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Abstract

In December of 2015, the Elementary and Secondary Education Act was reauthorized as the
Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA), replacing the highly controversial No Child Left Behind as
the U.S.’s major education policy. Under ESSA, the lowest performing schools are identified
using data from statewide accountability systems to participate in school improvement processes.
State education agencies (SEAs), school districts, schools, and other local stakeholders are then
tasked with collaboratively developing and implementing school improvement plans using
research-based evidence and data from the accountability system. This mandatory collaborative
planning process exemplifies a multilevel policy implementation approach known as mandated
participatory planning (MPP; Newig & Koontz, 2014). MPP integrates theories of multilevel
governance, participatory governance, and nested policy cycles, and it requires the collaborative
formation of implementation plans at subnational levels. However, there is variation in how
these planning processes are structured, specifically regarding the degree to which these
processes are centralized at the state-level. Through a comparative case study of school
improvement processes in two U.S. states, this project will investigate how the structure of MPP
processes impacts interorganizational coordination (10C). Data will be collected through content
analysis of policies and improvement plans and semi-structured interviews with state personnel.
The findings suggest that while SEAs use similar types of coordination tools, the implementation
structure used by the state impacts the level of I0C achieved.
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Introduction

Addressing complex social problems is the primary objective of most governments. The
causes of these problems are often multifaceted, cross-cutting, and interconnected with other
social issues (Weber & Khademian, 2008), which suggests that solving them will require
integrated policy efforts from different agencies and organizations across multiple levels of
government. However, in practice, government action is often fragmented across policies and
multiple organizations (Peters, 2015). A promising strategy to mitigate the negative
consequences of government fragmentation and promote policy integration is interorganizational
coordination (10C), defined as a continuous process of information exchange, knowledge
sharing, and joint decision-making between individuals and organizations (Cejudo & Michel,
2017; Margerum, 2011). While previous research demonstrates the potential benefits of 10C,
there is limited research examining how implementation structure impacts the types of
coordination tools that are used, and the level of 10C achieved.

In the education policy domain, 10C is of particular importance during school
improvement processes, which aim to enhance student outcomes, improve learning conditions,
develop the skills and competencies of educators and administrators, and strengthen school
capacity for managing change (Harris, 2002; Hopkins, Ainscow, & West, 1994; Murphy, 2013).
School improvement is inherently a systemwide effort—individual schools are nested within a
larger education system comprised of multiple levels of governance, community organizations,
and external stakeholders (Darling-Hammond, Wilhoit, & Pittenger, 2014; Finnigan & Daly,
2012; Honig, 2006; Murphy & Datnow, 2003). Despite this, prior attempts at school
improvement, including those implemented under No Child Left Behind (NCLB), failed to
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established an escalating series of highly punitive sanctions and corrective actions primarily for
schools. These policies fragmented school improvement efforts from broader education reform
efforts, failed to improve performance in most low achieving schools, and eroded social
dynamics within education systems and communities more broadly.

In contrast, the Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA), passed in 2015 to replace NCLB,
was designed to support systemwide improvement efforts by distributing performance
responsibility and accountability across multiple levels within the education system and by
engaging multiple levels of governance and external stakeholders in the planning and
implementation processes (Adams, Ford, & Forsyth, 2017; CCSSO, 2017). Under ESSA, low
performing schools are identified using data from statewide accountability systems to participate
in school improvement processes. State education agencies (SEAS), school districts, schools, and
other local stakeholders are then tasked with collaboratively developing and implementing
school improvement plans using research-based evidence and data from the accountability
system. ESSA is an opportunity for SEAS to restructure school improvement processes to
cultivate high levels of 10C to support the improvement of low performing schools (CCSSO,
2017; Cook-Harvey, Darling-Hammond, Lam, Mercer, & Roc, 2016).

The school improvement process prescribed by ESSA exemplifies a multilevel policy
implementation approach known as mandated participatory planning (MPP; Newig & Koontz,
2014). MPP integrates theories of multilevel governance, participatory governance, and nested
policy cycles, and it requires the collaborative formation of implementation plans at subnational
levels. During these collaborative processes, administrators at multiple levels of governance are
required to engage local stakeholders in policy planning cycles. These planning cycles require

participants to assess the current conditions using local data, define the policy problem, specify



goals and subgoals, develop concrete measures to monitor performance, and formulate explicit
plans for improvement. Following the implementation of these plans, systematic evaluation is
conducted to adapt the problem definition and revise the plan. This secondary policy cycle gives
local administrators the authority to make policy design decisions during implementation
processes. When done well, MPP is expected to increase 10C in multilevel governance systems
(Koontz & Newig, 2014; Newig & Koontz, 2014); however, research deliberately examining
IOC during MPP processes is limited. This research will address this gap by identifying the
specific coordination tools that emerge from MPP processes and analyzing how these tools
contribute to 10C across levels of governance.

