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Abstract

Grounded in sense-making theory, this qualitative study examines how school principals make
sense of tensions while leading a teacher professional learning initiative under the broad
districtwide instructional reform and the Science of Reading (SoR). This study gathered data
from interviews with seven elementary school principals who were implementing a professional
learning initiative for teachers under the SoR. The collected data were analyzed through
inductive approaches using constant comparative analysis. Data analysis yielded three broad
themes: (1) Learning While Teaching: Approaches in Teacher Professional Development, (2)
Different Level of Teacher Buy-in on the Instructional Reform, (3) Teacher Accountability
during a Reform. We discuss key implications for policy and practice.
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Introduction

School principals are responsible for securing and sustaining school improvement initiatives and
enhancing student academic achievement (Bush, 2018; Day et al., 2016). They are frequently
acknowledged as instructional leaders who ensure the competence and growth of their school's
teaching cadre by facilitating professional development opportunities (Avalos, 2011; Marks &
Printy, 2003). However, professional development paradigms have recently grown more intricate
(Kennedy, 2016), presenting principals with greater challenges in fulfilling their roles as
instructional leaders in the evolving landscape of teacher professional learning (Zepeda, 2019;
Koonce et al., 2019; Mendels, 2012). With the evolving nature of professional learning, school
principals are increasingly confronted with uncertainties when adapting to new paradigms;
therefore, they find themselves more frequently engaged in the process of sense-making, which
entails reinterpreting their institutional practices and understanding to be able to implement
reform guidelines (Ganon-Shilon & Schechter, 2017).

A substantial body of research that delves into principals’ sense-making of educational reform
initiatives revealed that principal sense-making is usually shaped by various factors, including
personal beliefs and prior knowledge (Derrington & Campbell, 2018; Gunnulfsen & Magller,
2017), context and social relationships (Timperley, 2011; Tuytens & Devos, 2017), and training
and specific reform messages (Rigby, 2015). While principals’ sense-making processes are
influenced by a blend of cognitive and social factors, this article posits that how individual
principals make sense of tensions related to districtwide instructional reform is predominantly
shaped by contextual elements within their specific schools.

This study is situated in a school system that implemented the Science of Reading (SoR)
framework, concerned with how humans learn to read and how reading should be taught
(Goodwin & Jiménez, 2021). Specifically, this study focused on how school principals make
sense of leading a teacher professional development initiative related to the SoR. The research
questions that guided our study included:

1. What were the key tensions experienced by school principals when leading a teacher
professional development program?

2. How do school principals interpret and navigate these tensions in their efforts to lead
teacher professional development initiatives?

In the context of this study, “tensions” refers to the challenges, conflicts, or difficulties that
principals experience as they try to understand and manage the demands of educational reform.

Literature Review

The section begins with identifying the background of the SOR movement in the United States.
Then, we move on to principals’ sense-making of implementing an instructional reform. We
conclude this section by delving into how principals make sense of leading teacher professional
development.
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The SoR Movement in the United States

To enhance children’s reading acquisition, researchers, educators, and policymakers have
conducted comprehensive studies to pinpoint effective teaching methods (Shanahan, 2020;
Yaden et al., 2021). The “reading wars” have heightened the need for this research, spotlighting
the intense debate over preferred instructional methodologies (Goldberg & Goldenberg, 2022).
The argument stands between constructivists, who favor a holistic approach using cues to help
learners interpret text (Smith, 1971), and positivists who promote a phonics-centric approach
linking the written word to its spoken form (Chall, 1967).

The National Reading Panel (NRP) underscores the necessity of specific skills in learning to read
and endorses evidence-based teaching practices that deviate from traditional methods (Duke &
Cartwright, 2021). Yet, just a third of students reach proficiency in the National Assessment of
Educational Progress (NAEP) reading subtest (Reilly et al., 2019). The SoR pushes for clear and
organized instruction in basic reading abilities—phonics, phonemic awareness, vocabulary,
fluency, and comprehension—to overhaul reading instruction (Shanahan, 2020), aiming to
improve students’ reading skill development (Seidenberg et al., 2020).

Extensive literature reviews indicate a consensus regarding the crucial role of reading instruction
in societal, academic, and personal advancement. Nonetheless, the translation of this scientific
foundation into practice varies significantly at the local level, resulting in a spectrum of teaching
methodologies (Drake & Wash, 2020; Shanahan, 2020). There’s a notable gap between the solid
evidence on reading instruction and its understanding by professionals and the public (Castles et
al., 2018; Solari et al., 2020). Specialists highlight the crucial link between letters and sounds in
early reading, with phonics instruction as the effective technique for laying this groundwork
(Aukerman & Chambers Schuldt, 2021; Drake & Wash, 2020; Seidenberg et al., 2020).
However, reading comprehension goes beyond just word recognition (Duke & Cartwright, 2021)
and additional facets of reading instruction are sometimes ignored (Castles et al., 2018).

The implementation of SoR is critical in U.S. education, emerging from the influential 2000
NRP report and the No Child Left Behind Act (NCLB) (Thomas, 2022). Despite challenges, like
the Reading First scandal and the transition to the Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA), the
NRP’s Five Pillars continue to shape reading policies (Goodman, 2008). Parental advocacy for
dyslexia has contributed to the rise of the SOR movement, which calls for comprehensive and
research-based instruction.

Media figures have also energized the SoR movement, advocating for evidence-based reading
practices and challenging outdated approaches (e.g., Hanford, 2019; Johnston & Scanlon, 2021).
This activism has led to policy changes, with 32 states and D.C. adopting new evidence-based
reading instruction laws since 2013 (Schwartz, 2022). The goal is to align research with
classroom practices to benefit all students, particularly those at risk or marginalized.

