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ABSTRACT 

 

 

CHERYL L. JENKINS 

GEORGIA RURAL DISTRICT LEADERS’ EXPERIENCES WITH THE STRATEGIC 

WAIVER SCHOOL SYSTEM FLEXIBILITY OPTIONS: A MULTI-CASE STUDY 

Under the direction of OLIVIA M. BOGGS, Ed.D. 

 

 

As part of the reform efforts of the Elementary and Secondary Education Act, 

flexibility waivers are allowed to enable local school leaders to create an environment 

tailored to unique school community needs. The purpose of this qualitative, multi-site 

case study was to chronicle and analyze the implementation of the Strategic Waiver 

School System (SWSS) flexibility option offered to Georgia school districts. Guiding this 

investigation were the theoretical framework of change theory, undergirded by an 

accountability framework for analyzing education reform. The main research question 

asked: How do successful school districts implement the SWSS flexibility option? Four 

ancillary questions that examined the school districts’ implementation in terms of 

commitment, coherency, congruence, and continuity also guided the study. The 

researcher sought to understand and describe school leaders’ perceptions regarding their 

experiences with implementing the strategic waiver initiative in selected Georgia school 

districts. The research participants were district level leaders from four small rural school 

districts.  

This research study implemented a qualitative method, which provided the 

flexibility to investigate this phenomenon in depth. This approach allowed the researcher  
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the opportunity to capture the participants’ feelings and lived experiences with this new 

initiative. Use of content analysis and Nvivo 12 software of interviews, survey, and 

documents revealed five thematic codes. District leaders perceived that the initiative had 

allowed them the autonomy and flexibility necessary to improve educational outcomes 

for all students. Implications were to provide professional learning opportunities to 

address the limited knowledge of SWSS waivers held by district leaders and the creation 

of a monitoring system to track waiver usage and share ideas. Recommendations for 

future research included targeting suburban district leaders’ perspectives and conducting 

of a quantitative survey to gather perspectives or rate customer satisfaction. 
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

In 2008, House Bill 1209 passed in Georgia to provide public school districts with 

instructional options, delivery flexibility, and greater accountability focused on 

increasing student performance. Structured within contractual guidelines with the state, 

the bill provided participating districts with greater leeway and required increased 

accountability. Utilizing qualitative methodology, this study sought to better understand 

the perspectives of key public school administrators regarding the implementation and 

efficacy of the Strategic Waiver Initiative in Georgia school districts. The study used a 

multiple case study design in selected Georgia school districts to explore leaders’ 

attitudes, behaviors, and perceptions regarding the effectiveness, flaws, and relevance of 

the strategic waiver initiative as implemented in their districts 

Background of the Problem 

Public education in the United States has undergone many changes, from the early 

1800s, when Massachusetts opened the first public high school, to the early 1900s, when 

the 47 states had a semblance of an educational policy. Traditionally, states received 

complete purview over governance of education, as mandated by the 10th Amendment to 

the Constitution: “The powers not delegated to the United States by the Constitution, nor 

prohibited by it to the States, are reserved to the States respectively, or to the people” 

(Amend. X). It was not until 1965 that the first major education reform occurred 
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nationally (McGuinn, 2015). The presidency of Lyndon B. Johnson saw the passage of an 

unprecedented number of federal initiatives as part of his aggressive “War on Poverty 

(Paul, 2016). According to McGuinn (2015), despite its critical presence in public 

education, the federal government did not manage schools serving the K-12 population 

prior to 1965, when President Johnson signed the Elementary and Secondary Education 

Act (ESEA) into law. The law aimed to provide quality and equality (U.S. Department of 

Education [USDOE], 2015b).  

The original ESEA act has been reauthorized eight times since 1965, to include 

No Child Left Behind Act of 2001 signed by President George W. Bush and Every 

Student Succeeds Act of 2015 signed by President Barack H. Obama. With the need for 

additional accountability, the No Child Left Behind (NCLB) Act sought to close existing 

achievement gaps (USDOE, 2015b). In 2011, the USDOE allowed state applications for 

NCLB waivers for meeting the 100% proficiency requirements (Polikoff et al., 2014). 

The law was not effective due to academic and cultural student diversity of students, thus, 

precipitating a review that led to the birth of the Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA) 

(USDOE, 2015b). The ESSA law curbed the powers the federal government had over the 

educational system, while simultaneously limiting the use of executive waivers (Saultz et 

al., 2017). 

Upon implementation of the ESSA law, two policies, the Race to the Top (RTTT) 

(American Recovery and Reinvestment Act, 2009) and NCLB waivers, allowed states to 

adopt educational reforms within a short period (McGuinn, 2015). The RTTT policy 

provided funding support to states and school districts with the most promising 



3 

 

educational reforms, whereas NCLB waivers permitted an issuance of conditional 

waivers that allowed states refuge from NCLB’s accountability provisions (McGuinn, 

2015). 

The Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA), passed to replace NCLB, sought to 

reduce government involvement in the role it plays in K-12 education. School district 

central offices are no longer the nucleus of district decision-making. Driven by a desire to 

change, the Georgia Department of Education (GaDOE) (2019) implemented a Strategic 

Waiver School System (SWSS), in which a local school district operated according to 

criteria delineated in a contract with GaDOE. The SWSS contracts allowed for “waivers 

of certain state laws, rules, and guidelines in exchange for greater accountability for 

increased student performance” (GaDOE, 2019, para. 1), thus providing school districts 

the flexibility necessary to increase student achievement. Waivers comprised three 

categories: academic program flexibility, human resources flexibility, and financial 

flexibility (GaDOE, 2019). In order for a school district to be considered for flexibility 

under the SWSS, it had to demonstrate greater accountability within five years, which 

actually translated to a flexibility period of six years for the specified school district, the 

local board of education, and GaDOE (2019).    

As of 2017, the state of Georgia had 43 registered Charter Systems school 

districts, 134 school districts within the SWSS, and only two no waiver school districts. 

The SWSS evaluation required GaDOE and the Governor’s Office of Student 

Achievement (GOSA) to monitor student achievement annually. Progress was reported to 
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GaDOE (GOSA, 2018a). Figure 1 illustrates the process taken to ensure that all SWSS 

schools achieve proposed goals. 

 

Figure 1 

Strategic Waiver School System Evaluation Process 

 

Note. Reprinted with permission from Strategic Waivers School Systems (SWSS) evaluation: GOSASWSS 

Evaluation Policy by the Governor’s Office of Student Achievement, 2018a 

(https://gosa.georgia.gov/accountability-0/strategic-waivers-school-systems-swss-evaluation), p. 5 

Copyright 2018 by Georgia.gov. 

 

 

In addition, the state of Georgia passed a bill in response to the Race to the Top 

(RTTP) program that entailed a revision of the provisions relating to annual performance 

evaluations (Grigsby et al., 2015). The bill resulted in an evaluation instrument called 

Teacher Keys Effectiveness System (Grigsby et al., 2015). The Georgia Board of 

Education also implemented additional teacher evaluations: teacher preparedness 

evaluation and teacher preparation program evaluation (Croft et al., 2015). Whereas the 

evaluation programs were in response to the RTTP, the state officials engaged with 

https://gosa.georgia.gov/accountability-0/strategic-waivers-school-systems-swss-evaluation
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various evaluation programs where in 2014, they replaced the competency tests for fourth 

and fifth graders with End-of-Grade Tests used to determine whether a student was 

eligible for graduation (Croft et al., 2015). Hooke et al. (2014) recommended tracking 

and reporting the outcomes of the various programs and reforms to discover their impacts 

and implications. 

According to the USDOE (2018), Georgia officials have applied for a variety of 

waivers since NCLB era, including the review of students assessed in the content areas of 

math, science, and language arts, as well as an approval of the students taking the 

aforementioned subjects to test out in high school. Each of the waivers granted in the first 

phase of application was renewable after the first year. In 2017, Georgia officials applied 

for additional waivers, which were granted in the year 2018 (USDOE, 2018). The granted 

waivers granted were all subject to the condition that the state would report on the use of 

the waivers back to the USDOE (2018). The additional waivers related to students’ 

assessments mandated the following:  

If a student does not take the reading/language arts, mathematics or science 

assessment typically administered in the grade in which he/she is enrolled, the 

student will take the end-of-course reading/language arts, mathematics or science 

assessment the State administers to high school to comply with assessment 

requirements . . . the student’s performance and participation in the high school 

assessment will be used . . . in high school the student would take a more 

advanced, State-administered end-of-course assessment. (Botel, 2018, para. 4) 
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Finally, the GaDOE requested waivers in order to use an assessment aligned with 

alternate academic achievement standards for more than 1% of the population. According 

to the USDOE (2018), GaDOE indicated that state officials would continue reporting 

student achievement and school performance, disaggregated by groups and reported to 

both the parents and the public. Using these results, then, it was possible to identify 

whether the purposes of the waivers were met and whether the student and academic 

achievement had positively improved. Predictors that could forecast whether student 

achievement had been met or not were one method in which to start accountability of the 

waivers. 

Statement of the Problem 

One of the greatest weaknesses of the No Child Left Behind Act of 2001 was the 

lack of evidence or results showing that an increase in testing improved student 

achievement (Dennis, 2017; Guilfoyle, 2006; Herte, 2007)). Additionally, Dennis (2017) 

highlighted greater negative consequences of NCLB, especially in the teaching and 

school climate of students in low-income schools, which evinced lower achievement 

scores and higher dropout rates. From a teacher and administrative viewpoint, ESSA was 

still a test-driven law that remediated and penalized when necessary and did not depart 

completely away from NCLB (Mathis & Trujillo, 2016; Penuel et al., 2016). 

Few school reform efforts have lasted over a significant length of time, a 

phenomenon explained by Kane (2015) as resulting either from the absence of effective, 

workable ideas or conscientious monitoring of effective ideas. For instance, while NCLB 

was imperfect, one of its effective features was accountability. Accountability then is a 
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feature that could be used to quantify and observe the benefits of ESSA in comparison to 

NCLB (Kane, 2015). According to Penuel et al. (2016), creating give-and-take 

accountability where the school district and state leaders can offer resources and create 

environments that permit student success is key toward successful educational reform. 

Due to the lack of systemic accountability measures, school environments have not 

always been conducive to positively implementing school reform efforts. More 

investment in research at the state and local level is necessary for state and local decision 

makers to study what has worked in public education instead of relying on federally 

funded studies (Kane, 2015). The literature continues to reveal a lack of educational 

research targeting the influence of state education policies and classroom practices on the 

implementation of reform efforts. Findings of this study contribute to the body of 

research examining the implementation of successful education reform efforts.  

Research Questions 

 The guiding research question of this study was: 

1. How do successful school districts implement the Strategic Waiver School 

System (SWSS) flexibility option? 

This overarching query generated the following ancillary research questions: 

a. How do successful school districts implement the Strategic Waiver School 

System (SWSS) flexibility option in terms of commitment?  

b. How do successful school districts implement the Strategic Waiver School 

System (SWSS) flexibility option in terms of congruency?  
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c. How do successful school districts implement the Strategic Waiver School 

System (SWSS) flexibility option in terms of coherency?  

d. How do successful school districts implement the Strategic Waiver School 

System (SWSS) flexibility option in terms of continuity?  

Theoretical Framework 

While the concept of change is as old as humankind, Kurt Lewin (1936, 1938) 

receives credit with being a pioneer in the field of organization psychology and the 

development of a modern day theory of change in 1947. Lewin (1947) viewed change 

through three stages: unfreezing, change, and freezing, as displayed.  

The unfreezing stage of change focuses on the necessity of developing and 

adopting new ways of viewing the organization and the dynamics within (Cummings et 

al., 2016). Lewin (1947) and others posited that there is inherited dysfunction in insisting 

on maintaining the status quo (Purser & Petranker, 2005) and an unwillingness to 

consider innovations (Kent 2011). The second stage of Lewin’s (1947) change theory 

consists of modifications and adjustments, which represent the actual change. Kaminski 

(2011) suggested that the second stage requires changes in “thoughts, feelings, behavior, 

or all three, that is in some way more liberating or more productive than doing things the 

old way.” (p. 1). Lewin (1947) referred to stage three of his change theory as refreezing 

because it is a period of adopting and adapting to the new. Bakari et al. (2017) suggested 

that the success of stage three is dependent upon the extent of the integration of employee 

perceptions and ideas into the change. 
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Within the context of education, change theory has the power to be adaptive to 

state of the art pedagogical techniques for delivery, responsive to socio-psychological 

needs of children, and receptive to modern technologies. Fullan (2007) asserted,  

Change theory or change knowledge can be very powerful in informing education 

reform strategies, and in turn getting results, but only in the hands (and minds, 

and hearts) of people who have a deep knowledge of the dynamics of how the 

factors in question operate to get particular results. (p. 27) 

Conceptual Framework 

Reform in schools has become a major social and political concern of local school 

districts (Knight & Erlandson, 2003). According to Knight and Erlandson (2003), 

understanding the complexities of reform measures, even at the individual level, 

complicates investigations of their effect. Through a collaborative partnership with the 

Spencer Foundation, university researchers, and school stakeholders, an analysis of four 

attributes emerged that characterized each reform to understand the complexities of 

school reform. The four attributes were commitment, congruence, coherence, and 

continuity, known as the 4C model. Each of the attributes has two dimensions. In addition 

are the direct impact, residual impact, and unintended impact that result from reform 

implementation (Knight & Erlandson, 2003).  

Congruence refers to the match between the aim of reform and participants’ 

mission (Knight & Erlandson, 2003). Continuity refers to the dedication to reform over a 

timeframe of years and reform modifications driven by process or outcome data (Knight 

& Erlandson, 2003). Chapter 2 offers an in-depth discussion of each one of the attributes.  
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Significance of the Study 

The increased accountability for academic achievement as required by NCLB has 

shifted from local to state purview. In 2008, the state of Georgia passed a law known as 

the Increased Flexibility for Local School Systems Act, which allows local school 

systems to exchange autonomy for increase accountability. As part of the reform efforts 

of ESSA, these increase flexibility waivers allow local school leaders to create an 

environment tailored to the school community needs. Georgia has offered waivers in 

three categories: fiscal waivers, academic waivers, and nonacademic waivers. 

This study examined the implementation of strategies for the waivers initiative 

that provides local and state policy makers with evidence of the effectiveness of the 

flexibly waivers and the extent to which the waivers are impacting student achievement. 

Since ESSA is the reauthorization of NCLB, this research study gives insight into the 

implementation methods of these new reform efforts. This study has the potential to 

enlighten school district personnel of various ways other districts have implemented the 

SWSS initiative. To ascertain transferability to other similar contexts, other school 

leaders in Georgia should be able to relate to the responses given by the participants, 

recognize their rich descriptions, and relate to the case under investigation. Additionally, 

this study fills the gap of the lack of empirical qualitative research regarding the 

implementation of reform efforts. The relevance of this study lies in its employment of 

Georgia’s current accountability measures. 
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Methodology 

In this qualitative descriptive multi-case study, the aim was to understand and 

describe school leaders’ perceptions regarding their experiences with implementing the 

strategic waiver initiative in multiple Georgia school districts. Using a case study 

approach, this phenomenon is described by utilizing multiple data sources. The 

descriptive multi-case study was suitable for this research because it permitted the 

researcher to relate in-depth details of a phenomenon within its actual context (Stake, 

2006; Yin, 2003). In relation to this study, the focus was on multiple school districts in 

Georgia that implemented the Strategic Waiver School System (SWSS) as their increased 

flexibility option. 

