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ABSTRACT 

 

 

EARLY EVIDENCE: IMPLEMENTING COLLECTIVE IMPACT PRINCIPLES AS 

AN INTRA-AGENCY APPROACH TO ORGANIZATIONAL EFFICACY 

 

DeShawna C. Gooch 

May 2019 

 

 

Doctor of Education in Educational Leadership 

 

 

Stout School of Education 

Norcross Graduate School 

 

 

Dissertation Chair: Dr. Barbara Zwadyk 

The recent reauthorization of ESSA requires state educational agencies to shift from 

federal policy compliance officers to school improvement innovators.  While 

understudied phenomena, state educational agencies have suffered from silos, lack of 

capacity and other issues which have prevented them from harnessing the collective 

efficacy of their staff.  While a multitude of organizational theories and approaches exist, 

collective impact is an emerging model for ameliorating large-scale social issues.  This 

research article seeks to investigate a state agency’s staff perceptions of the collective 

impact initiative implementation as a method for improving intra-agency collaboration 

and communication.   

This inquiry was executed in a large southern state educational agency with over 500 

low-performing schools.  The study collected data through eight agency leader interviews 

and staff surveys.  The mixed methods research inquiry presents a conceptual design 
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rooted in organizational learning that finds significant differences in staff perceptions 

based on their role and experience.  These differences are supported by qualitative themes 

that may guide the work of future researchers.  

Keywords: state educational agency; school improvement; collective impact; 

organizational effectiveness 
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CHAPTER I 

 

Introduction 

The Tenth Amendment of the U.S. Constitution states, “The powers not delegated 

to the United States by the Constitution, nor prohibited by it to education as a function of 

the state.”  In that there was no mention of education in the Constitution, states were 

given the authority to provide a sound and basic education for students (Parker, 2016).  

With the lack of a clear federal constitutional statute on education, each state began 

developing their own organizations to manage federal funding and comply with policies 

(McGuinn, 2015). 

While organizational configurations differ from state to state, the contemporary 

state education agency (SEA) is generally led by a state board of education (SBE), chief 

educational officer (superintendent, executive director, or chancellor), and the staff that 

comprises the agency (Parker, 2016).  Federal and state legislatures enact laws that 

directly or indirectly impact education, and state boards of education turn legislation into 

policy.  SEAs have historically been responsible for developing processes and procedures 

to ensure the successful implementation of federal and state legislation and policy. 

With the advent of the Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA), SEAs are not only 

being tasked with the ensuring federal policy compliance, they are responsible for 

providing the necessary support for increase student achievement (Burnette, 2016).  In an 

effort to comply with these discordant roles, the efficacy and efficiency of SEAs must be 

increased.  However, few state agencies are “well-positioned to deliver on that 

imperative” (Jochim & Murphy, 2013, p. 1).  
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The New State Education Department (NSDE) is an SEA located in the southern 

region of the United States.  NSDE, in conjunction with the New State Board of 

Education (NSBOE), is responsible for implementing the state’s general statutes 

regarding education for students in pre-kindergarten through 12th grade.  The eight 

NSDE divisions responsible for delivering academic services and improving student 

achievement have identified the improvement of their lowest performing districts as one 

of their most pressing challenges.  These academics divisions have historically operated 

in silos and lacked a cohesive approach to improving student achievement.  A framework 

for ensuring collaboration with and among the departments could improve their ability to 

support the state’s 116 public school districts.   

The Chief Academic Officer of the NSDE viewed the possibility of building 

congruence and reducing redundancies as an opportunity to increase organizational 

alignment and an avenue for establishing collective efficacy.  This study sought to 

investigate and identify staff perceptions of the collective impact initiative.  By 

implementing elements of the collective impact model, the divisional leaders will work to 

eliminate silos and establish collaborative efforts to improve services to districts.  As the 

NSDE faces increasing numbers of low-performing schools and districts, shifting 

political agendas, and reduced resources, a framework to harness the collective efficacy 

of each division is paramount. 

Purpose of the Study 

The researcher of this study conducted a mixed methods study describing the 

strategic process of introducing the collective impact model as an organizational efficacy 

model.  The collective impact initiative sought to reduce silos, increase collaboration, and 
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ultimately ensure the NSDE is better positioned to serve the state’s 116 public school 

districts.  Grounded in the theory of learning organizations, the researcher led a strategic 

planning team to design and implement strategies for understanding collective impact and 

opportunities to collaborate.  Through this process, the researcher experienced firsthand 

the compelling and constraining forces which limited the agency’s impact.  Along with 

describing the division’s progress, the researcher planned to discuss the implemented 

strategies, implications of the research, and lessons learned for future researchers.   

Problem Statement 

 Over the past 50 years, federal educational policies have shifted the responsibility 

for school and district achievement between the U.S. Department of Education and state 

educational agencies.  The most recent shuffle resulting from the reauthorization of the 

1969 Elementary and Secondary Education Act (ESEA), referred to as ESSA, places the 

development of school and district accountability goals within the jurisdiction of each 

state.  In the previously reauthorized No Child Left behind Act (NCLB), all states were 

required to meet universal student achievement targets.  ESSA also allows states to 

develop additional methods for evaluating school quality in addition to reading scores, 

math scores, and graduation rates.  To support struggling schools with improving dropout 

rates, underperforming subgroups, or low-performing schools, SEAs must now provide 

evidence-based strategies.  Due to ESSA, the role of the SEA has evolved to include 

support for district and school improvement through the provision of assistance, strategic 

planning, performance monitoring, and if necessary, school sanctions.   

 Within the politics of public education, SEAs have a legal and moral imperative 

to help the state’s struggling schools and districts.  NSDE submitted a revised ESSA plan 
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to the U.S. Department of Education (USDOE) on February 9, 2018 which focused on 

improving student performance for all students.  The NSDE placed a special focus on 

English Language Learners (ELL), students with disabilities (SWD), and college and 

career readiness.  Schools must monitor the progress of ELLs much more closely as this 

is a new component of a school’s overall achievement score.  ESSA reduced the 

threshold of the percentage of SWDs requiring an alternate assessment to 1% of the total 

population; therefore, many more SWDs must be administered the general assessment.  

The reauthorization also included the new requirement of college and career counseling 

along with providing equitable access to Advanced Placement courses. 

In preparation for the changes that came with the ESSA regulations, the NSDE 

sought to build its capacity for assisting the state’s struggling schools and districts.  

While each of the NSDE’s academically-based divisions strived to ensure compliance for 

their various programs, they also recognized the importance of assisting school districts 

in improving student outcome needs. 

As with other large bureaucratic organizations, the NSDE operated in silos and 

provided district support, yet lacked an understanding of the other divisions’ initiatives 

and efforts, thus making their efforts fragmented and at times duplicative.  While 

pressures on state agencies grow to deliver high-quality education and provide top-notch 

services, the leaders of each division have not generally granted much attention to each 

other’s implementation of high-quality work.  Implementation of services at the state 

bureaucratic level is a complex, evolving process that involves many stakeholders and 

can result in inefficiency and ineffectiveness if not planned from a systems-thinking 

perspective with a collective efficacy mindset.   
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Data to Illustrate the Problem 

Effectively both the NSDE and NSBOE are responsible for student achievement.  

Table 1 describes the trends in achievement and growth for New State’s students over the 

past 3 years.  As of the 2016-2017 school year, 86.5% of New State’s students graduated 

with a diploma within 4 years of beginning their high school careers.  In the same year, 

less than 60% of students demonstrated minimal proficiency on grade level assessments 

and 49.2% were deemed college and career-ready (CCR).  Less than three-fourths of all 

schools met or exceeded the expected amount of annual academic growth for students.   

Table 1 

 

NSDE Achievement Metrics 2015-2017 
 

Achievement Metrics Measure 2014-2015 2015-2016 2016-2017 

Graduation Rate (4-yr) 
Target 86.0 87.5 89.9 

Results 85.6 85.9 86.5 

State Assessment (CCR) 
Target 51.7 47.3 47.7 

Results 46.9 48.8 49.2 

Growth (Met or 

Exceeded) 

Target 75.0 75.0 75.0 

Results 72.3 73.6 73.7 

Note. Source: NSDE (2018) 

  

Table 2 displays the percent of low-performing schools and districts over a 3-year 

period.  Schools that received a school performance grade of D or F and a school growth 

score of “met expected growth” or “not met expected growth” were designated as low-

performing.  Almost one in every four schools is classified as low-performing.  Of the 

505 low-performing schools, 468 were classified as persistently low-performing—an 

increase of 53 additional schools from the previous year (NSDE, 2018d).  The number of 

low-performing districts has increased from 10 to 11.  While the percentage of low-
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performing districts is declining, almost 10% of districts remained this category as of the 

2016-2017 school year.  Low-performing school districts are those in which more than 

50% of the schools have been identified as low-performing. 

Table 2 

 

NSDE School Performance Metrics 2015-2017 

 

School Performance Measure 2014-2015* 2015-2016 2016-2017 

% of Low-Performing 

Schools 

Target n/a 23.6 22.6 

Results 24.6 20.0 20.3 

% of Low-Performing 

Districts 

Target n/a 9.6 5.2 

Results 13.0 8.7 9.6 

Note. Source: NSDE (2018). *2014-2015 served as baseline year. 

 

The National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP) measures the reading 

and mathematics achievement of students in fourth and eighth grades across the United 

States.  NAEP, also referred to as the Nation’s Report Card, is mandated by the U.S. 

government and is the only national assessment that provides state-to-state and district-

level comparisons.  The overall 2017 NAEP results mirrored those from 2015, meaning 

student achievement has stalled.  More importantly, the achievement gaps between 

subgroups have remained unchanged over the years (The Nation’s Report Card, 2017).  

Table 3 outlines the NAEP trend data for New State as compared to the established 

metrics. 

New State’s districts have yet to achieve the yearly gains needed to show 

increased student achievement and close gaps among subgroups.  In order to ensure all 

students graduate, achieve proficiency on state assessments, and obtain at least one year’s 

worth of instructional growth, schools and districts must be provided with evidence-based 

strategies, instructional support, and feedback.  The data indicate the need for NSDE to 
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provide school and district staff with the necessary resources and supports for increasing 

achievement. 

Table 3 

National Assessment of Educational Progress Metrics 2015-2017 

Metric: NAEP Measure 2014-2015 2015-2016* 2016-2017 

Fourth-grade Reading  

NS Target 35.5 n/a 40.0 

NS Results 38.0 n/a 39.0 

US Results 35.0 n/a 36.0 

Eighth-grade Reading 

NS Target 33.5 n/a 32.0 

NS Results 30.0 n/a 33.0 

US Results 32.0 n/a 35.0 

Fourth-grade Math 

NS Target 45.5 n/a 46.0 

NS Results 44.0 n/a 41.0 

US Results 39.0 n/a 40.0 

Eighth-grade Math 

NS Target 36.5 n/a 35.0 

NS Results 33.0 n/a 25.0 

US Results 32.0 n/a 24.0 

Note. *NAEP is administered in odd numbered years. 
 

Significance of the Problem 

 For over 50 years, American education policies have centered around the rights 

issue of equity and access.  The reauthorization of ESEA, which provides a new system 

of assessment and accountability, was created to close performance gaps for students of 

color, those with disabilities, and students experiencing low-socioeconomic conditions, as 

well as to ensure these students were not trapped in failing schools.  These efforts have 

largely failed to ensure all racial, socioeconomic, and alternate language groups 

experience academic success.  State educational agencies have a new opportunity to 
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address the needs of low-performing schools and districts through the provision of 

effective processes and procedures. 

Conceptual Framework 

Senge’s (2006) theory of learning organizations, not to be confused with 

organizational learning theory, is the conceptual framework undergirding this study.  The 

theory of learning organizations provides a tool for leaders and members of an 

organization to experiment and learn from experimentation through the provision of 

feedback and guidance.  The theory suggests this organization experimentation ultimately 

leads to the transformation of the organization into one that is ready to meet the demands 

of their industry and thrive amidst their competition.  This theory also introduces the 

collective nature of teams and their inherent ability to create the very change they seek 

within their organizations. 

A learning organization is a continuously improving system that is comprised of 

five components: systems thinking, team learning, building shared vision, mental models, 

and personal mastery (Senge, 2006).  Senge’s model provides cognitive (mental models 

and systems thinking) as well as a behavioral component (personal mastery, building 

shared vision, and team learning).  The five principles of a learning organization are 

outlined below:  

1. Personal Mastery—The awareness of the difference between the current and 

desired state.  The creative tension developed through this gap facilitates the 

individual’s and organization’s continuous improvement process.  
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2. Mental Models—The diversity in perceptions, thoughts, images, and ideas 

among people within an organization.  Member should seek to understand and 

respect these differences in order to achieve shared learning. 

3. Team Learning—The exchange of knowledge among team members assists in 

the development of common mental models.  Collective understanding and 

intelligence are built based upon these interactions. 

4. Shared Vision—The organization’s collective understanding of the path 

towards achievement and success must be communicated.  Staff may support 

the development of the desired future state of the organization. 

5. Systems Thinking—The component of organizational learning that requires 

the presence of the other four components while also encompassing them.  

Systems thinking requires the examination of both the parts that make up a 

system as well as the system as a whole. 

While the theory of learning organizations embraces the need for change, 

collective impact provides an explicit pathway towards implementing change.  The 

research study began with the implementation of a common agenda, the first principle of 

collective impact in an effort to reduce silos within the SEA and increase 

interdepartmental collaboration and ultimately improve school improvement services to 

districts.  The conceptual framework for this study is represented by the model illustrated 

in Figure 1. 



10 

 

Figure 1. Conceptual Framework. 

Review of the Literature 

The literature review endeavors to provide an analysis of the collected works 

associated with models of organizational efficacy, the role of SEAs, and the utilization of 

the theory of change.  Effectiveness has been a central topic in the study of organizations.  

While a plethora of research exists on the topic, little consensus prevails on how to 

define, operationalize, and evaluate organizational effectiveness (Etzioni, 1964; Hitt, 

1988; Steers, 1975; Weiss, 1995), thus making it difficult to empirically distinguish 

between effective and ineffective systems. 



11 

In contrast, little inquiry has been focused on the improvement of state 

educational organizations; an investigation of organizational effectiveness models 

provides an overview of potential replicable models for the educational discipline.  

Historically, SEAs have existed as a conduit that operationalizes federal policies and 

funding through local educational agencies, yet they lacked the capacity to support school 

districts due to the fragmented and siloed natures of the department’s work (Timar, 

1997).   

Considering the enigmatic nature of organizational models and the tenuous 

quality of SEAs, the literature review concludes with an investigation of the theory of 

change as both a process for and product of operationalizing improvement.  Large 

organizations seeking to engage in resolving complex social change, such as SEAS, 

require evidence-based methodologies for improving. 

Approaches to Organizational Effectiveness 

Organizational effectiveness is defined as an entity’s ability to achieve its goals 

(Daft, 1995).  Exceptional organizations seek to achieve a high level of effectiveness 

through meeting goals, increasing revenue, and developing their professional staff 

(McAdam & Bailie, 2002).  Effectiveness as a measure of success has been a central 

topic in the study of organizations.   

Measuring the attainment of goals is often a complex and arduous task in that 

organizations are often splintered into multiple silos with each maintaining their own set 

of objectives and strategies (Daft, 1995; Lewin Group, 2000; Schneider, 1983).  Each 

type of organization may define effectiveness differently based on the stakeholder 

groups. 
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Organizational effectiveness has traditionally been measured through the lens of 

objective or perceptual perspectives.  The objective perspective focuses on financial 

efficacy measures such as return on investment, equity, or assets (Ellinger, Ellinger, 

Yang, & Howton, 2002).  While these measures may be effective for businesses, they are 

not as relevant for the knowledge, skills, and abilities of nonprofit and governmental 

agencies.   

Researchers have amassed much literature on organizational effectiveness over 

the years (Etzioni, 1964; Senge, 2006; von Bertalanffy, 1972; Weiss, 1995); however, 

there is no one comprehensive model for establishing the effectiveness of an 

organization.  The approaches to effectiveness lack the ability to address the difference in 

the types of organizational activities undertaken, stability of the organization, the 

underestimation of interdependent variables on the selected variable, and processes for 

synthesizing findings.  Additionally, the multiple models of effectiveness exist to meet 

the needs of different types of organizations; effectiveness is a theoretical construct 

rooted in subjectivity and consistent measurement criteria have yet to be identified 

(Cameron & Whetton, 1983). 

The following section provides an overview on four models of organizational 

effectiveness: goals model, systems model, competing values, and collective impact.  

While there are many other models measuring efficacy, the goals, systems, and 

competing values approaches are the most frequently discussed in the literature.  The 

fourth model, collective impact, is included in this review as an emerging approach and 

based on its popularity in resolving complex social problems.  The models are introduced 

in chronological order in an attempt to reference the most prolific authors of each model. 
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Goal model.  An organization’s purpose is generally met by operating according 

to its rationale for existence or by achieving a set of goals (Cameron, 1986; Etzioni, 

1964).  For example, an SEA exists to provide support for the local school districts it 

oversees and the SEA goals may include creating rigorous, vertically-articulated, 

curricular standards, facilitating professional development for various school and district 

stakeholders, and ensuring federal and state policy compliance.  Goals operationalize an 

organization’s purpose, in that an organization’s purpose and goals are interconnected. 

Etzioni (1964) was one of the first researchers to discuss the goal-attainment 

approach to organizational effectiveness.  The goal model is an approach by which 

organizations measure their effectiveness based on the amount of progress made towards 

meeting its established goals.  Steers (1975) believed the goal model is the best approach 

to organizational effectiveness as it measures the organization’s success against the 

organization’s perception of its purpose and not that of outside entities.  Allowing the 

organization to determine its use is important; yet, it does establish an inequitable focus 

on the desires of leadership over all members of the organization.  Leaders have more to 

gain in reaching organizational goals and access to power; therefore, this approach may 

lead to measuring managers’ and supervisors’ intended outcomes versus that of the 

overall organization. 