SoR reforms are causing a shift in teaching methods, spurred by learning science and political
forces (Woulfin & Gabriel, 2022). These changes necessitate a significant commitment to
transformative educational reform (Fullan, 2015). The literature suggests that SoR principles
should consider a variety of factors to address complexity and equity in education (Duke &
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Cartwright, 2021). Professional development in SoR has been shown to improve teacher content
knowledge and self-efficacy (Schaefer, 2023), emphasizing that teacher preparation is essential
for successful implementation (Paige et al., 2021).

Principal’s Sense-Making of Implementing an Instructional Reform

To gain insight into how principals make sense of leading a teacher professional development
program related to the SoR, we employed Spillane et al.’s (2002) framework for sense-making.
The sense-making theory has been widely used in the field of education, including studies
explicitly focusing on new program implementation (e.g., Halverson & Clifford, 2006; Rigby,
2015). Spillane et al. (2002) developed a cognitive framework to characterize sense-making in
implementing recent education policy initiatives, such as standards-based reforms that press for
tremendous changes in classroom instruction. In this study, we operationalized sense-making as
how school principals construct meanings regarding their leadership in teacher professional
development within a districtwide instructional reform.

Sense-making is commonly understood as the cognitive process of receiving information,
interpreting it within a framework, and leveraging it to guide actions and behaviors, thereby
shaping individual understanding and perception (Evans, 2007). In particular, the findings of
sense-making research revealed two broad themes: (1) principals’ prior experiences significantly
influence their understanding of new policies (Jacob & Lefgren, 2008; Reid, 2020), and (2) the
local context influenced principals’ sense-making, and thereby the implementation of policies
(Coburn, 2005; Spillane et al., 2002). These two broad theoretical perspectives guided the
deductive thematic analysis in this study.

Principals’ Sense-Making of Leading Teacher Professional Development

School principals are presently confronted with an expanding array of intricate leadership
responsibilities. Noteworthy among these is the task of leading teacher professional
development, a facet that has attracted increased scholarly attention due to its inherent linkage
with the provision of high-quality teaching (Carraway & Young, 2015; Darling-Hammond et al.,
2017). This growing emphasis has been reinforced by research findings that underscore the
relevance of teacher learning as a conduit through which school leaders exert their influence on
the interplay between teaching and learning (Kwakman, 2003; Leithwood et al., 2010; Liu et al.,
2016; Zepeda et al., 2021). As argued by Bredeson (1999) about two decades ago, one critical
aspect of the principal’s role involves challenging existing norms to foster new perspectives on
teaching, learning, and schooling. Therefore, how and to what extent school principals could
effectively lead teacher professional development emerges as a critical factor in shaping
successful school change and improvement.

While policymakers have intensified their efforts to develop, implement, and sustain effective
teacher professional development programs (see Table 1), scholars have devoted increasing
attention to understanding how principals make sense of these initiatives (Darling-Hammond et
al., 2017; Haiyan et al., 2017). More specifically, evidence from research conducted in different
parts of the world indicates that school principals encounter various tensions when implementing
reforms aimed at improving teaching and learning. As a result, they are compelled to engage in a
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sense-making process regarding their current leadership and management roles and the
experience, knowledge, and skills associated with these roles (Halverson et al., 2004; Jones et al.,
2015).

Table 1. Best Practices for Effective Professional Development

Category Element Description

Relevance for
adult learners

Foundations of job-
embedded learning

Tailored and highly individualized learning
experiences that adults find valuable and that
contribute to their success.

Feedback Incorporates feedback and collaborative supports

process as an integral part of the learning process,
including mechanisms like peer coaching.

Inquiry and Encourages critical thinking and reflective

reflection practices about one’s teaching, either individually

or in a group setting.

Transfer of
skills
collaboration

Offers ongoing support linked to applying newly
learned skills directly into teaching practice.
Facilitates the sharing of knowledge, discussions,
and reflections among teachers to foster a
community of practice,

Key features of
professional job-

embedded learning

Embedded and
relevant

Learning opportunities are part of the regular
workday and directly address the needs of the
teachers.

Extended and
continuous

Learning experiences span over time with
adequate opportunities for interaction among
colleagues, ensuring continuity and follow-up.

Alignment with

Aligns with state standards, school policies, and

standards is specific to the content and grade level,
following adult learning principles.

Data-driven Uses data to frame and assess learning needs
effectively.

Ongoing Features continuous assessment and evaluation to

evaluation monitor progress and effectiveness.

Adapted from Zepeda, 2019

The sense-making process of school leaders varies significantly based on their prior knowledge,
deeply held values, beliefs, practices, and the social contexts in which they operate (Ganon-
Shilon & Schechter, 2017). For example, in a case study involving 60 Israeli high school
principals implementing a national reform, Ganon-Shilon and Schechter (2018) observed that the
reform necessitated alterations in teachers’ work habits and imposed a heavier workload.
Consequently, principals who highly valued maintaining a positive atmosphere in their schools
perceived the need to balance meeting their teachers’ needs and adhering to the reform
guidelines.
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Similarly, in another case study, Qian and Walker (2013) noted that principals held reservations
regarding teachers’ ability and dedication to implement curriculum innovations effectively,
which might be perceived as potential impediments to the reform’s effectiveness in enhancing
teaching and learning outcomes. Additionally, Qian and Walker highlighted a misalignment
between the reform mandates and the practical realities within schools. While the reform
ostensibly aimed to grant schools greater autonomy in organizing and sustaining teacher
development initiatives, it failed to provide mechanisms that empowered teachers to determine
the content and methods of their professional growth.

