit, when specific materials will be needed by students, and suggested activities for parents to complete at home to reinforce what students will be learning.  Teachers at most grade levels, then, demonstrate a level of professionalism found among highly educated and skilled employees engaged in complex tasks; that is, they were productive without constant monitoring and supervision. 

Finally, the principal in School A directs much of her energy in developing relationships within the environment of the school, i.e., the school district and the larger community.  These relations allow her to learn about resources that are available to schools, but not well publicized.   On one day, devoted to celebrating the pleasures of reading, the principal recruited over 40 people to read in various classrooms.  At least five were from the central office and many others were corporate and civic leaders.  The principal greeted each reader at the school entrance, handing them the book she had personally selected for them and hanging name tags, customized for the occasion, around their shoulders.  On this and other occasions, the principal provided suggestions to community and district leaders on the roles they could assume in School A.  Her queries to these leaders also gave her information about potential resources available to schools in the district.  

The principal also guided teachers in writing proposals to local organizations to fund various class activities. As a result of these relationships and the efforts of teachers, contributions of time, money, and materials were evident everywhere.  Clearly, this school leader understood the potential benefits of creating strong external relations and the good will of the community.  

Participative management and implementation of the Modern Red design are both well underway in this school. The teachers on the leadership team have taken the reins of leadership, albeit tentatively at times, and are anxious to have other teachers get involved in leadership positions. 

Leadership Implementation in School B:  Prior to the MRSH partnership, several principals at School B had left abruptly with innuendos of financial mismanagement.  Teachers were embarrassed by the public attention and skeptical that the new principal(having only joined them months earlier(would remain long enough to achieve any improvement.  The turnover rate of teachers was high and their attendance and attention to instruction, spotty.  After some deliberation and with some doubts remaining, the faculty selected the MRSH design.  While the principal had favored the design, she was anxious to acquire meaningful commitment from her faculty.  

Two years later, the principal’s office is draped and cluttered with Modern Red signs, handbooks, and other Modern Red materials.  While her demonstrated commitment is high, indicators of participative management are not as apparent in this school as in School A.  The principal insisted that authority was distributed throughout the school much differently than before Modern Red and that she was comfortable in delegating many decisions.  It was a burden she was willing to share.  At this school the MRSH facilitator, who also served as the assistant principal, was more visible, more active in steering and monitoring the Modern Red design than her counterparts at the other schools.

Other school leaders(such as task force chairs(gave evidence that they were clearly making decisions on their own.  The task forces were operational and doing their work. Issues were often given to them by the principal or leadership team for them to make recommendations to the leadership team for resolution. Thus, teachers were participating in the management of the school. But limits to that engagement were also evident(such as a full review of the school’s budget.  

The leadership team—whose membership has changed some each year—is consulted about hiring decisions, but not at liberty to make the final decision.  With respect to the school budget, teachers are invited to recommend ways to spend money over which the school has discretion and occasionally made the final decisions about their use.  No evidence, however, suggests that the complete school budget is shared with the teachers. Most teachers, though, thought that the principal spends school funds wisely.

In other areas, such as scheduling, teachers at the grade level made the decisions—an alternative never considered by the MRSH developers.  When the school began implementation of Modern Red, teachers had ample planning time set aside by the principal, but now, a couple of years later, teachers schedule common planning time with their grade level colleagues.  Having allowed grade level teams to determine when they would have grade level planning has led some grade levels to schedule no meetings(in particular, the one grade level taught exclusively by persons opposed to the design, rarely, if ever, convene meetings.
Unlike School A, where teachers routinely set expectations for each other, seek professional advice from one another, and freely participate in enforcing deadlines and norms, School B teachers(even those serving as task force leaders(were often (but not always) hesitant to set expectations. While at least one task force set expectations and goals for the staff, most did not. “Teachers are not used to telling each other what to do,” said the assistant principal, “and it is hard to get them to do what needs doing to fully implement Modern Red.”  Both the leadership team and the school administrators, it seems, opted to avoid confrontation with those not meeting expectations.

Most teachers were enthusiastic about implementing(showing evidence of the collaboration expected within and across grades.  In fact, School B had some of the most fervent supporters of the design in the city.  On the other hand, several teachers were equally fervent dissenters.  Unfortunately, this resistance was housed almost exclusively in one grade(where teachers would not participate on task forces or align the curriculum with Modern Red or state standards.  (Thus, students at School B spend their initial years with teachers implementing the Modern Red design, but then miss a year or so before returning to Modern Red classrooms.)  Teachers who were task force leaders would attempt to persuade the recalcitrant teachers by stating in faculty meetings that the curriculum work was not yet completed (despite the approaching due date) and making a general appeal to all faculty to provide copies of their instructional units.  The non-participants remain so.