 As additional scholars investigated this approach, criticisms emerged as scholars 

found that entities rarely have one comprehensive set of goals that encompass the 

functions of each division within an organization (Quinn & Cameron, 1983).  These 

divisions may need to compete for the same resources, resulting in a lack of shared goals 

and increased difficulty in progress monitoring the various sets of goals (Lecy, Schmitz, 
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& Swedlund, 2012).  The goal model is more commonly used as a practice by business 

managers; it is not as often applied in the research. 

 Systems thinking.  Senge (2006) defines systems thinking as a “discipline for 

seeing wholes.  It is a framework for seeing interrelationships rather than things, for 

seeing patterns of change rather than static snapshots” (p. 68).  Systems thinking is an 

approach to organizational effectiveness which addresses the complex, independent yet 

interrelated segments that comprise an organization (Katz & Kahn, 1978).  An open 

system is one that is self-maintaining and seeks its own survival.  An open system 

survives through its ability to adapt to the environment within which it exists.  Systems 

thinking provides a process for understanding current actions and the ability to predict 

future behavior and relationships.  Systems thinking encourages leaders to make 

decisions with the realization of the impact of those decisions on other variables. 

Boulding (1956) described two approaches to general systems theory.  Similar to 

von Bertalanffy’s approach, the first route allows researchers to develop general theories 

which can be applied to all systems, while the second route is explained through the 

arrangement of “empirical fields in a hierarchy of complexity of organization of their 

basic ‘individual’ or unit of behavior, and to try to develop a level of abstraction 

appropriate to each” (Boulding, 1956, p. 200).  A leveled hierarchy of organizational 

complexity was created to describe structures ranging from simplistic to complex 

(Boulding, 1956; Jackson, 2009).  The hierarchy attempts to demonstrate the idea that all 

organisms and the organizations they comprise vary in complexity.  Within the hierarchy, 

characteristics of lower level structures are encompassed in more evolved structures.  As 
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the structure complexity increases, researchers’ ability to analyze the aligned theory 

decreases. 

The advent of general systems thinking served as a departure from the traditional 

philosophy of reductionism or reducing a whole to its parts to better understand a system.  

Prior to the 20th century, reductionism was a useful tool for resolving more simplistic 

problems.  The systems thinking concept was heavily influenced by von Bertalanffy 

(1972) who expanded the systems thinking conversation by concluding an open system is 

one that interacts with its environment.  Ludwig von Bertalanffy’s research eventually led 

to the International Society for the Systems Science (ISSS) in 1954, lending further 

credence to systems thinking as a discipline. 

Instead of creating one school of thought, the general systems approach created 

divergence among researchers through the development of applied systems thinking and 

operational research.  Applied systems thinking (AST) was developed as a branch of the 

open systems concept.  AST was borne out of the collaboration among World War II 

scientists seeking solutions to complex military problems (Jackson, 2009).  AST seeks to 

enhance management practices through the development of research projects that meet 

the demands of the users. 

The field shifted to a focus on goal attainment based on financial success called 

the systems resource approach.  This approach purports an organization’s survival is 

predicated upon the fulfilment of its needs.  The systems perspective focuses on inputs, 

and more specifically, the acquisition of resources.  While the goal approach focuses on 

outputs, the system construct differs in that it defines success not through productivity 

toward goals but through sustainability (Lecy et al., 2012). 
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 The next 30 years ushered in an era characterized by seeking knowledge to meet 

client goals, also known as hard systems thinking (Checkland, 1978; Jackson, 2009).  In 

1972, the International Institute for Applied Systems Analysis (IIASA) was created and 

tasked with solving world problems through the utilization of applied systems of over a 

dozen nations.  The IIASA is widely regarded as the industry leader in systems analysis. 

 Senge’s (2006) book The Fifth Discipline introduced the capability of systems 

thinking to new fields.  Human-centric fields such as nonprofits and education began to 

incorporate the concepts to spur continuous improvement efforts.  Senge’s take on 

systems thinking was adopted as a method for understanding the complexity of social 

systems by organizations anchored in human interaction (Thornton, Peltier, & Perreault, 

2004). 

 Systems thinking requires a shift in thinking of problems as linear to cyclical in 

that all things are interconnected (Senge, 2006).  All aspects of an organization rely on 

each other to function well.  The overall health of the organization is dependent upon the 

positive interrelation of the organization’s or group’s components.  Shifting from a 

structured, one-dimensional perspective to embracing the complexity and interrelated 

nature of organizations is essential for both the betterment and ultimate survival of the 

system (Senge, 2006).   

 Feedback loops are formed by relationships and result in a cyclical explanation of 

causality (Senge, 2006).  The loops are constantly in motion and providing information 

about relationships.  Variables and their interconnected relationships must be identified 

and understood.  Again, this concept forces the organization to extend its thinking beyond 
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linear approaches.  Feedback loops serve as a critical path for understanding a system and 

moreover problem solving within the system. 

Large organizations with multiple functions such as a state educational agency are 

complex, mutualist systems by nature.  An SEA’s capacity to improve hinges on the 

acknowledgement of the interconnected nature of the work.  Often organizations fail to 

investigate the root cause, instead settling for resolving the symptoms that ultimately 

ensure the impossibility of longstanding improvement.  Senge (2006) introduced the 

capability of organizational learning as a method for transformation via systems thinking. 

Competing values framework.  One of the major criticisms of organizational 

effectiveness approaches included the rationale for the selection of criteria (Cameron, 

1986).  Quinn and Rohrbaugh (1983) developed the competing values framework in an 

effort to provide clarity in the analysis, development, and design of organizational 

effectiveness.  The authors created a framework to integrate the rational goal model, open 

systems model, internal process, and the human resources model (Ostroff & Schmitt, 

1993).  The competing values framework integrates several models based on the 

knowledge that organizations are “simultaneously pulled in opposite directions by the 

expectations of multiple constituencies” (Lee & Brower, 2006, p. 160). 

The competing values framework is comprised of three dimensions: 

organizational focus, organizational structure, and means and ends.  The organizational 

focus spans from one of control to flexibility.  Organizational structure ranges from a 

focus on internal to external.  The third dimension centers around means and ends or an 

emphasis on the process of planning and goal setting or the productivity that leads to 
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outcomes.  The quality of the output is at the center of framework.  Figure 2 further 

outlines the four quadrants of the competing values framework. 

   

Figure 2. The Competing Values Framework. Source: Quinn and Rohrbaugh (1983), p. 

369. 

 

Organizations have multiple and conflicting domains and may operate only in a 

few of them.  Cameron (1986) explains the term “competing” in the name of the 

framework.  The framework indicates that organizations that demonstrate structure, 

control, and an external focus should be efficient and those with an internal focus and 

flexibility should be effective.  Quinn and Rohrbaugh (1983) warn researchers against 

concluding that competing values are polar opposites.  Organizations can be successful in 

opposing domains; an entity may have high morale and accomplish their goals.  As a 

result, the competing values framework has been implemented in research for a variety of 

types of organizations and to measure various effectiveness criteria (Cameron, 1986; Lee 

& Brower, 2006; Lewin Group, 2000; Ostroff & Schmitt, 1993). 



19 

While the competing values framework provides insight on criteria that may be 

used to determine effectiveness, it is not conclusive.  The framework also fails to describe 

which processes organizations employ to reach their state of efficacy and how financial, 

environmental or social aspects may also play a role.   

Collective impact.  John Kania and Mark Kramer (2011) were the first to 

articulate the collective impact model.  John Kania serves as a board member and 

managing director of the FSG consulting practice.  Mark Kramer is an FSG cofounder 

and managing director.  Kania and Kramer have written extensively on the topic of 

collective impact.  A group of influential stakeholders in Cincinnati and Kentucky have 

utilized Kania and Kramer’s collective impact conditions to develop StriveTogether 

(n.d.), a non-profit focused on improving student outcomes in three school districts.  As a 

result, the collaborative group met over 50% of their data-based achievement indicators 

(Kramer & Kania, 2011).   

Collective impact is an emerging model for achieving organizational 

effectiveness.  Kania and Kramer (2011) define collective impact as the “commitment of 

a group of important actors from different sectors to a common agenda for solving a 

specific social problem” (p. 36).  The collective impact approach theorizes that 

organizations may combine resources and align their goals in order to impact intractable 

societal problems through the coordination of services (Karp & Lundy-Wagner, 2016).   

Often public and nonprofit entities have labored in isolation to produce simplistic, 

duplicative solutions (Henig, Riehl, Rebell, & Wolff, 2015).  The collective impact 

framework suggests that in order for organizations to fully resolve large-scale social 

issues, these very organizations must collaborate around a clearly defined vision.  
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Collective impact argues that organizations should collaborate to develop collective 

goals, partnerships, actions, measures of success, communication and a core leadership 

team.  The five conditions of collective impact are illustrated in Figure 3.   

 

Figure 3. The Five Conditions of Collective Impact. Source: Kania and Kramer (2013). 

 

 Collective impact conditions.  Collective efficacy is a new model for 

collaboration that begins with sharing a common agenda (Henig et al., 2015).  The 

group’s common agenda includes a shared vision involving a mutually agreed-upon 

definition problem and strategic actions for resolving the issue at hand.  Each 

organization must abandon its own agenda for the greater good of the cause.  Sharing a 

vision prevents the development of competing actions and agendas which result in 

alignment and increased impact. 

The Five Conditions of Collective Impact 

Common Agenda 
 

 

All participants have a shared vision for change including a 

common understanding of the problem and a joint 

approach to solving it through agreed upon actions.  

Shared Measurement 
 

 

Collecting data and measuring results consistently across 

all participants ensures efforts remain aligned and 

participants hold each other accountable. 

Mutually-Reinforcing 

Activities 

 

Participant activities must be differentiated while still 

being coordinated through a mutually reinforcing plan of 

action. 

Continuous 

Communication 

 

Consistent and open communication is needed across the 

many players to build trust, assure mutual objectives and 

create common motivation.  

Backbone Support 
 

 

 

Creating and managing collective impact requires a 

separate organization(s) with staff a specific set of skills to 

serve as the backbone for the entire initiative and 

coordinate participating organizations and agencies.  
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The second principle of collective impact is the sharing of measurement systems.  

Agreement upon the types of data collected and what meaning can be drawn from the 

results produces shared measurement for collective teams (Hanleybrown, Kania, & 

Kramer, 2012).  Each partner must not only agree on the datasets but share the 

responsibility of holding themselves and the group as a whole accountable to meeting the 

established goals throughout the process.  Additional projects and initiatives unrelated to 

the shared metrics should be avoided.  Communicating initial and interim progress data 

assures the commitment to progress toward the goals. 

Each of the various stakeholders hailing from different sectors that impact the 

problem are responsible for specific actions that remedy the larger issue.  Collective 

impact refers to these as mutually reinforcing activities which serves as the third principle 

(Kania & Kramer, 2011).  The presumption that complex problems have multiple causes 

means they also require multiple interrelated solutions.  The activities of each partner 

should be coordinated to avoid overlap and gaps in the work. 

Establishing fairness, decision-making methods, and trust among participants 

builds the necessary foundation for the fourth collective impact principle, continuous 

communication (Kania & Kramer, 2013).  Not simply the process of establishing regular 

meetings, continuous communication involves mutual respect of everyone’s roles, 

contributions, and perspectives.  Creating common definitions also increases 

communication as everyone readily understands each industry’s jargon.  Most 

importantly, the process of achieving continuous communication requires time.  These 

are the soft skills built over years of learning together. 
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The final element of collective impact involves leadership.  Bringing together 

multiple organizations is necessary to address problem complexity.  Therefore, a staff 

independent of the participating agencies is required to serve as the backbone of the 

collective teams.  Backbone support agencies undergird the work of collective efficacy 

by completing administrative tasks such as managing communications, facilitating 

meetings, and concatenation of data streams. 

Impact.  Impacting social change on a large scale requires approaching complex 

problems in a new way.  Historically isolated efforts have produced little change in 

educational outcomes (Kania & Kramer, 2011).  The sheer magnitude and intricacy of the 

contemporary American educational system has obstructed most reform efforts.  

Collective impact addresses long-standing societal ills as “wicked problems” that cannot 

be resolved through traditional strategic planning methods such as data analysis, issue 

clarification, and chunking larger problems into smaller ones (Camillus, 2008).  Rittel 

and Webber (1973) indicated that wicked problems are impossible to define, not time 

bound, and require unambiguous solutions.  Efforts to improve outcomes for students 

have consistently failed and often create unintended negative consequences. 

More recently, agencies have begun to develop partnerships to improve 

educational outcomes across the United States (Henig et al., 2015).  One example of 

these cross-sector collaborations is the Strive Partnership which developed hundreds of 

partnerships in an effort to improve educational outcomes for students in Cincinnati and 

northern Kentucky (StrivePartnership, n.d.).  The Strive Partnership made progress 

towards several of their goals in increasing kindergarten readiness, reading scores, and 

graduation rates (Bathgate, Colvin, & Silva, 2011).  The Say Yes to Education 
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partnership serves as another successful example of a collective impact initiative that 

improved educational outcomes for students and scaled up the program from a group of 

sixth graders in Philadelphia to serving entire communities in Syracuse, Buffalo, New 

York, and Guilford County, North Carolina (Maeroff, 2014). 

While the collective impact model has gained popularity across the nation, the 

model has inherent challenges that make implementation difficult (Karp & Lundy-

Wagner, 2016).  Partners implementing the collective impact model may struggle if they 

lack a backbone organization in that independent agencies have their own goals and 

responsibilities and therefore may not have the capacity to conduct the administrative and 

leadership portions of the work (Kania & Kramer, 2013).  Wolff (2016) communicates 

the lack of empirical research on the collective impact model as one of ten concerns.  

Collective impact is rooted in a taut, perhaps oversimplified model that lacks empirical 

evidence and lacks the ability to address the complexity of organizations and their 

response to change (ORS Impact & Spark Policy Institute, 2018; Wolff, 2016).   

Whereas most research focuses on three sectors—within education, local 

government agencies and community stakeholder organizations, state educational 

agencies are largely missing from the developing research on cross-sector collective 

collaborations.  Henig, Riehl, Houston, Rebell, and Wolff (2016) concluded that 

educational initiatives have been increasingly impacted by the “growing role of states and 

the national government over education policy” (p. 59).  With revamped polices such as 

ESSA, building cross-sector collaborations with SEAs may assist school districts in their 

effort to improve student outcomes. 
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State Educational Agencies 

Beginning with the impact of federal legislation, this section of the literature 

review provides insight into the pervasiveness and intractability of the achievement gaps 

that states have struggled to close for over 50 years.  Each reauthorization of federal 

policy has provided varied levels of funding and increased accountability and oversight.  

The federal government has invested billions of dollars in school reform; yet, students 

speaking another language, with disabilities, from socio-economically disadvantaged 

backgrounds and those of color consistently underperform in comparison to their peers.  

Putnam (2015) posits that American schools serve as a conduit for inequality.  Providing 

equitable educational outcomes is one of the nation’s greatest imperatives in ensuring the 

continued promise of the American Dream. 

History of federal educational policy.  For over half a decade, the U.S. 

government has attempted to provide equitable life outcomes for American citizens 

through educational legislation.  These efforts began with President Lyndon Johnson’s 

war on poverty through the Elementary and Secondary Education Act of 1965.  The 

initial Elementary and Secondary Education Act (ESEA) and each of its reauthorizations 

supported states and local school districts in their efforts to better educate economically 

disadvantaged students.  The 1980 ESEA reauthorization led to the blistering A Nation at 

Risk report which highlighted the failures of American schools (National Commission on 

Excellence in Education [NCEE], 1983).  From 1988 to 2001, the federal government 

ushered in the age of school and district accountability measured through the lens of 

standardized annual testing (Thomas & Brady, 2005).  
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The reauthorization of ESEA, also known as the No Child Left Behind Act of 

2001 (NCLB), was an unprecedented expansion of the federal government’s role in 

ensuring the quality of education for America’s most vulnerable students (NCLB, 2002).  

NCLB aimed to reform the very fabric of American education by increasing 

accountability, allowing funding flexibility, introducing school choice, and utilizing 

evidence-based practices.  States were required to administer standards-based reading and 

math assessments for students in grades three through eight and grade ten.  Subgroups 

with 40 or more members are disaggregated based on socioeconomic status, race, 

ethnicity, disabilities, and English language proficiency (U.S. Department of Education, 

2007). 

High-performing schools establish and meet the vision of rigorous instruction for 

every student, engaged and supportive parents, careful fiscal oversight, and intentional 

recruitment and staffing.  In high-performing schools, principals and all staff hold 

themselves accountable for student success or lack thereof.  NCLB sought to establish the 

expectation that all schools must become high-performing schools.  In order to meet the 

new expectations associated with NCLB, state and local educational agencies were 

charged with reviewing the progress of all schools under their purview. 

According to the LEA and School Improvement Nonregulatory Guidance, the 

educational act shifted the role of local educational agencies (LEA) as well as state 

educational agencies by “emphasizing their unique and important leadership role in 

school improvement” (U.S. Department of Education, 2006, p. 1).  NCLB also required 

yearly school report cards that provided parents and the community with the overall and 

subgroup performance data.  Subgroups were comprised of 40 or more students.  Under 
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NCLB, students were expected to make adequate yearly progress (AYP) towards pre-

established proficiency goals each year, culminating in the eradication of all subgroup 

gaps by 2014 (U.S. Department of Education, 2006). 