While school principals exercise substantial autonomy in addressing school-wide issues, they
grapple with the imperative of adhering to top-down mandates associated with educational
reform initiatives that enhance teacher professional development (Drago-Severson, 2007). This
dynamic process compels school principals to attribute a novel meaning to the gap between what
they have done to improve teacher development and what is expected from them (Ganon-Shilon
et al., 2021; Sahlin, 2023). Drawing on their accumulated reservoir of prior experiences,
knowledge, and core values, principals are expected to make sense of adopting, executing, and
fortifying teacher development initiatives.

Methods

This study presents a qualitative case study design to examine how principals make sense of
tensions while leading a teacher professional learning initiative (Merriam, 1998; Yin, 2009). This
case study emerged from a multiyear mixed-method research project that examined the SoR
implementation within a southeastern school district and its seven elementary schools for two
years. Adopting the case study approach facilitated the exploration of the diverse sense-making
processes undertaken by seven principals working in different educational environments within
the same school district.

As part of a larger project, this study specifically centered on principals’ understanding of the
tensions related to leading a teacher professional learning initiative during the initial year of the
SoR implementation. The decision to concentrate on the first year stemmed from our research
purpose to gain insights into school principals’ initial reactions to the implementation of the new
program. The choice of principals as the unit of analysis is rooted in their role as instructional
leaders who bear responsibility for teachers’ professional development in their schools (Day et
al., 2016; Liu & Hallinger, 2018).

Study Context

This study centered on a moderately sized school system in the southeastern United States. This
school system initiated a collaborative, grant-funded effort emphasizing the SoR to equip all
children with the fundamental language and literacy skills necessary for a self-determined life
path. As a broad overview, the SOR compiles extensive research spanning various languages and
involving experts from education, special education, literacy, psychology, and neurology. It
draws from diverse research methods and statistical analyses, offering conclusive and
empirically supported insights into how reading is learned, along with the involved skills, their
interactions, and the brain regions responsible for reading development. The SoR research
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informs an evidence-based teaching approach for foundational literacy skills called Structured
Literacy (Ordetx, 2021).

As part of increased nationwide interest in literacy reforms, the school system where the present
study was conducted proactively took the lead in adopting SoR at an early stage to become an
influential national example. To realize this vision, this school district employed an
unconventional teacher professional development approach to districtwide instructional reform,
prioritizing the swift adoption of promising literacy practices. This approach led to the
expectation that teachers would implement instructional changes even as they continued to grasp
the broader reform process. To facilitate this, the SoR-based practices were segmented into 10
distinct modules to be implemented over a two-year period. During the first year, all K-3
instruction revolved around learning and integrating the initial five modules into their teaching
practices, encompassing “Knowledge about SoR, Oral Language, Phoneme Awareness, Phonics
and Spelling, and Fluency.”

In this school system, the implementation of the SoR efforts started with three days of
professional development provided to the principals and the instructional coaches about SoR in
Spring 2021, as well as two-days of teacher professional development related to the SoR in
Summer 2021 for all K-3 teachers in the district. The professional development in the summer of
2021 with the teachers included building-level principals and instructional coaches. During these
professional development days, principals, instructional coaches, and teachers were engaged in
video-based professional development, where they watched five videos related to different
components of the SoR.

These two sets of professional development were provided by two external consultants who
engaged personnel in the science behind the SoR, focusing on the brain and the cognitive and
developmental aspects of children in grades PreK—3. One consultant maintained engagement
with professional learning by providing one hour monthly meetings with the principals. This
open forum allowed principals to interact and learn alongside each other, with the consultant
facilitating discussions.

As a part of this instructional reform effort, the school system committed to collaborating with a
private professional development center (PPDC) that has experience with the successful
implementation of SoR. The role of the PPDC for the reform included (1) bi-weekly district
meetings, (2) research and review of instructional resources, (3) research and review of
appropriate assessments, (4) monthly instructional coach meetings, (5) monthly in-school
support and coaching to instructional coaches and teachers that last a week by experts from
PPDC, and (6) instructional walkthroughs with feedback and support experts from PPDC. In
particular, the PPDC’s role involved sustaining a portion of the professional development
initiatives throughout the school year. This was planned by appointing three SoR experts across
the schools within the system, with every school having its designated expert responsible for
leading the monthly SoR cycle weeks.

The experts were to work with the instructional coaches, principals, and teachers who taught
literacy in grades K—3. According to the SoR Collaborative Commitments, the experts were at
the site to co-plan a week-long series of instructional activities—e.g., providing support and
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coaching in the schools, conducting instructional walkthroughs with additional feedback and
support, and engaging in demonstration lessons with debriefing sessions.

By the end of the fall semester of 2021, the school system had to part ways with two of the three
external PPDC experts due to concerns voiced by principals, instructional coaches, and teachers.
These concerns centered on the experts’ lack of professionalism and inconsistencies, including
failing to attend scheduled professional development sessions and providing conflicting
information regarding the implementation materials and their own instruction. In response to this
setback, the school system took action by reassigning an experienced coach from one of the
elementary schools to the central office. This move aimed to ensure continued support for the
SoR initiative across schools affected by the change in personnel. Meanwhile, a single PPDC
expert, noted for their effectiveness, remained engaged with the SoR initiative for the entire
school year.