This research builds on existing scholarship and contributes to the literature in three
ways. First, extant research on 10C utilizes diverse theories and approaches, which has resulted
in conceptual fragmentation (see Trein et al., 2021). This research will attempt to link multiple
conceptualizations of 10C to understand the relationship between organizational structure and
level of coordination. To do this, IOC will be examined in two cases to compare how different
organizational structures perform in different contexts. Second, this research will test the claim
that MPP increases 10C by examining the specific coordination tools that emerge from school
improvement processes and whether they increase 10C. Third, by examining 10C during school
improvement processes, this research offers insight into the implementation of these complex
processes as well as the state and school district roles in facilitating them, contributing to a
surprisingly sparse body of research in the educational policy domain.

This paper proceeds as follows. | begin by introducing scholarship on policy
implementation in multilevel governance systems and discuss the critical role of IOC during
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research context. Subsequently, I explain the research design, including a description of the case
selection methodology and the data collection methods, which include document analysis and
interviews. Finally, my analysis demonstrates that SEAs use similar types of coordination tools;
however, the implementation structure used by the state impacts the level of I0C achieved. In a
centralized, top-down context, 10C is facilitated by the formalization of rules and
responsibilities, which creates clarity around goals and values, enables power sharing, and
promotes shared accountability, but may be too restrictive and impractical in practice. In a
decentralized, bottom-up context, I0C is impeded by a lack of authority at the state-level to
formalize roles and responsibilities, which produces a lack of shared understandings of the
overarching school improvement process, its goals and objectives, and individual and
organizational roles during the process, but allows for more targeted support based on locally
identified needs.
Literature Review

Policy Implementation in Multilevel Governance Systems

IOC is a critical component of policy implementation in multilevel governance systems.
Multilevel governance refers to a system of governance where legitimate decision-making
authority is shared across nested levels of government in multiple territorial jurisdictions
(Hooghe & Marks, 2003). This devolution of authority from a single central government to
multiple centers of decision-making creates regional and local autonomy that enables more
efficient and flexible governance. Within this structure, centralized governments can exploit
economies of scale and internalize policy externalities, while decentralized governments can
accommodate diversity in local context and citizens’ preferences (Benson & Jordan, 2010;
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level of governance for specific tasks to accommodate the trade-offs of centralization (Alesina &
Spolaore, 1997; Marks & Hooghe, 2000). Therefore, multilevel governance systems can be
optimally designed to maximize efficiency and flexibility in public service delivery.

However, research indicates that when policy implementation efforts involve multiple
organizations at different levels of governance, the implementation process becomes much more
challenging and complex (O’Toole, 2011; Pressman & Wildavsky, 1973). In these systems,
institutionally prescribed, formal powers are often overlapping, concurrent, or ambiguous, which
creates high levels of vertical interdependence and requires some degree of integration and
coordination (Kay, 2017). Research has demonstrated that several characteristics of multilevel
systems act as barriers to policy implementation. First, multilevel systems have been
conceptualized as a series of “clearance points" that reduce the likelihood of successful
implementation by delaying implementation and altering the intended policy design (Pressman &
Wildavsky, 1973). Second, multilevel systems are often comprised of heterogeneous populations
with diverse preferences, so achieving consensus on policy problems is a challenge (Milio,
2010). Third, policy actors from different organizations may have different goals or preferred
means of achieving those goals, so achieving consensus on potential solutions is also a challenge
(May & Winter, 2009).

While multilevel systems have traditionally been considered to be a barrier to effective
policy implementation, research originating from the polycentric governance tradition suggests
that these systems may actually facilitate and enhance policy implementation (Gollata & Newig,
2017; Ostrom, 1999; Thomann & Zhelyazkova, 2017). Consequently, scholars argue that
multilevel governance may enhance policy implementation in several ways (Gollata & Newig,
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that utilize local knowledge, accommodate local conditions, and are informed by local
preferences to create more targeted and effective public policy (Newig & Fritsch, 2009). Second,
decentralization enables participation of nonstate actors in governance processes, which
increases the use of local knowledge in decision-making and improves stakeholder buy-in and
commitment to policy implementation (Brody, Godschalk, & Burby, 2003; Newig & Koontz,
2014). Third, in multilevel governance systems, it is possible to adjust the level of governance
responsible for specific functions to determine the optimal level that maximizes efficiency and
flexibility during policy implementation. This determination is often based on economies of
scale, efficient resource distribution, and the degree of authority allotted to different levels within
the system (Alesina & Spolaore, 1997; Benson & Jordan, 2010; Marks & Hooghe, 2000; Young,
2002). Understanding how to structure the implementation of policies is critical for overcoming
the barriers to policy implementation described above and capitalizing on the potential
advantages of governance in multilevel systems.
Interorganizational Coordination