Schools failing to meet the annual measurable objectives (AMOs) on reading and 

math assessments for 2 years or more were at risk of progressive sanctions such as 

targeted improvement, corrective action, and restructuring.  Ultimately these sanctions 

resulted in a loss of autonomy and control for schools and districts (Balfanz, Legters, 

West & Weber, 2007; Mintrop & Sunderman, 2009).  After 2 years of failing to make 

AYP, schools were labeled as needing improvement.  These schools were required to 

develop school improvement plans anchored in improving student proficiency, 

communicating the status to parents, and receiving technical support from a district team.  

Schools that failed to meet subgroup performance for 3 years were placed under 

corrective action.  Under corrective action, schools were to inform parents of their status 

and the right to transfer their student.  The district was charged with providing increased 

instructional and programmatic oversight and the option to make personnel changes.  

Under restructuring, district leaders were required to institute sweeping changes in the 

school’s leadership and instructional staff (U.S. Department of Education, 2007). 

The Elementary and Secondary Education Act was set for renewal in 2007; yet, 

Congress was unable to gain bipartisan support for a reauthorization until the American 

Recovery and Reinvestment Act (ARRA) of 2009.  Produced as a result of the recession, 

ARRA provided state education agencies with the opportunity to apply for billions in 

additional federal funding.  The federal grant opportunities required states to preserve 

positions, improve student achievement, and increase accountability for schools (ARRA, 
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2009).  The Act resulted in reforms such as school turnarounds, state data systems, and 

teacher evaluations.  Common Core standards and the corresponding assessments were 

also borne of this era.  ARRA funded two additional grants, Race to the Top (RTT) and 

School Improvement Grant (SIG), which required the usage of one of four school 

reformation models: turnaround, restart, closure, and transformation (Orland, 2011).   

The Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA) is the 2015 bi-partisan supported, 

reauthorization of the ESEA that currently governs K-12 educational policy across the 

nation.  While the update replaced NCLB and reduced the federal government’s role in 

public education for the first time in over 30 years, the requirement of state-administered 

student assessments remains, and states regained more control in determining standards 

and establishing achievement metrics.  In the previously reauthorized version of the 

ESEA called NCLB, all states were required to meet universal student achievement 

targets. 

ESSA also allows states to develop additional methods for evaluating school 

quality in addition to reading scores, math scores, and graduation rates.  SEAs must now 

provide evidence-based strategies to struggling schools in an effort to improve dropout 

rates, underperforming subgroups, or low-performing schools.  The role of the SEA has 

evolved to include support for district and school improvement through the provision of 

assistance, strategic planning, performance monitoring, and, if necessary, school 

sanctions. 

 Each state must submit a plan to the U.S. Department of Education, which will 

provide feedback, and approve if deemed sufficient.  Each state’s plan must include the 

process for administering tests to students in grades three through eight as well as those 



28 

in the 11th grade, along with aspirational yet realistic targets for achievement.  The 

results of these assessments will determine the success of both individual schools and 

their respective districts.  State educational agencies must also utilize assessment data to 

develop a process for supporting low-performing schools and districts in addition to 

administering any sanctions or consequences.  Low-performing schools are defined as 

those in the bottom 5% of the state based on graduation rates of less than 67% and 

assessment proficiency in Reading and Mathematics. 

ESSA also focuses on improving subgroup performance with a special focus on 

English Language Learners.  Students with disabilities must be administered the same 

assessment as other students as ESSA reduced the threshold of the percentage of students 

that require an alternate assessment to 1% of the total population.  The reauthorization 

includes a new requirement of college and career counseling along with providing 

equitable access to Advanced Placement courses (U.S. Department of Education, 2015).  

ESSA also demands that academic standards remain rigorous, which has prompted at 

least 16 states to review or revise their standards (Burnette, 2016). 

Over the past 50 years, American education policies have centered around closing 

performance gaps for all students.  More recently those efforts have intensified the need 

to ensure all racial, socio-economic, and alternate language groups experience academic 

success.  Schools failing to perform at high levels have begun to experience sanctions.  

When these schools consistently fail, districts and state agencies become increasingly 

involved in the daily instructional and operational decision-making.  Districts and state 

agencies must have standardized processes and procedures for improving the 

performance of their low-performing schools. 
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The responsibility for educating students lies with each state as the U.S. 

Constitution lacks a specific provision regarding education; however, the government 

drives the work of state educational agencies through the significant funding provided to 

implement federal policies and programs (Parker, 2016).  Article IX of the New State 

constitution established the public education system.  The New State Board of 

Education’s vision reads, “Every public school student will graduate ready for 

postsecondary education and work, prepared to be a globally engaged and productive 

citizen.”  The NSBOE and and the NSDE work to ensure the state’s constitutional 

guarantee of a “a sound basic education” for every student. 

The state constitution communicates the State Board “shall supervise and 

administer the free public school system and the educational funds provided for its 

support,” and the Department of Public Instruction ensures the effective implementation 

of federal and state policy throughout the 115 school districts, 102 charter schools, and 

home schools.  An elected Superintendent provides leadership for NSDE.  Operated 

through the authority of a board of education and led by a chief officer of education, the 

SEA interacts with legislators, reform advocates, local educational agencies, parents, 

students, and other stakeholders. 

The NSDE is charged with operationalizing state and federal laws as well as the 

State Board of Education’s policies in order to serve students in pre-kindergarten through 

12th grade.  The State Superintendent is an elected position that provides leadership for 

NSDE.  The department serves over 1.5 million students, 2446 schools, 167 charters, and 

116 school districts through the administration of curriculum and instruction, 

accountability, finance, licensure, professional development, and operations.  NSDE is 
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located in the capital of New State with four regional licensing offices.  According to the 

NCSBE mission, they have the “constitutional authority to lead and uphold the system of 

public education in New State.”   

Structure and responsibilities.  The Academic Services area of NSDE 

operationalizes state and federal policies around teaching and learning.  This area is 

responsible for ensuring students across New State are prepared for college or a career 

and engaged citizenry.  Major initiatives include the development of a digital learning 

plan, revising curricular standards, and the implementation of a statewide Multi-Tiered 

System of Supports.  Academic Services encompass the following areas: Accountability, 

Advanced Learning and Gifted Education, Career and Technical Education, Curriculum 

and Instruction, Digital Teaching and Learning, Exceptional Children, Integrated 

Academic and Behavioral Systems, and New State Virtual Public Schools.   

As federal legislation changes NSDE’s role, sufficient funding rarely 

accompanies these mandates.  Only 11.3% of the 2016-2017 New State public schools 

budget was comprised of federal funding (NSDE, 2017).  Federal funds are earmarked 

for special populations such as students with disabilities or those receiving free or 

reduced meals.  Of the $880 million of federal funding received, $543 million, or less 

than 5%, was allotted for the administration of the ESSA grant.  A lack of additional 

financial resources limits the state agency’s ability to provide the human resources 

needed to develop and implement innovative resources.  Figure 4 details the 2016-2017 

distribution of federal funds in New State. 

New State’s general administration enacted a 6.2% reduction of $3.2 million for 

the 2017-2018 school year and 13.9% reduction totaling $7.3 million for the upcoming 
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year.  These successive cuts to the state operation budget further reduce NSDE’s capacity 

to serve districts (Anonymous, 2017).  The New State Superintendent expressed concerns 

regarding the lack of fiscal responsibility and authorized a $1 million audit of the NSDE. 

 

Figure 4. 2016-2017 Federal Funds Received (incl. Charters). Source: NSDE (2017). 

 

NSDE’s Academic Services Area is charged with developing academic standards 

and assessments.  The team has faced staffing reductions which resulted in the 

redistribution of the positional responsibilities.  The expansion of individual positions has 

increased the duties for remaining staff without the undergirding of professional 

development and support.  The remaining team members operate largely in silos with 

varying departmental goals and plans.  In order to increase efficacy and effectiveness, the 

Academic Services team must realign in the face of these challenges. 

As the role and functions of SEAs shift, states have an increased responsibility to 

implement programming and provide the support districts need to improve schools.  

However, Burnette (2016) describes SEAs as “poorly organized and thinly staffed 

clearinghouses” (p. 1) that are struggling to respond to the demands of ESSA.  As the 

SEA’s job has become more political, change is inevitable.  State superintendents’ 

tenures average 3.2 years and most state agencies remain understaffed due to budgetary 
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constraints (Burnette, 2016; Murphy & Hill, 2011; Murphy & Ouijdani, 2011).  Minnici 

and Hill (2007) indicated some SEAs have embraced cross-departmental collaboration as 

a method for reducing silos and improving support to districts. 

 SEA transformation model.  While little empirical research exists on the role of 

SEAs (Hamman & Lane, 2004; Timar, 1997), several states are making headway in 

realigning their services to better support districts.  The New Hampshire State 

Department of Education (2014) transformed the education landscape of the entire state 

by collaborating with community partners and establishing a unified vision.  Although 

New Hampshire was already outperforming the nation in their dropout rates, graduation 

rates, and NAEP scores, they continued to improve upon their data by instituting a four-

pronged approach.  The state educational agency was able to realize improvements 

through the adoption of a statewide instructional framework and an aligned theory of 

change.   

Theory of Change 

Nonprofit and governmental agencies are striving to resolve complex social 

issues, such as closing educational gaps.  SEAs require evidence-based methodologies 

and tools for planning and evaluating interventions.  Researchers argue the need to utilize 

theory-based over methodology-based approaches to evaluate social change initiatives 

(Pawson & Tilley, 1997; Stame, 2004; Weiss, 1995).  The evaluative methodology of 

measuring outputs and ascribing those negative or positive changes to the inputs proved 

less effective in the assessment of the complex resolutions needed to solve issues such as 

organizational change (Stame, 2004). 
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A more effective approach involves an investigation of the black box or the 

“space between actual input and the expected output” (Stame, 2004, p. 58).  Investigating 

the black box provides researchers with an opportunity to posit what an intervention is 

expected to achieve, how it will accomplish the goals, and the conditions under which the 

success occurred.  Moreover, theory-based evaluations inform a practitioner’s 

understanding of why some programmatic interventions are more successful than others 

and under which conditions they work best.   

Change theory differs from other evaluative approaches because it attempts to 

demonstrate causality between a strategic action and the outcome, ensures the discussion 

of underlying assumptions as part of the process, and shifts the initiation of a team’s work 

from developing initiatives to determining goals and then deciding how best to meet the 

goals.  The theory of change serves as a backward mapping process and illustration 

describing how organizations plan to actualize large scale improvements (Weiss, 1995).   

The theory of change may also be referred to as a theory of action or logic model 

(Organizational Research Services, 2004).  Regardless of the term utilized, the theory of 

change serves as both a process and product.  The process of change is a methodology 

“through which participants construct a descriptive model of (both graphic and narrative) 

that explains the outcomes sought, why they are needed, how they will be achieved, and 

how progress on them can be monitored” (Taplin, Clark, Colling, & Colby, 2013, p. 21).  

The “descriptive model” Taplin et al. (2013) refer to is the product—an illustrative 

representation of the agreed-upon process for reaching the idea. 

Theories of change explain the pathway towards achieving goals.  Once teams 

define their goals, also referred to as results, determining which programs are necessary 
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to achieve the intended outcomes are the next step.  Change theory focuses on defining 

the process that occurs between the intervention and results by identifying all the 

conditions needed and their interrelated and causal relationships.   

To initiate a theory of change evaluation, stakeholders establish a common agenda 

and an agreed-upon goal.  Participants identify the circumstances needed to accomplish 

their goals.  The circumstances are articulated as outcomes and illustrated within a visual 

framework.  Outcomes are displayed chronologically and relationally.  The relationship 

between outcomes is described as interrelated and ordinal.  During the development 

process, team members are encouraged to discuss their assumptions.  Assumptions help 

clarify why an input or action may result in an outcome. 

The theory of change method serves as an innovative idea based on its ability to 

provide clarity between intended and actual outcomes as well as the requirement to 

establish organizational outcomes prior to embarking on the work to achieve said 

outcomes.  Fullan (2006) indicates that a failure to acknowledge the individuals and the 

culture in which they work can derail any efforts to develop a successful educational 

theory of change.  Fullan (2006) implemented a tri-level leadership model paired with the 

following eight strategies: a guiding coalition constantly in communication; peace and 

stability and other distractors; the literacy and numeracy Secretariat; negotiating 

aspirational targets; capacity building in relation to the targets; growing the financial 

investment; evolving positive pressure; and connecting the dots with key complementary 

components, which resulted in an Ontario state education department developing a set of 

collective agreements and a team of 80 people dedicated to building capacity around the 

initiative (Fullan, 2006).  A theory of change is not only an evaluative measure; it serves 



35 

as a collaborative process that includes the ideas of many stakeholders and drives results 

for an organization. 

 Relation to change.  Successful change efforts build capacity, develop 

ownership, and establish a common agenda.  There is every reason to believe that 

attending to the problem of developing and measuring interventions will increase 

organizational learning and progress toward meeting their long-range goals.  Ultimately, 

the theory of change maps out the how and why through the process of defining long-

term goals, underlying assumptions, interventions, and context.  Stakeholders engaging in 

the theory of change methodology develop a process for meeting strategic goals and a 

graphical representation of the logic behind the theory.  

The theory of action for change is a backward-mapping process for actualizing 

change (Weiss, 1995).  Theory of Action provides a process for achieving the strategic 

goals of initiatives and interventions through action plans.  The Outcomes Framework 

illustrates the rationale and process for implementing change, linking long-term goals to 

short-term actions.  This process provides more insight on the evaluation process.  Figure 

5 illustrates the Theory of Change process. 

Components of an 

Initiative 

Role of Theory of Change Thinking and Steps 

 

Identify Problem Before TOC begins. 

Convene Key People 

to Address Problem 

Before TOC begins. 

 

Conduct Research 

in Community to 

Better Understand 

the Problem 

Can occur before having a clear theory, and revisited when 

new questions emerge as a result of the TOC process. 

 

Figure 5. When to use the Theory of Change. Source: Center for Theory of Change 

(2018). 
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Set Initial Goals Where TOC really begins, in establishing consensus 

around well-defined long-term goals. 

Enlarge Stakeholder 

Group 

Based on knowledge of initial participants, but in creating the 

theory it often become clear that other people need to be at the 

table. 

Team Building and 

Forging 

Collaboration 

As part of TOC, stakeholders are asked to be clear and explicit 

about their beliefs, goals, and assumptions.  The process of 

discussion around these issues helps let everyone know where 

everyone stands and helps to build trust. 

Begin Planning an 

Initiative 

The TOC process includes steps to elicit a conceptually tight, 

highly detailed explanation for what changes need to occur 

and their relation to one another. 

Raise Funds Use your change framework and narrative to demonstrate to 

funders that your initiative is well thought out, practical, and 

measurable, and that you have a process in place to be 

accountable for results. 

Develop an Action 

Plan 

The theory developed during the initial planning phase 

identified interventions and strategies needed, and also 

identified how much change you are expecting.  These two 

things provide the basis for deciding which specific actions 

will bring about the expected degree of change. 

Develop an 

Evaluation Plan 

Your theory of change is the blueprint for evaluation.  It 

identifies indicators of success and specifies the details of who 

is expected to change and how much.  This is the basis for 

developing the methodologies to measure the indicators. 

Implementation Your theory of change is a dynamic, living set of ideas which 

should guide implementation and provide a framework for 

checking that the initiative stays on track. 

Revise Plans (Mid-

Course Corrections) 

Because your theory of change is a living, dynamic set of 

ideas, you can make changes to it as you learn from your 

experiences.  A TOC helps guide decisions about how to make 

adjustments by clearly showing the relationship between 

outcomes. 

Evaluation Your theory of change is the framework against which the 

success and obstacles of your initiative will be evaluated.  

Because you will have articulated all the assumptions, 

justification, and contextual conditions you believe affect your 

likelihood of success, lessons about how these change, expand, 

or prove correct will be evident. 

Reporting to 

Funders, Boards, 

the Community, etc. 

Again, your theory of change provides the basis against which 

you can report your successes, setback and lessons, and your 

evaluation results. 

 

Figure 5. Cont. 
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Dissemination of 

Results to a Wider 

Audience 

While a good theory of change is critical for planning and 

evaluation, it is also a powerful communication tool 

because you can capture the complexity of your initiative 

in a form that is understandable to others. 

Influencing 

Policymakers 

Being specific about what made your initiative successful and 

how much change or success can be expected under given 

conditions and actions is what policymakers need to know in 

order to apply lessons from one initiative to other problems. 

 

Figure 5. Cont. 

Silos and fragmentation in organizations.  Silos and fragmentation exist 

because all parties within the organization have a limited understanding of the other 

departments.  As an organization grows larger, it will form specialized functions such as 

departments or divisions.  As formal chains of command serve as a horizontal hierarchy 

for managing each department, silos may be created as departments complete their work 

in isolated vacuums (Cilliers & Greyvenstein, 2012).  These departments build technical 

proficiency, which provides a level of comfort for the staff who share the same types of 

roles.  Often the customer or key stakeholders are negatively impacted and silos are 

created as the necessary solutions to their issues lie within the expertise of several 

departments.  The concept of silos is related to open systems theory, meaning the 

organization experiencing silos can take in outside information and simultaneously 

produces information, thereby increasing their impact when they work together (von 

Bertalanffy, 1968). 

Gleeson (2013) describes the silo mentality as “a mindset present when entire 

departments or sectors do not wish to share information with others in the same 

company” (p. 1).  Silos reduce an organization’s ability to meet its mission, maintain 

employee morale, and improve the work culture.  To avoid silos, organizations must 

provide equity of voice, executive-level commitment to initiatives, and share information 
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if they wish to avoid risks and optimize opportunities.  Eliminating silos sets the stage for 

greater collaboration and innovation; it also reduces friction, duplicative efforts, and 

wasted energy.  The hidden cost of an already understaffed department is vast. 

