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YES, SCHOOLS ARE
POLITICAL.

In today’s schools, we have created a system where learners learn despite the system, not as a result of it.
Many of our institutions utilize a structure that sorts and selects students (e.g. Advanced Placement courses,
Gifted & Talented Education, Special Education) rather than allowing pupils to learn at their own pace with
the appropriate guidance and support. How and why did this system evolve to this level of disconnect?

Anyone who has ever worked in or served a school understands that school politics are a real thing . . . and can add complexity to
an already complex system. (See our second post in this series). The media has highlighted or sensationalized things like hostile
board meetings with angry parents, severe punishments cast upon students by staff, teacher union strikes in front of school
buildings, etc. In addition, decisions about school curriculum content are becoming increasingly more controversial (book banning
and critical race theory, to name a few). These examples shed some light on the tension that exists with various players in the
educational system. However, the relational strife between interest groups cuts even deeper than what most average Americans
might think.

ider some of the points we made in our first and second blogs, it's no wonder that the vast majority of people have
at should happen in schools, and that it has become quite political. We even celebrated the passing of the
Child Left Behind (NCLB), which updated the Elementary and Secondary Education Act (ESEA) of 1965
n bill. This “marked an unprecedented extension of federal authority over states and local schools”.



https://cecweb.org/what-is-so-complex-about-education/
https://cecweb.org/what-is-so-complex-about-education/
https://www.nytimes.com/2022/01/30/books/book-ban-us-schools.html
https://www.forbes.com/sites/petergreene/2021/11/05/the-conversation-about-critical-race-theory-in-schools-is-over/?sh=55486b756f04
https://cecweb.org/resources/
https://www.educationnext.org/the-politics-of-no-child-left-behind/
https://edtrust.org/resource/inequities-in-advanced-coursework/
https://www.giftedguru.com/equity-in-gifted/
https://sites.ed.gov/osers/2021/08/osep-releases-fast-facts-on-the-race-and-ethnicity-of-children-with-disabilities-served-under-idea-part-b/

The school work environment is one of the most human-resourced civic entities that exist in our society. Not only are hundreds of
humans employed and asked to work together (consider how that goes in your workplace situation), these humans serve little
humans who are also attached to other humans that have a profound investment in, well, everything. Itis actually quite the
accomplishment when things go well inside a school!

To illustrate the concept of the overlapping human resources, we use the example of a typical school district. There are usually six
subsystems of humans within a single school district. Each of these subsystems we will call a boundary- thanks to the late Patrick
Dolan. These boundaries play a unique and essential role within the larger system.

Boundary 1:
The Three “Anchors” [which represent the Board of Education or Charter Management, the Superintendent and Administrative
Cabinet, and the Executive Council of the Union(s).]

BOUNDARY ONE

Boundary 2. THE THREE ANCHORS

The Teachers, Support Staff and Students [T (F——

Boundary 3:

The Principals W/ N
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Boundary 5:

The Central Office and Specialists @ BOTJH“;;;P*

Boundary 6

The External Environment, which includes Parents and Community

Download the video and full Boundary Audit Rubric: bit.ly/2KT8XLV A —

The central idea of systems theory is that the Six Boundaries are highly interconnected. This means that if we want to move any of
the six, we must move the whole system. Each of the Six Boundaries represents a significant element or subsystem of the larger

system. Any significant change to one boundary means a significant change for every other part. That makes the process of change
highly complex and resistant. It also means we can create considerable torque on tough systems. If our tactics are consistent at each
boundary, then the pressure on one place will create pressures elsewhere. It is a source of powerful energy because pressure
applied at one boundary can dislodge another resistant boundary. However, it is often political influence on public education that
contributes to the boundaries feeling torque, but each boundary is pushed in different directions, making real movement forward
increasingly more difficult.


https://turnweb.org/videos/the-6-boundaries-of-a-school-system
https://cecweb.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/06/Boundary-Audit-Rubric.pdf

Organizational change is hardly easy, even for those schools or districts best prepared to attempt such change. Change of this
magnitude represents an organizational commitment to difficult, sustained, systemic work over many years. CEC seeks to provide the
assistance to schools, districts and states to both build the collaborative structures and cultures needed for learning success and to
bring to those cultures and structures the best in effective practices and impactful educational research.

By far, the best process to achieve any sustainable change in a complex system like a school district,
would be to explore the possibilities together in a way that builds a shared vision and deep commitment.
There is a need to build district and site-level reflective structures that enable key stakeholder groups in
the system to listen and learn together. This involves creating vertical and horizontal communication and
focused sharing on how best to support and sustain high quality teaching and learning in classrooms and
schools through a culture of collaboration. By consistently building and pursuing continuous

improvement through the support of collaborative relationships among teachers, school and district
administrators, school board members, union leaders, and community leaders, all levels of a school system (each of the six

boundaries), can build movement toward the same goal.

When systems develop and sustain distributive and collaborative practices with shared decision making, it allows parties to identify
multiple ways to satisfy interests and to solve problems creatively, especially when it comes to potentially controversial topics.
These practices, when applied in and between each stakeholder group, can lead to the torque that will move multiple boundaries
forward in a systemic, sustained, effective, and efficient way.

When it comes to collaboration, we see evidence of its effectiveness in all facets of education. In 2011, Bluestone and Kochan
developed a process of collaborative decision making in labor-management bargaining, which focused on “interest-based”
decisions instead of a “win-lose” contract negotiation process, which has been successfully used in a large number of school
systems. This process exemplifies the power of collaboration and problem solving that creates a system allowing members of
Boundary 1 to move forward together. This work led Bluestone and Kochan to recommend that day-to-day responsibility for
improvement in school outcomes be shared among principals and teachers. Teacher representatives at each school site would be
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part of a continuous problem-solving and joint decision-making process.