One way to improve policy implementation in a multilevel governance system is to
enhance 10C, both vertically across levels of governance as well as horizontally among different
territorial jurisdictions (Newig & Koontz, 2014). I0C is a continuous process of information
exchange, knowledge sharing, and joint decision-making between individuals and organizations
(Margerum, 2011). Vertical coordination involves interactions among levels of government
(Peters & Pierre, 2001). Higher levels of government often utilize lower levels for policy
implementation because lower levels can more effectively engage local stakeholders in the
policy making process and can design more detailed and targeted policies (Hardy & Koontz,

2008), whereas lower levels of government implement policy and acquire information about the



efficacy of the policy in achieving desired outcomes, the unintended consequences of design
decisions, and any resource deficiencies. Vertical coordination ensures that this information
feeds back to influence decision-making at higher levels of government, which can help create
responsive and legitimate governance systems (Hooghe et al., 2020; Koontz & Newig, 2014).
Horizontal coordination involves interactions among neighboring jurisdictions that share the
same degree of decision-making authority and do not have hierarchical control over one another
(Newig & Koontz, 2014). Horizontal coordination can eliminate the silos that contribute to
government fragmentation and facilitate information sharing and learning across territorial
jurisdictions (Agranoff & McGuire, 2003; Kraak, 2011).
Levels of Interorganizational Coordination

IOC consists of three interrelated elements: roles and responsibilities, communication and
information exchange, and conflict resolution and decision-making procedures (Cejudo &
Michel, 2017; Margerum, 20Il). First, coordination involves well defined roles and
responsibilities that specify how participating individuals and organizations should interact and
what functions and activities should be executed and enforced (Lie, 2011; Streeter, Sherraden,
Gillespie, & Zakour, 1986). Second, coordination requires communication and information
exchange that allows individuals and organizations to create more comprehensive interpretations
of the policy issues, develop shared understandings of the goals and objectives of policies, and
codetermine solutions to policy problems (Dawes, 1996). Third, coordination involves conflict
resolution and decision-making procedures that allow diverse participants to mediate conflicts
and resolve differences to reach consensus (Mattesich, Murray-Close, & Monsey, 2001).

Based on the extent to which these elements are present, different levels of 10C can be
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developed a scale of coordination consisting of three levels ranging from minimal coordination
to high coordination. Level one describes coordinated information exchange aimed at supporting
individual organizations to achieve their own internally established goals and priorities. Level
two describes formally coordinated information exchange to individually contribute to the
achievement of a shared goal or objective. Finally, level three describes formally coordinated
information exchange and joint decision-making about how organizational resources will be used
to achieve a shared goal. The primary distinction between level two and level three coordination
is that level three involves sharing resources across organizations and engaging in joint decision-
making around how resources will be utilized. The clarity around goals and roles and
responsibilities as well as the intentional integration of resources creates superior coordination
because stakeholders are motivated by a common purpose and their behavior contributes to the
achievement of shared goals or objectives (Dawes, 1996; Margerum, 2011).
Interorganizational Coordination Structures

To achieve I0OC, organizations must create structures or processes that link organizations
and allow individuals to interact. The literature identifies a wide range of coordination structures
that vary in purpose, authority, and formalization. In terms of purpose, coordination structures
may enhance interorganizational communication and information exchange, conflict resolution,
or planning and decision-making (Alexander, 1993; Cejudo & Michel, 2017; Margerum & Born,
2000). Communication structures enable the transmission of information and knowledge across
organizations and include data dashboards, learning forums, newsletters, and targeted technical
assistance (Alexander, 1993). Conflict resolution structures aim to mediate or authoritatively
resolve differences and conflict and include meeting facilitation, decision-making procedures,

negotiation processes, and joint governance groups (e.g, advisory boards; Margerum & Born,



2000). Planning structures aim to establish and enforce rules and responsibilities for actors and
organizations through working groups, budget reviews, and steering committees (Cejudo &
Michel, 2017).

In terms of authority, coordination structures may enable or inhibit power sharing across
organizations (Alexander, 1993; Margerum, 2011). Coordination structures can distribute
authority to specific individuals and organizations by establishing rules about who can or cannot
participate in governance processes and how they should interact and make decisions
(Margerum, 2011). Coordination structures may also distribute resources to support policy
implementation (Alexander, 1993). Designing coordination structures that balance the
distribution of authority and resources is crucial because, according to Alexander (1993), “if it
has decision-making power but lacks implementation resources, the coordinating unit may suffer
a ‘crisis of competence’; if it controls resources but lacks authority, it may encounter a ‘crisis of
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legitimacy’” (p. 337). Examples of coordination structures that promote power sharing include
working groups, coordinated service agreements, and monetary grants.