Silo elimination challenges.  Although breaking down silos may improve 

communication and teamwork (Rhodes et al., 2016) and pave the way for a more 

collaborative response (Hartwell et al., 2017), the process may increase competition as 

individual goals are not always aligned to the goals of the group.  Additionally, 

employees are often married to the culture of how things are currently done and are 

resistant to change (Govindarajan, 2011).  To fully eradicate silos, leaders and their staff 

must embrace change.  According to Govindarajan (2011), leaders must create a 

compelling case for innovation and create a fully aligned strategic innovation agenda in 

order to sidestep the pitfalls associated with silo removal.  Identifying the right people to 

participate, the ability to be in the same location at the same time, and ensuring a leader 

who can make decisions is included are all issues associated with silos (Ashkenas, 2015). 
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CHAPTER II 

 

Introduction 

NSDE’s academic divisions are shifting from a compliance office to one that 

supports district and school achievement in the midst of significant federal policy 

changes, reduced financial and human resources, and a $1 million audit of the agency’s 

operations.  The goal of the strategic plan is to reframe the work of the ARA to increase 

coherence and collaboration across the eight divisions in order to better serve the state’s 

115 districts.  The review of literature provided illustrates the context of state educational 

agencies and the research-based approaches to improving organizational efficacy.  The 

researcher led a group of state leaders through a strategic planning process using 

collective impact principles to better support the state’s 115 districts. 

In this chapter, the researcher introduces the strategic planning team (SPT), 

process, and plan.  This section also discusses the study, theoretical framework, and 

reflections of the strategic planning process.  The scale of complexity of district 

improvement in light of the implementation of new federal policy, financial and human 

resource reductions, and internal pressure for fiscal efficacy drives the need for increased 

efficacy within New State’s state educational agency.  The researcher developed a team 

to assist with the implementation of the collective impact model where a strategic project 

was developed to propel the work.  The team employed the process below to complete 

the strategic plan:   

1. The researcher identified the members of the strategic planning team by 

collaborating with NSDE’s Chief Academic Officer of Academic Services.  
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Strategic team members within the academic divisions were identified based 

on critical skills, experience, and influence over their respective divisions.  

Each of the directors of the Accountability, Gifted Education, Career 

Education, Curriculum and Instruction, Digital Learning, Exceptional 

Children, MTSS, and Virtual School divisions served on the strategic planning 

team.   

2. The strategic planning team commenced its work by conducting a 

comprehensive needs assessment to evaluate the organizational structure, 

divisional agendas, data, major initiatives and communication processes.  The 

SPT also evaluated currently available datasets along with a needs assessment 

to identify a problem of practice.   

3. The SPT developed a strategic plan to address the fragmentation of the eight 

divisions within Academic Services.   

4. The researcher, along with the SPT, proposed an action plan with 

implementation goals to be met through action steps, strategies, resources, and 

a timeline in an effort to defragment the work of the Academic Services area. 

The Strategic Planning Team 

In an effort to strengthen the efforts of Academic Services, a strategic planning 

team was convened.  The Academic Services Area of the NSDE is comprised of the 

following eight divisions: Accountability, Gifted Education, Career Education, 

Curriculum and Instruction, Digital Learning, Exceptional Children, MTSS, and Virtual 

School.  The directors from each of the aforementioned divisions, along with the Chief 

Academic Officer, were selected to serve on the strategic planning team.  The Chief 
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Academic Officer supervised each member, and was therefore capable of selecting each 

SPT member based on knowledge of the respective division, leadership capacity, and 

ability to communicate with various internal and external stakeholders.  Team members 

were contacted by the Chief Academic Officer and invited to participate on the planning 

team.  Meeting dates and times were provided. 

Strategic Planning Process Overview 

Meeting One 

The initial strategic planning meeting was held on February 12, 2018, from 5:00 

p.m. to 7:00 p.m.  The researcher, internship coach, and strategic team met to discuss the 

High Point University strategic planning purpose, process, roles, and responsibilities.  

The strategic planning team members described above were selected prior to this 

meeting.  It was imperative to assemble a team that could contribute to the development 

of the strategic plan but that also had the authority and will to communicate the plan and 

assist with the implementation.  The team discussed the next steps for the upcoming 

meetings and agreed to review data and assess the status of the organization.  Team 

members were contacted with the logistics for all meetings and provided with an agenda 

for the February 2018 meeting. 

Meeting Two 

On February 21, 2018 from 9:00 a.m. to 4:00 p.m., the entire strategic planning 

team gathered with the goals of reviewing data, completing a Fishbone Diagram, 

conducting a Strengths, Opportunities, Aspirations, and Results (SOAR) Analysis, and 

providing an in-depth investigation of the collective impact model.  The meeting began 
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with an overview of the agenda and introductions.  All members were present.  The team 

completed the following activities in the day-long meeting: 

 Data Review—The brief data review as described in Chapter I assisted in 

creating a sense of urgency for addressing the problem of practice.  The data 

illustrated a need for the improvement of service to districts as most of the 

targets set for the metrics remained unmet.  The team was familiar with the 

current data results and targets as described within the SBE strategic plan as 

well as the lack of significant progress, especially as it pertains to the 

reduction of low-performing schools and districts.   

 Fishbone Diagram—A Fishbone Diagram serves as a visual representation of 

problem causality as a method for uncovering root problems.  This tool assists 

with explaining cause and effect.  The SPT investigated the root causes of 

why previous efforts failed to improve interdepartmental collaboration and 

district support through the lens of Kotter’s (1996) Common Errors of 

Change.  The team determined previous failures were due to the following 

five practices:  

o Failure to create a sufficiently powerful coalition, 

o Underestimating the power of vision, 

o Undercommunicating the vision by a power of 10 (or more), 

o Failing to create short-term wins, and 

o Neglecting to anchor changes firmly in the culture.   

 SOAR Analysis—The Strengths, Opportunities, Aspirations, and Results 

Analysis, as illustrated in Figure 6, was conducted as a needs assessment to 
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provide more information on the organization’s strengths and assist with 

establishing a future vision.  The strengths portion provided stakeholders with 

insight on what was currently working.  The opportunities segment indicates 

potential improvement strategies.  Aspirations led to a conversation on the 

vision, where the team determined the vision statement should incorporate the 

aspirational statements and the mission should reflect the SBE mission.  The 

feedback on results led the team to the agreed utilization of the SBE goals and 

metrics as the shared measurement for progress. 

STRENGTHS 
 Divisions support student 

achievement 

 Quality human capital 

 Focus on Students 

 PMOC – regular meeting 

structure 

 Open to and engages in some 

cross-divisional collaboration 

OPPORTUNITIES 
 Alignment between local, state and 

federal initiatives and programs 

 Moving from competing to collaborative 

culture amongst divisions 

ASPIRATIONS 
 Cutting edge district support 

 Leadership 

 Timely 

 Communication 

RESULTS 
 Student success in measurement and 

implementation data 

 Alignment to SBE strategic plan 

 

Figure 6. SOAR Analysis. 

 

 Collective Impact—The researcher developed and facilitated a presentation on 

the Collective Impact model to ensure a uniform level of understanding and to 

assess interest.  The SPT indicated its willingness to engage in establishing the 

preconditions for implementation. 
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Meeting Three 

The strategic planning team met on March 19, 2018 from 1:30 p.m. to 4:30 p.m. 

to review the outcomes from the previous meeting and develop the strategic plan.  Based 

on the previous meeting, the team reviewed the SBE mission and the newly established 

vision.  The team agreed that the ASA’s goal would be to reduce fragmentation and 

improve the ASA infrastructure in order to be better positioned to serve the state’s 115 

public school districts.  Multiple strategies were brainstormed.  Four strategies were 

agreed upon through a discussion and vote.  The strategies are listed below in the 

strategic plan.  The SPT devised action steps for each of the strategies by brainstorming 

and placing action steps on sticky notes which were then placed on the corresponding 

strategy.   

Meeting Four 

The third strategic planning team meeting was held on April 16, 2018 from 1:30 

p.m. to 4:30 p.m. with the goal of reviewing the strategies and corresponding action steps 

in an effort to finalize the strategy to be attempted for this research project.  The action 

steps were placed in a template.  Verbs were added to the action items and action items 

were placed in order.  The team decided through discussion and voting to implement 

Strategies 1 and 2 for the purposes of this research.   

Strategic Plan Summary and Action Plan Proposal 

Mission 

The SPT elected to utilize the SBE mission as it encompasses the work of every 

department and ensures alignment.  The State Board of Education vision states, “Every 

public school student will graduate ready for post-secondary education and work, 
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prepared to be a globally engaged and productive citizen through access to needed 

resources and rigor.”  

Vision 

The Academic Services Area seeks to become a cutting-edge organization 

providing district support, leadership, and communication through timely, evidence-

based collaborative interdepartmental service delivery. 

Strategic Plan Summary 

The Board’s five goals were approved in December 2015 with a sixth goal added 

in January, as outlined in Table 4.  Each of the goals is aligned to various objectives and 

metrics.  A sixth goal created to “ensure equity of educational opportunity for all 

students” was presented to the Board in January.  Revisions to the plan are currently 

underway to realign and add objectives to the new equity goal.  The collective impact 

framework was adopted by the Academics Services area to assist them in meeting the 

goals of the strategic plan.   

Table 4 

NSBOE Strategic Plan 

Goals Objectives 

I. Ensure every 

student in the NS 

Public School 

System graduates 

from high school 

prepared for work, 

further education, 

and citizenship. 

 

1. Increase the cohort graduation rate   

2. Graduate students prepared for postsecondary education 

3. Graduate students pursuing a Career and Technical Education 

(CTE) concentration prepared for careers 

4. Reduce the percentage of students needing remediation in 

postsecondary education 

5. Increase student performance on the state’s End of Grade (EOG) 

and End of Course (EOC) Assessments and on the National 

Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP) 
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Table 4 

Cont. 

Goals Objectives 

II. Ensure every 

student has a 

personalized 

education. 

1. Increase the number of students who graduate from high school 

with postsecondary credit. 

2. Increase the number of teachers and students using digital 

learning tools. 

3. Increase the number of schools designated as Science, 

Technology, Engineering and Mathematics (STEM) or Global 

Education‐ready. 

4. Increase the number of charter schools meeting academic, 

operational, and financial goals. 

III. Every student, 

every day, has 

excellent 

educators. 

1. Develop and support highly effective teachers. 

2. Develop and support highly effective principals. 

3. Increase the number of teachers graduating from quality 

traditional and alternative educator preparation programs.  

4. Increase the number of principals graduating from quality 

traditional and alternative educator preparation programs. 

5. Increase the access to effective and highly effective teachers for 

students in low‐achieving and high‐poverty schools relative to 

their higher‐achieving and lower‐poverty peers. 

IV. Ensure every 

school district has 

up‐to‐date 

financial, business, 

and technology 

systems to serve 

its students, 

parents, and 

educators.  

1. Provide all schools with sufficient wireless coverage to support 

1:1 computing initiatives. 

2. Use Home Base as an essential resource for instructional delivery 

and communications with parents and students. 

3. Use state and federal funding according to state and federal laws 

and State Board of Education policies. 

V. Ensure every 

student is healthy, 

safe, and 

responsible.  

1. Create and maintain a safe and respectful school environment. 

2. Promote healthy, active lifestyles for students. 

3. Decrease the number of students who are chronically absent, drop 

out, or suspended from school. 

4. Decrease violence and crime in schools. 

VI. Ensure equity 

of opportunity for 

all students. 

1. Decrease the percentage of low-performing schools and districts 

in the state. 

 

Strategic Plan 

The strategic team aligned their work to SBE goals: (a) every student in the New 

State Public School System graduates from high school prepared for work, further education, 
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and citizenship; (b) every student has a personalized education; (c) every student is healthy, 

safe, and responsible; and (d) ensure equity of opportunity for all students.  The SPT defined 

three focus areas: professional development, personalized education, and collaboration 

and engagement.  Table 5 illustrates the relationships between the SBE strategic plan and 

the Academic Services Area plan as well as the aligned action steps for each of the four 

strategies, persons responsible (owners), and deadlines.  Priority scores were established 

using a weighted decision matrix and were based on the impact and current capacity to 

complete the action step.  Each action step was ranked from 1 to 3 for impact and 

capacity and the score were multiplied.  Scores of 6 or 9 indicted higher levels of 

importance and the immediate capacity to complete the actions step; these higher scoring 

action steps received a priority score of “high.” Scores of 3 or 4 indicated medium 

priority, and action items receiving a score of 1 or 2 were deemed low.   

Table 5 

 

Goals, Strategies, and Action Steps 

 

Goal: To reduce fragmentation and improve ASA infrastructure in order to be 

better positioned to serve the state’s 115 public school districts. 

Strategy 1: Build a shared understanding of the work of Academic Services 

amongst all staff members. 

 

Action Steps 

 

Owner 

Due 

Date 

Priority 

Score 

1. Conduct a needs assessment by reviewing 

documentation of job descriptions, budgets, 

division plans, and communications. 

2. Share findings with SPT leaders. 

3. Develop a toolkit for SPT leaders to share with 

ASA staff within each of their respective 

divisions.  

4. Review the toolkit with ASA staff within 

divisions  

Researcher 

 

 

Researcher 

Researcher 

 

 

SPT  

2/18 

 

 

3/18 

4/18 

 

 

5/18 

High 

 

 

High 

Medium 

 

 

Medium 
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Table 5 

Cont. 

Strategy 2: Employ elements of the Collective Impact model to align and deepen 

the work of the ASA.   

 

Action Steps 

 

Owner 

Due 

Date 

Priority 

Score 

1. Provide collective impact training for SPT. 

2. Provide collective impact for staff in all 

divisions. 

3. Ensure all eight divisions articulate common 

agenda, shared measurement, and mutually-

reinforcing activities. 

4. Deploy the collective impact assessment to all 

ASA. 

5. Review the assessment data and provide 

feedback to the SPT to further improve 

implementation. 

Researcher 

SPT 

SPT 

 

 

Researcher 

 

Researcher 

 

 

3/18 

4/18 

6/18 

 

 

9/18 

 

10/18 

 

 

High 

High 

Medium 

 

 

High 

 

High 

 

 

Strategy 3: Develop an interdepartmental collaborative team to utilize collective 

impact principles to review standards, revise policy and train internal and 

external constituents 

 

Action Steps 

 

Owner 

Due 

Date 

Priority 

Score 

1. Review current standards policies. 

2. Develop process project plan for Standards, 

Review, Revision, and Implementation 

Process. 

3. Establish and regularly convene an 

interdepartmental review team. 

4. Share the draft policy and documents with each 

of the ARA’s eight departments. 

5. Develop an ASA 2018-2019 comprehensive 

manual for the Standards, Review, Revision, 

and Implementation Process. 

6. Share plan and train divisions and district 

stakeholders. 

Researcher 

SPT 

 

 

Researcher 

 

Researcher 

 

SPT 

 

 

SPT 

 

4/18 

5/18 

 

 

5/18 

 

9/18 

 

9/18 

 

 

10/18 

 

High 

High 

 

 

High 

 

High 

 

High 

 

 

High 
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Table 5 

Cont. 

Strategy 4: Deepen collaboration with other agencies within SEA to improve 

service delivery and reduce duplicative efforts.   

 

Action Steps 

 

Owner 

Due 

Date 

Priority 

Score 

1. Meet with SEA agency partners to discuss 

major initiatives, strategies towards SBE goals, 

and opportunities for collaboration. 

2. Facilitate meetings among leaders on 

interagency projects such as PreK-12 Literacy 

Plan and the Common Core standards review. 

3. Provide Venn diagram models of work 

showing intersections and duplication. 

4. Assign project leads and team members. 

5. Devise project plan templates for tracking 

progress towards SBE goals and monitoring 

timelines. 

SPT 

 

 

SPT 

 

 

SPT 

 

SPT 

SPT 

 

 

4/18 

 

 

9/18 

 

 

5/18 

 

6/18 

10/18 

 

 

Low 

 

 

Medium 

 

 

Medium 

 

Medium 

Low 

 

 

 

Action Plan 

The researcher proposed to reduce silos and improve the ASA structure to be 

better positioned to serve school districts.  The researcher proposed to implement the first 

and second strategies by building a shared understanding of the work of Academic 

Services among all staff members through the employment of collective action elements.  

The researcher, along with the SPT, proposed to accomplish each of the aligned action 

items underneath strategies: (a) build a shared understanding of the work of Academic 

Services among all staff members; (b) employ elements of the collective impact model to 

align and deepen the work of the ASA; and (c) develop an interdepartmental 

collaborative team to utilize collective impact principles to review standards, revise 

policy, and train internal and external constituents. 
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The study was articulated as a mixed methods study that utilized a collective 

impact implementation survey and staff interviews.  The researcher also described the 

process of implementing collective impact principles to inform the future work of the 

NSDE.  Lastly, each SPT member was interviewed to determine the extent to which a 

common agenda increased organizational alignment and reduced silos.  The researcher 

employed the strategic questions around a common agenda as outlined in the Guide to 

Evaluating Collective Impact Part 3: Supplement Sample Questions, Outcomes, and 

Indicators (Preskill, Parkhurst, & Juster, n.d.). 

The collected data were analyzed and compared to determine findings as aligned 

to the three research questions:  

1. How does the agency’s staff describe their experiences in the implementation 

of the collective impact initiative?   