The principal was reluctant to intervene in this situation.  She regarded (incorrectly) the design of instruction as the province of teachers as stipulated by the design and thus, she viewed setting expectations about it as outside her scope of authority.  In the absence of her active support, though, the teachers had neither carrot nor stick to encourage participation.

Committed teachers moved ahead quickly with collaborative curricular alignment and development, and leaving their ‘not on board’ peers seriously behind. Committed teachers are also the ones that have used the computers in their classroom for designing instruction and benefit from sharing it.  Yet, the resistors are frequently part of their conversation.  Even with these challenges, School B completed their second year of implementation showing the greatest achievement gains of the three MRSH schools in the city.

The School B principal leaves the cultivation of community support exclusively to the community involvement task force.  Most of their school partners are neighborhood churches whose members support the school with their time(in mentoring and tutoring(but are not viewed as sources of other resources.  The principal at School B perceives the district office as an external agency with very few resources.  Administrators and teachers at School B view themselves constrained by district policy and the district staff as unable to help the school achieve its objectives. 

Overall, School B has critical elements of the participative management structure envisioned by the Modern Red design.  Consistency in how and when teachers participate is lacking, and many teacher-leaders remain hesitant to set expectations for their colleagues.  At the same time, the principal’s decision to delegate many instructional leadership decisions to grade level and task force team members has led to a stalemate with resistant teachers. 

Leadership Implementation in School C:  Entering School C, one is hard pressed to recognize the existing partnership that implementation of the Modern Red design is underway.  No signs or displays reveal the Modern Red affiliation; very little of students’ work is displayed in the halls, and standards(whether of the state or Modern Red(are not posted in classrooms.  In fact, marks of comprehensive school reform are entirely lacking.

The area from which this school draws students is somewhat different from either of the other two schools.  All of the students are eligible for a free or reduced cost lunch in contrast to the other two schools where between 70 and 94 percent are eligible.  Student mobility is high, perhaps because the neighborhood is a high crime and low-income area of the city.  Historically, this school has not had the resources available to it that are evident at the other two schools.  The physical circumstances of this school are also very unlike the other two schools.  Several portable classrooms (trailers) are adjacent to the permanent school building.  While lacking much visible appeal, these portables are clean and look like any other classroom on the inside and the temperature is comfortable inside regardless of the weather outside.  Finally, this school lacks an auditorium for assemblies and special occasions.  The cafeteria is sometimes used but all the students cannot fit into it at the same time.  Consequently, when a local dignitary visits the school, students and teachers assemble outdoors(assuming the weather is pleasant, which it often is.

Generally, teachers in this school seem less aware of all the changes that would be required for full implementation of the Modern Red design.  They are aware of the basic structural outlines of Modern Red but the understanding, insight, and benefits that might accrue to students, teachers and administrators is not as appreciated here as in the other two schools.  Interviews with teachers at this school revealed some teacher opposition to Modern Red which varied from being explicitly to more subtly expressed.  A few were not yet convinced that every child is capable of learning and instead were more concerned about gifted students in their midst. Others, especially new teachers, were very surprised to find out how eager their students were to learn (this contradicted their stereotypes) and were somewhat more favorable to implementing Modern Red thoroughly. 

Operations at School C are fairly bureaucratic.  For instance, the principal has developed and distributed rules and procedures for the faculty in booklet form with the MRSH logo on the cover.  Faculty meetings are conducted by the principal and focus on announcements and instructions.  Questions are entertained, but generally most of the time is devoted to providing information from the central office and formal announcement of decisions made by the principal.  Teachers did not seek clarification of those announcements, nor were initiatives by teachers apparent.

The principal also conducts the leadership team meetings in a similar fashion, i.e., with announcements and notices.  Most of the task force leaders also make reports on projects on which they are working.  All seem to undertake their tasks competently with the exception of one(the curriculum task force.  They had postponed their work to those days scheduled for professional development at the end of the school year.  The principal does not share the budget with this team nor give them a voice in how discretionary funds might be used.  

