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Abstract: This 2022 policy evaluation explores the continually low (<60%) educator
participation rate associated with the Teaching and Learning Conditions Colorado (TLCC)
survey and the state’s overall alignment with its 2008 goal, to reduce educator turnover and
related student achievement gaps. Through an intrinsic case study and a pragmatic lens,
interviews were conducted with eight superintendents and three non-heads of systems from
across the region, including the charter community. Representing the intended end-user of the
survey’s intelligence, the paper examines their readiness for working conditions data,
background in workplace leadership, direct experience with the TLCC, and their perspective on
what is needed for their culture and future educators to significantly improve. Questions
grounded in similar studies of Child Trends and FutureEd, and Reichheld’s score of enthusiastic
employee loyalty (eNPS) offered an understanding of the survey’s relative lack of value to
leaders. The policy evaluation theoretical framework of Theodoulou and Kofinis and the
deductive data analysis strategies established by Stake were used to examine the data. The
analysis found Colorado’s administrative approach (and the greater K-12 system) to be out of
sync with its policy goal. The primary suggestion is for the Department of Education to follow
the transformative leadership example of North Carolina’s survey (>90%) program.
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COLORADO’S ALIGNMENT TO REDUCED EDUCATOR TURNOVER BASED ON THE WORK OF THE
TLCC

This 2022 policy evaluation of House Bill 08-1384 explores the continually low (<60% vs.
>90%) participation rate associated with the Teaching and Learning Conditions Colorado (TLCC)
Survey and the state’s overall alignment with the policy goal to reduce educator turnover and
related student achievement gaps. In its almost 14-year history, nearly half of public educators
have not participated in the survey, and in a state where student achievement gaps have been a
particular problem. Through an intrinsic case study (Stake, 1995) and a pragmatic lens (Patton,
2015), interviews were conducted with eight superintendents and three non-heads of K-12 systems
from across Colorado to understand the lack of lack engagement better. The inquiries explored
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their readiness for working conditions data, background in workplace leadership, experience with
the TLCC, and what they think is needed for their current culture and that of future leaders to
significantly improve. Questions grounded in the studies of Child Trends (Soloman, et al., 2020)
and FutureEd (Jordan & Hamilton, 2020), and Reichheld’s (2003) employee Net Promoter Score
of enthusiastic loyalty offered an in-depth understanding of the survey’s lack of value and the
corresponding alignment of the state to the policy goal. The evaluation theoretical framework of
Theodoulou and Kofinis (2004) was applied to the analysis of the interview data (2004). Finally,
the analysis was intended to support the significantly improved implementation of the TLCC
through the state’s increased alignment to its policy goal and to add to the limited research
associated with “TELL” surveys nationwide. These initiatives are dependent on valid instruments
and breakthrough partnerships between state education departments, leaders in the field, and
leadership preparation programs to achieve transformational results over the long term. The
research question that guided this study was: Based on the TLCC's continually low participation
rate (<60%) and the policy goal of reducing educator turnover, how do system authorities
representing K-12 communities across Colorado perceive the survey, its administration, and what
underlies their attitude?

AN INTRODUCTION TO THE POLICY

In 2008, the Colorado House passed Bill 08-1384 concerning the improved retention of
quality educators. In addition to providing stipends for nationally board-certified teachers and the
creation of an international teacher exchange program, the act required the Department of
Education to administer a biennial teaching and learning conditions survey of all public school
educators in the state and make the results available to the public. In the words of the policy,

The teaching and learning conditions under which teachers practice their
profession, though often overlooked, are essential elements of student achievement
and teacher retention. These conditions must be systematically studied and
addressed for Colorado to develop a critical mass of teachers who are well-
prepared to teach and who will remain in the hardest-to-staff schools long enough
to make a significant difference for students and their families.

HB08-1384 is absent any corresponding capacity-building element (e.g., a partnership with
the state’s principal preparation programs or other leadership development authorities) to prepare
K-12 leaders for the level of vulnerability necessary to use the public survey data to achieve long-
term continuous improvement (2008).

The policy’s passage followed a recommendation from the Alliance for Quality Teaching,
a Colorado-based nonprofit that focused on quality teacher issues by engaging in research and
policy advocacy. Their 2008 “Shining the Light 11" study stated that teacher quality and increasing
teacher retention were key to reducing Colorado achievement gaps. The report noted that the
achievement gap was a particular problem in Colorado, and overall, there are few examples of
significant improvement. The attrition rate in schools with an “unsatisfactory” school
accountability rating (SAR) was more than double that of “average” schools. The group’s report
also stated that it cost Colorado districts approximately $10,000 to hire and train each new
teacher (Endahl, 2008).

Colorado’s first survey in 2009, called the Teaching, Empowering, Leading, and Learning
(TELL) was based on North Carolina’s example. Since 2001, the TELL has been replicated across
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over twenty states (NCTWCS, 2022). Colorado’s current TLCC school survey (including
education support staff as of 2022) provides feedback on school and teacher leadership,
instructional practices and support, professional development, facilities and resources, managing
student conduct, time for collaborative instructional planning, facilities and resources, community
support and involvement, and other supports. Third-party vendor Cambridge Education is
contracted to host the survey online and produce each summary report of the findings. As of 2022,
districts and schools must have at least 50% participation and at least five respondents to have
access to their results and for the data to be published online. The survey service is operated
through a statewide collaborative that includes the Colorado Education Association, Colorado
Education Initiative, Colorado Association of School Boards, Colorado Association of School
Executives, Colorado League of Charter Schools, Colorado Rural Schools Alliance, and
representatives from school districts, universities, and researchers (TLCC, 2022). Participation in
Colorado’s TELL or TLCC has never reached 60%. There was no available information on the
validity of the instrument, for example, whether high scores are significantly associated with low
or reduced rates of teacher turnover. Only anecdotal data are available on how the results are being
used by schools and districts, and superintendents and charter school directors are not specifically
included in the continual improvement planning process (L. Meddler, personal conversation, June
23, 2021; L. Steffen, personal conversation, July 8, 2022).