In terms of formalization, coordination structures may vary in the extent to which they
are mandated and formally institutionalized in statutes, regulations, or administrative code
(Alexander, 1993). Formal coordination structures often utilize top-down mechanisms that are
coercive and authoritative but create clarity and accountability around roles and procedures
(Park, Krause, & Hawkins, 2021). Formal coordination structures include budget review
processes, contracts, formal guidance, and advisory boards. Informal coordination structures
emerge naturally through interpersonal relationships that are sustained through continuous

engagements and interactions (Emerson, Nabatchi, & Balogh, 2012; Park et al., 2021), including

informal networks, meetings, and unplanned interactions. Formal coordination structures tend to



be more durable and persist over longer periods of time, while informal coordination structures
are more transient (Alexander, 1993). Research indicates that a combination of formal and
informal coordination structures enhances 10C overall (Margerum, 2011; Park et al., 2021,
Scharpf, 1994).

MPP is expected to increase I0C in multilevel governance systems through two
interrelated mechanisms (Newig & Koontz, 2014). First, MPP decentralizes decision-making
during policy implementation processes, creating multiple centers of authority that develop more
detailed policies that are implemented at smaller scales (Hardy & Koontz, 2008). During these
processes, organizations must coordinate their roles, responsibilities, and resources to avoid
gaps, redundancies, and contradictory or conflicting goals (Cejudo & Michel, 2017). Second,
MPP institutionalizes vertical and horizontal interactions by requiring the inclusion of local
stakeholders and members representing organizations from multiple levels of governance during
planning processes (Newig & Koontz, 2014). These mechanisms create opportunities for I0C;
however, decentralization and local decision-making authority cause the structure of MPP
processes to vary across jurisdictions. This variation may impact the types of organizational
structures used to facilitate IOC and the level of I0C achieved.

Research Objectives

This study examines 10C in multilevel governance systems during school improvement
processes in two states: Washington and Nevada. Importantly, it compares 10C in contexts that
differ based on the structure of implementation (i.e., centralized and decentralized). As described
below, Washington exhibits the characteristics of a centralized, top-down approach, and Nevada
exhibits the characteristics of a decentralized, bottom-up approach. Both approaches exemplify

the characteristics of MPP, but the centralized approach utilizes higher level governments to

10



formalize and define the roles and responsibilities of individuals and organizations at different
levels of governance, while the decentralized approach allows local stakeholders to structure and
control the school improvement process. Through a comparison of these processes, this study
will address the following research questions:
1. What tools do SEAs use to facilitate IOC in multilevel governance systems?
a. How do the design and structure of these tools vary based on the implementation
structure of school improvement processes (i.e., degree of centralization)?
2. How does this foster or impede 10C in each state?
Research Context: The Every Student Succeeds Act & School Improvement
The Elementary and Secondary Education Act was reauthorized as the ESSA in
December of 2015, replacing the highly controversial NCLB and becoming the primary federal
law that governs K-12 education in the United States. ESSA was designed to address many of
the limitations of NCLB; specifically, ESSA shifts decision-making authority from the federal
government to SEAs and school districts, expands accountability systems to include more robust
and comprehensive sets of indicators to evaluate school performance, and provides school
districts and schools with flexibility in implementing comprehensive school improvement (Cook-
Harvey et al., 2016; Duff & Wohlstetter, 2019; Edgerton, 2019; Rentner, Ferguson, & Kober,
2019). Under ESSA, SEAs are required to design accountability systems that are based on
challenging academic standards, state defined long-term goals, and local needs (U.S. DOE,
2017). Using data from statewide accountability systems, the bottom five percent of schools in
each state are identified to participate in school improvement processes known as
“comprehensive support and improvement” (CSI; CCSSO, 2017; ESSA, 2015; U.S. DOE, 2017).

During these processes, state education agencies (SEAS), school districts, schools, and other
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local stakeholders are tasked with collaboratively developing and implementing school
improvement plans. School improvement plans must be informed by local needs assessments and
data from the statewide accountability system and must include evidenced-based interventions
that target specific local issues. School districts and SEAs must approve and monitor the
implementation of school improvement plans.

The school improvement planning process required by ESSA embodies the three
essential components of the MPP approach to policy implementation: multilevel governance,
nested policy cycles, and participation. First, ESSA requires policy implementation through
multilevel governance by mandating the formulation of improvement plans at multiple levels of
governance within the education system. Improvement plans at the school district level must
describe the districts’ role during school improvement processes. This includes a description of
how school districts will (1.) support schools in developing and implementing improvement
plans, (2.) monitor schools in improvement, (3.) align resources to support improvement efforts,
and (4.) modify current policies to provide schools with operational flexibility to implement
improvement plans (CCSSO, 2017; ESSA, 2015). Similarly, plans at the state level must
describe how states will (1.) provide technical assistance and support to school districts with
schools in improvement, (2.) monitor and evaluate school districts with schools in improvement,
and (3.) reduce administrative barriers to enable local flexibility in school improvement
processes (CCSSO, 2017; ESSA, 2015; U.S. DOE, 2017). These planning processes establish
clear goals, distribute authority across levels of governance, and formalize state and district roles
and responsibilities during the school improvement process (Mostert et al., 2007; Tippett et al.,
2005). This ensures that accountability for student and school performance is shared across