The study utilized a purposive sampling technique, where the selection of the case 

was the primary step in the data collection process. The first evaluation year for the 134 

SWSS districts was 2016-2017. The researcher examined the scores for the school years 

of 2015-2016 and 2016-2017. A successful school district in Georgia is a district where 

all schools met Year One goals (GOSA, n.d.). The researcher used purposive sampling to 

ensure only districts that meet the criterion are included for consideration. After rank 

ordering College and Career Readiness Performance Index (CCRPI) scores, the 

researcher sent an introductory letter explaining and requesting participation in this study 

to leaders in school districts that met the criteria. The researcher repeated the recruitment 

process until she received affirmation from four school district leaders willing to 

participate.  
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After receiving approval from the Mercer University Institutional Review Board 

(IRB) to conduct research and the participating school district, the researcher sent 

invitations to central level staff members to participate in the study. To ensure 

confidentiality, participants and school districts received pseudonyms. Following 

submission of a demographic survey, district leaders directly involved with implementing 

the SWSS process engaged in semi-structured interviews with the researcher. Using a 

process outlined by Miles and Huberman (1994) to identify emerging common themes, 

the researcher transcribed the interview data, then utilized inductive and deductive 

analysis processes. Also analyzed were relevant documents associated with the SWSS 

flexibility option. Chapter 3 offers an in-depth discussion of the methodology approach 

and describes the data analysis strategies utilized to understand and describe the 

perceptions of each participant in the study. 

Limitations  

Since this study involved a new accountability system for Georgia, a potential 

bias was one limitation of this study. Due to accountability calculations, some school 

districts may experience a decline in CCRPI scores, which may have impacted the 

participants’ perceptions regarding the strategic waiver initiative. Another limitation in 

this study was the number of school districts that met the criteria of a “successful” school 

district. The small sample size of district school leaders was also a limitation of the study, 

since it did not produce findings generalizable to a larger population; however, 

qualitative research provides findings that may create transferability to similar contexts. 

Transferability in qualitative research is the intent for the researcher to provide rich, thick 
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descriptions to allow readers to apply findings in similar situations (Merriam, 2002). The 

study was also potentially limited by the possibility of undetected inaccuracies of self-

reported data if participants stated what they believed I wanted to hear.  

Delimitations 

One delimitation of the study was the restriction to a multisite qualitative case 

study design. The researcher chose to invite only school districts in which all the schools 

met 100% of the targets. The research only included participants who were active 

decision-making stakeholders. The researcher drew upon data only from school years 

2015-2016 and 2016-2017. Finally, the researcher chose to restrict the sites to one 

geographical area of the United States. 

Definitions of Terms 

The following definitions are provided to assist the reader: 

Achievement gaps are those that “occur when one group of students (such as, 

students grouped by race/ethnicity, gender) outperforms another group and the difference 

in average scores for the two groups is statistically significant” (National Center for 

Education Statistics, para. 1, 2018). 

Charter System is one that operates locally under the terms of a contract with a 

local school district and a state board of education. In exchanged for increased 

accountability, the system receives latitude in regard to state directives (Charter School 

Definitions Rule, 2011).  

Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA) is “the bipartisan measure reauthorizes the 

50-year-old Elementary and Secondary Education Act (ESEA), the nation’s national 
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education law and longstanding commitment to equal opportunity for all students” 

(USDOE, 2015a, para. 1).  

Georgia Department of Education (GaDOE) is “the state agency charged with the 

fiscal and administrative management of certain aspects of K-12 public education, 

including the implementation of federal and state mandates” (GOSA, 2013, p. 2). 

Governor’s Office of Student Achievement (GOSA) refers to a Georgia P-20 

education agency” (GOSA, 2019, para. 1) . . . that “provides meaningful educational data 

to stakeholders” (para. 2) and “strives to increase student achievement, school 

completion, and life opportunities for all Georgia students” (para. 1). 

Strategic Waiver School System is:  

a local school district that operates under the terms of an SWSS contract between 

the State Board of Education and the local Board of Education. The system 

receives flexibility in the form of waivers of certain state laws, rules and 

guidelines in exchange for greater accountability for increased student 

performance. (GaDOE, 2019, para. 1)  

Successful school district is a school district that has met the Year One goals as 

defined by the contract submitted to the GADOE (GOSA, n.d.). 

Summary 

This chapter was an introduction to the changes in the education sector in the 

United States. This included an overview of the problem of the lack of research that 

exists during the implementation of educational reform at a local level. The significance 

of this study lies in its potential to provide information regarding the implementation of 
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strategies for the strategic waiver initiative and filling the gap of empirical qualitative 

research that exists on this topic. Chapter 2 is a literature review on the background of 

education reform, quantitative and qualitative research of educational reform efforts 

under the federal act known as No Child Left Behind (NCLB), an in-depth view of the 

framework, and charter school research that exists as a result of NCLB.  Chapter 3 

delineates the research design, as well as the criteria for selection of cases, data collection 

and analysis, validation strategies, ethical issues, and researcher bias. Chapter 4 presents 

the findings of data collection and analysis. Chapter 5 provides a study summary, 

discussion of the findings, conclusions, implications, and recommendations for future 

research. 
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CHAPTER 2 

REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE 

This chapter presents literature regarding school reform efforts in the United 

States, specifically under the Elementary and Secondary (ESEA) Act, No Child Left 

Behind (NCLB) Act, the Every Student Succeed Act (ESSA), and Race to the Top 

(RTTT). An introduction of each of the educational reform laws is included to pave the 

way for the review of the literature. The researcher also provided an overview of the 

framework used in previous educational research studies and the framework for 

analyzing the complexities of school reform. The researcher used this model to draw a 

comparison of other reform efforts from the past and the use of flexibility waivers under 

ESSA. The chapter concludes with a summary of what is known about post-NCLB 

efforts and gaps that exist in the literature. 

Education Reform 

Education in the United States has shifted dramatically throughout the years, with 

the earliest educational reform legislation being the Elementary and Secondary Education 

Act (ESEA) of 1965 (Sharp, 2016). The U.S. educational system was reformed due to 

high levels of mediocrity within the system that threatened the educational system as well 

as the nation and people at large (Cohen, 2012). Paul (2016) claimed that ESEA came 

into existence as a way of providing equal opportunity to education for all students, as 

well as an intervention toward fighting poverty. The intent of ESEA was a five-year 
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implementation. However, the U.S. Congress renewed the act every five years up until 

the year 2001, when it was reauthorized under a different name, the No Child Left 

Behind (NCLB) Act (Paul, 2016). As per the act, monetary resources or funds were only 

authorized for teacher development, curriculum materials, specific materials that support 

educational programs, and assurance of parental involvement (Paul, 2016).  

Many experts note ESEA as the initial point where the U.S. government took 

charge of education matters (Saultz et al., 2017). According to Saultz et al. (2017), the 

federal government increased its role within the education department as a way to ensure 

all racial groups received an education. This was done as a provision of the federal 

government to increase educational equity for the minority groups (Saultz et al., 2017). 

Paul (2016) maintained that the first five years of ESEA authorization were also meant to 

deal specifically with issues involving money, religion, and race. However, this was not 

the case, since national priorities realigned and the political climate changed due to the 

disjoined efforts of poverty-based interest groups (Paul, 2016). In 2001, ESEA was 

reauthorized and renamed as NCLB during the presidency of George W. Bush (Sharp, 

2016). The reauthorization required an increase in accountability by schools, teachers, 

and students (Sharp, 2016). 

No Child Left Behind Act 

The No Child Left Behind (NCLB) Act required school districts to assess students 

yearly in several subjects, as well as set yearly achievement goals to ensure all the 

students were on track (Ladd, 2017). The act was meant to address the shortcomings of 

ESEA by ensuring that minority and disadvantaged groups received a quality education 



18 

 

 

(Robinson, 2007). The NCLB Act was critical in targeting the closure of existing gaps, 

and it focused on scores rather than the actual growth and progress of the student (U.S. 

Department of Education [USDOE], 2015b). Per NCLB, the role of the U.S. government 

was to set annual achievement goals and ensure that all students between the third and 

eighth grade participated in annual testing (Ladd, 2017).  

Unfortunately, NCLB was unable to address disparities in education wholly due 

to numerous reasons. According to Robinson (2007), NCLB did not require states or 

school districts to address disparities within and between states; thus, schools in a good 

neighborhood would have enough teachers and resources, while those in a poor 

neighborhood would lack human and material resources. The biggest shortcoming of this 

law was the fact that teachers also avoided schools likely to fail, thereby increasing the 

problem of sufficient human resources (Robinson, 2007). Furthermore, NCLB permitted 

each state to set its own standards and laws that allowed for those standards to be met. In 

addition, NCLB required states to address only achievement gaps between disadvantaged 

students in addition to those from minority groups (Duncan et al., 2016; Robinson, 2007). 

However, NCLB did require schools to satisfy Adequate Yearly Progress (AYP) 

academic goals. 

Adequate Yearly Progress 

As required by NCLB, Adequate Yearly Progress (AYP) was a measurement used 

to determine whether public schools within the country were performing adequately 

based on the yearly tests (Wong et al., 2016). According to Wong et al. (2016), states had 

discretion over the type of measures to use to test proficiency, the trajectories that the 
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schools had to follow, and exception rules. Wong and colleagues (2016) reported that the 

majority of schools did not meet the intended target set by NCLB, which was that all 

students would be proficient by 2014. Some schools that responded positively to the 

accountability pressure of NCLB seemed to do so until 2008 when the AYP rules became 

more stringent. The ensuing negativity was attributed to the fact that schools became 

demoralized (Wong et al., 2016).   

Conversely, accountability in regard to student achievement showed significant 

improvement in attaining basic skills. However, it is worthy to note that various research 

studies indicated the overall test scores of NCLB were disappointing in relation to 

projections (Ladd, 2017). Findings by Ladd (2017) showed that NCLB had numerous 

flaws, including narrow focus, unrealistic expectations, and pressure without support. 

Because of the flaws and criticisms of NCLB, President Obama requested new 

educational legislation. In lieu of reauthorization, flexibility waivers were created for 

states and school districts to both increase flexibility and address the needs of the students 

and teachers (U.S. Senate, 2014).  

Flexibility Waivers 

Eligibility for flexibility required state administrators to develop plans and 

assessments for the implementation of higher education and career-ready standards 

(USDOE, 2015b), and most applied for a waiver from the rigorous NCLB accountability 

system. Issuance of NCLB waivers led to states proposing innovative ideas within the 

educational sector (McGuinn, 2015). According to the U.S. Senate (2014), one key 

benefit of the waivers was the relief states received from requirements such as AYP.  
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Part of the waiver process required state board of educations to delineate schools 

as focus schools (those with the greatest gaps in achievement) and priority schools (those 

with the lowest achievement) (Bonilla & Dee, 2017). The waivers required states to still 

be accountable for achievement gaps but provided school districts with leeway and 

flexibility to address gaps in a way that worked well for them (USDOE, 2015b). While 

the waivers were a way to give the states flexibility, they also coincided with a new act 

being signed into law—the Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA).   

Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA) 

Heise (2018) claimed that the intent of ESSA was to replace rather than 

reauthorize NCLB, and some scholars perceive it as having undone positive milestones 

generated by NCLB to a period before NCLB became law. However, ESSA departed 

from NCLB’s strict accountability rules and served to reauthorize the former Elementary 

and Secondary Education Act (ESEA), which sought to provide equal opportunities for 

all students (Meibaum, 2016; USDOE, 2015a). The Every Student Succeeds Act initially 

targeted increasing accountability of the lowest 5% schools and high schools with 

graduation indexes less than 67%, and as such received sanctions (Heise, 2018). 

Additionally, ESSA was necessitated by the division of teacher unions and civil rights 

groups in dispute over standardized testing, teacher accountability, school choice, and 

teacher evaluations, which were undesirable to the unions (McGuinn, 2015). This debate 

between stakeholders resulted in the founding of ESSA on five principles (USDOE, 

2010). 
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First Principle of ESSA 

The first principle of ESSA was to ensure that each state and school district 

prepared students to be ready for college and career by raising standards for all students, 

devising tests better suited to the abilities of each student, and providing a complete 

education (USDOE, 2010). Brennan (2017) explained that a complete education is 

synonymous with a well-rounded education, which not only focuses on languages, math, 

and science, but also has components of civics and government, history, geography, and 

economics. Offering students within schools the civic education option ensures that they 

are well-prepared for citizenship, where the young develop skills and gain the knowledge 

necessary to become active and informed citizens (Brennan, 2017). 

Second Principle of ESSA 

Founded on hiring effective teachers and leaders within each school district, the 

second principle of ESSA was to be achieved by employing teachers who demonstrated 

efficacious instruction and classroom management, appointing effective administrators to 

ensure the placement of the most effective teachers where they were needed most, and 

strengthening the teacher and administration hiring process (USDOE, 2010). Research 

has revealed that resource-poor students receive low-quality civic learning, which is 

directly related to the experience of the teachers teaching them (Brennan, 2017). While 

the previous NCLB mandate required that teachers display their expertise in subject 

matter, ESSA ensured teachers employed in low-resource areas or those teaching 

disadvantaged students were not inexperienced in comparison to their peers (Brennan, 

2017). 
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Third Principle of ESSA 

The third principle of ESSA addressed the seeking of equity and opportunities for 

all students, achieved through thorough, as well as appropriate, accountability measures 

that were fair for all levels, ensuring that the needs of diverse students were met and each 

student received a fair chance to succeed (USDOE, 2010). The USDOE (2010) required 

school districts to support students by providing suitable direction and ensuring necessary 

support, especially where attention was deemed necessary. Brennan (2017) viewed this as 

academic enrichment, where ESSA replaced the NCLB program that allocated funds to 

well-rounded educational opportunities as well as to healthy students who used 

technology effectively  ESSA, on the other hand, combined the grants so as to give states 

and school districts favorable circumstances to develop programs to provide a well-

rounded education (Brennan, 2017). Rules that identified poor-performing schools and 

programs created to help said schools replaced the punitive laws in place for low-

performing schools during NCLB (Johnson, 2016). Figure 2 illustrates ESSA and the 

school improvement model.  
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Figure 2 

ESSA and the School Improvement Model 

 

Note. Adapted with permission from The Every Student Succeeds Act, by M. Johnson, 2016, p. 9. Copyright 

2016 by The Hunt Institute. 

 

 

Fourth Principle of ESSA 

The fourth principle of ESSA involved increasing the rigor of curriculum and 

instruction, for it was especially necessary for school districts to enact a curriculum 

suitable to prepare students for college and promote attainment of a four-year degree, and 

rewarding excellence (USDOE, 2010). This involved the creation of programs that would 

endorse competitive grants, support public school choice, and promote a culture of higher 

education readiness and success (USDOE, 2010). ESSA used competitive grants like the 

Race to the Top (RTTT), School Improvement Grants (SIG), Investing in Innovation (I3), 
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along with the NCLB flexibility waiver process, to ensure that states and school districts 

made significant policy changes, especially within charter schools (McGuinn, 2015).   

As mentioned previously, one of the competitive grants used to fund reform 

efforts was Race to the Top (RTTT), initiated after the American Recovery and 

Reinvestment Act that allotted a small portion of $4.35 billion to fund state incentive 

grants (McGuinn, 2015). According to McGuinn (2015), the USDOE authorities decided 

to distribute grants through competitive applications, which became widely referred to as 

RTTT, R2T, or RTT. The funds were intended to motivate states and school districts to 

adhere to the reforms by rewarding them for following through with their reform efforts. 

Additionally, the grants provided motivation by requiring state and local leaders to work 

together to improve outcomes for learners by ensuring implementation and monitoring of 

reforms, determination of difficult choices, and creation of plans to change policies 

(USDOE, 2010). The U.S. Government Accountability Office (2015) required states to 

make an application based on four core reform areas: adopting college- and career-ready 

standards; having indicators that measured student achievement and provided feedback 

on how to improve teaching; employing effective teachers and administrators; and 

achieving school turnaround.  