TEACHING AND LEARNING CONDITIONS AND RELATED IMPROVEMENT PLANNING

Research across the nation continues to document that improving teacher working
conditions is strongly connected to improved student achievement (Daugherty, 2012; Hirsch,
2001; Ingersoll, 1999; Mobley, 1982; Murname et al., 1991; Price, 1977). For example, findings
have shown that teachers' voice or authority is critical in making effective school and district
improvement decisions. A study from 2011 to 2015 of approximately 900,000 respondents, 25,000
schools, and 16 states is that of the TELL survey project by Ingersoll and others. Their findings
showed that students who go to schools where their teachers have a leadership role in decision-
making perform substantially better on state tests. The data also suggested that faculty voice and
control related to student behavior and discipline decisions were more consequential for student
academic achievement than teacher authority related to selecting textbooks, choosing grading
practices, and devising one's classroom teaching techniques. In summary, the data emphasizes the
importance of teachers having a voice in creating the culture, climate, and ethos of their schools.
Teacher authority in school improvement planning was also found to be significantly related to
student academic achievement (Ingersoll et al., 2018).

Regarding the process of using teacher authority and working conditions data in school
improvement planning, Meyers and VVanGronigen found short-cycle and manageable task-oriented
plans produced at least once each semester to be essential based on a review of hundreds of school
improvement plans. By focusing on the small, over the big, and treating the plan as a “living”
document that requires collaboration between teachers and leaders, the school can respond more
quickly to real-time issues (Meyers & VanGronigen, 2021). Hanover Research explains how to go
from the big to the small and distribute leadership authority through small school improvement
groups based on their findings from a review of best practices literature and expert interviews on
effective school improvement models (2014).

Lastly, the Teacher Voice Report shares four years of survey findings from 8,000 school
staff on the terms necessary for effective school improvement planning and distributed leadership.
The Eight Conditions are Belonging, Heroes, Sense of Accomplishment, Fun & Excitement,
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Curiosity & Creativity, Spirit of Adventure, Leadership & Responsibility, and Confidence to Take
Action. The presence or absence of these particulars in a school can depend in large part on how
authority and power are exercised and distributed (Quaglia, 2015).

ADMINISTRATIVE ACCOUNTABILITY AND CONTROL; A PROFESSIONAL FORM OF WORK
ORGANIZATION

In response to decades of relatively flat academic growth and record disinterest in the
profession, international authority Andreas Schleicher recommended to U.S. education officials in
2018 that the nation move on from administrative accountability to a professional form of work
organization where accountability comes from within in alignment with high-performing countries
(NCEE, 2016; NCSL, 2016; Schleicher, 2018a; Schleicher, 2018b). Bowdoin College education
chair Doris Santoro defines the need in more personal terms based on 10 years of interviews with
K-12 public educators across the country. She has found that almost all teachers have moral
reasons for getting into the profession. However, systemic pressures, such as top-down initiatives
or punitive evaluation systems, can deplete their autonomy. As a result, they may feel they can no
longer tap into what makes their work morally good, be frustrated or ashamed of their work, and
ultimately, feel no longer capable of being good teachers (Santoro & Berliner, 2018). Her
recommendation is very similar to Schleicher’s, that schools must develop a strong core (as
opposed to top) through a focus on authentic learning communities, where members share the same
professional values.

To examine the general culture of the world’s leading K-12 systems, those that excel in
fostering quality and equity of learning opportunities for all, is to discover two drivers. The first is
student academic resilience. As measured through the survey portion of the 2018 Program for
International Student Assessment (PISA), students who disagreed or strongly disagreed with the
statement: “Your intelligence is something about you that you can’t change very much” scored 58
points higher in reading than students who agreed or strongly agreed with the statement, after
accounting for students “and schools ’socio-economic profile. US students scored comparatively
high in growth mindset but average to low on other aspects of student academic resilience
including perceptions of parent emotional support, the school’s disciplinary environment, and
beliefs in their own abilities. The second driver was transformational leadership. In most education
systems examined by OECD, the likelihood of academic resilience among disadvantaged students
was higher in schools with a more stable body of teachers and a leadership style more focused on
clarifying the mission and directing teachers toward strategic goals and results, i.e.,
transformational leadership (OECD, 2018).

In closing, “professional accountability” refers to systems in which teachers are
accountable not so much to administrative authorities at the top but instead to their fellow teachers
and principals, primarily. Michael Fullan, an expert in transitioning compliance-oriented K-12
systems to systems of continuous improvement, has noted that programs do not scale; it is culture
that scales. Culture is the hallmark of effective leadership (Schleicher, 2018b). Robert Kegan, a
specialist in the field of related adult development, refers to this environment as one where the
bottom line and the growth of all employees are seen as interdependent. “A growth-oriented
culture [or culture of continuous improvement] enables people to value their growing edge and to
experience themselves as still valuable even as they are screwing up, potentially even more
valuable, if they can overcome [their] limitations, they are exposing” (Flaxman, et al., 2019;
Kegan, et al., 2016). Lastly, the employee Net Promoter Score (eNPS) of enthusiastic loyalty is a
common metric among organizations committed to professional accountability (Reichheld, 2003).

Educational Researcher: Theory & Practice, Volume 36, Issue 2, ISSN 2637-8965



Sinclair, R. 54

TEACHING AND LEARNING CONDITIONS SURVEY EVALUATIVE STUDIES

There are very few published studies on the effective use of school climate and/or culture
surveys. Of the two that guided this study was the Child Trends’ partnership from 2016 to 2020
with a group of public district schools and charter schools in Washington, DC. The project revealed
five strategies that authorities can use when providing data to schools to ensure that their teams
can use the information for decision-making including 1) reporting data promptly and in a format
that supports data interpretation, 2) providing data-focused consultation or technical assistance to
schools, along with training on data interpretation and data-informed decision making, 3) build
buy-in for data use by ensuring that data are high-quality and reflect the needs of the school
community, 4) engage multiple stakeholders in the review of the data, and 5) emphasize the utility
of school climate data for improvement rather than for accountability (Soloman, et al., 2020). The
second study concerned the Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA), regarding states that chose to
gauge school climate (and student engagement) as their School Quality and Student Success
indicator. The analysis by Future Ed produced the following recommendations that state and local
education agencies can take to ensure that climate data are used appropriately and lead to improved
learning opportunities for students. 1) Weigh the trade-offs of accountability measures, 2) monitor
survey effects over time, 3) support educators’ use of climate data to inform practice, and 4) create
conditions that produce high-quality survey results (Jordan & Hamilton, 2020). These findings
from Child Trends and FutureEd were used to focus on the extent to which the state’s
implementation of the TLCC is aligned with its policy goal.