2. What variables impact perception of the collective impact model? 

3. How can the implementation of collective impact be improved in an SEA?   

The researcher assumed the null hypothesis for Research Question 2, meaning there will 

be no statistical difference in the groups of staff and their responses.  The qualitative and 

quantitative data were analyzed and provided to the ASA upon completion. 

Reflections 

The cyclical nature of a strategic planning process proved to be challenging 

process for the researcher.  While an exciting prospect, undertaking an internship at the 

state level was demanding as the researcher was not employed by the SEA and did not 

have the established relationships one might have in their own district.The 

implementation of the collective impact framework was challenging as an intra-agency 
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approach.  The experience was invaluable and serves to add to the body of literature on 

organizational improvement and collective impact. 

Attempting an internship at SEA for which the researcher was not employed was 

a complex process.  In spite of the unwavering and boundless support of both the 

dissertation and internship chairs, the research project proved daunting.  The process 

required many additional hours in that the internship location was about 45 minutes from 

the researcher’s district role.  As a result, the researcher needed to take many leave days 

and work after the work day and on weekends to accomplish the additional tasks 

associated with the project.   

The team was comprised of appropriate members who could provide insight on 

the issues and drive the work through their teams; yet, the researcher was new to the 

team.  In a very short period of time, the researcher needed to establish trust to effectively 

facilitate the work of the Strategic Planning team.  At times, there were moments of 

frustration from the team as they were unsure that the project would resolve some 

longstanding issues.  The team was exceptional in their commitment.  Team members 

attended each meeting or sent a designee, completed assignments, and shared their best 

thinking.  At times, the researcher struggled to maintain a facilitative role in that they 

wanted to share their own perspectives with the group and provide guidance.   

Incorporating the theory of change as an approach to undertaking the work with 

the SPT assisted with developing a clear process and plan for implementing the action 

plan.  The theory of change provided a tool for evaluating the success of the project while 

allowing the SPT to investigate the process along the way.  Utilizing this type of logic 

model will also support the team in scaling up the collective impact efforts, if successful.  
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The collective impact model is a relatively new framework built upon best 

practices for organizational effectiveness.  Established in 2011, the collective impact 

model was developed to address complex social problems through the collaborative 

efforts of multiple agencies and industries.  While the state educational agency (SEA) is 

technically one industry, it is comprised of multiple divisions with a variety of initiatives, 

metrics, staff, and stakeholders.  It was difficult to persuade the team that elements of the 

model such as a common agenda, shared measurement, and mutually reinforcing 

activities model could assist with the effectiveness of their work, even if they did not 

undertake the entire framework.  Implementation of the model challenges power 

structures and reinforces transparency which can be concerns for staff under new 

leadership.   
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CHAPTER III 

 

Action Plan 

Introduction  

As a response to the ESSA legislation (U.S. Department of Education, 2015), 

state agencies across America must shift from compliance offices to school improvement 

support agencies.  The New State Department of Education seeks to be better positioned 

to support districts in improving 505 low-performing schools across the state.  In order to 

meet this significant challenge, the organization requires a new way to develop a 

common understanding of the problem, shared goals, and unified approaches to problem-

solving.  As school improvement work cuts across various academic departments, it was 

essential that the SEAs explore ways to reduce silos and duplicative efforts and increase 

communication and collaboration which ultimately should result in improving their 

organizational efficacy. 

While a relatively new framework, the collective impact model has gained 

popularity among non-profit agencies seeking to solve complex social issues (Kania & 

Kramer, 2011).  Collective impact utilizes the five principles of a common agenda, 

shared measurement, mutually-reinforcing activities, continuous communication, and a 

backbone organization to improve organizational efficacy.  While the existing empirical 

research is lean, some promising initial results have been reported (ORS Impact & Spark 

Policy Institute, 2018).  The ORS Impact and Spark Policy Institute (2018) found that 

many of the collective impact efforts also include the following eight additional 

principles of practice for supporting population changes: 
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1. Design and implement the initiative with priority on equity, 

2. Include community members in the collaborative, 

3. Recruit and co-create with cross-sector partners, 

4. Use data to continuously learn, adapt, and improve, 

5. Cultivate leaders with unique system leadership skills, 

6. Focus on program and system strategies, 

7. Build a culture that fosters relationships, trust, and respect across participants, 

and 

8. Customize for local context.  

Early changes, system changes, and population changes were the three key areas 

discussed in the ORS Impact & Spark Policy Institute report.  These three categories 

serve to measure the depth of implementation and magnitude of impact.  Early changes 

are described as shifts in the foundational understanding and awareness of collective 

impact within the organization. 

The NSDE purported to implement the collective impact model and study 

perceptions of the framework’s impact during the early stages.  This chapter outlines the 

strategic plan and corresponding implementation.  The chapter further describes the 

methodology used to understand how SEA leaders perceived the impact of the collective 

impact initiative.  The research study purposed to collect both qualitative and quantitative 

data which may inform the agency’s leadership on the status of implementation.  The 

chapter closes with an analysis of the collected data and provides recommendations for 

next steps in the implementation of the collective impact initiative. 
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The SPT established the goal of reducing silos and duplication of efforts through 

the implementation of collective impaction tenets.  More specifically, the team intended 

to accomplish the goal by beginning with the first tenet of collective impact, a common 

agenda.  Understanding that collective impact requires years and sometimes decades of 

work, the team purposed to ensure all staff members had a shared understanding of the 

purpose, aligned to the agency’s goal. 

The team agreed to establish a common agenda by implementing two strategies.  

The first strategy required the team to conduct a needs assessment, review data, share the 

findings, develop a collective impact toolkit, and review the toolkit with the staff.  The 

second strategy required the researcher to provide training on the collective impact model 

and assess staff perceptions of the collective impact initiative by administering a survey 

to all staff and interviewing each of the departmental leaders.  The results of the survey 

would be used as a tool for assessing the progress of the collective impact initiative as 

well as provide insight on the path forward. 

Action Plan Implementation 

The ESSA legislation has required SEAs across the nation to embrace a greater 

role in supporting districts so that they may improve their low-performing schools.  The 

New State Board of Education’s mission states that it will use its constitutional authority 

to lead and uphold the system of public education in New State.  The SBE’s visions seek 

to ensure public students will graduate ready for postsecondary education and work, 

prepared to be globally engaged and productive citizens.  The NSDE is a large 

bureaucratic organization that could potentially increase its efficacy by utilizing the 

collective impact principles as an intra-agency initiative.  The Strategic Planning Team 
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embraced the SBE’s mission and vision and developed the SPT strategic plan around the 

implementation of the collective impact initiative. 

In order to establish the first principle of collective impact, a common agenda, a 

needs assessment was conducted.  As outlined in Chapter II, the team reviewed the last 

three years of state assessment data, completed a fishbone diagram, and conducted a 

SOAR analysis.  The action plan was aligned to the first goal of New State Board of 

Education’s strategic plan which seeks to ensure every student graduates from high 

school prepared for work, further education, and citizenship.  Objective 5 for Goal 1 

requires the increase of student performance on the state’s end-of-year assessments.  The 

strategic planning team aligned their work to Goal 1 and Objective 5 of the SBE plan by 

developing a plan to implement the collective impact initiative as an intra-agency effort 

for improving efficacy in serving low-performing districts.  The strategies and action 

steps included within this project are listed below. 

 Strategy 1 of the SPT: Build a shared understanding of the work of Academic 

Services among all staff members. 

o Action Steps:  

 Conduct a needs assessment with Academics staff (Owners: 

Researcher & CAO; Timeline: February 2018) 

 Share findings with staff and SPT (Owner: Researcher; Timeline: 

March 2018)  

 Develop an Introduction to collective impact toolkit (CIT) for SPT 

leaders (Owner: Researcher; Timeline: April 2018) 
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 Ensure SPT leaders use (CIT) with their staff to ensure understanding 

of basic tenets permeates within the division (Owner: CAO & 

Directors; Timeline: May 2018) 

 Strategy 2 of the SPT: Employ elements of the collective impact model to 

align and deepen the work of the Academics divisions. 

o Action Steps:  

 Provide collective impact training for the SPT (Owners: Researcher; 

Timeline: March 2018)  

 Meet with staff to identify areas of needed collaboration (Owners: 

Researcher and CAO; Timeline: June 2018)  

 Collect quantitative data to assess the implementation of collective 

impact (Owner: Researcher; Timeline: January – February 2018) 

 Collect qualitative data to assess the implementation of collective 

impact (Owner: Researcher; Timeline: January – February 2018) 

 Assess both datasets and provide feedback on next steps (Owner: 

Researcher; Timeline: March 2018) 

Strategy 1 was completed during the strategic project and internship.  The second 

project phase required the ability to assess the current progress of the collective impact 

initiative.  The initiative was introduced 2 years prior by the Deputy Superintendent and 

the Chief Academic Officer along with the researcher sought to further the understanding 

of collective impact by the academic area leaders. 

Once permission was granted by the High Point University Institutional Review 

Board (IRB) and the state educational agency’s Research and Data department, the 
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researcher contacted the Deputy Superintendent to gain consent for their academic 

leaders who also served on the strategic planning team and their staff to participate in the 

study.  There was a total of nine leaders who were contacted for interviews.  It was 

determined that interviews for all research participants would be conducted at the agency 

to ensure the convenience and comfort of the participants.  Participation in the interviews 

was completely voluntary and each leader was asked to consent to the study using the 

approved forms.  The staff of each of the leaders was asked to complete an online survey.  

The consent form was placed on the front page of the form. 

It is important to note that during the initial phase of the action plan, the 

researcher was employed by a local school district and completed the internship course 

and corresponding required hours at the New State Department of Education completing 

the activities outlined in the action plan.  By the time the data collection phase began, the 

researcher had accepted a position within the NSDE.  This is important to disclose but the 

researcher does not feel that this significantly impacted the results.  While the researcher 

was now a member of the organization, she was not employed in any of the academic 

divisions included in the study and did not supervise any of the staff members 

interviewed or surveyed. 

The second phase of the action plan required the implementation of a mixed 

methods study of the perceptions of the collective impact initiative.  The researcher 

implemented the second strategy through the collection and analysis of interview notes 

and survey questions.  The methodology section below outlines the research questions, 

research design, setting, and participants. 
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Methodology 

Research Questions 

In collaboration with the strategic planning team, the researcher sought to better 

understand the impact of the implementation of the collective impact model as an intra-

agency approach for increasing communication and collaboration within a state 

educational agency.  The research sought to understand the impact of the collective 

impact initiative through the following three research questions:  

1. How does the agency’s staff describe their experiences in the implementation 

of the collective impact initiative?   

2. What variables impact perception of the collective impact model? 

3. How can the implementation of collective impact be improved in an SEA?   

Research Design 

The focus of this mixed methods research study was to investigate the NSDE staff 

perceptions of the collective impact tenet of a common agenda.  The three research 

questions focused better understanding of the staff’s perceptions of the collective impact 

model, the relationships between the variables in respondents and the how the collective 

impact mode may be better implemented in the future.  A survey and interview were 

created to gather pertinent data sets.  Table 6 highlights the relationship between the 

qualitative and qualitative datasets and the research questions.   

The collection of both qualitative and quantitative data analysis methods provided 

the researcher with an abundance of data and information (Creswell, 2015).  The mixed 

methods approach utilizes the strengths of qualitative and quantitative data collection 

methodology while minimizing each method’s weaknesses (Johnson & Ongwuebuzie, 
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2004).  As complex educational problems of practice are not easily answered with 

qualitative or quantitative data collection alone, researchers make a conscious choice to 

use both (Lochmiller & Lester, 2017).  The mixed methods approach was utilized as the 

researcher sought to assess both staff perspectives of the collective impact initiative as 

well as collect more in-depth information on the directors’ thoughts as they had much 

more direct exposure to the collective impact implementation. 

Table 6 

Data Collection and Methodology Matrix 

 

Instrument 

Research  

Question 1 

Research  

Question 2 

Research  

Question 3 

Staff Survey X X X 

Director 

Interview 
X X X 

 

Quantitative data were collected via a survey and participant interviews served as 

the qualitative dataset to assist in responding to the research questions.  Both the surveys 

and interviews were conducted simultaneously with the intent of merging the separate 

strands of data to provide a better insight on the issue.  Creswell (2015) states the mixed 

methods parallel-convergent model of qualitative and quantitative data, or QUAN-

QUAL, both hold the same weight in the research design.  The convergent parallel design 

also allows the researcher to connect the results of both datasets into a cohesive analysis.  

Figure 7 provides a visual representation of the quantitative and qualitative data sets in 

the study’s mixed methods convergent approach. 
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Figure 7. Convergent Parallel Mixed Methods Design.  Adapted from Creswell (2015).   

Setting 

 Zambo (2013) states educational dissertations are rooted in action research 

focused on the organizations in which they are most familiar; thus, the practitioner 

conducted her research in a state educational agency.  The study focuses on the agency’s 

role shift from compliance to educational innovation.  More specifically, the selected 

agency sought to adopt an organizational efficacy model that would ultimately assist 

them in being able to better support the 505 low-performing schools in the state.  The 

agency was selected as a part of the sample as it had begun to explore the collective 

impact model.  Surveys with a qualitative component do not intend to theorize the results; 

instead, the outcomes provide insight on a very specific subset of the population or 

organization (Lochmiller & Lester, 2017). 

 The New State Department of Education was purposefully sampled as a result of 

their interest in the collective impact model, their ESSA application which outlined their 

desire to improve low-performing schools, and the researcher’s interest in the 

organizational aspects of a state agency.  New State Department of Education is one of 

the largest state educational agencies in the United States, serving over a million students 

Quantitative 
Data 

(Interviews)

Qualitative 
Data 

(Survey)

RESULTS 
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results and check for 

divergences and interpret 

results 
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enrolled in both public and charter schools.  The Superintendent leads the NSDE and was 

recently elected by the general public in 2016 for a 4-year term.  The state’s elected 

officials recently voted to provide the Superintendent with more rights to hire executive 

staff member within the agency.  The Superintendent leads the state agency along with 

the state board of education.  The board is comprised of 13 members which include the 

Lieutenant Governor, State Treasurer, and eight members appointed by the governor who 

serve 8-year terms.  There are also seven advisors to the board who do not possess voting 

rights but represent different sets of educational stakeholders. 

The NSDE is comprised of five major divisions: Internal Audits, Human 

Resources, Achievement School District, Finance, and the Office of the Deputy State 

Superintendent.  Academics is one of the 10 areas the Deputy Superintendent supports 

and is led by the Chief Academic Officer.  The study focused on the Chief Academic 

Officers as they were most closely aligned to and charged with school improvement. 

Participants 

While all divisions within the NSDE are ultimately responsible for ensuring all 

students receive a sound, basic education, the Accountability, Gifted Education, Career 

and Technical Education, Multi-Tiered Systems of Support, Virtual Schools, Exceptional 

Children, and Digital Teaching and Learning divisional leaders were included in this 

study.  Staff within each of the aforementioned divisions of the NSDE were asked to 

participate in the research study.  As discussed previously, a purposeful sample was used 

for the qualitative dataset in that each of the selected leaders had served on the 

researcher’s strategic planning team. 
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The researcher contacted each of the nine academic leaders to discuss the research 

study and determine their inclination to participate in the research study.  The researcher 

emailed each of the individual directors to provide consent forms.  The consent forms 

were emailed back to the researcher in advance of the interviews or completed prior to 

the interview.  Some leaders required follow-up phone calls and emails to obtain a 

response to the request.  One leader declined to participate based on workload and time 

constraints.  The researcher then scheduled a 30-minute window for each interview and 

sent each interviewee an electronic calendar invitation.  The researcher conducted each 

interview in the leader’s office. 

While interviews were scheduled, the researcher simultaneously developed an 

email group for each of the leader’s divisions, except the CAO, as she supervised each of 

the academic directors.  The email was distributed to staff members within each of the 

eight divisions explaining the purpose of the study with a link to the research study.  The 

consent form was embedded in the first page of the electronic survey.  The respondents 

were given the option to select the “Continue” icon to take the survey or the “Cancel” 

icon to exit the survey.  

Several of the directors resigned prior to the completion of this study.  The CAO 

was assisted in providing access to the former employees in order to conduct the 

interviews.  The remaining directors except for one were willing to participate.  One 

director declined to be interviewed during the window based on the magnitude of their 

work and travel schedule.  The Deputy Superintendent was supportive in providing a 

written consent form and allowing access to the other staff members in order to send out 

the survey.  
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Each of the eight directors of the academic divisions and the Chief Operating 

Officer were provided with a consent form and invited to interview with the researcher.  

Eight out of nine leaders consented to an interview (N=8).  It is important to note that 

significant staff changes occurred prior to the data collection window.  Three leaders 

resigned their positions and took on new roles in other organizations.  One leader retired 

and began work as a private contractor.  One leader planned to retire 30 days after the 

completion of the interview.  The remaining three leaders remain as current employees of 

the agency. 

Researcher’s Role 

Within the context of the quantitative section of the data collection, the 

researcher’s direct role and impact on the data was relatively nonexistent.  The 

participants competed the online survey without the assistance or presence of the 

researcher.  The participants’ identities remained anonymous throughout the duration of 

the study.  The data were collected without regard to the researcher or respondents and 

did not include the researcher’s biases or perceptions. 

As aligned with the qualitative tradition, the researcher conducted the qualitative 

portion of the survey, unlike quantitative data collection which relies heavily on the 

numerical explanation of variables, qualitative research requires the researcher herself to 

serve as a data collection device (Creswell, 2015).  Naturally, the use of the researcher as 

a research instrument introduces the biases, values, and judgements which will require 

deeper exploration and reflection (Merriam, 2002).   

The data analysis section of the study will further discuss the methods for 

increasing validity and reliability.  The researcher became interested in the topic based on 
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her work with low-performing schools and the support state agencies provide.  As 

previously revealed, the researcher was not employed with the SEA at the onset of the 

project but was later offered a position within the agency. 