Within the first two rounds of the RTTT applications, 46 states applied, and 12 

states received funds (McGuinn, 2015). The RTTT grant focused heavily on utilizing 

charter schools and revamping accountability systems, to ensure student achievement. As 

such, states that received funding were required to focus on accountability measures that 

would aid in increasing student achievement (McGuinn, 2015).  
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Miller and Hanna (2014) conducted a study aimed at understanding the outcomes 

of the RTTT grants with a focus on student achievement and accountability. The first 

finding was that most of the schools considered worst performing realized an increase in 

student achievement results within a short period (Miller & Hanna, 2014). One of the 

RTTT goals was to ensure low-performing schools employed effective teachers. As 

evidenced in the research of Miller and Hanna (2014), this was also achieved within a 

short timeframe. In Massachusetts, 14 out of 40 of the lowest performing schools 

improved; in North Carolina, 20 out of 100 of the lowest performing schools improved. 

The second finding showed that four of the states that had applied for RTTT were 

almost near completion in establishing evaluation systems (Miller & Hanna, 2014). One 

of the RTTT requirements was that the states were able to track their students from 

prekindergarten through K-12 up to college. Miller and Hanna (2014) indicated that all 

but one state had linked their educational systems with those of higher education systems. 

Finally, according to Miller and Hanna (2014), all the states that received RTTT funds 

had endorsed standards promoting postsecondary skills and implemented assessment of 

such skills. Based on the findings, experts noted that, for future grant programs 

applications where states were required to promote career-ready and college-ready 

students, joint applications needed to be conducted between states and school districts so 

that those with greater capacities could partner with those with lower capacities (Miller & 

Hanna, 2014).   

With the implementation of RTTT, more states were required to take over 

troubled schools (Mason & Reckhow, 2016). According to Mason and Reckhow (2016), 
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one of the ways in which states were able to transform struggling schools was by 

transforming the schools into charter schools. The idea of a charter school stemmed from 

its adoption in Louisiana, the first to achieve an all-charter district (McPherson & 

McDonnell, 2017). The lack of or low responses in regard to student achievement led to 

reform efforts and more charters as measures to increase student outcomes. The 

educational reform was one of the starting points (Mason & Reckhow, 2016). 

Fifth Principle of ESSA 

The fifth principle of ESSA promoted innovation and progressive improvement, 

achieved through the development and increased implementation of programs that had 

historically shown success, as well as discovering untapped innovative solutions 

(USDOE, 2010). Additionally, supporting, identifying, and rewarding innovations at the 

local level and supporting school success facilitated attainment of the fifth principle 

(USDOE, 2010). In addition to providing grants, this principle would be achieved by 

ensuring that the educational options were numerous by aiding efficient charter schools, 

promoting public school choice, and providing school assistance programs (USDOE, 

2010). 

Charter School Research 

A current wave of educational reforms derives from the belief that school 

organization must transform in order for public schools to show notable improvement and 

stakeholders to gain the license to determine goals and methods implemented to attain 

those outcomes (Wohlstetter et al., 1995). Charter schools promote autonomy of 

stakeholders over outside agencies. In fact, Ford and Ihrke (2015) described charter 
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schools as free from the state and local mandates, thus, possessing greater autonomy than 

traditional public schools. In return, the charter schools meet performance standards 

based on the contracts signed by the relevant authorities. Ford and Ihrke (2015) 

explained, “Charter schools often develop their own curriculum, design their own human 

resource plan, and handle financial matters at their school” (p. 404). The implementation 

of NCLB popularized charter schools. According to Smith and Wright (2017), the charter 

school concept expanded at an unprecedented rate. In 2014, 6,400 charter schools 

operated within the United States (Eyles et al., 2016; Jha & Buckingham, 2015). Eyles et 

al. (2016) found that urban charter schools exhibited greater student achievement in 

comparison to nonurban charters.  

Furthermore, charter schools may be innovative, whereas typical public schools 

must abide by the rules and policies of local, state, and federal bureaucracies (Fritz, 

2016). Teacher efficacy is another consideration to take when differentiating between 

charter schools and traditional public schools. Teacher absenteeism and teacher 

effectiveness are two factors that differentiate the two types of schools. Griffith (2017) 

defined teacher absenteeism as the days a teacher is absent from class, including sick and 

personal days. According to Griffith (2017), the percentage of teachers who are likely to 

be absent from traditional schools is three times higher than those absent from charter 

schools, thereby indicating a chronic absenteeism gap. The reason for the great disparity 

between traditional public school and charter schools is that public school teachers 

receive job protections embedded into the state laws, while those in charter schools work 

based off the contract that they received during the hiring period (Griffith, 2017).  
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As of 2015, the number of charter schools stood at 8% of all public schools, with 

the number of students enrolled within the charter school comprising 5.2% of all public 

schools (Ozek et al., 2018). Ozek et al. (2018) conducted a study to ascertain the 

differences between teacher quality distributions in the classroom and, in turn, explain 

how effective charter schools are. The researchers discovered no significant difference in 

the quality of teachers in low-income charter schools and typical public schools (Ozek et 

al., 2018). Basically, this meant no difference existed in teacher quality scores. However, 

the teachers at charter schools serving above-average poverty populations earned greater 

scores than did those in the traditional public schools. An additional finding indicated 

significant differences in the level of support the teachers received; therefore, this could 

explain the higher scores during the study (Ozek et al., 2018). This would indicate that 

support, especially from the community, could be used as motivation to the teacher, 

which in turn would be translated by the attention the student receives and thereby 

reflecting as student achievement.  

During the school improvement grant era, the U.S. government provided the 

states with finances to choose an intervention model called the restart model, where a 

low-performing school was converted to a charter school or the struggling school was 

closed and the building reopened as a charter school (American Federation of Teachers, 

2017 [AFT]; Sahm, 2018). Based on the AFT (2017) study, it was determined that 

restarting a struggling school as a charter school did not have any impact on high school 

graduation or college enrollment. The researchers concluded that any evidence on how 

effective the charter schools were in raising student achievement is mixed, for the success 
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stories equal the unsuccessful stories (AFT, 2017). Based on the findings, the AFT (2017) 

recommended future research should not just focus on successful charter schools but also 

actually review all charter schools or have a good representative and variety of sample 

charter schools in order to achieve the best, unbiased findings on student achievement 

and determine whether the charter schools were effective. 

One of the principles of the ESSA was equity and opportunities for all schools, 

and the factors of the principle were the provision of accountability while simultaneously 

ensuring students of diverse backgrounds receive equal access to education (USDOE, 

2010). According to Eastman et al. (2017), equity, or a lack of equity, is one of the 

greatest flaws of the charter schools. Eastman et al. (2017) revealed that schools that only 

benefited one type of student population while leaving out the others in need of reform. 

This is in direct reference to charter schools. According to Eastman et al. (2017), charter 

schools are able to ensure that they do not enroll populations from specific disadvantaged 

groups; consequently, their enrollment consists of only the cream of the crop, or high 

achievers. 

School Reform Framework Models and Associated Complexities 

According to Knight and Erlandson (2003), understanding the complexity of 

educational reforms dates back to 1960s. Title III of the Elementary and Secondary 

Education Act of 1965 increased the scope of federal involvement in the reform process 

by directing funding to research, development, and dissemination of innovation. The 

research and development model proposed by David Clark and Egon Guba guided policy 
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and legislation (Knight & Erlandson, 2003). The following sections provide a discussion 

of various reform framework models implemented in the United States since 1960. 

Rand Change Agent Study 

In 1979, researchers in the Rand Change Agent Study further noted the 

complexities of school reform (Knight & Erlandson, 2003). Conclusions from the study 

included: “(a) that reform initiatives are shaped by local factors, not by the nature of the 

innovation, the initiating source or the level of funding and (b) effective implementation 

is characterized by a process of mutual adaptation” (Knight & Erlandson, 2003, p. 179). 

In an examination of how the traits associated with reforms and boards of education 

impacted innovative success, McLaughlin (1989) found “the educational methods used 

by a project determined its implementation and continuation only to a limited extent” (p. 

5); “project resources did not predict outcome” (p. 5); “project scope was an important 

consideration” (p. 6); and “active commitment of district leadership was essential to 

project success and long-run stability” (p. 6). 

In his reexamination of the Rand Change Agent Study, which occurred in the 

early 1970s, McLaughlin (1989) noted that the findings were still relevant in the late 

1980s. These findings were: How reforms are implemented determines results; stance 

cannot determine what is important; and “local variability is the rule; uniformity is the 

exception” (p. 10).  

Concerns-Based Adoption Model (CBAM) 

Knight and Erlandson (2003) claimed, “One of the most notable attempts to 

understand and respond to the complexities of innovation and reform was the Concerns-
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Based Adoption Model (CBAM)” (p. 179). Researchers Hord and Hall (1984) described 

three methods for principals to utilize when determining how to facilitate the 

development of skills in teachers. Their empirically based scheme outlined the experience 

of teachers faced with enacting new initiatives. Hord and Hall (1984) emphasized the 

importance of principal intervention because research highlights the essentiality of strong 

leadership in school effectiveness (Hord & Hall, 1984).  

Accountability Framework 

Miron and Nelson (2002) introduced the charter school logical model, also known 

as the accountability framework, which identified the goals of a policy design and any 

tools necessary to achieve the goals set out by charter schools. The model focuses on 

change as a driving force, the goals accomplished by the change, and the outcomes that 

reveal whether the change process worked or not within charter schools. Figure 3, 

adapted from Miron and Nelson (2002), highlights the different elements of the logic 

model.  
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Figure 3 

Logical Model of the Charter School Concept 

 
Note. Reprinted with permission from What’s Public about Charter Schools? Lessons Learned about 

Choice and Accountability, by G. Miron and C. D. Nelson, 2002, p. 4. Copyright 2002 by Corwin Press, 

Inc. 

 

 

The first step in the logic model is restructuring, facilitated by a choice of the 

school or district that shows need for reform (Miron & Nelson, 2002). Additionally, 

accountability that shows the need for a reform or a change in regulation by the state or 

government facilitates the need for restructuring (Miron & Nelson, 2002). The changes 

are called structural changes, since their intention is to change the way that the schools 

operate (Miron & Nelson, 2002). While general education reforms seek to give a specific 

intervention, the charter concept changed how operation in the schools occurred (Miron 

& Nelson, 2002).  

The second step in the logical model is looking at the opportunity space or 

intermediary goals. Most charter schools receive encouragement for independence in 
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performing different actions. In such a way, most schools are able to define their own 

opportunities and pursue them as well (Miron & Nelson, 2002). Additionally, charter 

schools are a school of choice for teachers, parents, and students alike. This is due to the 

enhanced professional independence, as well as different opportunities available for the 

teachers (Miron & Nelson, 2002).  

The final step relates to accountability based on outcomes of the process. 

Fundamentally, this involves a review of the intermediate outcomes in comparison to the 

final outcomes, accomplished by examining student achievement and customer 

satisfaction (Miron & Nelson, 2002). According to Miron and Nelson (2002), the guiding 

rules essentially ensure the accomplishment of accountability; moreover, the school is 

accountable to both the students and the parents.  

Change Theory  

Education reform is a continuous process; as the world changes, so must our 

reform efforts. Kurt Lewin (1936, 1938) was a pioneer in the field of organization 

psychology and the development of a modern day theory of change. Lewin’s change 

theory is a gradual and cyclical transition from one phase to another. The three stages of 

Lewin’s change theory were unfreezing, change, and freezing, as depicted in Figure 4.  
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Figure 4  

Lewin’s Stages of Change 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The first stage of change, known as unfreezing, involves analyzing organizational 

dynamics to determine what changes are necessary, then creating an implementation plan 

(Cummings et al., 2016). In the second stage, the actual change occurs. According to 

Kaminski (2011), actual change requires those involved to restructure “thoughts, feelings, 

behavior, or all three” (p. 1), with the possible result of motivating employees so that they 

feel greater satisfaction and experience increased work ethic. In stage three, known as 

refreezing, is a time for those involved to accustom themselves to the new reality. Only if 

employees have experienced the desired changes in perceptions and embraced the new 

ideas will stage three be successful and become the new norm.  

Despite the dysfunction associated with maintaining organizational dynamics that 

are ineffective (Lewin, 1947; Purser & Petranker, 2005), the numerous reforms 

implemented in the past several decades have resulted in only minimal change. This may 

be due to the lack of educator and stakeholder involvement in the decision-making 

processes. Kent (2011) maintained it was in due partly to an unwillingness to consider 

innovations. Fullan (2007) contended that, in the educational realm, change can answer 

Stage 3  
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Stage 1 
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the needs of students, adapt to 21st technology, and easily inform pedagogy. However, 

Fullan (2007) advised inclusion of stakeholder voices was necessary for change to occur.  

Another pioneer of change often cited in educational research is Andy 

Hargreaves. Hargreaves’s (2009) concept of change theory, based entirely on educational 

reform, revolved around society as an impetus for change. Ahtiainen (2017) conducted a 

research study to compare the change theory of Fullan and Hargreaves while describing 

special education reform in Finland. Ahtiainen (2017) showed that Hargreaves’s theory 

of change can be compacted and repacked into time, sustainability, and 

comprehensiveness. The time component mainly involves the time required to make any 

change, as well as time to understand change and its goals (Ahtiainen, 2017).  

Advocating for change is not difficult—the challenge lies in implementing and 

sustaining change (Kaminski, 2011). In the context of education, change typically occurs 

in the guise of reform, and it is more successful if community involvement is a factor 

(Ahtiainen, 2017; Fullan, 2006; Hargreaves, 2009). In education, community refers to 

students, parents, teachers, neighborhood business leaders, and administrators (Ahtiainen, 

2017). 

4C Model  

For the past 50 years, numerous reforms have targeted school and classroom 

variables in an effort to ameliorate the discerned weakness of public schools (Knight & 

Erlandson, 2003). Often schools adopt more than one innovation simultaneously out of 

desperation for every child to succeed. The effects of these innovations are sometimes 

difficult to measure due to their complexities. In a research study conducted by Knight 
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and Erlandson (2003), the researchers described an approach to analyzing the interactive 

effects of multiple reform efforts within a school or school district. Using a school district 

with a strong accountability system, the researchers identified four attributes that 

characterized reform. 

The setting for this project was an urban school district in Texas with a little over 

30,000 students of various ethnicities, socioeconomics statuses, and achievement abilities 

(Knight & Erlandson, 2003). In an investigation of the state standardized test gaps in 

passing rates between ethnic groups and low-income students, Knight and Erlandson 

(2003) found the academic gaps had closed significantly in the last five years, but they 

noted that gaps still existed among these groups. The researchers’ primary purpose was to 

examine how separate reforms, adopted by schools in the district, combined with the 

ongoing district educational program and the statewide accountability system to impact 

student achievement and the remaining gap (Knight & Erlandson, 2003). Through a grant 

by the Spencer Foundation and in collaboration with Texas A&M University, a 

partnership was formed to study all the innovations in the school district and to measure 

the impact of the innovations (Knight & Erlandson, 2003). Unlike the accountability 

framework and change theory, this framework added a fourth dimension of coherency. 

Using a broad definition of reform, Knight and Erlandson (2003) referenced novel 

projects programs enacted since 1993 related to education of prekindergarten-12th grade 

students. The focus groups consisted of teachers and administrators selected from 16 

elementary, middle, and high school schools based on achievement and disaggregated 

data (ethnic group and SES) over a five-year period. Researchers audiotaped and 
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transcribed the interviews, which lasted approximately 90 minutes. Knight and Erlandson 

(2003) remarked, “The diverse data attained from these three sources accentuated the 

complexities that have frustrated reformers for the past four decades” (p. 182). Data 

analysis led Knight and Erlandson (2003) to identify four attributes that characterized 

each reform: commitment, congruence, coherence, and continuity.  