In closing, while none of the above literature references were found to be inspirational, the
intention was for the disparate and shallow points to be, in their entirety, in alignment with the
transformative goal of the policy. The assumption is that if Colorado can develop a good
instrument, trusted by teachers and leaders, and get people to take the survey, schools can use the
resultant data to drive change, i.e., less teacher attrition and student achievement gaps.

THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK

Upon an investigation of policy evaluation instruments, the theory of Theodoulou and
Kofinis (2004) was chosen as the necessary framework. The model aligned with the purpose of
evaluating the administration process to which Colorado has used. Theoretical frameworks are
applied in qualitative inquiry to serve as the foundation of established knowledge, to offer logical
explanations for the relationships observed, and to reveal nuanced understandings of a
phenomenon (Anfara & Mertz, 2014).

The purpose of a policy analysis is to determine to what extent an implemented program
or service is doing what it is supposed to. The process can determine whether the effects are
intended or unintended and whether the results are positive or negative for the target population
and society as a whole. Theodoulou and Kofinis (2004) have identified the four most used policy
evaluation types as 1) process, 2) outcome, 3) impact, and 4) cost-benefit (analysis). The TLCC
analysis concerned a process evaluation, or how well a policy or program is being administered. It
is often used by program managers to determine what can be done to improve the implementation
and/or delivery of the service or program.

PoLicYy PROCESS EVALUATION

e Determine why a program or policy is performing at current levels.
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e ldentify any problems.

e Develop solutions to the problems.

e Improve program performance by recommending how solutions should be implemented
and evaluated once carried out.

Special attention is paid to the common impediments to effective policy implementation
including clarity of goals; quality of information intelligence, or constant feedback on how well
the implementation is progressing; and finally, how well the intelligence is being used to engage
key stakeholders in the continual improvement process (Theodoulou & Kofinis, 2004).

METHOD

RESEARCH DESIGN

An intrinsic case study design (Stake, 1995) was grounded in the policy evaluation
framework of Theodoulou & Kofinis, 2004 and the teaching and learning conditions survey
evaluative studies of Child Trends (2020) and FutureEd (2020) to explore the historically low
(<60%) educator participation rate associated with the TLCC and the state’s overall alignment
with its policy goal. The intrinsic approach was ideal as it seeks to capture the richness and
complexity of the case (Stake, 1995). This study focused on the stories and experiences of K-12
leaders for which the TLCC was intended. A pragmatic lens was applied in order to focus on the
solutions and practical implications that resulted from this policy evaluation (Patton, 2015).
Therefore, attending to context was foundational to the research design, data collection, data
analysis, and interpretations. Based on the TLCC's continually low participation rate (<60%) and
the policy goal of reducing educator turnover, how do leaders representing K-12 communities
across Colorado perceive the survey, its administration, and what underlies their attitude?

PARTICIPANTS

Each of the state’s 8 education regions were represented by at least one interviewee
including the Metro Area, North Central, Northeast, Northwest, Pikes Peak, Southeast, Southwest,
and West Central. Two representatives were included from each of the two metropolitan regions,
Pikes Peak and Denver, and a representative of one of the larger charter school communities in the
state was also interviewed. Of the 11 different populations represented, six were considered by the
state as urban, three as rural, and one as small rural, which had an enrollment of fewer than 250
students. The largest community had an enroliment exceeding 50,000 students. Regarding poverty,
one of the communities had a free and reduced lunch rate above 75%, five between 50-75%, and
two below 25%. Based on the 2022 TLCC statewide participation rate of 52%, three communities
were selected to represent participation rates above 70%, three between 50% and 70%, and five
below 50%. The 11 leaders included five women and six men, and all were White except one.
Three had five or fewer years of experience in the role of superintendent or “non-head” while the
others were very experienced in their roles including two who had retired and come back on an
interim basis. Three were also adjunct instructors in principal preparation programs and all but two
were career educators. Four had a PhD in educational leadership; one was highly trained in project
leadership and understanding performance problems, and at least one had significant military
experience. Of the three non-heads who represented the largest communities in the study, two were
considered relative culture specialists including one in employee and customer engagement and
the other in continuous improvement. All participants were recruited by email and/or phone
including two who were acquaintances of the researcher.
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DATA COLLECTION

Per Institutional Review Board approval, all participants were provided with a consent
form detailing the purpose of the study, interview procedures, and safeguards to protect
confidentiality. One set of 11 interviews averaging 50 minutes in length was administered one-on-
one through web conferencing and digitally recorded. An interview protocol was designed and
grounded by similar survey evaluative studies of Child Trends (2020) and FutureEd (2020), and
the employee Net Promoter Score (eNPS) (Reichheld, 2003) of enthusiastic loyalty, to explore the
historically low educator participation rate associated with the state implementation of TLCC and
the Colorado’s overall alignment with its policy goal to reduce teacher turnover and related student
achievement gaps. Queries focused on each leader’s background in working conditions data and
culture leadership, their experience with the TLCC, and what is needed for their current culture
and that of future leaders to significantly improve. As a pragmatic lens was employed, substantial
effort occurred to understand the impact of the TLCC on the target population through the
perspective of each leader; thus, building rapport with the participants was important to ensure
they felt listened to and valued (Patton, 2015). Upon completion of all interviews, the recordings
were transcribed by a third-party service and permanently deleted once reviewed and cleaned.