Data Collection 

Survey 

 Lochmiller and Lester (2017) define survey research as “a type of quantitative 

research that is intended to capture the perspectives of participants at a moment in time or 

changes in their perspectives across a period of time” (p. 296).  Quantitative data involves 

the collection and analysis of numerical data and is often rooted in the theory of 

positivism.  Positivism assumes reality exists and can be explained (Lochmiller & Lester, 

2017).  Thus, the researcher purports that the survey instrument can identify and explain 

the reality of the collective impact initiative implementation through participant 

perspectives based on the time at which the survey data were collected.  

A survey instrument identifying the areas contained in the research questions was 

not located due to the novelty of the collective impact initiative.  Therefore, the 

researcher embarked on the process of developing a survey by reviewing the literature on 

collective impact.  Collective impact evaluation should be seen as continuous and fluid 

(ORS Impact & Spark Policy Institute, 2018).  The survey titled “Collective Impact 

Survey” contained 18 questions.  Four questions requested demographic information such 

as job title, department, years of employment with the agency, and years of experience in 

their current role.  The remaining 14 questions were rooted in the domains of 

prioritization, collaboration willingness, initiative potential, and alignment to student 

achievement.  
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Questions for the survey were loosely based on Preskill et al.’s (n.d.), “Guide to 

Evaluating Collective Impact Part 3: Supplement Sample Questions, Outcomes, and 

Indicators.”  The guide provides suggestions for program evaluators to reflect upon in 

measuring progress and evaluating effectiveness.  To understand how and why the 

initiative is making progress, researchers can use different approaches depending on the 

implementation stage.  In that a full implementation of the collective impact framework 

takes multiple years, the researcher focused on indicators of success for the early 

implementation stage. 

The survey questions were developed and tested with the SPT.  Feedback was 

provided and the questions were placed in an electronic survey tool.  The survey included 

14 close-ended questions.  Respondents were given Likert-scale options which forced 

them to select a statement aligned to their level of agreement.  The Likert-type scale 

assessment allowed the researcher to compare the results.  The first page of the survey 

included the consent form (see Appendix B). 

Survey responses were collected via Gravity Forms, a survey tool.  Gravity Forms 

is a Wordpress plugin (https://docs.gravityforms.com/category/add-ons-gravity-

forms/survey-add-on/).  Once the consent form and survey questions were uploaded into 

Gravity Forms, the survey link was opened to begin collecting responses.  The survey 

was emailed to 139 participants on February 6, 2019.  Responses were collected within 

the survey tool for 3 weeks.  Response rates were monitored for the duration of the 

survey’s deployment. 

The survey was emailed to each of the director’s staff members.  Nonprobability 

sampling was employed as staff charged directly with the academic improvement of 
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schools and districts across the state completed the 15-minute online survey.  

Administrative support staff were excluded as they were a part of the director’s divisional 

meetings and likely had little knowledge of the collective impact initiative due to their 

lack of exposure.  The survey remained open for 3 weeks.  Thirty-six staff members 

responded to the survey (N=36).  Fryrear (2015) reported external surveys typically 

receive a 15% response rate.  The survey responses were closely monitored over the 3-

week administration period and closed once the rate approached 20%. 

Interviews 

The researcher assumed a phenomenological approach by conducting eight 

interviews with staff who shared the common experience around the implementation of 

the collective impact initiative.  Glesne (1999) likens the interview process to a baseball 

game:  

Think of interviewing as the process of getting words to fly.  To be sure, they do 

not fly with the regularity and predictability of balls emerging from batting-

practice machines that baseball teams use.  Interviewing is a human interaction 

with all of its attendant uncertainties.  As an interviewer you are not an interview 

machine, but you do “pitch” questions at your respondents with the intent of 

making words fly.  Unlike a human baseball pitcher whose joy derives from 

throwing balls that batters never touch, you toss questions that you want your 

respondents to “hit” and hit well in every corner of your data park, if not clear out 

of it—a swatted home run of words. (p. 67) 

 

The interview process requires the alignment of interview questions to the research 

questions.  After ensuring the alignment of the interview questions to the research 

questions, the CAO reviewed and approved the questions.  Final questions were tested on 

an ancillary member who attended some of the meetings in the division director’s 

absence.  The questions were asked and timed for duration as well as tested for potential 

ability to collect accurate data by determining if the responses given could provide viable 
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responses to the research questions.  The final interview questions were presented to the 

SPT for approval. 

 The researcher conducted each of the one-on-one interviews with eight of the 

NSDE academic leaders in their offices.  Each interview began with a short script that 

introduced the researcher, the purpose of the study, and a review of the consent form.  

Interviewees were reminded that they could stop the interview at time without any 

consequences.  Participants were guaranteed confidentiality. 

Interviews were conducted in each leader’s office to provide them with a level of 

comfort, security, and privacy (Lindlof & Taylor, 2011).  The semi-structured interviews 

were completed within a 45-minute appointment.  The questions gathered background 

information, perceptions on purpose of NSDE, prioritization of the collective impact 

initiative, willingness to collaborate, and the potential of the collective framework to 

address organization concerns.  Interview times ranged from as little as 16 minutes and 

10 seconds to 20 minutes and 56 seconds.  Interview dates, times, and word counts are 

listed in Table 7.   

Table 7 

Interview Data 

 

Interview 

Years of Experience in 

Current Role 

Word 

Count 

 

Date 

 

Length 

Interview 1 8 3,194 February 14, 2019 18:50 min. 

Interview 2 3.5 2,148 February 14, 2019 16:10 min. 

Interview 3 5 3,803 February 15, 2019 29:15 min. 

Interview 4 4.47 3,382 February 15, 2019 19:42 min. 

Interview 5 5 1,977 February 18, 2019 17:10 min. 

Interview 6 0.83 1,979 February 19, 2019 14:59 min. 

Interview 7 0.92 1,704 February 19, 2019 12:02 min. 

Interview 8 4 3.646 February 19, 2019 29:56 min. 
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The interview protocol was designed to gather the shared experiences of the 

academic area leaders.  The interview was framed to collect additional data on their 

perceptions of the collective impact initiative.  These unique perspectives would further 

guide the analysis of the survey questions and the development of findings.  The 

interview script and questions were developed to provide a level of reliability and 

consistency.  Each interview was audio-recorded in an effort to collect every detail 

accurately and allow the researcher to fully engage in the conversation with each 

interviewee.  Participants were informed of the recorder and it was placed in plain sight 

during the entire interview process. 

While the researcher actively listened to the interview and recorded the session, 

she collected additional information through the process of developing field notes.  

Glesne (1999) describes field notes as “a place for ideas, reflections, hunches, and notes 

about patterns that seem to be emerging” (p. 49).  Notes were written in a notebook both 

during interviews and while the interviewer reviewed the qualitative and quantitative data 

sets.  The researcher utilized these field notes to reflect on during the coding process 

described in more detail in the data analysis section.   

At the completion of each of interview, the recorded audio was transcribed 

verbatim into a Word document.  The eight interviews resulted in two hours, 40 minutes 

and 38 seconds of data which translated into 21,833 words.  Interviews were formatted by 

indicating the interviewer or interviewee for each line of text in order to facilitate the 

accuracy of the data analysis process (Bogdan & Biklen, 2007). 
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Data Analysis 

 Creswell and Plano Clark (2011) define mixed methods research “as a method, it 

focuses on collecting analyzing, and mixing both quantitative and qualitative data in a 

single study or series of studies” (p. 5).  The collection of qualitative data allowed for 

generalization of results and the quantitative dataset had a small sample size, yet it 

provided additional supporting details.  The mixed methods research employed a 

convergent design model.  The interviews and surveys were collected simultaneously in 

an effort to increase validity and better understand the research questions.  Each dataset 

was analyzed separately in the sections below.  Surveys were analyzed using descriptive 

and inferential statistics.  Codes, categories, and themes were developed to describe the 

interview data.  The data collection methods were then interpreted and triangulated to 

develop the findings.  The findings provide areas of convergence and divergence in the 

respondents’ perceptions of the collective impact implementation. 

Surveys 

Out of 139 staff members invited to participate, 36 responses were received 

resulting in a 26% response rate for the online survey.  Survey data were exported from 

the Gravity Forms survey tool and imported into an Excel spreadsheet.  Quantitative data 

were recoded in Excel using the find/replace function.  Bimodal variables were created to 

indicate which job type (Consultant vs. Other) and length of time in position (less than or 

equal to 3.5 vs. greater than 3.5 years).  Descriptive statistics and t-tests were performed 

using the data analyses plug-ins for Microsoft Excel.  

The 17-question quantitative data tool provided responses to the four open-ended 

questions and 13 Likert scale items on the survey.  The 5-point response scale was 
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defined by the following categories: strongly agree, agree, neutral, disagree, and 

strongly disagree.  The 13 Likert scale questions were translated into ordinal datasets, 

represented by numeric values.  Each response was weighted as follows: 5=strongly 

agree, 4=agree, 3=neutral, 2=disagree, and 1=strongly disagree.  Data were recoded 

using the find/replace function. 

The first four questions collected background information and served as potential 

variables to be analyzed against the Likert scale items.  Questions 1 and 2 provided 

categorical variables of job titles and department names.  These datasets were used to 

create frequency tables and pie charts.  The pie chart in Figure 8 displays the respondent 

population which was comprised of 64% consultants with the remaining employees 

holding a variety of other supervisory positions.  Figure 9 demonstrates that the largest 

percentage of respondents (26%) was tied between the Exceptional Children and 

Curriculum divisions.  

 

Figure 8. Q1: Job Title. 

64%

36%

Consultant Other
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Figure 9. Q2: SEA Divisions. 

Questions 3 and 4 provided the researcher with continuous variables of work 

experience.  Figure 10 displays how many years each participant was employed by the 

SEA, while Figure 11 presents the participants’ role experience.  results revealed the 

greatest percentage of the population participants (39%) had been employed with the 

SEA for over 10 years.  The years of role experience was much more evenly distributed 

where the largest proportion of respondents (26%) had a range of 3.26-5.00 years of 

experience.  

 

Figure 10. Q3: Years of Employment with SEA.  
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Figure 11. Q4: Years of Experience in Current Role. 

Descriptive statistics such as the mean, mode, minimum, maximum, range, and 

standard deviation for the 13 Likert-type scale items were calculated and are summarized 

in Table 8.  These data also measured the level of agreement on the five domains of 

mission, training, prioritization, collaboration, and goals.  The questions with the largest 

means and strongest levels of agreement were Q15 (4.83), Q5 (4.48), and Q6 (4.53).  The 

questions that indicated the least amount of agreement and the smallest means were Q9 

(3.31), Q10 (3.17), and Q14 (2.89).  The mode describes the most selected response while 

the minimum (min.) and maximum (max.) provide lowest and highest responses 

provided.  The range is the difference between the minimum and maximum.  Q15 has the 

smallest range and the standard deviation.  All the standard deviations ranged from 0.38 

to 1.16, which falls within the normal range or around one standard deviation from the 

mean.  

  

20%

19%

8%26%

19%

8%

Less than 1 yr 1-2.4 yrs 2.5-3.25 yrs 3.26-5 years 10 years More than 10 yrs



74 

Table 8 

Descriptive Statistics of Survey (N=36) 

Question Category M Mode Min Max Range SD 

Q5 Mission  4.58 5.00 3.00 5.00 2.00 0.60 

Q6 Mission 4.53 5.00 1.00 5.00 4.00 0.84 

Q7 Training 3.53 4.00 1.00 5.00 4.00 1.11 

Q8 Prioritization 3.61 4.00 2.00 5.00 3.00 0.90 

Q9 Prioritization 3.31 3.00 2.00 5.00 3.00 0.82 

Q10 Prioritization 3.17 3.00 2.00 5.00 3.00 0.66 

Q11 Collaboration 3.42 4.00 1.00 5.00 4.00 1.11 

Q12 Collaboration 3.50 4.00 1.00 5.00 4.00 1.16 

Q13 Goals 4.08 4.00 2.00 5.00 3.00 0.65 

Q14 Collaboration 2.89 2.00 1.00 5.00 4.00 1.05 

Q15 Collaboration 4.83 5.00 4.00 5.00 1.00 0.38 

Q16 Organization 4.36 5.00 1.00 5.00 4.00 0.93 

Q17 Silo Reduction 4.42 5.00 2.00 5.00 3.00 0.77 

 

Participants demonstrated the highest agreement in their willingness to 

collaborate with other divisions in order to accomplish their work.  The questions with 

the highest levels of agreement and a mean of over 4.5 were Q15 – collaboration 

willingness, Q5 – personal alignment to mission, and Q6 – divisional alignment to 

mission.  The questions with the lowest levels of agreement and a mean less than 3.4 

were Q14 – sharing info, Q10 – other departments’ prioritization of collective impact 

(CI), and Q9 – agency’s prioritization of collective impact.  Overall participants did not 

identify the collective impact initiative as being prioritized at any level. 

The descriptive statistics were used to identify the areas of most and least 

participant agreement, and the items with the greatest variation.  To determine if the 

variation in perception may be partially due to the length of time in current position or 

type of position, t-tests were used to compare the mean responses of participants by time 



75 

in position and type of position.  Positions were classified as Consultant or Other.  Not 

enough data were available to also examine differences by divisions. 

 Minium, Clarke, and Coladarci (1999) stated a t-test is performed to determine 

evidence of a significant difference between population means or between the population 

mean and a hypothesized value.  The t-test measures the size of the difference relative to 

the variation in your sample data.  For the purposes of this research, paired t-tests were 

conducted.  P-values were calculated for both sets of paired data.  If the p-value is <0.05 

then there is a statistically significant difference between the two experiments.  Table 9 

displays the relationship between staff with 3.5 years or less of experience in contrast 

with those having more than 3.5 years of positional experience.  Q10, Q13, and Q17 had 

a p-value of .05 or less and are therefore statistically significant.  Respondents with 3.5 or 

less years of experience agreed more strongly that schools can be better supported by 

reducing silos and that the collective impact initiative has caused them to collaborate 

more than those with more experience.  Agency staff with more than 3.5 years of 

experience agreed more strongly that they were more aware of the goals for student 

achievement than those with fewer years of experience. 

Table 10 presents the significance between staff job titles (consultants and those 

with other job titles) and each of the Likert-type scale questions.  Q11 had a p-value of 

.05 or less and was therefore statistically significant.  Staff other than consultants 

disagreed agreed more than consultants that they understood the work of other divisions 

and that their division was well organized to support schools.  
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Table 9 

T-test of SEA Years of Experience and Likert Scale Questions 

 3.5 and less > 3.5  

Positional Experience M SD M SD p 

Q5 Mission 4.60 0.63 4.56 0.62 0.84 

Q6 Mission 4.60 0.63 4.39 1.04 0.50 

Q7 Training 3.20 1.15 3.67 1.08 0.24 

Q8 Prioritization 3.53 0.74 3.50 0.99 0.91 

Q9 Prioritization 3.40 0.74 3.22 0.88 0.54 

Q10 Prioritization 3.47 0.64 3.00 0.61 0.04 

Q11 Collaboration 3.40 0.99 3.39 1.24 0.98 

Q12 Collaboration 3.47 1.06 3.50 1.34 0.94 

Q13 Goals 3.87 0.74 4.33 0.59 0.05 

Q14 Collaboration 2.73 1.10 3.12 1.05 0.32 

Q15 Collaboration 4.80 0.41 4.89 0.32 0.49 

Q16 Organization 4.53 0.74 4.39 0.98 0.64 

Q17 Silo 4.73 0.46 4.17 0.92 0.04 

Table 10 

T-test of Type of Position and Likert Scale Questions 

 Consultant Other  

Positional Experience M SD M SD p 

Q5 Mission 4.67 4.62 0.49 0.65 0.81 

Q6 Mission 4.73 4.62 0.46 0.65 0.58 

Q7 Training 3.73 3.62 0.80 1.26 0.77 

Q8 Prioritization 3.87 3.38 0.99 0.77 0.17 

Q9 Prioritization 3.53 3.38 0.92 0.65 0.63 

Q10 Prioritization 3.27 3.23 0.70 0.60 0.89 

Q11 Collaboration 3.00 3.85 1.00 0.69 0.02 

Q12 Collaboration 3.27 3.69 1.22 0.95 0.32 

Q13 Goals 4.27 4.08 0.80 0.49 0.47 

Q14 Collaboration 2.67 3.00 0.90 1.29 0.43 

Q15 Collaboration 4.80 4.85 0.41 0.38 0.76 

Q16 Organization 4.33 4.77 0.72 0.44 0.07 

Q17 Silo 4.60 4.46 0.51 0.66 0.54 

 

Staff Interviews 
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At the conclusion of all staff interviews, the recorded audio data were uploaded to 

a secure computer file.  The interview data were utilized to provide further understanding 

of the lived experiences of the SEA staff in their implementation of the collective impact 

initiative.  The interviews were analyzed in an effort to respond to the aforementioned 

research questions with the intent to move from actual words and phrases to categories 

and finally to abstract themes.  The qualitative data analysis process provided insight into 

the researcher’s decision-making process by describing how the initial data were linked 

to researcher’s final analytic interpretations. 

The data were coded by listening to the eight audiotaped interviews and recording 

the interviews verbatim into Word documents.  Saldaña (2009) describes coding as the 

methods for selecting “a word or short phrase that symbolically assigns a summative, 

salient, essence-capturing, and/or evocative attribute [to] a portion of language-based or 

visual data” (p. 3).  The Word document of verbatim transcriptions contained 21,833 

words of interview data.  The emergent coding method was utilized to review each line of 

data and isolate 486 relevant words or phrases.  Emergent codes are codes that arise as a 

result of the concepts, ideas, and topics that come up in the transcripts (Creswell, 2015).  