Overall, the school system launched a comprehensive initiative to integrate the SoR into K-3
education, providing year-long professional development for teachers and instructional coaches
(see Appendix A for the timeline). This significant reform effort led to various tensions for all
elementary school principals throughout the year. This study offers a case study of a school
district undergoing a districtwide instructional reform—a microcosm of a national trend—
emphasizing how elementary school principals perceive and address tensions involved in leading
teacher professional development during this reform. The district was chosen for convenience
sampling due to the researchers’ prior involvement with the district as external program
evaluators. Notably, the semi-structured interviews for this research were designed explicitly for
this study and were not part of the larger program evaluation.

Data Collection

This study is part of a larger multi-method project focusing on the implementation of the SoR in
seven elementary schools in one district. The data collection process for the overarching research
project employed diverse methods, including semi-structured interviews with different
stakeholders, examination of implementation documents, and analysis of student achievement
data. For the present study, the research team concentrated solely on three rounds of semi-
structured interviews with seven elementary school principals. Each round of interviews, lasting
approximately one hour, was strategically designed to extract insights into the evolving
perspectives of the principals regarding implementation tensions. Due to the semi-structured
nature of the interviews, each interview guide had four broad questions. Based on the principals'
responses, follow-up questions were naturally asked during the interview. The rationale behind
this strategy was to unravel their interpretations and approaches to leadership at different stages
of the implementation process.

Participants

The principals who serve the elementary schools in this school system were highly skilled
instructional leaders. Table 2 highlights the school principals’ years of experience as teachers
and principals at their current site. The average years of experience in their current site was
approximately five years. Similarly, the average number of years of experience as a classroom
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teacher is about nine years. All school principals are veteran educators based on their years of
experience as teachers and leaders.

Table 2. School Principals’ Years as Educators and Background in Reading and Literacy

Principal Number of Number of  Subject taught Prior PD in reading and literacy
years as years as a
principal  teacher
at the
current
site
SP1 Less than More than 9 K-3 English
5 Language
Arts
SP2 Less than 5 More than 9 K-3 English  -Training on small group
Language instruction
Arts
SP3 More than5  More than 9 K-3 English  -Postgraduate education/training -
Language Literacy initiatives at the previous
Arts district
SP4 Less than 5 Less than 9 Not K-3 -Targeted professional
English development on effective reading
Language strategies
Arts -Training related to different
reading components within a
project-based learning model
SP5 Less than 5 Less than 9 K-3 English  -National conferences
Language -Postgraduate education/training
Arts
SP6 Less than 5 Less than 9 Not
K-3 English  -Mostly self-learning through
Language podcasts
Arts
SP7 Morethan5  More than 9 K-3 English  -Postgraduate education/training
Language -Training at the previous district
Arts -Self-learning through podcasts

Most principals held the position of assistant principal, central office leader, or principal before
their tenure at their respective buildings. A majority of the principals served as instructional
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coaches either in the current or in other school systems. While almost all principals have a
teaching background in reading and/or literacy at the K-3 level, only two principals have not
taught ELA at the K-3 level. Moreover, data illustrate that most school principals were already
highly trained in reading and literacy, from self-training by book readings to postgraduate
training at several prestigious universities/institutes.

Data Analysis

The data collection process for this study was carried out through semi-structured interviews,
using Zoom technology for convenience and accessibility, which were then audio recorded to
ensure accuracy in data collection process. Following the completion of these interviews, a
detailed transcription from Zoom technology was used for each recording, and later researchers
cleaned the transcripts for inconsistencies.

The development of the interview guide, which structured these semi-structured conversations,
was deeply informed by an extensive review of relevant literature. This review helped shape
questions that would elicit rich insights into how principals understand and navigate the tensions
involved in leading teacher professional development initiatives, particularly within the context
of the SoR implementation. This alignment between the literature review and the interview
questions was pivotal in ensuring that the data collected was both relevant and comprehensive.

Once transcribed, the interviews underwent a detailed line-by-line analysis. This rigorous
examination was not just about understanding the principals’ responses but about diving deeper
into the nuances of their experiences and perspectives. This process facilitated the inductive
formation of categories, which were systematically aligned with the thematic structures
anticipated in the semi-structured interview guides. This categorization was not static; it evolved
as the analysis progressed, ensuring that the framework for categorization remained reflective of
the data’s complexities.

The analytical journey continued with an examination of the responses provided by all seven
principals over the course of three distinct rounds of interviews. This longitudinal approach
allowed for the observation of changes in perceptions and the identification of persistent themes
over time. The audio transcripts were coded, a process that involved labeling sections of the text
with labels to identify and categorize common tensions that emerged across the interviews. This
coding process was iterative, with initial codes being refined and sometimes redefined to better
capture the essence of the principals’ narratives.

Further refining the analysis, these categories were then recoded to more explicitly draw out the
principals’ sense-making processes regarding these tensions. This phase of the analysis was
particularly focused on how principals’ prior experiences and the specific contexts of their
schools influenced their interpretation and management of the challenges faced. This step was
crucial in moving beyond the identification of tensions to understanding the underlying processes
through which these school leaders made sense of and navigated their complex realities.

In summary, the data analysis for this study was a multi-layered and dynamic process, designed
to uncover the deep insights into the principals’ experiences and strategies in managing the
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professional development of teachers under the SoR initiative. Through this detailed analytical
process, the study aims to contribute meaningful findings to the ongoing discourse on
educational reform and leadership in the context of teacher professional development.

Trustworthiness

As a part of this approach, the research team crafted the semi-structured interview questions, and
the central office leaders of the school district were allowed to offer their insights and feedback
on these questions. The deputy superintendent at the time of study provided feedback to
questions. Principals did not ask for feedback on questions to prevent them stressing out about
providing appropriate answers instead of their authentic answers. This collaborative approach
served to validate the questions, ensuring their alignment with the ongoing work in the schools as
principals implemented the SoR initiative. In addition, the outcomes of each interview
contributed to the refinement of questions for subsequent interviews. The lead researcher who
conducted all interviews in this study was a former educational leader and teacher. Hence, she
was able to leverage her practical experience to establish a strong rapport with the principals. In
addition, to mitigate the bias during the data analysis, transcript data were analyzed individually
by each of the three researchers and then collectively as a team to ensure more reliable analysis.