REFLEXIVITY AND POSITIONALITY

Before data analysis, | engaged individually and collectively with colleagues in the process
of reflexivity in which experiences, beliefs, values, and assumptions on the ways state-based
school improvement strategies are used in P-12 education to support the performance of faculty,
staff, and administrators (Watt, 2007). Reflexivity is essential in qualitative research because it
forces the researcher to consider their own bias through analytical reflection and dialogue based
on their “situatedness” within the research. The theoretical basis of the pragmatic lens was revisited
during the reflexivity process to ensure practical implications were foundational to how the
interview transcripts were assessed and meanings interpreted (Patton, 2015). Per the guidance of
Lincoln and Guba (1985), the social-historical-political positionality of the researcher was made
transparent, as it directly influenced the administration of the study as well as the principal findings
and interpretations. | am an educator, leader, and consultant who has served racially and ethnically
diverse, poor, middle-class, wealthy, rural, urban, and international communities. | have
demonstrated a commitment to transforming educational leadership from lines of research to
service undertakings that advocate for policies and practices that reinforce improved rates of
student academic resilience, family involvement, community support, and educator enthusiasm. |
see great value in a sustainable school improvement strategy as both a matter of equal opportunity
and pragmatic human capital ends. Therefore, the data were approached largely from an insider
perspective; | needed to remain open to other possibilities for why engagement in the TLCC had
been continually low. The application of reflexivity and positionality was ingrained to establish
prominence on the participants 'experiences and points of view rather than on my perspective.

DATA COLLECTION

The interview data were analyzed using Stake’s (1995) four-step deductive data
analysis process of direct interpretation, categorical aggregation, pattern recognition, and
naturalistic generalizations. A structured coding protocol was first designed using the policy
evaluation framework of Theodoulou and Kofinis (2004) focusing on the common impediments
to effective implementation, such as clarity of goals; the quality of information intelligence
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(constant feedback on how well the implementation of the service is progressing), and how well
the intelligence is being used to engage key stakeholders in the continual improvement process.
Through the application of Stake’s first step, an independent review of the interview transcripts
was conducted to identify the value of the TLCC survey service to each leader. This process
enabled me to draw direct interpretations from the data before discussing preliminary themes. In
the second step, | accomplished categorial aggregation by synthesizing the overarching concepts
drawn from the transcripts in the first step. This stage clearly revealed a very mixed appreciation
of the TLCC and the process by which the state was administering it. Following Stake’s (1995)
third step of pattern recognition, precise content was developed through grouping associated data,
developing codes, and refining the identified themes. This process enabled me to determine
common contextual experiences that influenced corresponding TLCC values to the different
leaders. For instance, none of the leaders in the study referenced the state asking for their help in
improving the TLCC or how it is perceived. In the fourth step, naturalistic generalizations occurred
by evaluating the themes to ensure they represented the entirety of the data and could be applied
broadly (Stake, 1995). At the conclusion of this step, four policy process evaluation (Theodoulou
and Kofinis, 2004) themes were identified through a pragmatic lens: (1) TLCC’s continually
failing (<60%) participation rate reflects a passive administration; (2) the problem is that the TLCC
does not appear to be on a continuous improvement path; (3) the solution is for the state to follow
the best practice example of North Carolina’s Survey Service, and overall, to become a champion
of the policy goal behind the TLCC; and more specifically, (4) through a robust TLCC advisory
committee, establish a sustainable, mission-driven collaborative with educational leadership
programs, available model communities, and “specialists” in the field that is focused on key
performance indicators (KPISs).

TRUSTWORTHINESS

Multiple authentication strategies ensured the findings were trustworthy by attending to
issues of credibility, transferability, dependability, and confirmability (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). To
address credibility, cross-case synthesis was utilized throughout the data analysis process to
examine whether the themes were cases of similar or different perspectives of the participants, and
the conceptualization procedures employed were made explicit (Hayes, 1997). To reach
transferability, thick, rich descriptions were utilized with participant quotes so readers could decide
applicability to their circumstances (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). Bracketing through reflexivity and
stating my orientation as the researcher bolstered the trustworthiness of the findings.

LIMITATIONS

Only individuals with access to the TLCC survey were invited to report their views and
experiences (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). While I indicated no penalty for choosing not to participate,
participants may have felt compelled or uncomfortable declining to engage. The study
purposefully attended to expose researcher bias through reflexivity and positionality, although 1
cannot entirely absolve myself from its potential in the findings and interpretations. |1 am a career
educator, leader, and consultant in K-12 education. | believe strongly in the benefits of teaching
and learning conditions data and their important role in sustainable school improvement; therefore,
the data were approached largely from an insider perspective. | needed to remain open to other
possibilities for why engagement in the TLCC had been continually low. This stance was important
to maintain throughout the data collection and analysis processes.
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FINDINGS

Ten of the leaders were well acquainted with the TLCC survey. Yet, none referenced
having been asked before about their opinion of it or how it was being administered. Thus, they
found the solicitation of their feedback on the state’s service and their system’s alignment with the
goal of the policy to be unique. Another distinctive aspect was the voices of those in the rural
communities. The Student-Centered Accountability Program (SCAP) appears to be fulfilling a
significant need in their schools for a comprehensive evaluation of quality and effectiveness, peer
support, and a focus on continuous improvement. Finally, deductive data analysis strategies
established by Stake (1995) resulted in four themes following the process evaluation of the TLCC
service and the overall alignment of the state to the policy goal: (a) TLCC’s continually low
(<60%) participation rate reflects a passive administration; (b) the problem is that the TLCC does
not appear to be on a continuous improvement path; (c) the solution is for the state to follow the
best practice example of North Carolina’s Survey Service, and overall, to become a champion of
the policy goal behind the TLCC; and more specifically, (d) through a robust TLCC advisory
committee establishing a mission-driven collaborative between the state, educational leadership
programs, model communities, and “specialists” in the field.