Lochmiller and Lester (2017) described the process of selecting the initial 112 words and 

phrases as in vivo coding as they were direct quotes or actual words and phrases the 

interviewees used. 

The 486 in vivo codes were entered into an Excel spreadsheet.  For example, a 

participant stated, “it’s a revolving door of people” and another commented, “several of 

us left the agency”; these terms were coded as “staff turnover” to describe a challenge in 

staff capacity.  This merging and matching of similar codes resulted in a final set of 112 
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codes.  The final codes were entered into the Excel Spreadsheet in a column next to the 

original in vivo code for sorting and organization purposes.  The researcher frequently 

reviewed the research questions and conceptual framework to ensure alignment. 

After reviewing the codes and combining similar codes, a total of 112 unique 

codes remained.  Similar codes were combined in a second layer of coding called 

categories.  All codes were read and reviewed again.  Similar codes such as combined 

codes were then used to develop 32 categories.  Categories were entered into the Excel 

spreadsheet in a fourth column which allowed the researcher to see the alignment 

between the original survey question, in vivo code, final code, and the category.  The 32 

categories were translated into five overarching themes.  Themes were used to develop a 

narrative synthesis and description of findings.  Figure 12 provides a visual 

representation of the coding process. 

  

Figure 12. Qualitative Data Coding Process. 

Themes 

 Lindlof and Taylor (2011) described the collection of qualitative data as an 

analytic process that forces the researcher to combine smaller chunks of data into larger 

chunks of data called themes.  Themes are sense-making tools that may never be 

unambiguous but are strengthened by the creation of a codebook.  The researcher’s 

codebook was developed in Excel using the processes described in the previous section.  

The codebook collected all the data and explained the researcher’s though process of 
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chunking codes into categories and categories into themes.  The five themes that emerged 

and their alignment to the categories is displayed in Table 11.   

Table 11 

Theme and Categories Matrix 
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Alignment  18 X  X   2 

Beliefs/Values 1  X    1 

Bureaucracy 3 X     1 

Buy-in 6 X    X 2 

Capacity Issues 18 X     2 

Collective Impact Rationale 49 X  X X X 3 

Collaboration 13  X X X  3 

Communication 24 X   X  2 

Complexity 12 X     1 

Director’s Meetings 8   X   1 

Duplication 19 X     1 

Efficacy/Efficiency 6 X   X  2 

Implementation Efforts 19   X X X 3 

Implementation Outcomes 26   X X  2 

Implementation Suggestions 39  X  X X 3 

Implementation Timeline 4   X X  2 

Judgement 1   X   1 

Leadership Support 18   X   1 

Mission/Vision/Goals 38 X X X X X 5 

Newness of Concept 2 X     1 

Overworked Staff 4 X     1 

Professional Development 3   X  X 2 

Positive Perception 33   X X  2 

Provide Clarity 22 X     1 

Silos 28 X     1 

Space 2 X     1 

Strategic Plan 8 X     1 

Student Achievement Focus 10  X    1 

Support for Schools and Districts 33  X    1 

Time 7 X     1 

Turnover 9 X     1 

Urgency 3 X     1 

TOTALS 486 19 6 12 10 6  
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Challenges.  The theme of challenges contained the largest number of codes 

(170) and categories (19).  The challenge theme was derived from the categories of 

alignment, bureaucracy, buy-in, capacity issues, collective impact rationale for 

implementation, communication, duplication, efficacy and efficiency, mission/vision/ 

goals, newness of concept, overworked staff, provide clarity, silos, space, strategic plan, 

time, turnover, and urgency.  The top five thematic areas with the largest number of 

codes were silos (28), provide clarity (22), duplication (19), capacity issues (18), and 

alignment (17).  It is important to note that Q6 and Q7 asked about the presence of silos 

and duplicative efforts, respectively.  This may result in the number of codes aligned to 

the presence and challenges of existing silos and resulting duplication within the 

organization.   

The code aligned to “provide clarity” demonstrate the leaders’ lack of clarity 

around their role in the implementation of the collective impact initiative and the long 

range purpose of the initiative.  A common expressed concern was whether the initiative 

was focused on one collaborative project or a framework for the work of the agency.  

This theme’s fourth largest category discussed the issues of human capacity (18) often 

expressed as small, overworked teams and high turnover within teams and leadership.  

Alignment challenges were expressed about the lack of clarity in the alignment of people 

and processes to a common purpose.   

Common agenda.  The theme common agenda was defined by 61 unique codes 

and six categories.  The categories for this theme include beliefs/values, collaboration, 

implementation suggestions, mission/vision/goals, student achievement vision, and 

support for schools and districts.  Common agenda was the only theme that was included 
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from the collective impact principles.  Kania and Kramer (2011) defined a common 

agenda as when stakeholders define both the problem and solution in the same way.  

During the coding process, the categories of mission/vision/goals, student achievement 

mission, and support for schools and districts emerged.  These three categories include 

the work of the Regional Support Teams (RSTs) which deploy to the eight regions of the 

state to provide concerted school improvement assistance, training, and support.  The 

RSTs were discussed most often as the mission, goal, or example of the collective impact 

initiative.   

Outcomes.  The 12 categories of alignment, collective impact rationale, 

collaboration, directors’ meetings, implementation efforts, implementation efforts, 

implementation outcomes, implementation timeline, judgement, leadership support, 

mission/vision/goals, professional development, and positive perception shaped the 

outcome theme.  Directors discussed the demonstrated support of executive leaders, 

productivity of the directors and SPT meetings, and a variety of other efforts to further 

implement the collective impact initiative.  

Perceptions.  Over 122 codes comprised the perception theme which made it the 

theme with the second largest number of codes.  The perceptions theme was comprised of 

the following nine categories: collective impact rationale for implementation, 

collaboration, communication, efficacy and efficiency, implementation efforts, 

implementation outcomes, implementation suggestions, mission/vision/goals, and 

positive perception.  The theme of perceptions was heavily concentrated on collective 

rationale (39), positive perception (32), and communication (23).  Collective rationale 

referred to a “framework” for anchoring the agency’s purpose, aligning the work of the 
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divisions, increasing trust, and reducing silos.  Many respondents reported positive 

perceptions of the initiative such as its “potential to be a game changer” and “it’s given 

staff something to latch onto.”  Participants also discussed the importance of 

communication and how they felt they were often able to communicate freely within their 

teams as well as among the directors.   

Suggestions.  The theme of suggestions contained the smallest number of codes 

(55) and categories (5).  The suggestions theme was developed from the categories of 

buy-in, collective impact rationale for implementation, implementation efforts, 

implementation suggestions, mission/vision/goals, and professional development.  

Participants suggested more efforts were needed in ensuring all staff understood the 

tenets of collective impact, clarified the agency’s common agenda, and the use of the 

initiative as an intra-agency efficacy framework.   

Significant Findings 

The survey and interview data were collected concurrently and analyzed 

separately in the data analysis section above.  Within the significant finding section, the 

results of both the qualitative and quantitative data sets were merged and interpreted.  

Creswell and Plano Clark (2011) believe qualitative and quantitative data collection 

methods are complimentary; in fact, they also provide a stronger argument.  Thus the 

mixed methods approach strengthened the study’s validity through the ability to 

triangulate the data and assess areas where they differ and agree. 

Research Question 1 

The first research question (RQ1) asked, “How does the agency staff describe 

their experiences in the implementation of the collective impact initiative?”  All survey 
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participant responses indicated a high level of willingness to collaborate as well as 

personal and divisional alignment to the agency’s mission.  Perceived levels of 

collaboration were lower than their willingness to collaborate.  Director interviews 

provided the theme of perceptions and indicated a willingness to collaborate with other 

divisions of the collective impact initiative.  A respondent shared, 

we meet once a month to make sure that we’re collaborating, so I—so from where 

we stand, but now maybe that’s, you know, maybe that’s partly our division 

perspective as well, is that we’re not going to—we can’t function with silos.  We 

can’t go in the corner and just do what we want to do.  So much of what we do we 

have to have buy in from other folks and we have to have their expertise.  And 

folks are very interested in what we’re doing, too. 

 

Another leader shared, 

 

Yeah, the work of [my] Division was aligned to helping districts, you know, 

create a system of support that basically your kids don’t fall through the cracks.  

And that work of ensuring that, you know, kids are successful in school by 

supporting the adults, you know, the work of the division really was about how 

to—how do you, well you go the state level, regional, district level and then the 

school level to support the adults to create the system of support where kids are 

successful.  Really aligned to, you know, tapping into the beliefs of the 

department. 

 

 

Figure 13. Q15: I am willing to collaborate with members of other divisions to 

accomplish my work. 
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Figure 14. Q5: My work is aligned to the DNSE mission. 

 

 

Figure 15. Q6: My division’s work is aligned to the NDSE mission. 

 

Higher rates of willingness to collaborate than actual collaboration may have 

occurred based on the theme of challenges which spoke to the lack of clear focus.  In 

describing their frustration with a collaborative project with another division, a director 

asked, “Is the tail wagging the dog or is the dog wagging the tail?”  The category of 
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Mission/Vision/Goals was the only one included in all five of the themes.  One of the 

interview participants explained that they actively worked to align the mission to the 

staff’s work:  

One of the things that we often did, and I recall doing this exercise with my 

division when I first joined the agency, was really looking at what we do, right?  

And looking at the State Board goals, right, and how our work aligns to the State 

Board goals.  So, you know, we looked at—of course I’m not going to remember 

the State Board goals right now—but we looked at the, you know, five or six 

goals that the SBE had and we mapped our work back to it.  Maybe so that—

because I told you it was important for folk in my division to see the connections, 

right, to understand how our work connects to the whole . . . 

 

Table 12 

Descriptive Statistics Ordered 

No. Category Question M SD 

Q15 

 

Collaboration 

 

I am willing to collaborate with members of 

other divisions to accomplish my work 

4.83 

 

0.38 

 

Q5 Mission 
My work is aligned to the NSDE mission 

 
4.58 0.60 

Q6 

 

Mission 

 

My division’s work is aligned to the NSDE 

mission 

4.53 

 

0.84 

 

Q17 

 

Silo Reduction 

 

I believe the NSDE can better serve schools by 

reducing silos 

4.42 

 

0.77 

 

Q16 

 

Organization 

 

My division is well-organized to support 

schools 

4.36 

 

0.93 

 

Q13 

 

Goals 

 

I am aware of the NSDE goals for student 

achievement 

4.08 

 

0.65 

 

Q8 

 

Prioritization 

 

Implementing collective impact is a priority 

for my division 

3.61 

 

0.90 

 

Q7 

 

Training 

 

I have received training on the concept of 

collective impact 

3.53 

 

1.11 

 

Q12 

 

Collaboration 

 

I understand how the work of other divisions 

impacts my work 

3.50 

 

1.16 

 

Q11 

 

Collaboration 

 

I understand the work of the other divisions in 

NSDE 

3.42 

 

1.11 

 

Q9 

 

Prioritization 

 

Implementing collective impact is a priority 

for the NSDE 

3.31 

 

0.82 

 

Q10 

 

Prioritization 

 

Implementing collective impact is a priority 

for other departments at NSDE 

3.17 

 

0.66 

 

Q14 

 

Collaboration 

 

Divisions regularly share information around 

their work with my division 

2.89 

 

1.05 
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Research Question 2 

Research Question 2 (RQ2) investigates which variables impact perception of the 

collective impact model.  The survey devised two groups based on role experience and 

job classification.  For each item, independent sample t-tests were conducted to compare 

the means of two independent groups and determine whether the groups are significantly 

different based on statistical evidence.   

Data were examined to determine whether participants who had been in their 

positions longer would have differing opinions than those who were newer to their roles.  

The researcher hypothesized the level of experience in the role would not impact the 

survey responses.  Approximately half (47%) of the respondents had been in their current 

position for 3.5 years or less and half had been their longer.  When comparing those 

results, they differed on three items.  Q10, “Implementing collective impact is a priority 

for other departments at NSDE” calculated a p-value of .04, Q13, “I am aware of the 

NSDE goals for student achievement” calculated a p-value of .05, and Q17, “I believe the 

NSDE can better serve schools by reducing silos” calculated a p-value of .04.  Therefore, 

the null hypothesis was rejected for all three questions. 

Table 13 

Q10: Other Departments Prioritization of Collective Impact  

Years in position M SD p 

3.5 and less 3.47 0.64 
<0.04 

> 3.5 3.00 0.61 
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Table 14 

Q13: Awareness of Student Achievement Goals 

Years in position M SD p 

3.5 and less 3.87 0.74 
<0.05 

> 3.5 4.33 0.59 

 

Table 15 

Q17: Silo Reductions Improve Service 

Years in position M SD p 

3.5 and less 4.73 0.46 
<0.04 

> 3.5 4.17 0.92 

 

The researcher also sought to determine whether job titles would have an impact 

on perception.  The researcher hypothesized job titles would not impact the survey 

responses.  Almost two-thirds (64%) of the respondents were classified as “consultants” 

and the other 34% of participants were in high level positions that included supervisory 

roles.  Respondents differed significantly in the area of collaboration.  Q11 measured the 

level of agreement for the statement, “I understand the work of the other divisions in 

NSDE” which resulted in a p-value of .02.  The null hypothesis was rejected.  Staff in 

non-consultant roles disagreed agreed more than consultants that they understood the 

work of other divisions and that their division was well organized to support schools.  

Table 16 

Q 11: Understands Other Divisions Work 

Job title M SD p 

Consultant 3.00 3.85 
<0.02 

Other 1.00 0.69 
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Research Question 3 

The third research question asked how the implementation of collective impact 

could be improved in an SEA.  The three questions with the lowest means or least 

amount of agreement were Q9 (prioritization), Q10 (prioritization), and Q14 

(collaboration).   

  

Figure 16. Q9: Implementing collective impact is a priority for the NSDE. 

 

  

Figure 17. Q10: Implementing collective impact is a priority for other departments at 

NSDE. 
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Staff members may not feel that agency or other departments prioritized the 

collect impact initiative based on the challenges described in the interviews.  Collective 

impact may not have been prioritized based on capacity issues, communication, and 

clarity.  Capacity issues included small staffs, turnover in personnel, and the need for 

more training.  Directors were provided with collective impact training materials for their 

teams, but this effort was not indicated in any of the interviews.  Participants repeatedly 

discussed a need for “transparency” and “having a seat at the table.”  Staff may not feel 

as if they are included in important conversation surrounding the development of a 

common agenda and therefore may not be able to articulate this.  Respondents suggested 

that to increase clarity, leaders should “take the vagueness out of collective impact,” 

“provide a clear set of goals that everyone is working towards,” and “define who is doing 

what.”  

 

Figure 18. Q14: Divisions regularly share information around their work with my 

division. 
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Interviews revealed staff may share information around their work with other 

divisions because of their struggles to collaborate.  This may be due to the existence of 

silos, or as one respondants calls them, “cylinders of excellence.” One director explained, 

Yeah.  I think with an organization I believe the department is [one of the largest] 

SEAs in the nation, you’re going to have silos.  And I think the more I was there 

the more I learned that the silos, they weren’t done in vain.  They were created a 

lot of time based on time crunches.  So when legislation gets passed or a policy 

gets passed there’s a certain division or group of people who were tasked to get 

that completed by the—a lot of time the mandated, you know, end game for that 

implementation, and that’s where I saw the most silos created, so I think—I do 

think previous to the cuts that was experienced, this latest budget cut, I do think 

that school transformation was created in a way that was siloed, that they were 

charged with turning around, for lack of better terminology, these low-performing 

districts and schools.  However, that work should be really integrated within the 

division . . . there’s been a laser-like focus on that for a couple of years to ensure 

that that is not siloed and I think there’s more examples of the reaching across the 

intentional collaboration among the directors. 

 

The respondent explains that the agency has grown more siloed due to legislative changes 

and time constraints.  While unintentional, these silos prevent the “left hand from 

knowing what the right hand is doing” and limits the agency’s collective efficacy.   
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CHAPTER IV 

 

Impact and Implications 

Impact 

The passage of federal legislation such as ESSA (U.S. Department of Education, 

2015) has forced state educational agencies across the country to take on larger roles in 

assisting districts with school improvement.  In that they are large bureaucratic 

organizations, state departments of education suffer from silos and duplicative efforts.  

The NSDE has most recently suffered from budget cuts and staffing reductions.  In the 

face of these challenges, SEAs are seeking methods to improve their efficacy and 

efficiency. 

The NSDE had discussed multiple avenues for implementing organizational 

change.  The Deputy Superintendent and Chief Academic Officer proposed the 

implementation of the collective impact model.  Collective impact is a framework that 

has been embraced by the non-profit realm in an effort to coalesce various stakeholders 

around the work of solving complex social issues.  As collective impact requires many 

years of implementation, the strategic planning team sought to identify and employ ways 

to increase and assess staff understanding and buy-in of the initiative. 

The strategic planning team analyzed data, conducted meetings to discuss 

organizational challenges, provided professional development on collective impact, and 

shared the collective impact toolkit with their staff.  The SPT sought to measure the 

perceptions of the staff on the implementation of the collective impact initiative through a 

mixed methods research study. 
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Creswell and Plano Clark (2011) believe qualitative and quantitative data 

collection methods are complimentary and in fact they also provide a stronger argument.  

Thus, the mixed methods approach strengthens validity through the triangulation of 

varied datasets.  The researcher analyzed interviews and surveys in order to respond to 

each research question. 