multiple levels of governance.
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ESSA institutionalizes nested policy cycles at the school level by requiring the
development and implementation of comprehensive support and improvement plans (ESSA,
2015). According to ESSA, school improvement plans should be based on a local needs
assessment and informed by accountability system indicators and local data. Based on these
sources of information, improvement plans aim to define the problem, establish goals and
measurable outcomes, and outline improvement strategies that are based on evidence-based
interventions. School improvement plans are time bound and must be revised on a regular
frequency (CCSSO, 2017; U.S. DOE, 2016; U.S. DOE, 2017). The school improvement
planning process creates an additional step between the established policy goals and local policy
implementation processes, creating flexibility in the implementation of the federal top-down
policy mandate (Newig & Koontz, 2014). During the planning process, local administrators have
the authority to make important collective choice decisions while formulating policy at the local
level.

ESSA also mandates local participation in school improvement planning by requiring
that schools and districts develop and implement school improvement plans in partnership with
state and local stakeholders (i.e., teachers, administrators, parents, and representatives from the
community; Chism, 2017; King, 2016; U.S. DOE, 2017). Stakeholder participation ensures that
the school improvement plan is formulated by the individuals charged with implementing it
(Schmitter, 2002). This ensures that it is informed by local knowledge and customized to suit
local conditions. Additionally, participation in planning processes may improve perceptions of
policy legitimacy because stakeholders can affect decision-making and codetermine policy
(Koontz & Johnson 2004; Newig & Fritsch 2009; Newig & Koontz, 2014).

Research Design
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In order to investigate 10C during the implementation of ESSA, this study uses a mixed-
method, comparative case study approach to examine school improvement planning processes in
two states (Yin, 2018). Case studies are appropriate for examining complex phenomena in
situations where it is not possible to distinguish the case from its context.

Case Selection

To tease out the influence of policy implementation structure on 10C during school
improvement processes, this study compares two states — Washington and Nevada — that have
similar education governance systems but diverge on policy implementation structure and the
extent to which the school improvement planning process is designed and controlled by SEAs.
From the population of western continental states, Nevada represents a typical decentralized
implementation case, and Washington represents centralized implementation case (Seawright &
Gerring, 2008).

For case selection purposes, centralization of school improvement process
implementation in all western states was measured using information that was reported in each
state’s Consolidated State Plan, which describes the state’s responsibilities and supports during
the school improvement process, the allowable strategies for improvement, and the required
participants in the planning process. Each state was scored on the degree of role specification,
the degree to which the state formally requires collaboration, and the degree to which the state
plan includes top-down implementation strategies during improvement planning. Generally
speaking, decentralized cases did not specify specific actor roles, did not require collaboration,
and did not specify specific procedures or intervention strategies, while centralized cases
formally established stakeholders that must participate and their roles and responsibilities,

require collaboration during planning processes, and describe specific procedures and
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intervention strategies. Nevada and Washington exhibit theoretically important differences that
help elucidate how variation in policy implementation structure impacts I0C during school
improvement planning processes.

Methods

This research draws on document analysis and in-depth interviews. Document analysis
was conducted on state-level policy documents. Four main types of documents were collected for
each case: (1.) formal policy documents required by ESSA; (2.) governance process
documentation; (3.) state provided guidance and technical assistance resources; and (4.) publicly
published performance data. These documents were analyzed to provide evidence of the design
and implementation of the statewide school improvement process and coordination tools.
Additionally, these documents provided evidence of the system context and the history of the
school improvement processes for each case.

In addition to document analysis, in-depth, semi-structured interviews were conducted
with a purposive sample of 10 key informants (4 from Nevada and 6 from Washington). Key
informants are state-level policy actors that have been involved in the design and implementation
of the statewide school improvement process. Key informants were identified during document
analysis. Additionally, to ensure that a representative sample of state-level stakeholders was
included for each case, interviewees were selected using a snowball sampling technique
(Auerbach & Silverstein, 2003). Interview questions were designed to elicit responses that
provided evidence of implementation structure, decision-making procedures, formal and
informal coordination mechanisms, and process improvements and changes over time (e.g., if
their roles have become more defined over time, how they have learned to better support and

monitor school districts with schools in improvement, etc.). Due to the COVID-19 pandemic, all
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interviews were conducted by virtual meeting (i.e., Zoom). Interviews were recorded and
transcribed verbatim following the interview using Otter.ai transcription software. Interview
transcriptions were then systematically coded using NVivo qualitative analysis software and an a
priori codebook to identify prominent themes (Miles & Huberman, 1994).
Preliminary Results

