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The issuance of content or learn-
ing standards continues to be a major
thrust of state educational policy initia-
tives. Although there have been numer-
ous studies and evaluations of these
policies, little of this research has fo-
cused on the influence of administra-
tors in implementation efforts. While
change may indeed be the problem of
the smallest unit, that is, theclassroom
(McLaughlin, 1991), school administra-
tors clearly play a significant role in
implementing change efforts (Bay, Reys,
& Reys, 1999; Spillane, 1994; Spillane &
Jennings, 1997). School reformers who
have considered administratorseitheras
inconsequential or as obstaclesusually
have later had to right this wrong and
redesign their initiatives to take these
individuals into account (see, for ex-
ample, Sizer, 1996).

While promulgation of state con-
tent or learning standards aims at signifi-
cant classroom changes, itisimportant to
keep in mind that teaching is embedded
or nested (Rosenholtz, 1991) in multiple
contexts. Any policy initiative directed
toward teaching and learning must reach
through these multiple contexts. Collec-
tively, administratorsact asgatekeepers
for reform policies, and their translation
andinterpretation, support or n eglect of
these policies can makeacrucial differ-
enceinimplementation efforts (Elmore,
1995; Elmore & Fuhrman, 1994; Massdl|
& Goertz, 1999; Spillane, 1994).

The primary objective of the study
described herewasto identify and com-
prehend thefactorsthat influence admin-
istrator understandings of, perceptions
about, and responses to the implemen-
tation of state learning standards. The
findings centered on three major themes
that emerged from the data: perceptions
of the content standards and their im-
pact ondistricts, potential difficultiesand
concerns confronting districts and
schoolsin implementing standards, and
means of gauging outcomes of stan-
dards implementation.

M ethodology

A total of 32 adminigtrators, includ-
ing superintendents, building principals,
associate superintendents, and curricu-
lum coordinatorsfrom Pennsylvaniadis-
tricts, were interviewed or participated
infocusgroupsaspart of datacollection.
The districts these individuals repre-
sented varied in student enrollment and
demographic patterns, in community
size and type (rural, urban, suburban),
and in geographic location. The adminis-
tratorsweredistributed about asexpected
across positions, with 6 superintendents,
4 central officepersonnel (associate su-
perintendents or curriculum coordina-
tors), and 22 building principals.

Preliminary data analysis was first
completed across all data sources in
searching for commonalities and
complementary factors. Thisalowed im-

portant themesand categoriessignificant
totherespondents’ observationsabout
the implementation process to emerge
from the data. Through triangulation of
data, potential problemsof construct va-
lidity were addressed. From this analy-
sis, an understanding of administrator
perceptions of content or learning stan-
dards implementation was devel oped.

Per ceptions of Content Standards
Oneimportant themethat emerged
from data analysis concerned the near
unanimity of opinion on what the con-
tent standards (PennsylvaniaAcademic
Standards) areintended to achieve. Re-
spondents consistently identified two
intended outcomes. The content stan-
dardsaremeant to () achieve consistent
expectationsfor the content knowledge
studentsareto master and (b) raisesignifi-
cantly the expectations for student
learning. Respondents were less sure
about the ramificationsthese outcomes
had for their districts and schools. As
onerespondent candidly noted, “1 know
what they [the standards] are. | justdon’t
know how.” A high-school principal com-
mented, “ So what does it mean for us?
Nobody’ sreally told usthat. Andteach-
ershere . . . think they are al egertsin
their own content area, and no one’s go-
ing to tell them what to teach. So right
now, the standards arejust ‘there.’”
Respondents saw some potential
for the state academic standards to



allow schools to focus on instruction
rather than curriculum writing. As one
respondent noted, “What teachers do
best, what they are trained to do, isin-
struction. Most aren’t curriculum spe-
cialists. They don't have curriculum
theories at their fingertips. What they
arereally good at isfindingwaysto help
kids learn. So this [the content stan-
dards] takes al those curriculum con-
cerns off their plate.” In addition, the
content standardsmay serve asameansof
leveraging change. Several respondents
noted that it isnot always easy to move
teachersinnew and different directions
and that they arereluctant to do so, es-
pecialy when those changes involve
teaching practices. One superintendent
noted that the standards have “forced
ustolook at what we do and when wedo
it and how well wedoit. Whenthe PSSA
[Pennsylvania System of School As-
sessment, the state accountability test-
ing] results come out, there’ s nowhere
to hide. The old excuse, ‘But | already
do that,” won't hold water anymore.”

Standards | mplementation Versus
Assessment

Whilerespondentswere uncertain
as to the ramifications and importance
of standardsfor districts, they were clear
on what wasimportant: scoresfromthe
PSSA. There was solid agreement
among respondents that while content
standards may not be matters of press-
ing concern, test scores clearly are. A
principal noted, “| haveno problemwith
standards. Standards are fine. They're
there, but what we need to attend to are
assessment issues. Bottom line in this
district ishow well you do, and the pres-
surereally comesdown on schoolsthat
don’t performaswell astheothers.” These
administrators perceived that test
scores serve asasurrogate for any seri-
ous work on implementing the stan-
dards. As one respondent noted, “I
think you can . .. omit theissue of stan-
dards. We are not driven so much by the
standards as by test-score improve-
ment. . . . | think standards can have a
placeinthat process, but standardsaren’t
part of the conversation in a systematic
way at the district or building level.”

Gauging Outcomes of Standards
Implementation

Respondents elaborated on the
theme of talk or discourse as a valid
means of measuring implementation.
Teacher discourse was seen as a pri-
mary indicator of thelevel of implemen-
tation of learning standards. Teachers are
the final link in the policy-implementa-
tion chain that beginswith state-issued
academic standards, moves through
district and school levels, and endsin
classroom instruction. They are thus
the critical element in determining what
gets implemented and how. Y et despite
the value of discourse, teachers’ under-
standing and integration of the stan-
dards into their practice is difficult for
anyoneto gauge meaningfully.

Clearly, the respondents in this
study were aware of this and gauged
teacher knowledge of content standards
at leastinformally through actionsaswell
as words. As one associate superinten-
dent noted, “It’s like anything else.
Teachersand administratorsget good at
spouting the company line. They know
what you want to hear, and soyou hear it.
It's what you see happening in class-
rooms and schools—that’ swhat really
counts.” One principal commented, “If
youwa ked downthehall hereand polled
theteachersone after another and asked
them, * Areyouimplementingtheacademic
standardsinyour classroom? | wouldn't
be surprised if everyone said, ‘Y es, of
course.’ Redlity is a bit different. It's
what happensin those classrooms that
really counts asimplementation.”

While changes in teachers’ class-
room instruction are an important out-
come indicator, the ultimate outcome
indicator isstudent learning. While mul-
tipleinstrumentsareobviously available
for assessing student learning, respon-
dents again suggested that a more in-
formal approach might be more telling
for gaugingimplementation. Anelemen-
tary principa of aschool serving prima-
rily low-incomechildrenillustrated such
an approach, noting, “All the wallsin
the hall have examples of student work,
and all the assignmentsare posted with
the corresponding standard. In every-
thing we do, we are always striving to

connect it to an academic standard. We
want the kids to know that the work
we demand from themis not frivolous,
not haphazard. We are doing thisfor a
purpose.”
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