Implications for State Educational Agencies 

The reauthorization of ESEA provides a new opportunity for SEAs to support 

innovative practices in increasing student achievement and reducing the number of low-

performing schools across the state.  Through the implementation of the collective impact 

framework, SEAs can reduce silos and redundancies as well increase efficacy and 

efficiency.  The results of this study have potentially positive implications for all large 

organizations but specifically SEAs as well as the agencies that partner with them. 

SEAs struggle with staff turnover, budget cuts, and political changes as they are 

attempting the heavy lifting of school and district improvement.  Funding streams, 

legislation and special projects isolate departments and limit communication and 

collaboration.  Implementing collective impact as an intra-agency initiative opens up the 

concept for use within large agencies that may act as separate entities.  Collective impact 

takes years to initiate and evaluate.  Little research has been done on SEAs and how to 

align their work.  The principles of establishing a common agenda, shared measurements, 

mutually reinforcing activities, continuous communication, and backbone support 

provides the agency with a focus and clarity around the how to align roles, resources, and 

priorities. 
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Ultimately, once NSDE develops a sense of internal collective impact, they may 

begin the work of partnering with other agencies that support student achievement.  As 

the agency begins to deepen its collective impact practice, it may be seen as an exemplar 

for SEA organizational efficacy.  This work may be shared with other SEAs across the 

nation.  NSDE may develop a registry of resources that organizations may use to begin 

the work of collective impact.  Providing resources and information may decrease the 

collective impact for other agencies.  As a result, SEAs within the same region may 

develop regional consortiums that focus on collective efficacy and share information, 

resources, and strategies. 

Recommendations 

The implementation of any initiative is a tenuous and complex framework.  To 

address the issues of prioritization and collaboration, the researcher recommends the 

following: 

 Development of a Backbone Support—The SEA should continue the work of 

the strategic team with an influential group of leaders that represents all key 

areas of the agency.  While this project focused on the academic areas, almost 

every leader discussed the Regional Support Team (RST) structure as the 

embodiment of collective impact.  The researcher suggests that the NSDE 

leadership utilizes the RST as a backbone organization for the collective 

impact initiative.  The RST would also be responsible for communicating their 

work and deepening the alignment of each division’s contributions.  This 

prioritizes the work and connects it to a currently important project. 
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 Strategic Planning—Upon the completion of the new strategic plan, each 

division should be required to review the plan and corresponding mission, 

vision, and strategies.  After a review of the plan, each division director 

should conduct an activity with their staff to align their work to the 

metrics and goals.  Directors should also align these goals and metrics to 

staff evaluations.  Reviewing the strategic plan and conducting an 

alignment activity will provide clarity to the project and ensure it remains 

prioritized. 

 Training—Initially each director was provided with the book Leading 

Change (Kotter, 1996) and several collective impact research articles.  

This information did not appear to distill down to the directors’ staff.  

More professional development on collective impact should be offered.  

Once a consensus of understanding is developed on the basic principles, 

additional training should be provided on how to move from theory to 

practice. 

Significance of Study 

Limitations 

All research contains limiting factors or limitations in the research design, 

methodology, and generalizability.  Anguinis and Edwards (2014) shared the existence of 

limitations may impact other researchers’ ability to interpret and apply the results; 

therefore, researchers must be careful to communicate the limitations of the study clearly 

and accurately.  Ultimately a discussion of a study’s limitations providing other 
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practitioners with the context of the study and the weaknesses of the research is an ethical 

duty. 

There are several limitations to this study’s methodology and the ability to 

generalize the results across other state educational agencies.  The most significant 

limitation is the “N” size.  While multiple people were interviewed and surveyed, the 

survey was confined to one state agency.  This dissertation was conducted as a 

dissertation in professional practice and aligned to a strategic project.  The researcher 

would have enjoyed working with multiple state agencies; yet, access to other state 

agency leaders, willingness to adopt a collective impact initiative, and time allotted to 

complete the study were mitigating factors for the student researcher.  There are many 

cultural and political implications associated with the location of state agencies that may 

impact the results of the research. 

The novelty of the collective impact approach in a second limitation.  The 

collective impact approach was formally introduced by Kania and Kramer (2011) within 

the last decade.  Collective impact is also an initiative that requires years to fully 

establish; children in low-performing schools and districts do not have years to wait until 

we figure it out.  While it is imperative that real-world educational leaders ground their 

actions in theory, the significant educational problems they face require actionable 

practice.  While the researcher found little evidence of the model being utilized as an 

intra-agency approach to improving organizational effectiveness, there is little evidence 

of organizational improvement frameworks for state agencies.  The intra-agency 

collective impact approach may serve as a springboard for future interagency 
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collaborations.  The lack of overall empirical evidence on the impact of collective impact 

as well as the translation of the model as an intra-agency method lessens the reliability. 

Lastly, the agency has experienced significant leadership changes.  The research 

project began in January 2018 and data collection began in January 2019.  Within the 

year more than half of the executive leaders who served on the Strategic Planning Team 

had resigned or retired.  While the researcher was grateful for their continued 

participation, their lack of involvement with the agency and their departmental staff may 

have impacted the low survey response results as well as their own responses.  In late 

2018, the agency was completely reorganized from one Deputy Superintendent to three 

Deputy Superintendents.  The academic areas the original Deputy Superintendent 

supervised were redistributed among the other two Deputies.  The organizational shift 

may have resulted in the loss of institutional knowledge and less importance on the 

collective impact initiative. 

Advice to Future Scholar Practitioners 

 The researcher wishes to advise future scholar practitioners to consider the 

collective impact framework as a model for intra-agency efficacy.  Minimal amounts of 

research are available on SEAs and collective impact as an emerging framework.  Future 

practitioners should understand that SEAs are constant changing and shifting.  During 

this research study, the agency underwent a significant organizational change.  The 

NSDE went from one Deputy to three.  At the conclusion of this survey, one Deputy 

transitioned to another state and several of the SPT members transitioned to other 

agencies.  Leadership changes shift organizational priorities.  Future researchers should 

consider the unintended impact and ways to maintain the initiative. 
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 In addition to staffing changes at the executive level, silos exist in all large 

organizations.  It is imperative to spend a significant amount of time understanding the 

history of the organization and its organizational structure.  Researching funding sources 

and legislation provides insight into why silos may have been developed.  In this study it 

was evident that staff were willing to collaborate; yet, agreement around actual 

collaboration were perceived as lower.  In order to establish collaboration, more time 

should be spent on developing a common agenda and understanding the issues that 

perpetuate the need. 

Executive Summary of the Problem and Planning 

Communication Plan 

After the researcher developed and analyzed a problem of practice she must share 

the results of the study with the partnered organization in order to support the process of 

continuous learning.  The communication process began with the inception of the 

internship and study in January 2018.  The researcher will communicate the results of the 

research project with the New State Department of Education as outlined in the 

communication plan as detailed in Table 17.  

Table 17  

Strategic Communication Plan 

Audience Purpose Medium Date Owner 

Deputy 

Superintendent 

Share research findings and 

recommendations 

Dissertation – 

Chapter III and IV 
April 2019 Researcher 

Strategic 

Planning Team 

Share survey and interview 

findings and recommendations 

Executive 

Summary 

May 2019 

 

Researcher 

 

NSDE Staff 

 

Share survey and interview 

findings and recommendations 

Executive 

Summary 

June 2019 

 

SPT 

Members 

Deputy 

Superintendent 

 

Share feedback and discuss next 

steps for collective impact 

initiative 

Feedback 

Document 

 

June 2019 

 

 

Researcher 
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APPENDIX B: INFORMED CONSENT TO PARTICIPATE IN A RESEARCH 

STUDY 

 

INFORMED CONSENT TO PARTICIPATE IN A RESEARCH STUDY 

 

You have been asked to participate in a research study.  Please read this form carefully and ask 

any questions you have before agreeing to take part in the study. 

 

What the study is about:  I am conducting this study to inform research that will constitute my 

doctoral dissertation.  The objectives of this study are to describe the goals and structure of the 

North Carolina Department of Public Instruction, and assess staff perceptions of the collective 

impact initiative You are being asked to take part in a research study investigating the 

effectiveness of collective impact initiative at NSDE.  You are being included in the study 

because members of your division have participated in trainings and you may have knowledge of 

the program.  

 

What you will be asked to do: Your involvement in this study will consist primarily of an 

interview or a survey.  The interview will consist of 10 to 15 open-ended questions and will last 

approximately 30 minutes.  The interview will be recorded with a digital voice recorder to aid in 

the accuracy of the study.  The survey will be provided electronically and will consist of 15 to 20 

questions that will take approximately 20 minutes to complete.  

 

What good will come from the study: I hope to add more to the body of knowledge regarding 

organizational effectiveness and help NSDE learn more about the implementation of the 

collective impact initiative. 

 

Important Things to Know About Being Part of the Study 

 

1. You don’t have to do this.  Participation is completely voluntary and you can withdraw at any 

time without penalty, even after you start.  

2. Pay.  There is none for doing this.  You are doing it for free.  

3. Risks to you.  We believe that there are minimal risks to you.  If you are hurt or experience 

any negative effects, you may seek treatment through your health care provider.  If you have 

any questions about what your insurer will pay for, you should contact them.  

4. Your responses will be kept confidential.  Your name will not be stored with your responses 

and only those involved in the research project will have access to the responses of individuals.   

5. If you have questions about the study.  You may contact the principal investigator: 

DeShawna Gooch at (919)451-7846 or dgooch@highpoint.edu or Dr. Barbara Zwadyk, 

Dissertation Chair, (336)841-9203, bzwadyk@highpoint.edu 

6. If you have questions regarding your rights as a subject in this study.  You may contact 

Dr. Kimberly Wear, IRB Chair, (336) 841-9246, kwear@highpoint.edu.  
Statement of Consent: I have read the above information, and received answers to any questions 

I asked.  I voluntarily agree to take part in this research study and I am at least 18 years of age.  

 

Participant’s Signature ______________________________  Date:  _________________  

mailto:dgooch@highpoint.edu
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Printed Name: _______________________________ 

 

Person Obtaining Consent: I have explained to the above named individual the nature and 

purpose, the potential benefits and possible risks associated with participation in this research.  I 

have answered any questions that have been raised and I will provide the participant with a copy 

of this consent form. 

 

Investigator’s Signature:         Date: ________________ 

 

Printed Name: ____________________________________ 
This consent form will be kept by the researcher for at least three years beyond the end of the study and was approved by the IRB on 

(date). 
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APPENDIX C: SURVEY RECRUITMENT EMAIL AND QUESTIONS 

 

SURVEY RECRUITMENT EMAIL 

 

Dear NSDE Staff Member, 

I am seeking NSDE employees within the Innovation and district Support divisions who 

have received training on the Collective Impact initiative.  I am a Doctoral student at 

High Point University conducting a study to better understand how the agency is 

implementing collective impact principles.  Participation involves completing an online 

survey which will take about 15 minutes to complete.  Please contact DeShawna Gooch 

at (919) 451-7846 for more information or email dgooch@highpoint.edu. 

 

SURVEY QUESTIONS 

Introduction 

My name is DeShawna Gooch and I am a doctoral candidate in the Educational 

Leadership program at High Point University.  I am conducting research on the use of 

collective impact principles in state educational agencies and I am inviting you to 

participate because you are currently employed with the New State Department of 

Education.  

Participation in this study includes completing a survey about your perceptions on the 

collective impact initiative.  This survey will take about 15 minutes to complete.  If you 

have any questions, I can be reached at (919)451-7846 or dgooch@highpoint.edu.  
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Directions: Please fill out the questionnaire below. 

 

1. What is your current job title?  

2. In which division are you employed?  

3. How long have been employed with the New State Department of Education?  

4. How long have you been in your current role? 

Please indicate to what extent you agree or disagree with each statement: 
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 d
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 QUESTION 1 2 3 4 5 

5 My work is aligned to the NSDE mission      

6 My division’s work is aligned to the NSDE mission      

7 I have received training on the concept of collective impact       

8 Implementing collective impact is a priority for my division      

9 Implementing collective impact is a priority for NSDE      

10 The implementation of collective impact principles have caused 

me to collaborate more with other divisions 

     

11 I understand the work of the other divisions in NSDE       

12 I understand how the work of other divisions impacts my work      

13 I am aware of the NSDE goals for student achievement      

14 Divisions regularly share information around their work with my 

division 

     

15 I am willing to collaborate with members of other divisions to 

accomplish my work 

     

16 My division is well-organized to support schools      

17 I believe NSDE can better serve schools by reducing silos       

 

Thank you for completing this survey.  Your participation is greatly appreciated! 
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APPENDIX D: INTERVIEW RECRUITMENT EMAIL AND QUESTIONS 

 

INTERVIEW RECRUITMENT FLIER 

 

I am seeking NSDE employees within the Innovation and district Support divisions who 

have received training on the Collective Impact initiative.  I am a Doctoral student at 

High Point University conducting a study to better understand how the agency is 

implementing collective impact principles.  Participation involves completing an 

interview which will take about 30 minutes to complete.  Please contact DeShawna 

Gooch at (919) 451-7846 for more information or email dgooch@highpoint.edu. 

INTERVIEW GUIDE 

Introduction 

 

SAY:  “Good morning (afternoon or evening)! Welcome and thank you for agreeing to 

participate in this study.  My name is DeShawna Gooch and I am a doctoral 

candidate in the Educational Leadership program at High Point University.  I am 

conducting research on the use of collective impact principles in state educational 

agencies.  

Today I will ask about 10 questions to better understand your perceptions of the 

collective impact initiative.  You may ask questions or request that I repeat or 

clarify the questions at any time. 

Here is a copy of your consent form.  You may elect to stop the interview at any 

time if you feel uncomfortable.  Do you have any questions? (Pause.)” 

Researcher Reminders 

 Be sure to pause for thinking time 

 Ask clarifying questions if you are unsure what the interviewee meant 



104 

 Record body language and facial expressions 

 Maintain positive body language and eye contact 

Interview Questions 

1. What is your current title? 

2. Can you tell me a bit about your professional background?  

3. How long have you been employed with NSDE?  

4. How long have you been in your current position? 

5. What can you tell me about the collective impact initiative?  

6. Have you observed duplication of efforts across the agency? If so, please 

explain.  

7. Have you observed silos within the agency? If so, please explain. 

8. Do you believe your division’s work is aligned to the NSDE mission? Why or 

Why not?  

9. In what ways has the collective impact initiative impacted your work?  

10. How has collective impact changed the way you communicate with your team?  

11. How has collective impact changed the way you communicate with other 

divisions?  

12. How can collective impact assist the agency in reaching its goals towards 

student achievement?  

13. Do have anything else you’d like to share?  

  



105 

APPENDIX E: SPT SAMPLE AGENDAS 

 

SPT Agenda 

 

Academic Services Work Session 

 

February 12, 2018 

5:00 – 7:00 

   

Please bring: Charged Computer  

   

5:00-5:30 Collective Impact Overview CAO 

5:30-5:45 

 

 

 

Research Intern Introduction 
DeShawna Gooch 

High Point University Doctoral 

Student 

CAO 

 

 

 

5:45-6:30 
 

Strategic Planning Process 
Roles and Responsibilities 

DeShawna Gooch 
 

6:30-7:00 

 

 

Next Steps with the Goals  
Unpacking with your divisions 

Review data 

Team Discussion 
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SPT Agenda 

 

Academic Services Work Session 

 

February 21, 2018 

9:00 – 4:00 

   

Attachments:   

Please bring: Topics for CAO  

   

9:00 – 9:30 

 

 

Ice Breaker: Recipe for Success 

Creating a Sense of Urgency - 

Data Review 

9:00 – 9:30 

 

 

9:30-11:00 

 

 

 

 

 

Goal Setting - Fishbone Activity 
Equity Article | Personalized 

Learning | Professional Learning | 

Engagement and Communication 

HB Graphics Feb 2018 - 

DRAFT.pdf 

Team Discussion 

 

 

 

 

 

11:00-12:30 

 

 

 

Where are we going?  
OER | Review, Revision, and 

Implementation of Standards | 

ESSEA Changes | ECATS 

Team Discussion 

 

 

 

12:30-1:00 

 

 

Lunch  
Purpose | Impact to the Field | 

Next Steps 

Team Discussion 

 

 

1:00-2:00 

 

Where are we going?  
Personalized Learning? Equity? 

Team Discussion 

 

2:00-3:30 

 

Collective Impact and SWOT 

Analysis 

DeShawna Gooch 

 

3:30-4:00 

 

 

 

Planning PMOC May 16, 2017 
Agency-wide focus areas 
Personalized Learning 

Collective Impact  

CAO 

 

 

 

11:50-12:00 What on Your Mind?  

 

  



107 

SPT Agenda 

 

Academic Services Work Session 

 

March 19, 2018 

1:00 – 4:00 

   

Please bring: Charged Computer  

   

1:00-2:45 

 

Collective Impact and 

Implementation Planning 

D. Gooch 

 

2:45-3:00 

 

 

College and Career Ready 

Graduate  
Webinar with NROC | +/- 

Team Discussion 

 

 

3:00-3:45 
 

Next Steps with the Strategic 

Planning Goals  
CAO 
 

3:45-4:00 

 

 

 

Unpacking CAO Meeting and 

Forecasting  
CAO Webinar Series | Chief 

Academic Officer Advisory 

Team Discussion 
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SPT Agenda 

 

Academic Services Work Session 

 

April 16, 2018 

1:30 – 4:30 

   

Please bring: Charged Computer  

   

1:30-2:00 Strategic Planning Review D. Gooch 

2:00-3:15 

 

Strategic Plan Owners and 

Priority Scores 

Team Discussion 

 

3:15-3:45 Strategies to Implement Team Discussion  

3:45:4:00 
Next Steps with the Strategic 

Planning Goals  
Team Discussion 
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