First, this section will sketch a thorough description of the school improvement processes
in Washington and Nevada, noting specific organizational structures designed to promote 10C as
well as areas where elements of MPP are integrated. In the following section, | will discuss how
the design of these structures fostered and impeded 10C.
Washington
Office of System and School Improvement

In Washington state, the school improvement process is facilitated by the Office of
System and School Improvement (OSSI). The goal of OSSI is “to provide technical assistance,
resources, and support in collaboration with internal and external partners to these identified
schools” (OSPI, n.d.). OSSI offers three types of support to schools and districts in improvement,
including school improvement grant funding, research-based resources and trainings, and
Continuous Improvement Partners.

Continuous Improvement Partners are OSPI contractors that provide direct services to
CSl schools and districts with CSI schools. CIPs offer system-level support and aim to extend
OSSI’s Essential Elements of Continuous Improvement, which include the elevation of anti-
racist practices, the development of equitable supports, leadership at all levels, data inquiry, and
improvement science, to schools and districts in improvement. To accomplish this, CIPs work in

partnership with an OSSI liaison and their local educational service districts (known as the
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Regional Coordinated Support Teams) to facilitate continuous school improvement and support
the design and implementation of the SIPs. OSPI hires between fifteen and twenty-five CIPs
annually.

School Improvement Plan

The school improvement plan is the “foundational document that drives the improvement
process” (OSSI, 2021a). According to OSPI, high quality school improvement plans have six
traits (OSPI, 2021b). First, SIPs are specific, measurable, attainable, realistic, time-bound,
inclusive, and equitable (i.e., based on S.M.A.R.T.L.E. goals). Second, SIPs are informed by local
data sources, a needs assessment, and WSIF data and are designed to promote a culture of data
inquiry within schools. Third, SIPs establish clear roles and responsibilities for improvement
plan implementation and on-going progress monitoring. Fourth, SIPs include the use of
evidence-informed best practices. Fifth, SIPs are subject to regular monitoring and revision using
Plan-Do-Study-Act cycles of inquiry. Sixth, SIPs must include a plan for scaling and sustaining
the practices and behaviors articulated in the plan. SIPs are viewed as living, actionable
documents that are monitored and revised regularly.

OSPI provides an optional SIP Template for schools. To design this template, OSSI
coordinated with other departments at OSPI to identify common requirements and create a
consolidated school improvement plan template that meets the requirements of all federal
programs. This means that schools have to submit a single plan rather than multiple plans for
each federal program.

CSI schools are required to upload their updated SIPs to a SharePoint site twice a year in
January and June. SIPs are reviewed by the Continuous Improvement Partners using a Feedback

Rubric that was created by OSSI to ensure a standard review process. SIPs are not scored, but the
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Feedback Rubric is used to provide targeted feedback and inquire further about current local
practices. Importantly, the SIP for all CSI schools are reviewed by CIPs even if the school is not
actively working with the CIP. This ensures that all schools are receiving feedback directly from
OSPI. Additionally, SIPs must also be provided when CSI schools apply for school improvement
grants. The School Improvement Grants Manager reviews the SIPs alongside the schools’ grant
application to ensure that proposed funding expenditures are aligned with the improvement
strategies articulated in the SIP and to provide feedback specifically around the use of federal
and state improvement funds.
Coordinated Service Agreement

The Coordinated Service Agreement (CSA) is published annually by OSPI and the
Association of Educational Service Districts. The CSA serves several important purposes. First,
the CSA defines the statewide initiatives, priorities, and goals for the school year and describes
the underlying principles and theory of action for achieving those goals. Second, the CSA
outlines the funding that will be distributed to educational service districts to support the
implementation of the CSA. Third, within the CSA, the roles and responsibilities of OSPI and
ESD representatives are clearly designated and delineated. For example, the Director of
Continuous Improvement “Collaborates, coordinates, and communicates with ESD Leads in
providing technical assistance, resources, and supports to schools identified for improvement
supports” (OSPI/AESD, 2020, p. 12). Similarly, the AESD Champion “participates in monthly
phone conferences with OSSI for the purpose of facilitating ongoing two- way communication,
disseminating essential information, identifying ESD regional needs, and coordinating logistics”
(OSPI/AESD, 2020, p. 13). Finally, the CSA describes the team and meeting structures that

provide a framework for collaborative work between OSPI and the educational service districts.
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The team and meeting structures established within the CSA create an interorganizational
network of state and regional stakeholders that frequently interact to coordinate the school
improvement processes. Collectively, there are six team and meeting structures. Four of these
teams meet monthly, including the Pre-Regional Improvement Network, the Regional
Improvement Network, the OSSI All-Call, and the Data Improvement Network. Additionally,
there are biannual Outreach events and Triannual Statewide Convenings. The team and meeting
participants vary for each structure, ranging from OSSI team members and ESD representatives
(e.g.. Pre-Regional Improvement Network) to the entire statewide improvement network of
Continuous Improvement Partners, ESD Leads, ESD coaches, OSSI Liaisons, and OSPI partners
(e.g., Triannual Structures). The purpose of these meetings also varies, but they provide
opportunities for OSPI to provide technical assistance, guidance, and information, for OSPI to
promote a coherent and consistent vision for school improvement, and for Coordinated Support
Teams to learn from teams in other regions.