As seen in Figure 5, each of the attributes has two dimensions, contributing to 

three categories resulting in reform enactment: direct impact, residual impact, and 

unintended impact. An interactive relationship exists among the four attributes and their 

dimensions. The interactions move across a spectrum with varying degrees from low to 

high. To receive optimum results, both dimensions must be achieved at the highest level. 

A disproportional reaction of both dimensions could possibly lead to the ineffectiveness 

of the attribute. Knight and Erlandson (2003) labeled the model for analyzing reform the 

4C Model, after the terms that characterize the attributes of reforms. 
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Figure 5 

The Overall Relationship Between the Four Reform Attributes and Types of Impacts of 

the 4C Model 

 

 
Note. Reprinted with permission from “Harnessing Complexity: Framework for Analyzing School 

Reform,” by S. L. Knight and D. A. Erlandson, 2003, Planning and Changing, 34, p. 182. Copyright 2003 

by Illinois State University. 

 

 

The first C, commitment, “refers to the level of involvement by the participants” 

(Knight & Erlandson, 2003, p. 185) and consists of two dimensions: depth and breadth. 

Knight and Erlandson (2003) determined depth through a series of questions about the 

extent of the current priority compared to other commitments; breadth was the result of 
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answers to questions regarding the extent of the commitment. To ensure a high level of 

commitment, the initiative needs to have both a wide reach, which refers to breadth, 

throughout the organization and a deep level of buy-in from all stakeholders. 

The second C, congruence, “denotes the fit between the purpose of reform and the 

mission of participants, categorized by fidelity or fit” (Knight & Erlandson, 2003, p. 

185). This refers to fidelity “to the original purpose and process of reform in terms of fit 

with the mission of a school or district” (Knight & Erlandson, 2003, p. 185). Knight and 

Erlandson (2003) explained, “A reform may have high fidelity but have a low fit with the 

mission of the school, or vice versa may be true” (p. 185). In order to receive optimum 

results, it is necessary to implement school reform efforts with a high level of consistency 

and alignment with the mission of the organization. Stakeholders’ integrity is essential; 

lack of congruency could possibility lead to poor implementation. 

The third C, coherence, “categorized as local or broad” (Knight & Erlandson, 

2003, p. 185), is the “consistency of a reform with other reforms in place” (p. 185). 

Knight and Erlandson (2003) explained, “Local refers to within school consistency and 

highlights how well reforms work together in a school” (p. 185). Knight and Erlandson 

explained, “Broad refers to consistency with other reforms in the district, not 

implemented at the site, but which may compete for resources or attention” (p. 185). 

Coherency at the highest level occurs when reform efforts are consistent throughout the 

district and at the local level.  

The fourth C, continuity, “describes persistence of reform over time” (Knight & 

Erlandson, 2003, p. 186). Two categories, duration and growth, comprise this attribute. 
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Duration deals with the meaningful length of operation, and growth refers to outcome 

data. Teacher and student mobility disrupt continuity (Knight & Erlandson, 2003). 

Sustainability is imperative to any reform efforts. Change occurs over a period time, and 

full implementation evolves due to practice.  

The 4C Model has potential applications to understanding what is happening in 

school reform efforts and the constructions of strategies that will produce more 

predictable and potent results (Knight & Erlandson, 2003). Certain combinations of 

attributes are associated with greater amounts of direct, residual, or unintended impact 

(Knight & Erlandson, 2003). By understanding the complexity of reform, policy makers 

can better plan reform to take into account those complexities.  

Search Strategy for Empirical Research on Waiver Implementation  

To understand waiver research under the various reauthorization of ESEA 

necessitated an examination of studies using the following search phrases: ESSA, ESEA 

Waivers, and NCLB, education reform in the U.S., education waivers, and student 

achievement. The researcher used various combinations and exclusions to maximize the 

search conducted. The criteria for inclusion were reform efforts that involved the use of 

waivers within the last five years and focused on waiver research during the era of NCLB 

and ESEA.  

The following sections offer discussions of the search results. The search yielded 

five quantitative research studies, two of which were about district-wide, takeover efforts. 

All of the studies focused on the process of waiver laws and education reform efforts 
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resulted from educational acts. Additionally, the studies examined the impact of 

educational reform on student achievement.  

Quantitative Waiver Research 

States granted waivers of the No Child Left behind (NCLB) Act were required to 

delineate schools serving targeted populations with the lowest achievement and then 

enact reforms in these schools (No Child Left Behind [NCLB], 2001).  Bonilla and Dee 

(2017) conducted a quantitative study in Kentucky to examine focus school reforms, 

which were similar to comprehensive school reforms (CSR) that required major 

restructuring and implementation of numerous reform initiatives targeting improvement 

of student performance (Borman et al., 2003).   

Bonilla and Dee (2017) found the state reforms were unique and interesting due to 

the specificity of guidelines and the comprehensiveness process developed by state 

administrators. Utilizing a super subgroup measure, state officials pinpointed focus 

schools serving typically low-performing subgroups (minorities, students with 

disabilities, and limited English-speaking populations) into a holistic group. Out of 1,296 

schools provided by the Kentucky Department of Education, 920 schools qualified as 

focus schools. Approximately 20% of Bonilla and Dee’s (2017) analytical sample was 

comprised of schools with focus status.   

To ascertain the effect reform in the focus schools, Bonilla and Dee (2017) 

examined cross-sections of school data on pertinent subgroup performance. Using the 

student gap group score, Bonilla and Dee (2017) found the schools within the bottom 

10% qualified for classification as focus schools. Usage of the regression discontinuity 



42 

 

 

designs aided Bonilla and Dee (2017) in finding that the reforms resulted in an increase 

of 17% in math achievement and 9% in reading achievement, which they considered 

substantial improvements in school performance. Bonilla and Dee (2017) suggested that 

the enactment of these reform efforts possibly deviated from the intended implementation 

proffered by state officials.  

Dee and Dizon-Ross (2017) conducted research on school reform similar to the 

work of Bonilla and Dee (2017). However, unlike the findings of Bonilla and Dee (2017), 

their findings were not as promising. In Louisiana, Dee and Dizon-Ross (2017) examined 

the impact of differentiated reforms on student performance. NCLB mandated states that 

received federal waivers under NCLB to enact reforms to address achievement disparities 

Focus Schools. Instead of targeting subgroups, Louisiana’s intervention reforms were 

implemented in entire schools.  

Dee and Dizon-Ross (2017) additionally examined the causal effect of the 

reforms using a sharp regression discontinuity design based on the designation of the 

focus schools. For the analysis, the researchers used school data accessible to the public 

annually on School Performance Scores, state test results, and focus school designations 

from 2012 to 2015. The sample size included 1,172 traditional primary and secondary 

public schools. Two rules determined the assignments of schools: high school graduation 

rate below 60 and schools with a School Performance Scores of F. No measurable effects 

on school performance were evident in a three-year timeframe of reform efforts. Dee and 

Dizon-Ross (2017) concluded the findings possibly reflected fidelity of enactment and 

qualms with policy.  
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In the northeastern region of the United States, the findings of Dougherty and 

Weiner (2017) supported the findings of Dee and Dizon-Ross (2017) in that school 

reform efforts were minimally effective. Through a meta-analysis, Dougherty and Weiner 

(2017) determined the effects of reform affiliated with RTTT and ESEA waivers varied.  

In accordance with NCLB waivers, Rhode Island schools utilized ongoing performance 

tests to categorize and sort schools. Dougherty and Weiner (2017) found that the lowest 

performing schools (warning and focus) were mandated to implement reform 

interventions. 

The data set included the two years prior to the granting of the waivers and the 

two years following the schools receiving their new classification (Dougherty & Weiner, 

2017). The sample included data from 274 schools that served students in Grades 3 

through 8, year of identification of school functioning, and two successive years of 

scores. The findings indicated that the schools enacting fewer reforms performed 

similarly to analogous schools not under mandates. Dougherty and Weiner (2017) 

contended, “Schools that were required to implement more interventions performed 

worse than comparable schools implementing fewer interventions” (p. 4). Puzzled by 

these results, Dougherty and Weiner (2017) stated that the schools lack the capacity to 

select the interventions that was likely to catalyze change and noted that the negative 

impact could also be the result of the implementation instead of the selection. Lastly, 

Dougherty and Weiner (2017) highlighted the necessity of investigating and 

contemplating the underlying beliefs regarding reform and the extent to which 

implementation complements policy mandates.  
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Previous research has examined turnaround efforts at the school level. Schueler et 

al. (2017) suggested that, under ESSA, turnaround around efforts from a district level 

approach will be a more common approach in the future. Schueler and colleagues (2017) 

highlighted school reform efforts in Massachusetts where the state department of 

education exercised a takeover model for school districts that consistently ranked in the 

lowest level. The research site of interest, Lawrence Public School (LPS), lies 30 miles 

north of Boston in a low-income area. The district consisted of 28 schools and 

approximately 13,000 students, most of whom were learning English as a second 

language. The state department appointed a Receiver with the same rights as the district 

superintendent. 

Schueler et al. (2017) reported that five components drove the turnaround 

strategy. First, district leaders sought to increase expectations of staff and students. 

Second, central office expenses were cut in effort to push funds to the schools and, based 

on previous achievement and ascertained capabilities of individual schools, differentiated 

support and autonomy was given. Thirdly, in the first year, 36% of the principals were 

replaced, and 20% were replaced the second year. Ten percent of the teachers were 

replaced as a result of classroom observations, low test scores, and principal 

recommendations. Learning time, the fourth component of the turnaround strategy, 

included extended school day, tutoring, enrichment, and special programs. The final 

component was increased focus on utilizing data effectively to improve instruction 

(Scheuler et al., 2017).  



45 

 

 

Using a difference-to-difference framework to compare LPS to comparable 

districts not indicated for takeover, Scheuler et al. (2017) found students in the 

turnaround schools made large gains in math and moderate improvement in reading in the 

first two years. Students who attended Acceleration Academy during school breaks 

experienced greater gains in math and language arts than did students who did not attend 

or students who attended school elsewhere in the state (Scheuler et al., 2017). 

In a similar study on statewide reform efforts, Zimmer et al. (2016) studied 

district reform efforts in Tennessee. To increase student achievement in low-performing 

schools, grants like RTTT and SIG required prescriptive turnaround reforms. One model 

is a restart approach, which replaces the management of the school or solicits the 

assistance of providers outside the school district. At times, the state may intercede and 

take control over the school district (Schueler et al., 2017). 

Zimmer and colleagues (2016) examined the use of RTTT funds to enact reform 

models that involved amending or overtaking school or district governance. Tennessee’s 

lowest performing schools were placed under control in the state’s newly named 

Achievement School District (ASD). The options for these schools were to join a charter 

management organization or be governed by ASD. The third district established was 

called Innovation Zones (iZone), which was under local district control. 

Using the statewide longitudinal dataset provided by the Tennessee Department of 

Education, Zimmer et al. (2016) examined student data over a period four years, from 

2010-2011 to 2014-2015. The researchers utilized students’ assessment scores in English, 

math, and science in grades 3 through 8 and end-of-course testing at the high school 
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level. Using a quasi-experimental design with a difference-to-difference approach 

allowed the researchers to examine pre- and post-achievement gains of the various 

treatment groups relative to a similar low-performing comparison group. Zimmer et al. 

(2016) concluded that district management of schools is more effective in improving 

student performance than is outside governance. The next section presents a synthesis of 

the quantitative research and an examination of the attributes of school reform. 

Synthesis of Quantitative Waiver Research 

The setting for all the research studies examined in the Quantitative Waiver 

Researcher section involved educational reform post NCLB. Three of the five studies 

examined the lowest performing schools (Bonilla & Dee, 2017; Dee & Dizon-Ross, 

2017; Dougherty & Weiner, 2017). In the two studies involving district takeover efforts, 

the researchers posited this will become a common practice under ESSA (Schueler et al., 

2017; Zimmer et al., 2016). One study involved use of charter management organizations 

(Zimmer et al., 2016). 

Many of the studies reviewed were peer-reviewed research projects. Although the 

researchers did not explicitly identify the frameworks, every study utilized the lens of 

school reform. Many of the research studies were grounded in school accountability 

policy and comprehensive school reform. According to Bonilla and Dee (2017), the 

research added another layer of organization effectiveness. Three of the five studies 

provided a discussion of school accountability as a top priority (Bonilla & Dee, 2017; 

Dee & Dizon-Ross, 2017; Dougherty & Weiner, 2017)  
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The methodology used in three of the five studies was a quasi-experimental 

design examining the causal effects of interventions by assigning a cutoff or threshold 

above or below that assigned an intervention (Bonilla & Dee, 2017; Dee & Dizon-Ross, 

2017; Dougherty & Weiner, 2017). Two of the five studies used a regression model with 

a difference-in-difference approach. Similar schools were compared based on the same 

demographics to the treatment schools outside of the districts (Schueler et al., 2017; 

Zimmer et al., 2016).  

In terms of findings, research on the effectiveness of RTTT and ESEA waiver 

interventions varies (Dougherty & Weiner, 2017). No evidence of positive impact on 

student test scores in schools required to implement the intervention strategies under the 

NCLB law exists (Dee & Dizon-Ross, 2017; Dougherty & Weiner, 2017). Two of the 

five studies showed some increase in student achievement under the use of waivers 

(Bonilla & Dees, 2017; Schueler et. al 2017).  

The limitations of the quantitative studies varied. One of the studies indicated that 

little information was known about the implementation of the intervention or how the 

selected intervention aligned with local facets (Dougherty & Weiner, 2017). Similar to 

Dougherty and Weiner (2017), lack of information regarding fidelity of implementation 

at local and state branches posed a limitation (Dee & Dizon-Ross, 2017).  

Further research recommendations included the need to examine and assess some 

of the basic beliefs regarding school reform and the extent of alignment between 

mandates and effective practice (Dougherty & Weiner, 2017). According to Zimmer and 
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colleagues (2016), further research is necessary to understand teacher retention and 

teacher recruitment.  

In terms of the attributes of the complexity of school reforms, the research studies 

in this section suggested little is known about the implementation or the sustainability of 

these reform efforts. Dougherty and Weiner (2017) contended little on-ground 

knowledge was known about the implementation of the interventions in Rhode Island. 

The studies conducted in Kentucky and Louisiana had similar findings. Dee and Dizon-

Ross (2017) stated the results from their research had a limited view into the waiver 

implementation. Bonilla and Dees (2017) suspected that the implementation of the 

complete overhaul of an entire school was not the intent of the stated policy. Hence, a gap 

in literature exists on the implementation of school reform efforts post NCLB. The next 

section presents a qualitative research literature review of post NCLB reforms. 

Qualitative Waiver Research 

The research in this section consists of five studies: two qualitative studies and 

three mixed-method studies, for which the qualitative portion will be analyzed. Search 

criteria were the same as for quantitative waiver research. The studies, published within 

the last five years, focus on the waiver process and education reform efforts post NCLB.   

Under waivers of NCLB, public schools that did not make adequate yearly 

progress (AYP) for three consecutive years were required to offer economically 

disadvantaged students extra academic assistance. Heinrich et al. (2014) examined the 

implementation and effectiveness of out-of-school tutoring (OST). The researchers also 

aimed to strengthen the research on evidenced-based OST tutoring services and “support 
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school districts in obtaining guidance from research and sharing information on effective 

practices with other peer districts” (Heinrich et al. 2014, p. 472). 

Through a mixed-method design using a quasi-experimental analysis coupled 

with a thorough examination of the services provided by the various program models and 

setting, Heinrich et al. (2014) collected data over a span of five years. The study sites 

were four large urban districts in the city of Chicago, Dallas, Milwaukee, and 

Minneapolis. Under No Child Left Behind (NCLB), each of the school districts 

accounted for a disproportionate number of students eligible for out of school tutorial 

(OST) (Heinrich et al., 2014). The study sample size included various student subgroups, 

delineated by race, gender, academic needs (students with disabilities and English-

language learner), and socioeconomic status. 