THE ADMINISTRATION OF THE TLCC HAS BEEN PASSIVE

As to why the service has been performing as it has, here are the explanations from the
sample of 11 leaders for their communities’ different levels of survey participation. The three
representatives with rates above 70% included a superintendent who had been just hired and was
not yet familiar with the state’s survey. The next was the superintendent and principal of a small
rural district of fewer than 250 students which had completed a modified version of the TLCC as
part of their Student-Centered Accountability Project (SCAP) through the University of Colorado
Denver. The third representative in the above 70% participation group was the non-head of an
urban district and one of three involved in the study who was also an adjunct instructor in principal
leadership. They spoke about the related leadership of their teachers' association. “[The
association] provides some kind of incentive. They really encourage people to take it. They like to
see the results, just like we do.” This sentiment was exceptional among the 11 leaders and based
on the entirety of their comments, appeared to speak more to the culture (values) of their
community than to the impact of the state’s approach to administering the survey. The system
leader also spoke of personally using the data along with other sources for triangulation purposes
to better understand different issues when needed.

Triangulation was also referenced by two of the three leaders in the next group with
participation rates between 50% and 70%. The first, an urban superintendent and adjunct
instructor, felt the TLCC could be convenient for leaders but was not currently being used to
transform systems and related turnover rates:

As a superintendent, if you're looking for something to give you a better sense of
things moving forward, you can find it. But from my knowledge of its use [by leaders
in the state], the data is not yet being used to inform a decision at a critical or
statistical level, for example, to understand the importance of relationships and
how they impact [retention rates and achievement gaps].

The next representative in the 50-70% rate group, another urban superintendent, and

adjunct leadership instructor said, “lI think it's a fair snapshot of how people are seeing their
teaching and learning conditions and how they feel organizations are either responsive or not.”
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They had an internal survey, met regularly with their teachers’ association, and when able, used
the TLCC as another data point. The third in the group served a rural district and one of the better-
off communities represented in the study. They were one of the most consistently positive
respondents, though their district’s rate of participation did not reflect the same level of
enthusiasm. “[The TLCC is] a helpful tool for me to get feedback from staff. | find the comparison
to other schools in the district as well as other districts in the state very helpful. It has been the
most comprehensive tool we've used.” No leader in this group with participation rates between
50% and 70% referenced the use of incentives or the active leadership of their teachers’ association
concerning their communities’ levels of TLCC engagement.

The final five members of the study represented participation rates below 50% and included
three leaders from high-need (50-75% free/reduced lunch) communities. First, a non-head from a
large system spoke about how their lack of participation reflected their organization’s choice to
focus on their own internal instrument. “My general impression is that [the TLCC] is probably a
great survey. It just hasn't ever felt like something we need to do because we're already doing a
lot.” The next four representatives all expressed significant frustration with the measure,
particularly with its administration including a leader of a rural and the highest need (75-100%
free/reduced lunch) community represented in the study. As another member of the collaborative
SCAP program, they summed up their impression of the TLCC as just “another gotcha [from the
state]. 1 don’t trust it all.” The next leader was from an urban community that had an internal survey
and said the following:

You're the first person who's ever asked me about [the TLCC], yet it keeps coming
out ... The purpose is unclear in my mind. Is the purpose [i.e., the publicly
accessible results] to shame schools or is it really to help students achieve and
improve conditions for staff? If the latter is the case, then how do we share it in a
supportive versus competitive way?... It feels like [the state] is just checking a box.
Yes, we got feedback. Teachers are not happy...whatever the outcome...It is the
way we have always done it.

The next participant, from a suburban community who also had their own internal survey,
spoke of how the TLCC was distributed through the teachers ’association and how this has led
from their experience to some not receiving access. “I think [distributing the survey through the
association instead of the principal] is contributing to some of the distrust [in the TLCC]. I think
it's a missed opportunity for communities to really gain invaluable information.” They also
expressed significant concern about the possibility of where the board could tie their complete
evaluation as superintendent to the results instead of to multiple measures as in the case of their
teachers and principals. The final representative from the below 50% participation group was a
non-head and overall, one of the most focused voices in the group on how to increase participation
in the survey and related educator retention rates.

I think [the TLCC] is a well-intentioned, poorly executed survey. It represents the
sort of disconnect that exists between the State Department of Education and the
LEAs. They're asking for the LEAs to administer the survey, and the people don't
trust what [the state is] going to do with the data. They don't see any real results
related to the data. Also, if you reach the minimum 50% participation rate, the
results are publicly available and while [the TLCC] may not be intended to be used
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punitively, it feels a little punitive if many of your teachers answer that they hate
working right now.

Of the representative sample of 11 communities, only two leaders consistently spoke
positively about the Teaching and Learning Conditions Colorado (TLCC) survey, and no one
referenced significant efforts from the state to improve their attitude. The collective perspective
appeared to match the participation rate of 52%. As to why the state’s biennial service was not
better valued, the analysis of the feedback revealed a survey that was being passively administered.
In the words of one leader, “It feels like they see it as this is the way we have always done it, and
the [statewide] participation rate has always been the same.”

THE TLCC DOES NOT APPEAR TO BE ON A CONTINUOUS IMPROVEMENT PATH

Based on the early interview questions specific to understanding each leader’s background
and organization around working conditions data and associated leadership, the opportunity to
significantly increase the value of the TLCC service appears to be well within the state’s reach
assuming the desire to share ownership of the instrument with its end-users, the leaders. First are
that of the non-heads of two of the largest communities represented in the study and of whom both
had culture-specific roles. “My work is really just helping schools figure out how to meaningfully
incorporate the data into their processes,” and “I’m the person who has been responsible for doing
the district-level analysis of our employee data.” Next, are that of two urban superintendents and
one urban non-head. “I would say we've spent more time talking about working conditions as a
district over the last couple of years, than ever.” “[The focus on the well-being of our people] is
about a third of our strategic plan. We spend a lot of time making sure we're taking care of and
making sense for our folks,” said another. “In addition to surveys, sometimes | use focus groups.
I won’t be in the room if | want them to not feel they are being pressured to answer in a certain
way,” said the third and one of the adjunct leadership instructors in the study. Next, are comments
from three rural superintendents. “I think [the results from the last survey] were truthful and
honest, and I think that's how [the staff] responded,” said one. The next spoke of how through the
SCAP process, “culture is our number one priority.” Finally, one of the newest to the role of
superintendent spoke about how they use the TLCC with principals like they previously used
student perception data as a principal with teachers.