Nevada
Office of Student & School Support

In Nevada, the Office of Student and School Support (OSSS) facilitates school
improvement. OSSS “works in partnership with schools and districts to support and improve
teaching and learning to help students achieve in a safe and academically challenging
environment” (NDE, n.d.). OSSS offers several school support resources, including grants,
leadership support, and guidance for selecting evidence-based providers.

Continuous Improvement Process
The Continuous Improvement Process is the process that schools work through to

develop their School Performance Plan (SPP). The Continuous Improvement Process was
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designed during the 2020-21 school year by a team comprised of school, district, and state
stakeholders, known as the “Design Partnership”. The Design Partnership aimed to establish “a
modernized approach to school and district continuous improvement based on the shared belief
that the historic approach to school improvement planning was not fully serving our schools,
communities, or students” (NDE, 2021a). The Continuous Improvement Process supports local
decision-making during school improvement planning processes, and was intentionally designed
to promote shared leadership, data-informed decision-making, and cyclical processes of
continuous improvement.

The Continuous Improvement Process is a series of “synchronous and asynchronous
learning opportunities for district and school leaders” (NDE, 2021a) that begin in June of each
year and are held weekly through September. These learning opportunities are organized around
three acts comprised of nine events (NDE, 2021b). Act One is referred to as “Setting the Course”
and includes a CIP orientation that formalizes the school continuous improvement team, a CNA,
a Root Cause Analysis, and the development of the SPP Roadmap. Act Two is referred to as
“Navigating the Course” and includes three SPP Roadmap status checks that support local
monitoring of the implementation of the SPP Roadmap. Finally, Act Three is referred to as
“Reviewing our Journey” and includes an evaluation of the process and the identification of
areas for future improvement. The Continuous Improvement Process culminates in a completed
SPP Roadmap.

The Continuous Improvement Process was fully implemented as the “CIP beta” during
the 2021-2022 school year. Prior to statewide implementation, the Continuous Improvement
Process was piloted with several schools and districts and adjusted based on their feedback. The

CIP beta provides comprehensive supports to schools and districts as they transition to the new
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school improvement model. Additionally, the process is deliberately implemented as a “beta”
version to ensure that the process will continue to be refined and revised.
School Performance Plan

The SPP acts as a roadmap for achieving improvement goals that is aligned with state and
federal laws and guidelines. The SPP is submitted annually by the school to the school district,
who approves the plan. The school districts then submit the approved SPPs from all CSI schools
within their district to the NDE using the NDE Bighorn Education portal, a password protected
SharePoint site, before November 1st of each school year. Following school district submission
of the SPPs, the CSI/TSI team, in partnership with other departments at NDE, conducts an SPP
review using the SPP Review Rubric. The SPP Review Rubric was developed in the final year of
the first school improvement cycle. SPPs are not scored using the rubric, nor are they treated as
“compliance tools”; rather, the rubric is considered “hold harmless” as it guides the review
process and is used to offer specific feedback and guidance to schools. During the review
process, NDE analyzes the identified issues, goals, and intervention strategies to ensure that there
is internal alignment and cohesion. The CSI/TSI team dedicates two months to SPP review,
which includes a meeting with each district to review the results of the SPP review process and
provide the district with specific feedback for the CSI schools. Additionally, the CSI/TSI team
conducts regular process monitoring of school and district implementation of the SPP throughout
the year.
Level of Interorganizational Coordination
Roles & Responsibilities

High levels of 10C require well defined roles and responsibilities that specify how