Heinrich et al. (2014) grounded the qualitative research into two main areas:  a 

continuous attention on instructional context and the providers of the out of school 

tutorials (OST). In-depth interviews collected over a span of two years included tutorial 

session observations; interviews with administrators regarding the program structure; 

interviews with the tutoring staff regarding the instructional format, curriculum, and 

challenges; interviews with district and state administrators involved in implementing the 

program; and focus group interviews with parents of students participating in the 

program. Heinrich et al. (2014) used this analysis to determine the impact of OST 

tutoring on the reading and math achievement of participating students and connect 

provider characteristics, policy, and administration factors to the effectiveness of tutoring 

program. Findings indicated that numerous students did not receive an adequate amount 
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of differentiated instruction to result in meaningful learning gains, somewhat due to the 

high cost of the tutoring. Findings also indicated techniques and policy tools available to 

school districts to enhance the design of OST tutoring and utilize NCLB grants to 

institute better programs as waivers (Heinrich et al., 2014).  

In another study, when a comprehensive support and school improvement plan 

had to be established to address Title 1 schools to address the educational disparities 

within the subgroups, Marsh and colleagues (2017) examined the early implementation 

and efforts of six school districts in California, referred to as CORE (California Office to 

Reform Education). Through this qualitative project, the researchers sought to inform the 

ongoing efforts within CORE, as well as develop and implement accountability policy in 

other states and districts. The key features of the CORE’s accountability system focused 

on academic outcomes and nonacademic outcomes. The nonacademic outcomes included 

chronic absenteeism, suspension/expulsion, student’s social-emotional skills, and school 

climate and culture. Additionally, the accountability system was comprised of 

interventions in the form of peer-to-peer and skill-building at the district level (Marsh et 

al., 2017). 

The qualitative research included interviews of CORE leaders and central office 

administrators (n = 45), principals (n = 15), observed CORE meetings (n = 42), and 

gathered documents. Marsh et al. (2017) analyzed each CORE district individually and 

then cross-examined to determine how each district responded to the measurement 

system, the peer-to-peer interventions at the school levels, and district level. The findings 

indicated that districts and school leaders supported the CORE’s accountability system. 
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Many of the interviewees supported the measures that focused on SEL, academic growth, 

and addressing smaller subgroups to promote equity. Similarly, interviewees endorsed the 

new accountability aim to provide support instead of sanctions, as related via peer-to-peer 

collaborative interventions (Marsh et al., 2017).  

Kesten (2016) maintained that, while addressing the educational disparities in the 

subgroups, it is sometimes difficult for school leaders to internalize and make sense of 

the differentiated accountability systems under NCLB. Kesten (2016) began the study of 

Florida’s NCLB waiver in regard to its grading system for school accountability by 

examining 2013-2014 school data for large urban school districts in Miami-Dade County 

covering elementary, middle, and K-8 schools. The diversity of the district included 

students from 160 countries who spoke 56 different languages. Across the district, 74% 

of students were eligible for free- or reduced-price lunch, and 22% qualified as students 

with a primary exceptionality. The subgroups examined by race consisted of 7.7% White 

(nonHispanic), 23% Blacks (nonHispanics), 67% Hispanic, and 1.8% other. 

 Using a mixture of quantitative and qualitative methods, Kesten (2016) 

determined the degree to which the school grading system instituted by Florida 

Department of Education hid or highlighted the disparities in reading performance across 

student subgroups. At the highest rated schools, the results indicated the lack of inclusion 

of disaggregated data in the accountability rating hid significant disparities between 

subgroups in the area of reading. Kesten (2016) employed a combination of descriptive 

statistics and qualitative methods in order to gain a deeper understanding of the 

relationship between school-based outcomes and state-level policy decisions. 
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In the qualitative portion of the study, Kesten (2016) conducted interviews with 

10 leaders of schools graded moderate to high to derive an understanding of how school 

leaders internalize the concept of school grades in relation to NCLB waivers. Results 

indicated that schools across the district—even with a high accountability grade—were 

producing patterns of lower performance for Black students and students with disabilities. 

Kesten (2016) also inferred from the data that students were having different educational 

experiences as measured by standardized test scores, depending on their background. 

Findings from this study illustrated school leaders as “ambivalent policy actors” (Kesten, 

2016, p. 129). Depending on individual perceptions, willingness, and context, leaders 

were limited in their ability to recognize and counteract inequitable policies and systems.  

ESEA is very clear regarding expectations for school accountability. Federal and 

local agencies’ efforts to turn the nation’s lowest performing schools around have 

resulted in a nationwide focus on student achievement and school accountability (Linton, 

2017). One such model that has proven to yield positive results has been chosen by many 

to generate changes in student achievement for failing schools: the Comprehensive 

School Reform (CSR) model.   

In a qualitative, phenomenological study, Linton (2017) examined the CSR model 

that generated change in student achievement in schools in South Georgia by eliciting the 

perceptions of seven high school principals who utilized the model in their low-

performing schools. Because Linton (2017) believed the focus has not always been on 

principals responsible for implementing the CSR model, Linton decided to explore 

principals’ perceptions of their effect on CSR and the ways they supported teacher 
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implementation of school reform. Findings indicated that school leaders encountered 

several challenges and barriers to meet the demand for greater accountability to improve 

student performance. School leaders felt that the most effective professional development 

opportunity was driven by reviewing school data and making decision based upon this 

data (Linton, 2017)   

In an effort to determine policy, Trull (2015) analyzed 50 state ESSA applications 

in order to conduct a critical analysis of the Elementary and Secondary Education Act 

(ESEA) Flexibility Waivers administered by U.S. Secretary of Education Arne Duncan 

since 2012. Using a content analysis of ESEA waiver and a legal analysis of case law, 

Trull (2015) sought to identify whether a policy was coercive and if waivers rose to the 

level of unconstitutionally coercive. Through the lens of cooperative and coercive 

federalism, Trull (2015) examined how the failure of NCLB led to the ESEA waivers. 

Trull (2015) conducted research with a dual purpose. The first goal was to 

identify three policy areas by content analysis and catalog the status of each of the 50 

states in regard to its flexibility waiver and the state’s major policy changes. The second 

goal was to provide both a policy analysis of the waivers, as guided by the federalism 

literature, and a legal analysis of the waivers, as outlined by prior case law. Trull’s (2015) 

findings indicated further study in overarching policy implication of the waivers is 

necessary for recommendations as they pertain to the current state of federal education 

policy in the United States. The next section presents a synthesis of the qualitative 

research. 
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Synthesis of Qualitative Waiver Research 

The settings of many of the research studies took place in large urban districts 

involved in reform efforts under ESEA (Heinrich et al. 2014; Kesten, 2016). The districts 

included Chicago, Miami-Dade County, Milwaukee, Dallas, and Minneapolis School 

Districts. One study took place in a rural part of Georgia (Linton, 2017). In the other 

research study, conducted in California, Marsh et al. (2017) did not mention whether it 

was rural, urban, or suburban. 

Four of the five studies utilized semi-structured interviews, and interviewees 

included stakeholders involved in the educational reform process. Researchers used 

content analysis to examine documents in three of the five qualitative studies (Heinrich et 

al., 2014, Marsh et al., 2017; Trull, 2015). Researchers conducted observations in two of 

the five research studies (Heinrich et al., 2014; Marsh et al., 2017). 

Researchers used a wide variety of frameworks to explore the reform process, 

from sense-making (Kesten, 2016), a framework used in organizational and management 

organizations; federalism that involved cooperative and coercive (Trull, 2015); school 

leaders’ responsibilities (Linton, 2017); and accountability plus organizational learning 

(Marsh et al., 2017).  

In terms of findings, all the qualitative research the results were mixed. Trull 

(2015) stated that the results from ESEA were positive, and the government was willing 

to cooperate with the state department of education. Marsh et al. (2017) and Heinrich et 

al. (2014) stated school reform efforts were working, but they would require additional 

policy adjustments along the way to yield better results. Kesten (2016) stated that 
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although the school received a high-performance rating, school leaders needed to pay 

more attention to subgroups, so that all students have an equitable learning experience.  

The limitations of the qualitative studies varied. Two of the four researchers 

referred to the absence of quantitative data that could be triangulated with the qualitative 

part of the study to increase validity (Kesten, 2016; Trull, 2015). Marsh et al. (2017) 

stated the system of accountability and associated reform efforts were in their initial 

stages and whether these efforts would have any long-term impacts is yet unknown. 

Linton’s (2017) study was delimited to high school principals; therefore, he pondered if 

the results would vary with the inclusion of principals at the elementary and middle 

school levels. 

Kesten (2016) recommended further research utilizing an ethnographic method 

approach that would add field observations and prolong engagement. Trull (2015) 

recommended a case study on the waiver process and the impact of the process, as well 

as a quantitative approach to measure policy adoption of waivers. Linton (2017) 

suggested using a different region of the state to investigate the perceptions of principals 

regarding the impact of school reform or interview a cluster of principals from the 

elementary and middle school to get their perceptions on school reform. 

Summary 

NCLB added a layer of accountability that was unobtainable from the beginning. 

Expectations clearly stated that, by the deadline, all students would reach proficiency 

level in achievement. The result of not meeting the requirements of this law was the 

implementation of additional educational reform efforts. The studies examined in this 
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chapter were the results of school districts not meeting the mandates delineated in NCLB. 

States received waivers that allowed exemption of the 100% student proficiency. In 2014, 

state boards of education began to implement what the federal government deemed 

solutions to the problem of student achievements. Solutions were in the form of targeted 

interventions for students, turnaround strategies for school districts, and increased 

pressure to establish charter schools. 

This chapter contained a review of waiver research issued under several major 

educational reforms in the United States, as well as the status of the research as it relates 

to student achievement, with an emphasis on the lack of qualitative research as it relates 

to waiver implementation. In addition, this chapter offered a discussion of the social 

problem in regard to the background of reform efforts, particularly the problem of student 

achievement. Chapter 3 delineates the methodology for understanding and describing 

school leaders’ perceptions and interpretation of the implementation of strategic waivers 

reform efforts under ESSA. More importantly, this multi-case study design examined 

reform efforts in progress. 
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CHAPTER 3 

METHODOLOGY 

The purpose of this qualitative case study was to understand and describe the 

perceptions of school leaders regarding their experiences with implementing the strategic 

waiver initiative in Georgia school districts. This study utilized a qualitative research 

method and a descriptive multiple case study design. According to Creswell (2014), 

qualitative research is a method for “exploring and understanding the meaning 

individuals or groups ascribe to a social or human problem” (p. 4). Therefore, using a 

qualitative research method with an emphasis on the descriptive multiple case study 

design for this study allowed me to understand and describe the perceptions of school 

leaders regarding their experiences with implementing the Strategic Waiver School 

System (SWSS) flexibility option, by exploring the leaders’ attitudes, behaviors, and 

perceptions in relation to this phenomenon. Data generated from interviews and 

document analysis. Using these methods of data collection facilitated my investigation of 

the responses given by school leaders and promoted a deeper understanding of the 

implementation of the SWSS flexibility options in school districts across Georgia. 

This chapter details the qualitative research methods of this descriptive multiple 

case study. I followed precepts from Yin (2003, 2009) regarding the methods of how to 

increase the trustworthiness of this study. This chapter includes the research method and 

design, research questions, and features of the population and sampling strategy. Other
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topics include the geographic locations of school districts in the state of Georgia, data 

collection procedures and instrumentation, information regarding the methodology 

integrity of the study, and the data analysis process. 

Research Questions Reiterated 

The guiding research question of this study was: 

1. How do successful school districts implement the Strategic Waiver School 

System (SWSS) flexibility option?  

This primary question generated the following ancillary research questions: 

a. How do successful school districts implement the Strategic Waiver School 

System (SWSS) flexibility option in terms of commitment?  

b. How do successful school districts implement the Strategic Waiver School 

System (SWSS) flexibility option in terms of congruency?  

c. How do successful school districts implement the Strategic Waiver School 

System (SWSS) flexibility option in terms of coherency?  

d. How do successful school districts implement the Strategic Waiver School 

System (SWSS) flexibility option in terms of continuity?  

Research Method and Design 

As stated previously, little information is known about school reform efforts 

during the implementation phase (Dougherty & Weiner, 2017). A qualitative research 

method to address this lack is appropriate because the purpose of a qualitative research 

method is to explore a phenomenon through an individual’s perspective by heeding the 

context in which the perspectives emerges (Denzin & Lincoln, 2005). Implementing a 
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qualitative method provided me the flexibility to investigate this phenomenon in depth. 

Merriam and Tisdell (2015) contended, “Qualitative research methodology is grounded in 

the possibility that people build information as they take an interest in and get importance 

from an assignment, experience, or circumstance” (p. 5). Qualitative research is often 

characterized by four traits: the researcher focuses “on process, understanding, and 

meaning; the researcher is the primary instrument of data collection and analysis” 

(Merriam & Tisdell, 2015, p. 14); the researcher can utilize an inductive process; and the 

researcher produces a narrative thick with description. This method of research is 

appropriate in understanding the perceptions of school leaders who have experienced 

implementing the SWSS flexibility option.  

To further understand the qualitative research process, Crotty (1998) explained it 

was necessary to answer several questions about the proposed methods usage and the 

methodology that governs the researcher’s choices. Additionally, Crotty (1998) suggested 

the other components of the research project that the researcher needs to consider are the 

theoretical perspective and the epistemology that explains that perspective. 

In response to the question of method, Silverman (1997) related that we are in an 

interview society. In qualitative research, the researcher uses interviews in the search to 

describe the meanings of significant themes in the world of the participants. Likewise, 

Brinkman and Kvale (2015) suggested that interviews are the “inter-view or inter-change 

between two persons conversing about a theme of mutual interests” (p. 2).  

Another commonly used method of data collection in qualitative research is 

document analysis, which involves the examination of all documents that may be 
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pertinent to answer the research questions. Bowen (2009) explained, “Like other 

analytical methods in qualitative research document analysis requires that data be 

examined and interpreted in order to elicit meaning, gaining understanding, and develop 

empirical knowledge” (p. 27). 

The research methodology for this study was a descriptive multiple case study 

approach (Stake, 2006). Yin (2003) explained, “A case study is used in many situations 

to contribute to knowledge of individual, group, organizational, social, political, and 

related phenomena” (pp. 13-14). Baxter and Jack (2008) summarized Yin’s conditions 

regarding the consideration of using the case study method:  

(a) when the focus of the study is to answer “how” and “why”;  (b) you cannot 

manipulate the behavior of those involved in the study; (c) you want to cover 

contextual conditions because you believe they are relevant to the phenomenon 

under study; or (d) the boundaries are not clear between the phenomenon and 

context. (p. 545) 

In response to the question of theoretical perspective, interpretivism was the 

philosophical position for this study. Interpretivists contemplate society by looking at the 

setting in which individuals act and interface. Interpretivists accept that the fact of the 

matter is different and relative (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). According to this tradition, 

Crotty (1998) asserted there are multiple realities and various systematic ways of 

retrieving such realities. Lincoln and Guba (1985) clarified that these various 

implications are extremely hard to translate as they rely upon different frameworks. The 
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interpretivist’s way to deal with research must be increasingly responsive to implications 

in human communication and comprehend what is seen as numerous substances. 

In response to the question of epistemology, I utilized the lens of constructivism. 

Crotty (1998) described constructivism as “the meaning-making activity of the individual 

mind” (p. 58). Crotty perceived constructivism as when individual human subjects 

engage “with objects in the world and making sense of them” (p. 79). The focus of this 

study was on the meaning making experiences of these school leaders with the waiver 

initiative. 