Evidence suggests that this principal understood her instructional leadership responsibilities as one of resource acquisition and resisted encouragement to visit classes in the school or set expectations for staff.  Over the course of two years, she acquired classroom tables that allowed for small-group discussions and computers for every classroom.  When teachers expressed frustration with designing instruction, she purchased instructional units for teachers to use.  On the other hand, in the third year of implementation, when the district first began providing classroom level data on student performance to principals, she was observed counseling a low-performing teacher by comparing her classroom scores with those teachers known to be successful implementers of MRSH strategies—a clear case of communication some expectations to teachers.

The principal at School C maintains weak to hostile relations with a number of central office staff.  For her, advocacy is exercised by sending protest letters to one or more members of the office staff—challenging decisions or making demands.  No evidence of community volunteers or corporate sponsors was apparent.

Collegiality is evident in some grades and its benefits valued by those teachers.  Where this collegiality is developing, teachers are beginning to think for themselves and creating strategies for collaboration with other teachers.  While this collegiality is isolated, it could lead some to experience the stirrings of professionalism.

Implementation of Modern Red came to a halt in the third year and was re-instated for a fourth year (2002).  With the district’s introduction of eight-week assessments, the principal and the teachers narrowed their focus to student performance on them.  

Accreditation and, perhaps, their jobs, were at risk if their scores did not improve that year.  The principal purchased texts with fairly scripted instructional units and put them in place for language arts and math instruction.  These curricula were deemed as especially useful for the population of students in attendance at the school; they also were seen as a means of structuring instruction.  New teachers were especially appreciative of these curricula as they provided a blueprint of what to do every step of the way.  But the principal also thought the texts would help overcome the resistance to change that was apparent among the older teachers.  Student achievement in these teachers’ classes was significantly lower than other students in the same grade in other classrooms. 

In sum, School C’s implementation of the Modern Red design has been marginal, with some incremental movement toward a more participative management structure.  Authority is still largely exercised by the principal’s issuing rules and procedures, a practice that fosters a formal set of relationships between the principal and the teachers.  This style of leadership likely explains the lukewarm enthusiasm exhibited by teachers for the design’s governance strategy.  

Finally, the evidence shows that the principal at School C was not indifferent to student performance, but rather her strategies for exercising political and instructional leadership were not sufficient to transform instructional outcomes and student performance.  The prospects for full implementation of the Modern Red design are dim.  An officer elsewhere in the district noted that the teachers in School C are not as well prepared as the teachers in the other two schools.  Still, the situation is not totally hopeless.  Progress is being made and some changes in the structure of the district administration may be significant for this school which has several disadvantages compared to Schools A and B.  These are discussed below.

District Support:  The importance of central administration support for successful implementation of New American Schools’ comprehensive school reform designs has been noted by others (Berends, Kirby, Naftel, and McKelvey, 2001).  School leadership affects and is affected by district support.  The principals in Schools B and C both indicated that district support had let them down at critical junctures and in significant ways.  The district delayed purchasing(and in some instances, failed to purchase(the necessary hardware and software to support the Modern Red design.  One central district administrator confessed that the district had not delivered as needed and expected, and that this had some unfortunate consequences, especially for School C.  The district was a year late with this equipment and this stymied curricular development to some extent in these two schools.  (It is also true, however, that the principal at School C had initiated requests for this equipment in ways that angered members of the central office staff.) 

A second shortcoming in central district support concerned the administrative liaison to the Modern Red schools.  The quality of her relationship with principals varied.  And, by the third year, no central office administrator had liaison responsibilities.  Our interviews with central district administrators revealed an absence of solid familiarity with the Modern Red design, despite the fact that they felt Modern Red was a central item on the agenda of the district and had shown the strongest achievement gains of any design in the district.

The district gave MRSH schools considerable discretion in pursuing implementation of the design.  This “hands-off” approach, however, extended into the expectations they set for principals as well as the structure for moving teachers who do not wish to implement a design to a school more congruent with their approach.

During the third year of implementation, the district organized all the schools in the district by feeder patterns into its high schools.  In each feeder pattern, an experienced elementary school principal designated as the executive principal who will work with all other elementary school principals in the feeder pattern.  While this arrangement may provide a better structural connection between the Modern Red schools and the central district administration than existed before, its effect on MRSH implementation remains unclear.