If I had folks that were hard to coach, didn't believe me, or you know | wasn't
making a connection with, the data really opened necessary conversations and
opportunities for them to improve. | use the TLCC the same way with principals.

While the above comments of the 11 leaders aligned with the original purpose of the policy
behind the TLCC, to reduce educator turnover, the reason for the state’s survey service was unclear
to many and/or distrusted. For example, assuming the state’s vision was for it to be increasingly
used by P-12 leaders in their efforts to reduce educator turnover, zero participants referenced the
state asking for their feedback on how well they thought the TLCC was being implemented. As
with any measurement service, for the instrument to become an invaluable source of intelligence,
the voice of the customer needs to be used to fuel its rise in value. Instead, many of the system
leaders questioned the overall approach of the state and its alignment with the greater goal of the
policy. In the words of one with a third of their strategic plan focused on educator retention, “I
think anytime you get something done to you there's a little bit of resistance, versus if you can
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have a part at the table, and if the approach continues, resistance can build up.” An adjunct
instructor and past superintendent of the year also said the following:

I don't think the TLCC is on a continuous improvement path, which is why | really
appreciate your asking what would give it value. | think asking what is the end-user
is a good place to start because if it's going to be a value, let's get the voice of the
customer in here.

In policy terms, the problem with the TLCC involves the common impediments to
successful policy administration: insufficient clarity of goals, information intelligence, and
strategic planning (Theodoulou and Kofinis, 2004). Any solution moving forward assumes the
TLCC is on a path to continuous improvement.

FoLLow NORTH CAROLINA’S PRACTICE, AND BECOME A CHAMPION OF THE TLCC PoLicy
GoAL

One suggestion to significantly and, more importantly, continually improve the value of
the TLCC is to explore the contrasting participation rate associated with North Carolina’s survey
service. Their state’s Teacher Working Conditions Survey and system of administration are
currently producing a participation rate of 93%. The value of their service to schools and districts
follows a long-term focus on continuous improvement. The system has been facilitated for years
through a robust advisory committee whose job has been to ensure each biennial survey is
increasingly worthy of their educators’ twenty minutes and valuable to their leaders (and
leadership trainers) as a retention tool. Their 26-member committee includes teachers and
principals of the year, a school counselor, superintendents, a charter schools' representative, two
representatives of each professional association, interagency partners, advisors from the state
Superintendent’s and Governor’s offices, and is facilitated by the two members of the state’s
education department most responsible for its example [of shared leadership to districts]. The
survey has become so valuable that communities increasingly use it internally on the off year the
state is not administering it. The committee’s focus today is primarily on the improved use of
social media to increase the positive energy around the instrument and the improved fundraising
of prizes to better celebrate its resulting participation rates. Like Colorado, North Carolina is a
local control state, its results are shared publicly online, they have the same allocated budget for
their survey, it is run through a third-party vendor, and the measure is opened in the spring with
the results being shared approximately six weeks later in early June. In contrast to Colorado,
education support staff are not included, they are not an open enrollment state, do not allow unions,
only require a minimum 40% participation rate for the data to be accessible compared to
Colorado’s 50%, their survey access codes are distributed by each school’s working conditions
representative, approved by the principal (e.g., the improvement team’s chair or the secretary), and
their measure has been statistically evaluated. It is a reliable instrument for use in predicting
educator retention (NCTWCS, 2022; A. Montanari, personal conversation, June 30, 2022). On a
final note regarding the use of “suggestion” (versus “solution”) at the beginning of this section,
while the quality of North Carolina’s implementation practice and instrument appear related to
their phenomenal response rate, there was no exploration of how exactly their survey data was
being used (or not) at the local level nor whether there is consistent evidence that a high level of
engagement has led to improvements in teacher retention and student success.

Educational Researcher: Theory & Practice, Volume 36, Issue 2, ISSN 2637-8965



Sinclair, R. 62

The next opportunity for Colorado succeeds an analysis of final feedback from the
participants on the current state of their cultures concerning the transformative goal of the original
policy, to reduce turnover and related student achievement gaps. Current teaching and learning
conditions, predominantly speaking, are associated with the nation’s system of administrative
accountability and control. To change this way of doing things and associated outcomes is a
disruptive goal. It requires a system of continuous improvement that every leader must be familiar
with. For example, focusing on clarifying the mission and directing the community toward
strategic goals and results, i.e., transformational leadership; or sustainably speaking, the innovative
implementation of a professional form of work organization where accountability comes from
within, i.e., the better K-12 systems in the world (NCEE, 2016; NCSL, 2016; Schleicher, 2018a;
Schleicher, 2018b). Unfortunately, the policy goal runs in direct conflict with how the TLCC has
been administered and how most administrators in the country were raised to manage their schools.
When the leaders were asked where their community was on the continuum between
administrative accountability and control, and a “vibrant professional learning community,” most
saw their systems as “in the middle” or “balanced,” and depending on the size, varying based on
the needs (F/R lunch) of each school. Overall, though, their descriptions reflected systems that
reinforced the role of the school as the source of knowledge, and of the student as the passive
recipient of school services. There were two exceptions. The first was from the rural leader of a
more affluent community who described their system as “high in autonomy but moving towards
standards-based grading.” The other was the interim leader of an urban district who said their
community was “much more about management and compliance than leadership and creativity.”
They went on to say the following:

We select principals and teachers because of their creativity, but as soon as we hire
them, we expect compliance. And | think that's a sad thing to say because we have
some creative people in a lot of different ways, and we're not tapping into that
resource. | think that's where we get bogged down, you know, what do we take off
the plate for people to have space to think?