Participants 

Following Polkinghorne’s (2005) advice, participant selection was on the basis 

that they could “provide significant contributions to the structure and character of the 

experience under investigation, not because they satisfy the representative requirement of 

statistical inference” (p. 139). For this case study, the unit of analysis was school districts 

that met specified criteria. I used a purposive sampling technique to select participants. 

According to Polkinghorne (2005), purposive selection of data sources “involves 

choosing people or documents from which the researcher can substantially learn about 

the experience” (p. 140). To gain a greater understanding of perspectives of the SWSS 

implementation, the purposive sample for this study included 29 school districts that met 

the goals of the contract for the SWSS.  

I analyzed data from multiple school districts in Georgia in order to identify 

districts that met the selection criteria. These school districts previously selected SWSS 

as their operational model under the Increased Flexibility for Local School Systems Act 
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(2011). In the fall of 2016, out of the 180 school districts in Georgia, 43 districts chose 

Charter System as their flexibility option, and 134 school districts chose SWSS as their 

flexibility option. Through a purposive selection process of SWSS districts, I made initial 

contact with the school districts’ research and evaluation department to solicit 

participation in the research study. The criteria for selection included the results from the 

College and Career Readiness Performance Index (CCRPI) in 2016 and whether school 

districts met Year One targets as established by the terms of SWSS contracts. This 

included rural and suburban area school districts, ranging from school districts with as 

few as three schools—elementary, middle, and high—to large districts that consisted of 

numerous elementary, middle, and high schools. As of January 11, 2018, only 29 school 

districts met Year One goals, as demonstrated by CCRPI scores or “Beat the Odds” 

calculations (GOSA, 2018b). Each school within the district had to make a 3% increase 

in student achievement scores from the prior school year.  

The participants in this study included individuals from several of those districts 

determined to be successful through meeting contracted SWSS goals. Using a rank-

ordering by CCRPI score, I mailed an introductory letter soliciting participation in this 

research study to school district leaders and repeated this process until four district 

leaders responded. While the other 19 school districts met Year One goals, several school 

districts had CCRPI scores that were less than average. I excluded those districts with 

CCRPI scores below an average of 69 points.  
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Data Collection Procedures  

The researcher is a key instrument in qualitative research (Creswell, 2014), and so 

I served as the primary instrument of data collection and analysis in this study. After 

receiving approval from the Institutional Review Board (IRB) of Mercer University to 

conduct the study (see Appendix A), I also applied with the school districts’ Department 

of Research and Evaluation to conduct the research study. Upon approval, I requested 

permission from school districts leadership involved in the implementation of the 

strategic waiver initiative to conduct this study. Participants could include central office 

personnel, a curriculum and instruction director, principals, or any panel of stakeholders 

designated by the school district leader. I emailed letters of introduction and consent to 

prospective participants. The participants had the option to either return the signed letters 

of consent via email or provide a hard copy to me prior to completing a demographic 

questionnaire. 

The introductory letter and informed consent outlined the data collection process, 

which took approximately 60 minutes for the participants to complete. This included a 

15-minute survey (see Appendix B) that allowed for the collection of demographic 

information and background knowledge of the strategic waiver initiative process prior to 

the interview.  

Upon the receipt of the survey information, I contacted the participants via email 

or phone to schedule the interview sessions. Initially, the plan was to conduct the 

interviews at the schools of the participants after work hours in a conference room to 

ensure participants’ confidentiality and minimize disruptions at a time that was 
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convenient for the participants. However, due to the Covid-19 outbreak and the resulting 

social distancing measures, I offered participants the option to participate in phone 

interviews or complete interview questions via email. To minimize potential risk, I 

granted anonymity to each school district and the personnel interviewed. Participation 

was strictly voluntary and free of any compensation.  

To investigate the one primary research question and the ancillary research 

questions that guided this study, I utilized a protocol aligned with the primary research 

and ancillary research questions during the semi-structured interview process to collect 

data from participants. P-12 educators reviewed the interview protocol, and I amended 

the protocol based on feedback. Each question was peer reviewed as concisely as possible 

to facilitate the participants’ ability to generate rich data and to ensure alignment to the 

research questions. The resulting interview protocol consisted of 16 questions aligned 

with the primary and ancillary research questions and the conceptual tenets (see Table 1). 
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Table 1 

Alignment of Conceptual Tenets, Research Questions, and Interview Questions 

Conceptual Tenet Research Question Interview Questions 

 

 

 

How do successful school 

districts implement the 

Strategic Waiver School 

System (SWSS) flexibility 

option? 

 

 How would you describe the Strategic 

Waiver initiative? 

 How has increased flexibility option 

impacted the work in your school district? 

 Waivers were requested in each of the 

categories (academic, fiscal, and human 

capital). Can you explain how the waivers 

are currently being implemented? 

 What do you see as the benefits and 

challenges of the strategic waiver initiative? 

Commitment 

 

How do successful school 

districts implement the 

Strategic Waiver School 

System (SWSS) flexibility 

option in terms of 

commitment? 

 How do you promote commitment to the 

strategic waiver initiative?   

 To what extent is this a priority compared to 

other commitments within your district?   

 To what extent are teachers involved in this 

commitment? To what extent are 

administrative involved in this 

commitment? 

 What are criteria (explicit or implicit) for 

school or district adoption of the strategic 

waiver initiative? 

Congruency How do successful school 

districts implement the 

Strategic Waiver School 

System (SWSS) flexibility 

option in terms of 

congruency? 

 After reviewing your district's mission 

statement, describe how the strategic waiver 

initiative fit with the mission of the school 

district? 

 Does the strategic waiver initiative contract 

make senses to you?  

 How does district leadership encourage staff 

members to implement reform efforts with 

fidelity?  

Coherency How do successful school 

districts implement the 

Strategic Waiver School 

System (SWSS) flexibility 

option in terms of coherency? 

 Is the strategic waiver initiative contract 

reasonable and achievable?  

 To what extent is the strategic waiver 

initiative a priority compared to other 

commitments that the district may be 

involved with? 

 Is the strategic waiver initiative a broad 

reform, local reform, or both? Explain. 

Continuity How do successful school 

districts implement the 

Strategic Waiver School 

System (SWSS) flexibility 

option in terms of continuity? 

 How do you use data collected to modify or 

adapt your processes and procedures? 

 What challenges, if any, do district leaders 

anticipate with the sustainability of this 

initiative over a long period of time? 
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Each interview began with an overview of the participant’s rights as part of the 

research study. I assigned a pseudonym to each participant and district to ensure full 

anonymity. The time allotted for each interview was 60 minutes. I audiotaped the 

interviews and memo during each interview. Immediately following each interview, I 

clarified responses with the participant prior to transcribing the interview.  

Baxter and Jack (2008) claimed, “A hallmark of case study research is the use of 

multiple data sources to enhance data credibility” (p. 554). Yin (2015), contended that 

“field-based data—whether coming from direct field observations, interviews, or 

videotapes, or the review of contemporary documents such as participants’ journals, daily 

logs, or even photographs—will form much of the evidence used in qualitative research” 

(p. 109). Although semi-structured interviews were the primary method of data 

collection, I examined archival records and physical artifacts (see Appendix C) (Bowen, 

2009). Review of the data found in the documents allowed me to note any innovations 

resulting from the increased flexibility waivers and aided in the triangulation of data. The 

data also assisted in developing follow-up interview questions. The initial document 

review consisted of data collected from multiple sources. The report published on the 

Governor’s Office of Student Achievement (GOSA) aided in the identification of the 

candidates for case selections. An examination of the interactive dashboard highlighted 

the districts’ accountability grade for the past several years. An examination of the Every 

Student Succeeds Act (ESSA) (USDOE, 2015b) application also provided some insight 

into how the school district personnel planned on using the waivers. I also reviewed the 
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strategic waivers plan shared with stakeholders. I examined all documents for innovations 

that may be the results of the strategic waiver initiative. 

Data Analysis 

The data collected from this qualitative case derived from interviews and 

document analysis. I began the data analysis process by becoming familiar with the 

collected data. According to Saldaña (2015), examples of data include transcripts from 

interviews, observations of participants, artifacts, field notes, documents, responses to 

surveys, journals, and email correspondence. Data analysis led to the creation of 

categories from coding, which resulted in themes. Saldaña (2015) explained that codes 

are “often a word or short phrase that symbolically assigns a summative, salient, essence-

capturing, and/or evocative attribute for a portion of language-based or visual data” (p. 

3). Likewise, Miles and Huberman (1994) asserted codes are “tags or labels for assigning 

units of meaning to the descriptive or inferential information compiled during a study” (p. 

56), and the development of these codes are paramount in understanding interview data. 

This process of analyzing the data continues until saturation has been reached or no 

additional codes or concepts emerge.  

To analyze data in this case study, I followed the guidance of several 

methodologists. Miles and Huberman (1994) developed four specific stages of data 

analysis comprised of broad coding, synthesizing, theorizing, and recontextualizing, 

which are applicable for this qualitative descriptive multiple case study. These stages 

relate with Yin’s (2009) strategy of pattern matching because patterns derive from 

coding. Miles et al. (2014) emphasized that data analysis should be concurrent to data 
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collection, which makes “analysis an ongoing, lively enterprise that contributes to the 

energizing process of fieldwork” (p. 70).  

I recorded and transcribed the recorded interviews and field notes for data 

analysis, then compiled the data in an organized manner. The purpose was to gather 

sufficient data to write a rich, detailed descriptions and develop themes. This “first cycle 

of coding includes up to 25 different approaches” that are compatible and able to be 

“mixed and matched” (Miles et al., 2014, p. 74) for different purpose or function. Miles 

et al. (2014) identified “three elemental methods that serve as foundation approaches to 

coding: (1) Descriptive, (2) In vivo, and (3) Process coding” (p. 74). NVivo 12 software, 

a computer-assisted tool used to code and characterize large amounts of narrative texts, 

aided in this process. Additionally, this software aided in the organization, analysis, and 

the visualization of the data, which subsequently facilitated answering the research 

questions. 

After the initial summarization of segments of data, the next phase was grouping 

the summaries into smaller number of categories, known as “pattern coding” (Miles et al. 

2014, p. 79), or second cycle coding. Miles et al. (2014) explained, “The purpose of this 

type of coding is to rebuild data from the first cycle coding into a more meaningful units 

of analysis” (p. 90). If new codes are identified, the researcher returns to the previously 

coded data to ensure that there are no missed codes. Also, I performed memoing to 

clarify the progression of data analysis. Miles et al. (2014) contended, “Memos are 

typically a rapid way of capturing thoughts that occur throughout data collection” (p. 96). 
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These memos served as first drafts of the research study phenomena and a basis for 

further development of the content found in Chapter 4.  

Miles and colleagues (2014) related that the last stage of the coding cycle 

involves condensing the major data and findings into analytic display methods through 

the use of matrices and networks. Miles et al. (2014) defined displays as visual formats 

that present information systematically so the user can draw conclusions and take needed 

action. NVivo software visualization aided in the conclusions drawn for this case study.  

As the Researcher 

Although I did not have an active working relationship with any of the study 

participants, I had worked within an educational environment for 24 years. I had 

experience working in a charter district under the increased flexibly operational model. 

Conducting the study allowed me to gain in-depth understanding of how the strategic 

waiver initiative impacted other types of districts. Education is not a one-size-fits-all 

experience, yet school districts are often compared in terms of accountability with no 

regard to race, socioeconomic status, or geographical location. This research topic piqued 

my interest because the SWSS flexibility option allows school communities to create 

educational opportunities catered to its needs. This research study provided some insight 

into how school districts are improving educational outcomes for students when given the 

autonomy and flexibilities to do so. 

Methodology Integrity or Trustworthiness 

According to Levitt et al (2018), “Methodological integrity can be evaluated 

through its two composite processes: fidelity to the subject matter and utility in achieving 
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research goals” (p. 33). Sufficient data, perspective management in data collection and 

analysis, and results engrained in data improve fidelity (Levitt et al., 2018). Usefulness 

refers to the process by which the researcher selects procedures that facilitate the 

answering of research questions and meeting research goals. Although this chapter has 

described the procedures that support methodology integrity, the subsequent paragraphs 

incorporate other elements essential to this research study.  

According to Yin (2009), the major strength of case studies comes from using 

multiple sources, not a source, for using multiple data sources enhances the validity by 

promoting data triangulation. The data collected in this qualitative multisite descriptive 

case study generated from a brief survey, semi-structured interviews, and the process of 

document analysis. Triangulation of these data aided in reporting accurate results and 

achieving saturation. Furthermore, to obtain different perspectives that address a 

phenomenon and uncover a greater array of insight in array of insight in regards of past 

events and behavioral concerns, Yin (2009) suggested using many sources of data in a 

case study research. To guarantee validity and reliability to this research study, I carefully 

considered the data collection process.  

In regard to a case study, it is essential for the researcher to ensure validity and 

trustworthiness in order to avoid researcher bias (Yin, 2009). Levitt et al. (2014) related,  

Trustworthiness is a concept that qualitative researchers often use to reflect the 

idea that the evaluation of the worth of a qualitative research presentation is based 

in the judgments of its readers and its ability to be presented to them in a 

convincing manner. (p. 32) 
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Researchers strengthen the plausibility of their study by explaining their experiences as 

researchers and confirming the results with the participants (Cope, 2014). To attain 

credibility for this qualitative case study, other school leaders in Georgia should be able 

to relate to the responses given by the participants, recognize the rich descriptions and 

interpretations given in this study, and relate to the case under investigation.  

To aid in methodological integrity, I employed the strategy of member checking, 

which safeguards against researcher bias. The procedure allows the participants an 

opportunity to reexamine transcripts for accuracy of reporting and to provide additional 

information if necessary (Creswell, 2014). I sent interview transcripts within 48 hours to 

corresponding participants for confirmation and clarification.  

I also utilized peer examination as a strategy to ensure results were valid 

(Creswell, 2014). A peer reviewer typically provides an objective appraisal of the data 

analysis and examines and challenges the conclusions interpreted from the data analysis 

process. This process further added to the validity of this study. Two peer reviewers 

received access to the transcripts to examine for emerging themes. The reviewers looked 

for themes that I may have overlooked.  

In order ensure confidentiality, I used participant and site pseudonyms in 

interview notes and transcripts. Data collected did not require any identifying 

information. There were no known risks for participants for this study. I retained the 

notes in a locked file with plans to destroy them after four years.  
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Summary 

This chapter provided a detailed overview of the research design utilized to 

understand and describe the perceptions of school leaders regarding their experiences 

with implementing the strategic waiver initiative in a Georgia school district. I used a 

qualitative descriptive multiple case study to interview four leaders responsible for 

implementing SWSS flexibility option in four Georgia schools. A survey, interviews, and 

document analysis comprised the data collection designed to answer research questions to 

explore the perceptions of these leaders. Data analysis procedures followed Miles and 

Huberman’s (1994) four stage process to identify inductive and deductive codes and 

themes. The following chapter presents the findings of this analysis. 
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CHAPTER 4 

PRESENTATION AND ANALYSIS OF DATA 

The purpose of this descriptive multiple case study as described by Stake (2006) 

was to chronicle and analyze the implementation of Georgia’s Strategic Waiver School 

System (SWSS) Flexibility Option and the extent to which it has provided local and state 

policy makers with evidence of its efficacy in improving student academic outcomes. 

Strategic Waivers School Systems (SWSS) enter into multi-year performance contracts 

with the State Board of Education (SBOE) to gain greater flexibility from state laws and 

regulations to increase student achievement (GaDOE, 2018). In exchange for this 

flexibility, school districts must meet yearly performance targets as part of the district's 

contract. The Governor’s Office of Student Achievement (GOSA) monitors progression 

toward the targets outlined in the contracts and reports all findings to the State Board of 

Education.  