Findings

Across the elementary schools in this district, implementing the SoR initiative and the
subsequent professional development for this instructional reform has generated tensions
primarily rooted in the disparity between expected reform efforts and the reality in schools. This
study categorizes three main tensions experienced by principals as: 1) Learning While Teaching:
Approaches in Teacher Professional Development, 2) Different Level of Teacher Buy-in on the
Instructional Reform, and 3) Teacher Accountability During a Reform. Nevertheless, school
principals held diverse viewpoints about these tensions. In the following section, we scrutinized
these dimensions of the roll-out from the principals’ perspectives.

Learning While Teaching: Approaches in Teacher Professional Development

In this study, a significant number of principals identified their main tension as managing the
distinctive approach to the implementation of the SoR initiative. This approach required merging
training directly with its application in the classroom (alternatively, undergoing training and then
immediately implementing those strategies versus simultaneously training and implementing).

Several principals shared that the SoR program was ineffective and that the implementation was
not very coordinated. Hence, there was a tension between the implementation expectations from
the central office and how much their teachers could implement the principles of the SoR.
Principals mentioned the tensions emphasizing the unusual approach to program implementation
and teacher professional development. One principal lamented, “[t]eachers, coaches, and
principals are being asked to learn, adapt and/or quit using practices, replacing them with
practices and strategies that are being learned “on the fly.” Another principal shared, “[i]t was
difficult for principals to learn and to lead at the same time. The difficulty was due primarily to a
lack of knowledge and complete understanding of the concepts behind the SoR.”
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Another principal depicted her role as an instructional leader using the analogy of ‘distance’ to
describe this tension: “I'm about an inch ahead of my teachers, and I’m comfortable in 10 feet.”
Another principal, elaborating more directly on the tension, stated, “Unfortunately, 1 am
probably only one meeting ahead of them [teachers].” Contrastingly, a principal from a
historically well-functioning school held the belief that when everyone is learning
simultaneously, the workload becomes somewhat more manageable through shared experiences.
This principal shared:

| think the newness for everyone is different. Like when you roll out a different program
or model someone normally has a lot of experience or a large knowledge base of that,
whatever that is, whatever the topic is with science of reading, | feel like we’re all
learning it together. And so that’s been very new, and I think it’s also made things a little
bit easier because no one’s expected to be an expert.

In general, the majority of principals expressed discomfort with the ambiguity surrounding the
implementation of SoR practices. This uneasiness primarily stemmed from the absence of long-
term plans and a comprehensive districtwide framework for guiding such practices. It appears
that principals perceive a need for well-established and sustainable strategies, coupled with a
district-owned framework, to lead and implement SoR practices in the district effectively.

Different Level of Teacher Buy-in on the Instructional Reform

During the implementation of this program, the central office held the belief that teachers would
support their school reform initiative if they were provided with adequate training, resources, and
assistance from content experts, support at the school level, approval from administrators, and
the freedom to implement the reform in their classrooms. Accordingly, principals in this study
observed that the majority of teachers displayed enthusiasm for the SoR and genuinely embraced
its mission to improve student achievement. However, as noted by principals in their initial
interviews, some teachers expressed concerns, particularly regarding standardized testing, and
harbored reservations about the initiative’s effectiveness. In the second round of interviews,
resistance to implementing the SoR was observable among some teachers in certain schools,
presenting itself as a form of tension that principals had to face.

Although the principals expressed confidence in their ability to garner high levels of teacher buy-
in during earlier interviews, many principals in schools with lower student achievement later
voiced concerns about the actual buy-in levels in their schools. While some principals remained
confident that they had achieved 100% teacher buy-in, others shared differing perspectives. For
example, one principal shared:

I think some pockets believe in the science of reading, and they’ve made attempts ... and
have seen growth. We have other pockets that are just very resistant to change. They
think that’s going to cause them more work. Approximately 30% of all teachers express
excitement, 20-30% remain undecided or hesitant, and the remaining portion expresses
reluctance or resistance.
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In another school, a principal shared about less resistance by elaborating:

I would say 90% of our teachers are excited about it, and you still probably have about
10% resistance for the most part. The teachers see the differences in the foundational
reading skills that the students have now that they’re more equipped to decode and
encode words.

Another principal shared that regardless of the buy-in, teachers’ capability to implement SoR
was their real concern by adding:

| wouldn’t say | have anyone who’s not into it. | have two teachers who | worry if they
can do the work, like all the support we’ve given, and it’s still not happening the way it
really needs to be, which is alarming.

In addition, in their concluding round of interviews, some principals were optimistic that all
teachers would fully support the reform initiative once they witnessed significant improvements
in student achievement resulting from the new instructional approaches. Conversely, other
principals faced tensions in convincing resistant teachers in their schools to embrace and
implement the SoR.

Overall, a trend emerges that the most significant tension perceived by the principals involved
the external experts who were assigned to work with their schools. The tensions increased when
two of the three external consultants left. The turbulence during this transition not only
compromised the credibility of the reform efforts but also dampened the enthusiasm of both
principals and instructional coaches. Contrastingly, two principals in those schools where the
external expert remained intact throughout the first year of SOR implementation experienced
minimal tension regarding the anticipated teacher buy-in versus the actual reality in their schools.