participating individuals and organizations should interact and what functions and activities
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should be executed and enforced (Lie, 2011; Streeter et al., 1986). In Washington, the CSA
creates Level Three coordination by clearly describing and delineating the roles and
responsibilities of OSPI and ESD representatives during the school improvement process. The
CSA is a formal coordination structure that enables power sharing between OSPI and the ESDs
by distributing authority to specific individuals and dispersing resources to support effective
implementation. For example, according to the CSA, the Director of Data and Implementation is
responsible for facilitating the Data Improvement Network. The Data Improvement Network
aims to “build capacity for data-informed decision making at every level of the education
system” (OSPI/AESD, 2020, p. 15). The CSA creates clarity around goals and values and creates
a shared understanding of the school improvement process.
Shared understandings ensure that stakeholders are motivated by a common purpose and
their behavior contributes to the achievement of shared goals or objectives (Dawes, 1996;
Margerum, 2011). In addition to creating shared understandings among multiple organizations,
the CSA promotes shared understandings among both internal stakeholders as well. One
informant discussed how their work contributes to shared understandings:
“In OSSI, we also have a large number of programs in our K-12 supports area. These are
things like attendance, which is part of our WSIF score, ninth grade on track, which is
part of the SQSS measures... We work with these programs to help them use data to
improve their programs, to improve their outreach, and to be more successful in terms of
their pilot efforts to change the structures of schools, school systems, to improve
outcomes for specific groups of students” (4 MF, 2021)
Another example of the CSA contributing to shared understandings among internal stakeholders

is by establishing the role of OSSI Liaison, which is an “OSSI program leader assigned to an
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ESD to help facilitate and collaborate on the coordination of supports between OSSI and the
ESD for the programmatic delivery” (OSPI/AESD, 2020, p. 12). OSSI program leaders are
Program Supervisors from other support programs within the Office of Student Success,
including Attendance, Early Learning, and Gate (Graduation: A Team Effort). This engages
several departments within OSPI in the school improvement process, creating shared goals and
accountability.

While the CSA creates clarity around individual roles and responsibilities, in practice, it
may be too restrictive and impractical in practice. For example, one informant described their
struggle adhering to the role defined within the CSA:

“That's been a challenge, because if you put in there that you're going to do something for

math, then I'm trying to push them to do it, but I can't really help them specifically with

math. It's been a little bit confusing” (5_MM, 2021).

SEAs must weigh the tradeoffs associated with formally defining the roles and responsibilities of
different stakeholders.

In contrast, the coordination tools in Nevada often do not formalize the roles and
responsibilities of individuals and organizations, which impedes 10C in two ways. First, there is
a lack of shared understanding among internal stakeholders:

“I honestly think that not everybody has a shared understanding of what school

improvement work is and the continuous improvement cycle. There are folks in the

agency who have, for example, never seen an SPP” (4 GL, 2021)

This creates silos that fragment the work of NDE departments. Second, without formalized
authority, one NDE representative describes having to justify their actions and how they spend

their time to leadership within their organization:
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“The justification and rationale behind why this is needed, I had to present and explain...

so that my leadership could understand why” (1_TW, 2021)

“We just had a team meeting with my supervisor yesterday, and we were like ‘capacity is

a big issue. | see our role here, doing these things, but then we get pulled into these

things.” We needed her help to find the balance: what are we going to adhere to?”

(1_TW, 2021)
This finding is aligned with previous research that demonstrates how decentralized
implementation approaches in hierarchical systems may encounter barriers as staff-level
representatives need to obtain buy-in and commitment from their organizations’ leadership
(Huxham & Vangen, 2005; Margerum, 2011). Coordination tools that specify roles and
responsibilities formalize the functions and activities that should be executed and enforced,
creating a shared understanding of the school improvement process as well as a culture of shared
accountability.
Communication & Information Exchange

IOC requires communication and information exchange that allows individuals and

organizations to create more comprehensive interpretations of the policy issues and codetermine
solutions to policy problems (Dawes, 1996). One difference between Washington and Nevada is
in the standardization of communication and information exchange tools. In Washington, there is
an attempt to create standardized coordination tools. For example, Continuous Improvement
Partners are trained to review the school improvement plans for their regions:

“We have these monitoring cycles for the school improvement plans. In December with

the DISE [a subgroup of the Data Improvement Network] and those partners, we're going
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to help them calculate and calibrate how to review those school improvement plans, so

that their feedback is turning to look more and more similar” (4 MF, 2021)
In contrast, in Nevada, communications are targeted to specific districts based on their expressed
needs:

“We, the state, do help and support districts who then help and support their schools with

coming up with that plan, that implementation plan for that year. That looks like

providing technical assistance, jumping on phone calls, zooms and webinars with the

districts to talk about the status of their schools and to talk about the support that they're

providing and a path for moving forward. It really is different for each district” (4_GL,

2021).

Discussion/Conclusion

My analysis demonstrates that SEAs use similar types of coordination tools; however, the
implementation structure used by the state impacts the level of IOC achieved. In a centralized,
top-down context, 10C is facilitated by the formalization of rules and responsibilities, which
creates clarity around goals and values, enables power sharing, and promotes shared
accountability, but may be too restrictive and impractical in practice. In a decentralized, bottom-
up context, I0C is impeded by a lack of authority at the state-level to formalize roles and
responsibilities, which produces a lack of shared understandings of the overarching school
improvement process, its goals and objectives, and individual and organizational roles during the

process, but allows for more targeted support based on locally identified needs.
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