Next, when the leaders were asked how they think (excluding salary) their employees
would rate their schools or district as a place to work on a 10-point scale, most said a “6” or “7.”
The ratings averaged in the “detractor” range, meaning overall, they collectively viewed their
cultures as significantly at risk of losing people (Reichheld, 2003). Finally, when asked what they
see as the difference between their current culture and that of a very positive (“9-10”) environment,
they referenced the following. “Three people leaving,” and “people being accountable through
relationships to each other, including students and parents,” said two rural leaders. “Professional
accountability and more appreciation;” “retaining principals, and more planning time for
teachers;” “work-life balance, and more counselors, social workers;” “a focus on a positive culture
and working through problems openly;” and “a strong plan of action,” said leaders of five urban
communities. “It’s not possible, there are too many restrictions in place” and “more time is needed
for teachers and principals to address the number of competing requirements systematized to meet
the needs of the imaginary average child,” said two relative culture specialists from the largest
communities represented in the study. The transformational leader in the group based on their
history and interview spoke of the importance in their new district of “getting people to believe in
the greater purpose of becoming a great place to work.” They went on to say:
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I've got to do that with my administrative and principal teams. I've got to make them
believe you're working towards the best thing we can be. And then it just spreads;
that's what it's going to take ... You don't send your team out there saying you're
going to get beat. I've seen principals do that.

Overall, the majority of the “how to improve conditions” responses were consistent with
that of a professional form of work organization or transformational leadership.

At the end of each interview, leaders were asked what preparation programs can do to train
future leaders on how to create very positive cultures and the dominant voice concerned the
importance of being service and relationship oriented. Many referenced the importance of
feedback. “Leaders need to learn how to ask for and receive feedback,” said one of the culture
specialists. “Leaders need to receive an analysis of ““me,”” and “they need to know themselves,
their strengths and weaknesses,” said two of the leadership instructors in the group. The rural
leader of the highest-need community in the study was more specific. “Leaders need to be
accountable to teachers, parents, and students; absent the personal investment, the [reciprocal]
accountability will not be there.” One of the newest to the role of superintendent spoke of the
importance of observing “the process of creating a safe environment around listening to feedback
in the whole group, and how to follow up accordingly.” The other relative culture specialist in the
group talked about understanding human or adult development. “To develop the authority and
related performance of your staff, you have to think about them as needing differentiation in the
same way your students need it.” Finally, two leaders' responses stood out from the group; both
were from women. The first was from a newer superintendent. They used to see a third of their
teachers leave every year but this year even despite COVID, they had their highest retention rate
ever.

We no longer see people as replaceable. We see them [internally] as the customer

... It took time to change the culture to where we are all here to be supportive of

each other, to be service-oriented ... Every person is valued equally. It doesn't

matter if you're the bus driver, the physics teacher, or the principal. Everyone.

She also spoke of how important the hiring process is to the culture. “When 1 hire, | don’t care
about your content mastery. | care if you get people, and you love our kids. We can teach you how
to teach math.” The next response came from the most experienced leader in the group and one of
the adjunct instructors. First, she talked about her general approach as a leader after many years,
which recently attracted recognition from her district’s teachers *association. “If you can be open
and talk about, we're all about continuous improvement; we all have places we want to do better,
and [through walking the talk] you create this climate and culture of continuous improvement, it's
well received.”

As to what leadership instructors like herself can do to better support future leaders, she
said the following:

[Preparation programs] need more of a focus on how to create a climate and

culture for learning and a good working environment where people are anxious to

come to school and anxious to recruit others to come to our district.

The responses to what is needed in future leaders concerned the importance of being

accountable and using feedback to be increasingly aware and of service. The comments of the last
two leaders stood out as they spoke about the process and importance of creating a culture around
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shared values and/or collective growth. In closing, the eleven leaders know their current cultures
are not in alignment with the goal of the policy, to increasingly reduce turnover and related
achievement gaps but their insight into what is needed aligns with the research. In summary, “a
strong plan of action” is needed to make the transformative goal of the 2008 state policy within
reach.

THROUGH A ROBUST TLCC ADVISORY COMMITTEE ESTABLISH A MISSION-DRIVEN
COLLABORATIVE

Below follows the final element of the policy framework that guided this analysis, to
recommend how solutions should be implemented and evaluated once carried out. To begin, the
TLCC’s alignment to its policy goal has yet to be statistically evaluated, or at least the results have
not been shared with the public. If the obstacle is a lack of adequate participation, a robust advisory
committee like North Carolina’s survey service should be able to help. But this assumes it is
continuously facilitated in an evidence-based manner, focused on clarifying the purpose of the
TLCC and directing members toward strategic goals and results, i.e., transformational leadership.
As to the clarity necessary to attract the committee’s focus and corresponding levels of survey
participation after years of low engagement and related distrust, the shared leadership team may
need to include the active presence of the Governor and the Education Commissioner like North
Carolina’s launch decades ago, to make clear the greater vision of the survey data and the related
charge of the committee. For instance, it is to be increasingly used by schools and districts to
achieve long-term continuous improvement and, as referenced by the leaders, by principal
leadership programs to show their students how to methodically create very positive, growth-
oriented cultures. The organization of the committee and the way it is facilitated should allow trust
and related participation in the TLCC to increase significantly.

Next, structural support may be necessary to ensure that the momentum of the mission-
driven group is sustainable over the long term. For instance, for (a) those already in the field who
have not been taught how to methodically create a culture of continuous improvement including
leaders with understandable [survey] resentment of more performance data being available to the
public or (b) leadership instructors who have only ever known administrative accountability and
control, the Governor and Commissioner may need to spearhead the effort to recruit sponsors,
foundations, business groups, etc. and “specialists,” i.e. proven growth culture leaders, to allow
adequate support to be increasingly available to interested leaders. As to the alignment of future
leaders to the goal of the policy, incentives along with personal encouragement from the Governor,
Commissioner, and education-focused business groups may be needed to motivate preparatory
programs to acquire their own cultures of continuous improvement. This incentive may be
worthwhile when compared to the strategy of using guest speakers from or field trips to model
school and/or district communities to prepare graduates to serve their future communities
accordingly. Instructors can use the direct experience of their work organization to show their
prospects how culture can be created and momentum, sustained.