Teacher Accountability during a Reform

The school district aimed to foster a supportive environment for the instructional reform
initiative by establishing districtwide expectations for implementation accountability. These
expectations explicitly state that student outcomes or the rating of teachers’ instructional
practices in reading and literacy should not be considered in any teacher accountability efforts
during the first year of implementation. Despite the clear directive to exclude SoR practices from
teacher accountability, no guidelines were provided on how to ensure teachers implement SoR in
their classrooms.

As such, balancing the accountability of teachers’ overall instructional effectiveness with the
motivation to support their implementation efforts of the SoR posed tension for principals. For
example, a few principals facilitated accountability-oriented observations to improve their
implementation efforts regardless of the clear policy message from the central office. In addition
to accountability for instructional effectiveness, some principals successfully integrated the SoR
initiative within the statewide teacher evaluation system’s “professional growth component.”
However, other principals struggled to balance encouraging teachers to experiment with new
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instructional models and fulfilling official classroom observation requirements for the statewide
teacher evaluation system.

Two principals who had experienced wide-scale program roll-out throughout their careers
reported that their classroom observations still did not emphasize SoR-related practices in the
context of teacher evaluation and focused on subjects other than English Language Arts (ELA).
They expressed concerns that incorporating SoR into the statewide teacher evaluation system’s
observations could induce teacher anxiety, potentially hindering future learning and
implementation. One principal shared that she continued to conduct observations and
walkthroughs as she did before the SoR implementation, but never when a teacher was teaching
ELA. She noted that she only conducted classroom observations for SOR when a teacher
requested it for feedback.

Another group of principals chose not to conduct classroom observation when they knew that
teachers were practicing SoR. Even if they observed an ELA lesson, these principals conducted
observations predominantly centered on teachers’ practice of SOR knowledge in their teaching to
create an environment that allowed for more flexibility and encouragement in the SoR
implementation. One principal described her approach to such classroom observations as
“diagnostic, with a wealth of available data.” She thinks such an approach allows for intentional
and purposeful observation, which enables more precise identification of the skills and concepts
teachers need to refine in their teaching practices.

A few principals conducted classroom observations while teachers were trying to implement
SoR. They summarized their observations as including increased student engagement, more
hands-on activities, changes in teachers’ instructional practices, encouragement of students to
speak in complete sentences, and increased modeling of skills for students. The principals who
conducted classroom observations for accountability were also proactive in providing feedback.
During post-observation conferences, they used this time for reflection, building on the content
covered in previous coaching cycles and discussing how teachers implemented specific skills and
concepts in their classrooms. For instance, one principal shared her approach:

We take videos of the lesson ... parts of the lesson, not the entire lesson. And then, when
we do a follow-up post-observation conference, we talk about the lesson, what occurred,
and how things could change ... what we could do differently.

Some principals were able to connect the SoR initiative with the statewide teacher evaluation
system as a part of the professional growth component. In contrast, others struggled with the
tradeoffs between encouraging teachers to try new models and having to do official classroom
observation ratings. In conclusion, principals’ approaches to observing SoR implementation
varied, with some focusing on accountability while others emphasized flexibility and support in
the implementation process.

Overall, one of the key tensions for principals in implementing the SoR initiatives lies in striking
a balance between teacher accountability and the need to foster motivation. Principals varied in
their approaches, with some seamlessly integrating accountability into teacher evaluations while
others grappled with this delicate balance. Concerns about inducing teacher anxiety led some
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principals to shift focus away from ELA during observations. Conversely, those adopting a
flexible approach concentrated on teachers’ application of SoR knowledge to promote autonomy.
Some principals reported positive outcomes, such as increased student engagement, diverse
activities, and changes in teaching methods, under an accountability-driven approach. The
various approaches emphasize the need for nuanced and adaptable strategies tailored to
individual schools and teachers, acknowledging the delicate balance between accountability and
encouragement for successful SoR implementation.

Discussion

In this section of the paper, we first provide our study limitations and potential research avenues.
Then, we interpret our study findings. We conclude this section by presenting implications for
policy and practice.

Study Limitations and Future Research

Our study has several limitations that should be considered when interpreting findings. First, due
to the timing of the study, the school district was grappling with the ongoing tensions presented
by the COVID-19 pandemic. Therefore, the research team could not actively participate in on-
site visits and observations, potentially restricting the size and depth of data collected. Second,
the study’s focus on a specific school district in the southeastern United States might limit the
generalizability of the findings to other contexts or educational settings. Factors unique to this
district, such as its geographical location, demographic composition, or specific educational
policies, could influence the results and restrict their broader applicability.

The SoR initiative is still evolving; therefore, much remains to be explored regarding the tension
around the SoR implementation. Thus, future inquiries could explore additional influential
factors such as district-level support and community involvement. Further investigations into the
dynamics of teacher buy-in and exploring specific strategies to enhance it would add
significantly to the literature and might guide policy and practice for the betterment of SoR
practices. Finally, we believe the literature would benefit from longitudinal studies assessing the
sustained impact of SoR practices on students’ academic or non-academic outcomes.

Interpretations of the Findings

First, the findings underscore the tensions principals experienced due to their lack of prior
knowledge and experience in implementing the SoR practices. The absence of a solid foundation
in the principles and philosophies underlying the SoR posed considerable obstacles for the
principals, as they found themselves grappling with the task of learning while simultaneously
supporting teachers in implementing new instructional practices. This dual tension was
undoubtedly a significant setback, as it hindered the seamless integration of the SoR into the
school curriculum.