Conclusion and Implications


As these cases suggest, the degree to which schools acquire participative management practices varies even when a strategy and technical support are available.  In the cases shown here, the MRSH contribution varied from providing a structure and strategy for an able and flexible leader to ramp up the leadership skills of her talented but docile staff and transfer considerable authority to them (School A), to providing an earnest and dedicated leader with a concept of participative management that was adapted, somewhat incongruously, to match her disposition and the level of professionalism at her school (School B), to adding another forum for maintaining a leadership structure focused on procedural compliance (School C).
Given the degree to which principals varied in their adoption of participative management, one must return to the now tiresome question:  Can participative management work in schools?  


Drucker’s (1986) work suggests why early attempts at participative management often failed.  For Drucker, participative management requires managers to define the problem, set objectives, and spell out the rules.  Early trials of participative management in schools often lacked such boundaries (Weiss, 1994).  With the introduction of state accountability systems, district and school leaders focused on student learning, especially in urban systems.  Defining the problem and objectives, then, became easier.


While these changing conditions can explain the greater viability of participative management in the 1990s compared to prior decades, it cannot fully explain the variation across schools in this case study.  Student achievement was understood to be “the problem;” yet, the specific objectives were hard to establish when diagnostic data from state assessments were largely absent in the first two years of implementation.  The district’s introduction of eight-week assessments in the third year of implementation did provide data that prompted the principal at School C to confer with individual teachers.  While the principal might argue that the district had failed to provide needed tools in a timely fashion, it is also the case that the district failed to place any accountability on the principal for meeting achievement objectives until the end of the third year.


Other explanations can be considered, however, by assessing contextual differences, especially at Schools A and B.  School A began their implementation of the design with the fundamentals of professionalism already in place.  At School B, the principal’s need to toe the line on norms regarding attendance, supervision, and instruction may have sent conflicting messages to her staff.  Smylie (1992) finds that teachers are more willing to participate in decision-making if “they perceive their relationship with the principal to be open, collaborative, facilitative, and supportive.” Some strategies for enforcing professional norms may compromise such a relationship.  On the other hand, the principal at School B may have limited participative management because she lacked confidence in her staff.


Limited evidence suggests also that the leadership team at School B drew disproportionately from some social groupings in the school.  Yet, sociological research (Laumann, 1987; Coleman, 1957) would suggest that divisions among staff (by age, race, or gender) should not be reinforced by the composition of various teams(be they leadership, task forces, or grade level teams.  Instead, school teams should be organized in ways that develop cross-cutting ties across whatever social cleavages exist in the school.  It can mean the difference between a school where the ownership of reform is broadly shared and one that has intense support among a more limited subset of teachers.  


The case studies provided here obscure one of the greatest challenges to school improvement in urban areas: the constant churning of personnel (Hess, 1999) in leadership positions—at the school as well as at the district level.  It is not uncommon for principals at implementing sites to move to other schools because the district needed solid leadership to turn around a disaster at another school, because the principal decided to retire, because the principal's frequent reprimands had raised the ire of the teachers' association, or because the principal was clearly inept.  In each instance, implementation of the design is compromised—in some instances it is impossible to proceed.  For low-performing schools, MRSH loses a third of the principals over a three-year implementation period.  Urban school superintendents have a similarly fragile tenure, and that change generally has an even greater impact than shifts in principals as everyone takes stock of the new superintendent's commitment to and understanding of comprehensive school reform.  Such changes in leadership seldom, if ever, enhance the level of implementation, and always slow its pace.  


Since the work in this Southern city, MRSH developers have become more direct in their expectations for principals, especially in the area of instructional leadership.  For as this case study suggests, its absence is far more consequential than variations in participative management structure.  MRSH developers have sought, however, to increase the efficacy of participative management in a variety of school contexts by giving greater emphasis on producing small wins and analyzing student data.  Weick (1984) emphasizes the importance of identifying “small wins” for organizations engaged in substantial change to their culture and structure.  Applying this concept to the participative management in schools, we encourage all principals (not just those positively disposed) to identify some decisions that can be entirely delegated to task forces or the leadership team (i.e., he or she could “live with the decision”).  In this instance “small wins” not only allow staff to identify increments of progress, but, equally important, we think, help establish the efficacy of participative management for both teachers and administrators.


Given the increasing number of states requiring advisory councils or leadership teams for every school, allowing principals to shape advisory groups to fit their style of leadership is not a sensible option.  Instead, they must be given the tools to create advisory groups (of teachers and/or parents) that increase the commitment of educators and improve the capacity of the school to make all children high-achievers.
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� Although this is not the primary purpose of looping it is the outcome most frequently articulated by teachers. 


� At any given time only a few teachers were looping because of curriculum development was at different stages among the grades.
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