For the purpose of evaluation, these growth-oriented preparatory programs can also have
end-user-centered relationships with their model communities and specialists in the field. This
high level of interdependence is essential to enable the hand-off of the new leader from the program
to the specialist (where applicable) to support their increased independence. “Levels,” meaning
key performance indicators (KPIs), for example, their school’s rates of educator enthusiasm,
family involvement, and student progress. Finally, based on feedback from those involved in the
study, the specialists in the field and the representative voices on the TLCC advisory committee
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need to be respected members of the different community types across the state including small
rural, rural, and urban districts, and charter schools. In the case of the specialists, they must be
willing to become a member of the community through regular on-site visits. Said a veteran, rural
leader, “I can’t remember the last time someone from the state was out here. But the regional
liaison has been an awesome resource. We love [them]. [They] don’t act like big brother.”

In closing, in addition to increasingly efficient educational leadership programs and the
growing availability of partner specialists in the field for new leaders, the value of those at the top
starting with the Commissioner of Education (and/or the Governor) having the presence of mind
to openly model the collective growth process cannot be overstated, e.g., making transparent their
blind spots and derailers and what they are doing to continue to improve. The culture, whether it
be growth or compliance-oriented, follows the values of the leader and/or the organization’s core
beliefs. For example, if the department can post or even include at board meetings, KPI reports
including internal levels of employee enthusiasm and external levels of satisfaction with their
services, one can naturally expect districts to slowly follow their values and make the shift from
compliance to service.

DISCUSSION

The purpose of this research study was to understand the chronically low level of
participation associated with the TLCC and the greater alignment of the state to the
transformational goal of the policy, to reduce teacher turnover and related student achievement
gaps, from the perspective of its intended end-users. The advisory committee-led process of
increasingly aligning the system of the state with the goal of the policy coincides with the literature
on high-performing K-12 systems associated with a leadership style focused on clarifying the
mission and directing members toward strategic goals and results, i.e., transformational leadership
(NCEE, 2016; NCSL, 2016; Schleicher, 2018a; Schleicher, 2018b). In addition, including leaders
as active members of a robust TLCC advisory committee consistent with North Carolina’s best
practice, and supporting leaders to create cultures of continuous improvement corresponds with
significant “TELL” research that indicates that students perform better in communities where
educators are included in improvement planning and in the process of creating the culture of the
school (Ingersoll, 2018). Next, growth-oriented cultures relate to the importance of schools
developing a moral center through a focus on authentic learning communities, where people share
the same core professional values (Flaxman, et al., 2019; Kegan, et al., 2016; Santoro & Berliner,
2018; Schleicher, 2018b). Finally, findings from similar survey evaluative studies from Child
Trends and FutureEd align with the general mission of the “collaborative,” to ensure that schools
are able to use the TLCC data for decision-making by providing data-focused consultation or
technical assistance, along with training on data interpretation and data-informed decision making;
building buy-in for data use by ensuring that data are high-quality and reflect the needs of the
school community; supporting leaders to engage multiple stakeholders in the review of data; and
emphasizing the utility of school climate data for improvement, rather than for accountability
(Jordan & Hamilton, 2020; Soloman, et al., 2020).

Finally, the comparative lack of progress by the TLCC does not appear at first glance to be
due to a lack of capacity by the state. The department of education through the State of Colorado
has its own internal survey and uses it bi-annually along with “pulses” in between for systematic
employee retention processes. The state’s coordinator of related efforts said the Department is
sharing what they are hearing with their people, celebrating the positives, and where needed,
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putting action plans into place. They are also utilizing “stay interviews” to uncover flight risk
situations where an individual is becoming disengaged and at risk of leaving.

In closing, the policy evaluation framework of Theodoulou and Kofinis (2004) was a useful
tool for determining what can be done to improve the implementation of the TLCC including
aspects of delivery. The common impediments to effective policy implementation were consistent
with the case of the TLCC.

PRACTICAL IMPLICATIONS

This policy evaluation illuminates critical implications for other states with “TELL”
policies, as it brings to light the greater importance beyond the survey, of departments of education
acting as effective models of the continual improvement process. As an example, while the TLCC
service and its transformative policy goal were the focus of this study, the need for a service and
growth-oriented approach may apply to other policy goals the department is responsible for
leading. To be more specific, not all school communities are aware of the importance of being
service-oriented and tracking “early indicators” of performance such as the potential case of the
state collecting cyclic satisfaction data on the TLCC service in the future. Absent such a positive
early indicator of related service effectiveness, the department cannot reasonably expect a later
increase in the TLCC participation rate, and ultimately, absent a significant participation rate (and
a reliable instrument), one cannot expect a corresponding impact on teaching and learning
conditions. In summary, absent from being service-oriented and proficiently using early indicators
of performance, the greater system will remain stuck, associated with flat overall academic growth
and record disinterest in the profession.

FUTURE RESEARCH

As a follow-up to this study focused on system leaders as the end-user, it would be
interesting to hear from rank-and-file teachers about how they think they are affected by the use
(or lack of use) of the TLCC survey. Future exploration is also warranted on state departments of
education that have implemented internal systems of continuous improvement and its
corresponding impact on internal rates of employee enthusiasm, satisfaction with their programs
and services, and the proliferation of similar internal systems across their school communities and
colleges of education. Additional research is needed on the impact of implementing specific
professional learning communities for state coordinators of specific services such as that of the
TELL-type survey, now in existence across over 20 states. Finally, exploration is needed on
educational leadership programs that are methodically teaching and/or modeling how to create and
sustain cultures of continuous improvement.

CONCLUSION

Through a pragmatic lens (Patton, 2015), this intrinsic case study (Stake, 1995) provides a
rich understanding of the participation rate associated with the TLCC from the perspective of
leaders of school communities for whom the service was intended. The TLCC service, assuming
a robust advisory committee, can become a powerful champion of improved teaching and learning
conditions statewide when organized around the transformational goal of its policy to reduce
teacher turnover and related achievement gaps. Finally, a service and growth-oriented approach is
needed at the core of public education in the United States. Missions defined through strong core
beliefs used in combination with early indicators of performance, for example, levels of educator
enthusiasm, family involvement, student academic resilience, and related leadership can together
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be transformative to long-term rates of educator retention and student achievement. The discipline
IS common among the best K-12 systems in the world.
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