School principals are accountable for enhancing their and their teachers’ professional learning to
ensure the quality of instructional practices within their schools. Thus, principals, as leaders of
their schools, play a crucial role in guiding their teaching staff toward the effective
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implementation of new policy interventions (Bush, 2018; Darling-Hammond et al., 2017).
However, without a robust understanding of the underlying theories, they could not successfully
provide the support and guidance required to transition to the SoR approach. This lack of
knowledge hindered the efficacy of their leadership practices and raised concerns about the
overall effectiveness of the SoR initiative within their schools.

Our analysis also revealed that the absence of long-term plans and a comprehensive districtwide
framework for leading SoR practices exacerbated the tensions faced by the principals. This
finding echoed previous works suggesting the role of systematic planning in successfully
implementing reform initiatives (Darling-Hammond et al., 2017; Hardman et al., 2015). Our
findings elaborated that the lack of a cohesive strategy impeded principals’ ability to create a
unified vision for integrating SoR practices across different classrooms. Consequently, this led to
fragmented efforts and inconsistencies in the implementation process, potentially compromising
the initiative’s overall impact on student learning outcomes.

In the context of Spillane et al.’s (2002) theory of sense-making, it is evident that the absence of
prior mental maps or schemas significantly impeded the cognitive processes of the principals.
Without these foundational constructs, the principals struggled to make sense of the new SoR
information and to chart an effective course for its implementation. This tension created a
pervasive atmosphere of uncertainty and complexity, which makes it difficult for principals to
lead changes in teaching and learning processes and to navigate the nuances of the SoR initiative
within their respective school environments (Ganon-Shilon et al., 2021; Wallace & Hoyle, 2012).

The interpretation of our findings can also be framed within the framework of street-level
bureaucracy theory (Lipsky, 1980). According to Lipsky, street-level bureaucrats possess
discretionary power to interpret and adapt policies to align with the unique requirements of their
local contexts. In the context of the SOR implementation, the principals’ limited comprehension
of the underlying concepts and the absence of comprehensive guidance might have resulted in
diverse interpretations and approaches to integrating SoR practices in their schools. This
diversity may impede the consistent application of the SoR initiative, potentially diminishing its
efficacy in enhancing student learning outcomes.

The second finding underscores the critical role of teacher buy-in in successfully leading teacher
professional development. Recognizing the indispensable influence of teachers in translating
policy initiatives into effective classroom instruction and improved student outcomes (Fullan,
2015), the principals underscored the significance of securing teacher commitment to the SoR
framework. In the educational context, teacher buy-in reflects the intricate interplay between
policy implementation and the social dynamics within school environments. Thus, our finding
implies that teachers’ openness to change, intrinsic motivation, and experience in translating
instructional reforms into practice play a critical role in the overall success of the SoR initiative.
This finding also emphasizes the necessity for principals to prioritize cultivating a supportive and
collaborative culture that fosters teacher engagement and active participation in the
implementation process (e.g., Geijsel et al., 2009; Thoonen et al., 2011).

Finally, our findings illustrated how principals navigate the intricate interplay between
accountability and motivation during the SoR implementation. In this school district, the
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responsibility for evaluation’s dual foci—accountability and development—rests largely on
principals. They must systematically observe and rate teachers using a standardized rubric while
identifying and designing professional learning opportunities by setting professional
development goals. However, expecting principals to carry out accountability and development
independently during a large-scale instructional reform seems unrealistic. Hence, principals
typically modify their responsibilities in teacher evaluation when required to observe teachers’
implementing the SoR practices.

The literature suggests that principals might lack specialized content knowledge and resources,
including time for ongoing and context-specific learning opportunities during an instructional
reform (Rigby, 2015; Woulfin & Rigby, 2017). This is particularly the case when evaluation
systems are intended to support content-specific improvement among teachers. Consequently, it
becomes essential to explore how district and school-based instructional leaders, including
coaches, can collaboratively contribute to instructional improvement efforts. Leveraging
coaches’ disciplinary knowledge, in particular, could aid in the adaptive implementation of
evaluation to promote individual and system-level improvement.

Implications for Policy and Practice

Our study unfolds key implications for policymakers and practitioners. Regarding policy, the
tensions illuminated in our findings accentuate the need for targeted policy interventions to
support the effective implementation of SoR practices. Therefore, policymakers should prioritize
developing and implementing robust leadership training programs specifically designed for
principals. These programs must address the identified gaps in foundational knowledge and
expertise related to the philosophy and nature of SoR, ensuring that principals are well-equipped
to lead teacher professional development successfully.

Such programs should not only cover theoretical aspects but also provide practical insights and
resources, enabling principals to navigate the complexities of leading teacher learning around the
SoR implementation. Emphasis should also be placed on deepening their understanding of the
SoR theories, empowering them to play a pivotal role in facilitating meaningful change within
their schools. In addition, policymakers should focus on establishing districtwide frameworks
accompanied by long-term plans. This strategic approach is essential for providing a cohesive
and structured strategy that guides the successful integration of the SoR practices across diverse
classrooms. A unified vision, supported by long-term planning, can mitigate fragmentation and
inconsistencies in the implementation process, which might lead to enhancing the impact of the
initiative on student learning outcomes.

Moreover, teacher accountability expectations for implementation should be clarified as a part of
the roll-out plan. In examining the integration of districtwide instructional reforms into teacher
evaluations, particularly at the implementation outset, our study prompts a critical evaluation of
this practice. Incorporating the SOR methodologies into teacher evaluations during the initial
year may not fully reflect long-term teaching proficiency or dedication, given the typical
adjustment challenges and learning curves. These formative stages could benefit from a
moratorium on evaluative judgments, allowing educators to internalize new practices without the
immediate pressures of assessment impacting their professional evaluations.