More examples:

e The National PTA (Parent Teacher Association) lists their first value as “Collaboration: We will work in - &
partnership with a wide array of individuals and organizations to broaden and enhance our ability to
serve and advocate for all children and families.” This organization embraces the power of
collaboration among and between all stakeholders of the educational system.

) COLLBIRATON



https://www.pta.org/home/About-National-Parent-Teacher-Association/Mission-Values
https://www.pta.org/home/About-National-Parent-Teacher-Association/Mission-Values

3D publication, Rick DuFour, arguably the “father” of PLCs (Professional Learning Communities) identifies one of the

"Q\f PLCS as “A Culture ot Collaboranon” He says, ”Educators who are bmldmg a PLC recogmze that they must vvork

foundational to student Iearmng and success in school.
James Hilton Harrell, in Edutopia, found that “school leaders who form communities of practice are empowered to
address challenges in their district.” Principals who collaborate are more effective than those who don't.

COLLABORATION MITIG ATES THE NEGATIVE IMPACTS OF POVERTY There are no generic patterns, at either system or site levels, of

MORE STUDENTS ACHIEVE collaboration due to geography, policy climate or nature of the partners,
Whenthers i sraste alaberaon n which make examples “unique and localized.” Yet, research across
sbove gradslievs] standards. industries in multiple sectors and nations has long established that, when
| employees are included in planning, problem solving, and decision

e R making with their managers; their performance and productivity

When collaboration is low, teacher |ncreases
retention is 3.5x lower in high-poverty

iUt eisooI D)k and Schneider explore the extent to which social trust is essential for
tention b ' meaningful school improvement. Social or “relational” trust is based on
an “interrelated set of mutual dependencies ... embedded within the

social exchanges in any school community.”
Leis, Rimm-Kaufmann, et.al, found that research from the past two decades identifies relational trust as a key factor in school reform

efforts. Trust between teachers and their principal (teacher-principal trust) and teachers and their colleagues (teacher-teacher trust)
are particularly important. However, there has not been conclusive research to demonstrate the positive relationship between labor--
management collaboration and increased student learning - until recently. In their investigation of the labor-management partnership
in the ABC Unified School District in California, Rubinstein and McCarthy definitively find that:

» Formal partnerships help improve student performance.

» Partnerships lead to more extensive communication between teachers.

» More extensive communication improves student performance.

» Partnership leads to more frequent and informal communication between union representatives and principals.

Teacher Retention Rate

School Collaboration

Citation: NEA, Collaborating for Student Success Guidebook

Undergirding the Unifying Framework for Change further, Rubinstein and McCarthy conclude that thej
understanding of the value that union-management partnerships can bring to organizational perform
for teacher collaboration, which leads to innovation and an infrastructure for problem solving.”


https://www.nea.org/sites/default/files/2022-04/LMC%20Pamphlet%20Jan%202022.pdf
https://www.ascd.org/el/articles/what-is-a-professional-learning-community
https://www.edutopia.org/article/making-space-principals-collaborate
https://www.edutopia.org/article/making-space-principals-collaborate
https://files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/EJ1277991.pdf
https://www.massupt.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/01/MA-Guide-3c-Research-supporting-Labor-Management-Collaboration-Rubinstein.pdf
https://consortium.uchicago.edu/publications/trust-schools-core-resource-improvement

Citation: NEA, Collaborating for Student Success Guidebook

That is, labor-management collaboration is what Rubinstein and McCarthy call
an “institutional antecedent” to the professional collaboration
that provides a pathway toward a transformation of the teaching
profession.

One thing we can all agree upon is that we want our
schools to be effective and successtul in preparing our
children for their futures. While we don't all agree on

the way to do that, through collaborative discussion
and work, we can continually improve our effectiveness by aligning the school/district organization.
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Itis CEC's strongly held belief that such organizational change is greatly needed, requiring a depth and breadth of @.--====""2
knowledge and experience in student learning research, assessment practices, pedagogy, shared leadership
models, and labor-management collaboration. Each player in the system brings expertise in their own areas to the

table, and it is through intentional, significant collaboration that the system can move forward together and grow in a meaningful way.
All of these components, in combination, are necessary to bring about continuous improvement in student learning such that all
students can be empowered through their learning. When we create collaborative partnerships between all stakeholders (labor and
management, school board and administration, administration and teachers, etc.), we can begin to develop the strong forward
movement in Boundary 1, and even in Boundary 2, that can create the energy to affect other boundaries in moving forward together.

Once that movement takes hold and builds a common direction we can then address the most complex of the boundaries, Boundary
6, the external players.

We encourage you to consider the following:

e What do you know about what makes for success in modern day schooling? To
what extent are you using student voice in modern school design and decision-
making?

e How are you continuously learning about school system issues that go beyonad
your personal experiences?

e Areyou listening and learning from all stakeholders before making decisions?

e Areyou advocating for appropriate support and changes at the state and
federal level?

Terri Carman, Strategic Advisor Margo Sickele, Strategic Advisor

.



https://cecweb.org/about-cec/cec-team/margo-sickele/
https://cecweb.org/about-cec/cec-team/terri-carman/
https://www.nea.org/sites/default/files/2022-04/LMC%20Pamphlet%20Jan%202022.pdf