The school districts selected to participate in this study all met their performance 

targets as defined by their SWSS contracts. This chapter includes the procedures and 

strategies used for data collections, which included a survey, phone interviews, and 

document analysis, as well as data analysis. The topics regarding these procedures and 

strategies include a description of the research questions, study population, and data 

collections methods, followed by the strategy used for data analysis that resulted in the 

presentation of findings and themes.  
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Review of the Research Questions 

The objective of this research study was to answer the primary research question 

and ancillary research questions. The aim was to understand and describe school districts’ 

experiences and leaders’ perceptions regarding implementing the strategic waiver 

initiative in school districts in the state of Georgia. Therefore, the research questions 

pertained to these districts in terms of their commitment, congruency, coherency, and 

continuity. The guiding research question of this study was: 

1. How do successful school districts implement the Strategic Waiver School 

System (SWSS) flexibility option?  

This question generated the following ancillary research questions: 

a. How do successful school districts implement the Strategic Waiver School 

System (SWSS) flexibility option in terms of commitment?  

b. How do successful school districts implement the Strategic Waiver School 

System (SWSS) flexibility option in terms of congruency?  

c. How do successful school districts implement the Strategic Waiver School 

System (SWSS) flexibility option in terms of coherency?  

d. How do successful school districts implement the Strategic Waiver School 

System (SWSS) flexibility option in terms of continuity?  

Per Knight and Erlandson (2003), a contextual view of these research questions 

suggests that to ensure a high level of commitment, the initiative needs to have both a 

wide reach, which refers to breadth, throughout the organization and a deep level of buy-

in from all stakeholders. In order to receive optimum results, it is necessary to implement 
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school reform efforts with a high level of fidelity and alignment with the mission of the 

organization. Stakeholders’ integrity is essential; lack of congruency could possibility 

lead to poor implementation. Coherency at the highest level occurs when reform efforts 

are consistent throughout the district and at the local level. Sustainability through 

continuity is imperative to any reform efforts. Change occurs over a period time, and full 

implementation evolves with practice. These are areas that were highlighted during data 

collection and analysis.  

Results associated with the research question indicated the extent of the success of 

school district school leaders’ implementation of the SWSS initiative. Using the 

conceptual framework of Knight and Erlandson (2003) to understand the complexities of 

school reform, the ancillary research questions were formulated from the 4C model in 

terms of how successful schools implement SWSS initiative in regard to commitment, 

coherency, congruency, and continuity. Participants’ verbatim quotes allowed an 

understanding of how successful school districts implemented the SWSS in school 

districts in Georgia. I used the participants’ interviews, survey, and document analysis of 

school district leaders to answer the four ancillary research questions. 

Study Population 

At the time of this study, approximately 134 school districts in Georgia had 

selected the SWSS flexibility option. Using the College and Career Readiness 

Performance Index (CCRPI) score, a baseline was set using data from 2016-2017 school 

year. School districts could meet the terms of their contract two ways. According to the 

Georgia Department of Education (2018), “The SWSS contracts require schools to 
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decrease the gap between baseline performance on the state accountability system and 

100% by 3% annually” (p. 11).  

The second option is by an analysis called “Beat the Odds” (GOSA, 2020). This 

calculation, developed in partnership by GOSA and GaDOE, compares a school’s CCRPI 

single score to its expected performance. The data collection goal for this multiple 

descriptive case study was to interview four to six school district leaders from the 29 

school districts that met the criteria of successful school districts. A successful school 

district is defined as a district where all the schools in the district met Year One targets as 

demonstrated by CCRPI scores or “Beat the Odds” calculations (GOSA, 2018b). 

Invitations soliciting participation were sent to the leaders of all 29 districts, which were 

similar in demographics and located in rural areas in the state of Georgia, approximately 

45 miles or further from metro Atlanta. The student population of the school districts 

ranged from approximately 1800 students to 3000 students. All the school districts were 

considered small districts consisting of four to six schools: elementary, middle, and high 

school. Several districts had incorporated a primary school consisting of PK-2nd grades 

classrooms. Table 2 depicts the relevant demographic characteristics of the participating 

school districts in which leaders provided interview responses and survey data. Districts 

and participants received pseudonym to protect their identity.  
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Table 2 

Demographic Characteristics of Participating School Districts 

Participant 

 

Student 

Population 

Community 

Development and 

Location from 

Atlanta 

# of 

Schools 

in 

District 

Lead Facilitator Title/ 

Pseudonym 

District 1 1823 Rural/45 miles 4 Assistant Superintendent/ 

 DeannaD1 

District 2  2166 Rural/87 miles 4 Assistant Superintendent/ 

RebeccaD2 

District 3 2507 Rural/144 miles 6 Director of Teaching and 

Learning/ FranD3 

District 4 2906 Rural/185 miles 4 Assistant Superintendent/ 

JessicaD4 

 

 

Collection of Data 

After obtaining Institutional Review Board (IRB) approval from Mercer 

University, this qualitative descriptive multiple case study (Stake, 2006) focused on four 

districts that experienced the use of flexibility waivers. However, there were some 

difficulties with data collection. I sent the first round of letters at the beginning of the 

2019-2020 school year to only those school districts with an average 70 or higher CCRPI 

score. One district that changed from the SWSS option to Charter System options during 

the 2017 school year resulting in its exclusion. In another instance, after several rounds of 

invitation attempts, one school district leader agreed to participate in the research study. 

Following the phone interview, the information gathered caused a restructure of the data 

collection process. I ascertained that given the size of the school districts in most cases, 

there was one member of the central level administration team who wrote the contract 

and then solicited input from all the stakeholders. After resubmission modification for the 
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Mercer IRB, I sent a second round of letters in January 2020. In the midst of collecting 

the first phone interview, COVID-19 interrupted data collection making it more difficult 

to recruit participants. Because of dramatic shifts in duties of leadership, data collection 

had to be reevaluated. I sent a third round of letters to participants, seeking assistance 

from colleagues. From personal contacts, I was able to obtain four (14%) of the 29 

possible school districts for the sample. Officials discouraged face-to face interviews due 

to the pandemic, so the participants received an option to participate in a phone interview 

or to answer the questions via email.  

Each participant received a consent form, survey for demographics with open-

ended questions, and a follow-up email to schedule an interview with 16 additional 

questions (see Table 1). All participants were lead facilitators, and, in some cases, the 

sole writer of the SWSS application. In addition to the interviews and survey data, I 

collected and analyzed documents. These included district websites, SWSS contracts 

submitted to the Georgia Department of Education, applications obtain from districts 

websites, and district school improvement plans. Table 3 displays the types of analyzed 

documents.  
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Table 3 

List of Analyzed Documents 

District Survey Interview IE2 Application* Documents 

1 x Phone x  5-year Strategic Plan 

2 x Email, Phone x  Accreditation Report 

3 x Email x Strategic Plan  

4 x Email x Strategic Plan  

Note. *IE2 (Investing in Educational Excellence) application refers to school system application for 

flexibility, later renamed Strategic Waiver School System (SWSS). 

 

 

Data Analysis Procedure 

The data collected from these cases were in the form of surveys, interviews, and 

documents. To analyze data in this case study, I utilized Miles and Huberman’s (1994) 

four-stage data analysis procedure. These relate to the pattern matching strategy of Yin 

(2009), and consist of broad coding, synthesizing, theorizing, and recontextualizing. 

Broad coding began while collecting data. After the interview process and document 

analysis phase for this study, I compiled and organized data to facilitate the data analysis 

process by becoming familiar with the collected data. The purpose was to be able to 

gather enough data in order to write detailed descriptions and develop themes. The broad 

coding is a general accounting scheme that points to the general domains in which I can 

develop codes. Miles et al. (2014) also called this first cycle coding, which focuses on 

descriptive coding that can include both inductive and deductive codes. Deductive codes 

were based on the 4C Model by Knight and Erlandson (2003). I coded the data separately 

by hand and then organized by surveys, interviews, and documents. Using a constant 

comparison method, I then reorganized the codes to identify any similarities. 
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Additionally, I used Nvivo 12 software to perform content analysis in the form of a word 

frequency in conjunction with the manual coding to complement the analysis of codes. 

Table 4 displays the broad codes, categories (subthemes) and themes. An examination of 

the categories resulted in a thorough and coherent reorganization, which led to the 

development of the following themes: Attitudes Toward SWSS Flexibility Option (4Cs), 

Stakeholder Buy-In (commitment), Consistency of the Reform and District Goals 

(coherence), Fidelity of the Implementation of the Initiative (congruency), and 

Sustainability of the Initiative over a Period of Time (continuity). The theme of Attitudes 

Toward SWSS Flexibility Option is applicable to all four of the attributes of Knight and 

Erlandson’s (2003) 4C model because of the impact of understanding and feelings of 

stakeholders on the commitment, coherence, congruency, and continuity of the reform. 
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Table 4 

Broad Codes and Coding Development 

Broad or Initial Codes Categories Theme 

Decision 

Students 

Programs 

Innovation 

Understanding 

Feelings 

Attitudes Toward SWSS 

Flexibility Option (4Cs) 

Waivers 

School Improvement Plan 

Time 

Teachers 

System 

Community Input 

School Input 

 

 

Stakeholder Buy-In 

(Commitment) 

 

Benefits 

District 

Flexibility  

Alignment 

Loyalty 

Fidelity of the 

Implementation of the 

Initiative (Congruency) 

Outcomes 

Challenges 

Increases 

Changes 

 

Priority 

Attainability 

 

Consistency of the 

Reform and District 

Goals (Coherence) 

Strategic Planning  

Central Office 

School Level 

Student Growth 

Monitoring Process 

Foreseen Challenges 

Depth of Reform 

Sustainability of the 

Initiative over a Period 

of Time (Continuity) 

 

 

Miles and Huberman’s (1994) next stage of data analysis is synthesizing, which 

involves organizing and coding data, achievable by a process known as pattern coding, or 

second cycle coding. I coded the surveys and interviews and then organized them by the 

broad codes. I was able to establish categories based on phrases and ideas described by 

the participants, a process known as recontextualizing (Miles & Huberman, 1994). Table 

5 illustrates these categories with example, corresponding quotes in the form of a 

codebook. The purpose of this type of coding is to reassemble data fractured during broad 
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coding. This round of coding allowed for the narrowing of the content down to 11 

categories to depict the five themes discussed throughout this chapter. 

 

Table 5 

Categories with Example Narratives  

Categories Corresponding Quotes 

Understanding “Waiver allows districts to review their need and waive policies and 

rules needed to accomplish the goals of the district.” (RebeccaD2) 

Feelings “It has made it so much easier, we no longer have to worry about if 

the child qualifies to be in a certain program.” (RebeccaD2) 

Community Input “We have provided updates to the BOE publicly.” (DeannaD1) 

School Input “They participate in our strategic planning meeting and then once we 

have the strategic plan in place then they facilitate the development of 

their individual school improvement plan.” (RebeccaD2) 

Priority “it’s a priority because it allows us to be flexible in our certification 

and many other ways” (JessicaD4) 

Attainability “It is reasonable, and it could be achievable, we’re just not to that 

place.” (RebeccaD2)  

Alignment “We believe in integrity and fidelity.” (JessicaD4) 

Loyalty If we purchase or commit to any program, process, reform 

effort, etc., it is not optional.” (JessicaD4) 

Monitoring “We analyze data religiously and modify and adapt instruction 

accordingly.” (FranD3) 

Challenges “I anticipate there will be adjustments in the accountability 

component.” (DeannaD1) 

Depth of Reform “It’s a broad reform in that it allows that central office not to have this 

abide by the same guidance that they did have to in the use of the 

funds. (RebeccaD2) 

 

 

Miles and Huberman (1994) recommended writing summaries, referred to as 

analytic memoing, of key information derived from the coding systems, which lay the 

foundation for further development of propositions regarding data and theorizing about 
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the phenomenon. In this vein, I kept memos for analysis, which also aided in questions 

for follow-up conversations with the research participants. The following section presents 

the findings of the data analysis. 

Findings 

This presentation of results begins with the examination of the SWSS contracts by 

using descriptive statistics, followed by survey and interview data. These components 

built the foundation for the research question, “How do successful school districts 

implement the Strategic Waiver School System (SWSS) flexibility option?” Since all the 

participants had similar demographics, an examination of their SWSS contracts sparked 

an analysis of the types of waivers chosen. I examined the contracts for similarities and 

differences. Further examination led to a comparison of the 134 school district across the 

state of Georgia. 

Documents: District Applications Analysis 

Triangulation of the data included an analysis of all the district applications. In 

addition to the submission of an application for the SWSS initiative, each application 

included exhibits to support the district needs. These exhibits included a table of the 

summary of challenges, aligned with district initiatives, and waivers requested for each 

initiative. Also required were a copy of the district strategic plan and a list of all the 

flexibility waivers, which is located on the department of education website. Two of the 

four school districts submitted individual school plans for each school in the districts. 

This examination revealed no applications were alike. Some were more detailed than 

others and easily accessible from the district website.  
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Documents: Waiver Analysis 

Waivers derived from State Law Regarding Strategic Waiver School System §20-

2-80 (GaDOE, 2019).  This law resulted from requests for increased flexibility in 

exchange for increased accountability and defined consequences. A total of 52 waivers 

were available in three categories: Academic Flexibility, Human Resource Flexibility, 

and Financial Flexibility (GaDOE, 2019). School districts were allowed to select some or 

all the waivers that would aid in improving student achievement in return for an increase 

level of accountability. An examination of the types of waivers selected by the four 

districts that participated in this research study and those selected by 95% or higher of the 

other SWSS in the state of Georgia revealed that the four districts investigated in this 

study were typical in their choice of waivers (GaDOE, 2019).  

Each district had to obtain at least a three percentage gain in each of the indicators 

as outlined by the CCRPI. School districts often select all of the waivers; then as the 

needs arises, they will have the security needed to reach district goals as they relate to 

student achievement. Several districts selected all of the waivers just in case they were 

necessary. Deanne of District 1 offered, “The superintendents in our region of Georgia, 

we tend to work closely together . . . we pick all of the waivers, and we meet regularly to 

discuss how to use them.” This type of networking allows school districts the ability to 

exchange innovation ideas and to better serve students in their school community.  

Analysis indicated that all school districts across the state of Georgia selected 

several of the same waivers. The Academic flexibility category offered 21 waivers, the 

Human Resources flexibility category offered 21 waivers, and the financial flexibility 
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category offered 10 waivers. Of the 21 waivers offered in the Academic flexibility 

category, 95% of Georgia school districts selected 50% of the waivers. Of the 21 waivers 

offered in the Human Resources category, 95% of Georgia school districts selected 24% 

of the waivers (GaDOE, 2019). Of the 10 waivers offered in the financial flexibility 

category, 95% of Georgia school districts selected 30% of the waivers.  

Interview Findings 

In addition to the documents review, this study included synchronous and 

asynchronous (due to the pandemic) interviews. One interview was a phone interview, 

and following transcription, the participant received a copy to review for accuracy and 

completeness as appropriate for member checking. The other three participants 

completed the interview questions via email. I sent a follow-up phone interview 

invitation to the three remaining participants for clarification, but only one responded, 

resulting in a total of two phone interviews. Data analysis supported five themes: 

Attitudes Toward SWSS Flexibility Option (4Cs), Stakeholder Buy-In, Consistency of the 

Reform and District Goals, Fidelity of the Implementation of the Initiative, and 

Sustainability of the Initiative over a Period of Time. The next sections detail the content 

of each theme.  

Attitudes Toward SWSS Flexibility Option 

To access participants’ attitudes toward and level of understanding SWSS the 

flexibility options, I asked the participants to describe the SWSS initiative and the impact 

of the work of the school district. All the participants’ responses were favorable. They 

expressed understanding of the intent and advantages of the waivers, as well as feelings 
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of relief and appreciation. DeannaD1 explained that the waiver provided “an opportunity 

to gain flexibility in meeting students’ needs in exchange for meeting performance 

expectations. The flexibility has made us think more creatively and be more solution 

focused.” Under ESSA, school districts had been challenged to rethink the traditional 

model of schooling and be more innovative than years past.  