39 Journal of Educational Supervision 7(3)

Simultaneously, our findings reveal a spectrum of principal strategies in response to these
reforms. These adaptive strategies underscore the complexity of implementing new educational
reforms and highlight the delicate balance school leaders strive to maintain between fostering
innovation and adhering to accountability standards. The varied responses suggest the need for
nuanced and context-sensitive approaches to teacher evaluation during significant pedagogical
shifts and underline the importance of a clearly defined support framework for principals. This
framework would guide the judicious observation and assessment of instructional practices,
ensuring the integrity of the reforms while promoting a culture of developmental support.

Practically speaking, our study offers tangible guidance for principals to effectively lead teacher
learning within their schools. Acknowledging the pivotal role of teachers in translating policy
initiatives into impactful classroom instruction, principals should actively promote teacher
involvement in decision-making processes regarding the SoR. Granting teachers increased
autonomy in school leadership endeavors might also cultivate a sense of ownership and
dedication to the SoR implementation. Therefore, principals should foster a culture of
collaboration and support, prioritizing teacher engagement in SoR implementation and the
integration of related practices into classroom activities.
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Appendix A
Professional Development Timeline
Month Focus Outcomes —Teachers will:
June and July, 2021 Training: » dedicate themselves as

* The simple view of
reading—Begin considering
the complexity of learning to
read and reading instruction
» What to teach and how to
teach

learners throughout this PD
effort.

« identify the reading domains
leading to deeper study;
highlight the Five
Components of reading; and
what is necessary for reading
comprehension to occur.

« study the elements of effective
teaching; identify elements for
personal growth; discuss plans
to revisit goals when school
begins.

June and July, 2021

Training:

* The components

of language

* The language rich classroom
* The teacher’s verbal behavior
in classrooms

» define and plan for the
development of a language
rich classroom

* learn the importance of
modeling language for our
students

* determine students’
language strengths and
weaknesses and develop
responses

* learn many language
development activities that can
become classroom routines

September, 2021

Training in the schools:

* Review and plan for
implementation of the goals
from the summer training
Data Analysis—setting up
whole group and small group
instruction to target student
needs: language and
decoding.

Teachers work through
phoneme awareness
independently during
September.

« review student data
available, plan Benchmark
phonics lessons using STEP
planning tool

plan to implement language
rich classrooms

review Action Plan




46

Month

Journal of Educational Supervision 7(3)

Focus

Outcomes —Teachers will:

October, 2021

Training in the schools:

* What is phoneme awareness
* Articulation of phonemes

* Informal assessment and a
continuum of development

* Teaching

phoneme

awareness

Teachers work through phonics
and spelling during October.

» define the importance of
phoneme awareness

* deepen an appreciation for
the phoneme’s role in word
meaning, reading, and
spelling

Learn the correct
articulation of the consonant
and vowel phonemes

» define the terms associated
with phonological awareness
« apply many brief
phonological and phoneme
awareness activities
throughout the day

* review and determine
successes and need—Action
Plan

November, 2021

Training in the schools:
» Learning about the
reading brain and the

importance of

systematic and

explicit decoding
instruction.

» What is explicit and
systematic instruction?
» What is structured literacy?
Teachers work through phonics
and spelling during November.

» define and apply the
phases of word
recognition
development

* recognize students’
word recognition
phases and apply
appropriate word
level instruction

« identify the four
areas in the reading
brain and understand
reading activation
patterns

» teach phonics and
spelling explicitly
and systematically

* match reading
materials to student
word level reading

* build practice
activities into
phonics lessons—
phoneme grapheme
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Focus

Outcomes —Teachers will:

January, 2022

Training in the Schools: The
intervention Group

* Review and refine small
group instruction:

Benchmark phonics, OG,

and the STEP lesson frame
Teachers work through Fluency
independently during January.

» delve into data analysis and
continue to refine and perfect
the small group intervention
lesson

» model and observe explicit
and systematic lessons and
debrief learning

* review and determine
successes and need—Action
Plan

February, 2022

Training in the schools:

* The importance of reading
fluency and why

* Assessment of

reading for

planning targeted
instruction

* The usefulness of
progress

monitoring

Teachers return to review any
of the previous professional
learning as needed during
February.

» deepen understanding of
reading fluency

* learn the importance of
assessing the underlying reading
skills that lead to automaticity
+ understand high frequency
words and sight vocabulary—
the differences and how to
teach.

* learn and apply several
Practice activities

* review and determine
successes and need—Action
Plan

March, 2022 Training in the schools: » Model and observe for the
Effective Teaching effective teaching principles ¢
Processes Review goals set earlier in the
* Explore the principles and year, set new goals * Review
analyze personal teaching habits student progress monitoring data
that include these teaching and plan instruction
methods

April, 2022 Training in the schools: * Review articulation,

Review Previous Professional
Learning
* Evaluation of personal learning
and student gains

analyze student writing
samples, determine
student gains in phoneme
awareness and address
any continuing need

» Refine decoding lesson
format—practice
activities
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Month Focus Outcomes —Teachers will:
May, 2022 Training in the schools: » develop plans for

» Vertical Alignment across consistent and shared
grade levels instruction
» Work with instructional * commit to instruction that
coaches and facilitators to applies the principles of
determine practices that are effective instruction:
present across grade levels K- Explicit and systematic
3; structured literacy
» define those practices; processes.
reflect on how the practices » continue to apply the
are adapted across grade language rich classroom
levels techniques that were
* Prepare schools for Year developed throughout the
2—Set up expectations for year.

language, vocabulary, reading
and listening comprehension
and writing.
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