RebeccaD2 contended, 

Waiver allows districts to review their need and waive policies and rules needed 

to accomplish the goals of the district. It has made it so much easier; we no longer 

have to worry about if the child qualifies to be in a certain program. If the child 

needs help, we get them reading help. 

During the application process, each school district had to highlight a summary of 

challenges, aligned with initiatives and necessary waivers. FranD3 stated,  

The Waiver System was brilliant as that it allows districts to do what they need to 

do to gain better outcomes for our students. It allowed us to determine the needs 

of students and their education as opposed to meeting the letter of the law. 

She suggested that unlike reform efforts of the past, this initiative did not offer a one-

size-fits-all prescription.  

JessicaD4 suggested that the SWSS “gave the school systems a lot of flexibility to 

do what we needed to do and not have to jump through a lot of hoops.” District leaders 

seemed to be relieved to have this type of flexibility that would make their work of 

educating students easier. The use of waivers also had some immediate impact on easing 

their workload as a school district. JessicaD4 stated, “We have been able to fill some 
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difficult positions as a result of these waivers.” In this statement, JessicaD4 referred to 

the hiring of certified staff, which is sometimes difficult in rural areas. 

Participants described why their district adopted the strategic waiver in several 

ways. Whereas both the Charter System flexibility option and the SWSS flexibility 

option offered waivers, two of the school districts agreed that the Charter System 

flexibility option would involve too much with each school having their own governing 

body. DeannaD1 stated, “The local board of education preferred the SWSS option. They 

were not interested in the Charter System option due to giving much decision-making to 

governance councils at each school.” RebeccaD2 explained, 

At the time that this came up, we didn’t have great confidence in our community 

that there would be able to be the governing body; that’s why we went towards 

the strategic waiver. We still got their input, but we have more control. 

One of the most noticeable differences between Charter System flexibility and 

SWSS flexibility options was that each school had to create a governing body to assist 

with the decision-making in the schools. For some people, this option sounded too much 

like “charter schools.” For individuals who support public education, this could be 

misleading. Individuals in the other districts felt that the SWSS was a better choice to 

serve students, and it offered more flexibility. FranD3 asserted, “We adopted this 

initiative because we felt like students could be better served educationally and 

emotionally.” JessicaD4 explained, “We were afraid to not choose flexibility if it was 

offered.” Each of the district leaders in most cases was the sole writer and monitor of the 

SWSS flexibility option, and their attitudes toward the SWSS were positive.  
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Ancillary Research Question 1: Commitment 

To ensure a high level of commitment, Knight and Erlandson (2003) contended 

that the initiative needs to have both a wide reach, which refers to breadth, throughout the 

organization and a deep level of buy-in from all stakeholders. To explore how successful 

school districts implemented the SWSS flexibility option in terms of commitment, 

participants answered questions regarding how the process was communicated with 

stakeholders. Participants also related the level of involvement of teachers and school 

level administrators. Table 6 displays ancillary research question 1 and the resulting 

categories and theme, Stakeholder Buy-In (commitment), generated from the data. 

 

Table 6 

Ancillary Research Question 1 Categories and Theme 

Ancillary Research Question Categories Theme 

How do successful school districts 

implement the Strategic Waiver School 

System (SWSS) flexibility option in 

terms of commitment? 

Community Input 

School Input 
Stakeholder Buy-In 

 

 

Community input. All of the participants agreed that with any new initiative, it 

was important to solicit buy-in from the community. As stated earlier, the SWSS 

flexibility option is a five-year agreement between the school district and the Georgia 

Department of Education. Each of the districts had different approaches to soliciting 

feedback from the community. DeannaD1 explained, “We have provided updates to the 

BOE publicly. Additionally, we held faculty meetings at each campus last year to give an 
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update regarding waivers we are using and waivers that are available.” An analysis of the 

IE2 application revealed that additional meetings were held at each school within the 

district to share information about the SWSS flexibility option, ensure that parents 

understood the initiative, and solicit parent feedback. Additionally, the conducting of 

focus groups and surveys served to receive feedback from other stakeholders. These 

measures encourage stakeholder buy-in, which is paramount to the success of any reform. 

Two of the school districts took a simpler approach to encouraging stakeholder 

buy-in by soliciting community input at the monthly board meetings. RebeccaD2 

explained,  

We have an ongoing strategic planning initiative that goes on every five years, 

and then every year we have updates. As we’re doing our updates yearly, we talk 

about all of the things that we would like to see accomplished, and then we talk 

about because of our waiver we can do these things. Everybody is invited to those 

meetings, so all of our stakeholders are pretty well informed. 

FranD3 explained,  

We have included this information on our website and routinely discuss our 

waivers at BOE meetings and why we have opted to “waive” requirements when 

we make fundamental decisions in hiring, recruiting and/or other areas such as 

class size, etc. stated. 

While it is important to involve everyone in the process, JessicaD4 stated that 

information is shared on “district and school websites, and the local newspaper.” An 

examination of each of the district websites verified this information. All of the districts 
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had a copy of their applications online and contact information of individuals in charge of 

the SWSS initiative.  

School input. All stakeholders are influential players in a systems approach to 

education reform (Fullan, 2004). Fullan (2009) delineated that the goal of a systems 

approach is to obtain more two-way interaction, communication, and mutual influence 

across all three levels. To understand if members of the school community were involved 

in the process, interview questions targeted teachers and school administrators’ level of 

involvement. The following are excerpts from the participants’ responses. 

DeannaD1 asserted,  

It’s really important for the teachers to know about it. I don’t think they need to 

have a surprise. They have to understand why it’s okay to have a couple of more 

kids in their class. If they’re not a part of it then they just think, “Wow, the 

district’s making decisions to add other programs, and they don’t care how many 

kids I have in my class.” 

DeannaD1 explained the administrators’ responsibilities to address teacher 

concerns: 

The principals are asked to have their leadership teams in each school look at the 

waivers each year and determine which ones they thought they needed. All they 

had to do at the school level was in their school-improvement plan identify where 

waivers were important to their work and what they needed. It’s kept teachers in 

the loop so they can know about them and be aware of it. Otherwise, I think they 

just feel like we did it to them. 
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It was important to keep stakeholders in the loop to increase buy-in and promote 

commitment. 

DeannaD1 added, “The leaders are heavily involved. If they have a need to use an 

additional waiver, they show how it is connected to the school improvement plan and 

expected results.”   

Whereas the leadership in one school district felt teachers needed awareness of 

the waivers being used, another school leader felt teacher involvement was important 

because they were the implementers of the waiver’s requirements. RebeccaD2 explained, 

Well, we have our students as I said that go to the service that they need, not 

necessarily the service that they qualify for. It does impact our classroom 

teachers, our EIP teachers, our gifted, our special ed. Everybody is impacted by it 

because they may have students who wouldn’t typically qualify for their program 

in their classes and receiving the benefit of that instruction. We also waived 

certification, which would impact our teachers so that some of our teachers, 

especially in our CTAE or vocational classes [because] we use experts from the 

field and not necessarily those who have the certification from the Georgia PSC. 

Then of course funding has been freed up. 

School leaders, such as FranD3, RebeccaD2, and JessicaD4, have requested permission 

to hire individuals outside of the education field. These individuals are often from 

industries outside of education like healthcare, culinary service, or other vocational areas. 

These individuals receive provisional certification while they pursue the education 

courses required by the state. 
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RebeccaD2 described how school leaders were involved in the process: 

They participate in our strategic planning meeting, and then, once we have the 

strategic plan in place, then they facilitate the development of their individual 

school improvement plan, and that drives everything that we do. If they use a 

waiver for certification, that’s available; if they use it on the categorical grants, 

then that’s available. It’s whatever the school improvement plans said is how they 

get allocated funds and personnel. 

Unlike the other two district leaders who gave extensive explanations to illustrate 

how teachers and leaders were involved in the SWSS initiative process, the other two 

school leaders were more concise because a lack of teacher involvement. JessicaD4 

contended, “Teachers were involved very little, and the initiative was more a district level 

initiative than a school level initiative.”   

In agreement, FranD3 stated,  

Teachers really aren’t that involved. They are aware of the waivers but generally 

do not seem to mind the details of the waiver, but administrators are involved to a 

high degree as this impact their recruitments process, and scheduling process. 

All of the district leaders agreed that there needed to be a level of understanding 

across all the levels of the school district, as some waivers may only be pertinent to 

central office, like decisions about funding. Since principals are the key decision makers, 

problem solvers, and change agents at the school level, it is important they make school 

leaders aware of waivers to ensure students achieve at their optimal level, like personnel 
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matters. Furthermore, it is essential to inform teachers of other waivers, such as increases 

in class size. 

Ancillary Research Question 2: Congruency 

Knight and Erlandson (2003) contended that congruence at the highest level 

occurs when reform efforts fits the purpose of the reform and the mission of the 

participants. Stakeholders’ integrity is essential; lack of congruence could possibility lead 

to poor implementation (Knight & Erlandson, 2003). To explore how successful school 

districts implemented the Strategic Waiver School System flexibility option in terms of 

congruency, respondents answered interview questions about how the SWSS fits with the 

mission and vision of the school district, as well as the fidelity of the implementation of 

SWSS. 

Table 7 displays ancillary research question 2 and the resulting codes and theme, 

Fidelity of the Implementation of the Initiative (congruency), generated from the data. 

 

Table 7 

Ancillary Research Question 2 Categories and Theme 

Ancillary Research Question Categories Theme 

How do successful school districts 

implement the Strategic Waiver School 

System (SWSS) flexibility option in 

terms of congruency? 

Alignment 

Loyalty 

Fidelity of the 

Implementation of the 

Initiative 

 

 

Alignment. To further understand if the initiative was congruent with other 

priorities of the school districts, participants were asked to review their current mission 
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and vision statements and describe how the SWSS initiative fit with the district mission 

and/or vision. Three of the school district leaders agreed that the SWSS initiative fits well 

with their mission/vision statements. JessicaD4 explained, “We believe in doing whatever 

it takes to help students to be successful; the waivers fit right into that mind set.” 

RebeccaD2 contended, “Our mission is excellence for every student every day. It has 

allowed us the flexibility to do what we need to do in order to provide excellence for 

every student every day.”  Similarly, FranD3 agreed, stating, 

We seek “the best” for our students, and the best involves flexibility to educate in 

the manner that is most conducive to the students and not meeting the law 

requirements that are superficial in nature and not necessarily research based.  

Only District 1 was different because, as DeannaD1 stated, “Our mission/vision 

statements are currently under revision through a strategic planning process. At the time 

of the decision, our focus was on preparing students for success in a changing world. We 

believed the flexibility matched this purpose.” Many school districts have adopted many 

reform packages to address student achievement in response to statewide accountability. 

These administrators suggested that it is critical for district leadership to ensure that these 

reform efforts align to what they are already doing. Reforms efforts that may be a good 

fit for one district may not work in another school district.  

Loyalty. To further measure the level of congruency, the participants answered 

questions regarding how district leadership engage staff to implement reform with 

fidelity. Two of the school district leaders were more authoritative in their approach to 

this new initiative. JessicaD4 stated,  
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We believe in integrity and fidelity. If we purchase or commit to any program, 

process, reform effort, etc., it is not optional. All staff must do as asked. We get 

input from staff, so we expect buy-in when implementing anything. 

FranD3 contended,  

We have leadership teams at the school level and system level, and these staff 

members are actively involved in examining the best manner to serve students. 

They determine what is needed, and then it is determined if we can apply the 

waiver. The waiver is not driving the cart. We make decisions for students, and 

then the wavier is available if needed. Sometimes we need a waiver for what we 

do, and at other times we do not. 

The other two school district leaders were more collaborative when soliciting 

fidelity of the implementation of new SWSS initiatives. DeannaD1 revealed, “Leaders 

are encouraged to think outside the box and be problem-solvers.” RebeccaD2 explained,  

By getting their inputs upfront, we pass all the best—we are school-based 

leadership, so the school has to come up with whatever they want to accomplish 

during the next term and what reforms they want to put in place. Getting the buy-

in upfront is what’s needed, and ours do a good job with that. 

Many reforms have failed because of poor implementation (Dee & Dizon-Ross, 

2017; Dougherty & Weiner, 2017; Lewin, 1947; McLaughlin, 1989; Purser & Petranker, 
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2005). If school leaders are selective about the waivers used and do not try to take on too 

many projects at the same time, then this initiative should persist.  

Ancillary Research Question 3: Coherency 

Knight and Erlandson (2003) explained, in order to receive optimum results, it is 

necessary to implement school reform efforts with a high level of consistency and 

alignment with the mission of the organization. To explore how successful school 

districts implemented the Strategic Waiver School System flexibility option in terms of 

coherency, respondents answered interview questions about SWSS relationship with 

other district initiatives, as well as the achievability of the goals. Knight and Erlandson 

(2003) explained, “Local refers to within school consistency and highlights how well 

reforms work together in a school” (p. 185). Knight and Erlandson explained, “Broad 

refers to consistency with other reforms in the district, not implemented at the site, but 

which may compete for resources or attention” (p. 185). Table 8 displays ancillary 

research question 3 and the resulting codes and theme, Consistency of the Reform and 

District Goals (coherency), generated from the data. 

 

Table 8 

Ancillary Research Question 3 Categories and Theme 

Ancillary Research Question Categories Theme 

How do successful school districts 

implement the Strategic Waiver School 

System (SWSS) flexibility option in 

terms of coherency? 

Priority 

Attainability 

Consistency of the 

Reform and  

District Goals 
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Priority to other initiatives. School districts are inundated with initiatives to help 

improve student achievement. In order to understand where the SWSS is on a school 

district’s priority list, the participants answered questions regarding the extent the SWSS 

is a priority in comparison to other initiatives in the school district. One of the school 

district leaders related that its reform effort was not like other initiatives that target 

specific deficiencies in student achievement, like reading or math support. This reform 

was not a single priority of the school district but bigger. DeannaD1 contended,  

It’s really the vehicle or the avenue that allows us the ability to do some things. It 

by itself is not necessarily our priority, but let’s say if our priority is personalized 

learning, then by being able to be flexible in how we spend the money or how we 

schedule students, how we make promotion, retention decisions for them, and all 

those things, we have the freedom to make the decision that’s right for the child. 

It’s the avenue and the vehicle or the process that allows us to make the decisions 

to meet what our priorities are. The strategic waiver by itself is not the priority. 

It’s the way we get to reach our priorities. 

RebeccaD2 concurred that the SWSS is, “a very high priority because it allows 

the flexibility to do other initiatives that we would like to do.” Similarly, JessicaD4 

echoed, “It’s a priority because it allows us to be flexible in our certification and many 

other ways.” This initiative gave school districts immediate relief needed to fill teacher 

vacancies that existed, particularly in rural areas of Georgia. DeannaD1 stated that they 

have been able to offer more creative lessons for students: “We had a teacher to do 

STEM lessons for the students and have added more exploratory teachers.” 
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While most of the school leaders agreed that it was an avenue that works in 

tandem with all other initiatives, FranD3 disagreed. She claimed, “It’s about the same as 

other initiatives.” In her view, while this waiver research was viewed as a reform effort, it 

was not the school district priority.  

Attainability. In an effort to measure the level of coherency of the SWSS, this 

research investigated how consistent were implementation efforts of SWSS across the 

schools within each district. Education reform typically fails because the goals were 

unobtainable from the beginning (Kane, 2015; Knight & Erlandson, 2003; Robinson, 

2007; Wong et al., 2016). In regard to the SWSS reform effort, participants answered 

questions about the reasonability and achievability of the initiative goals. While they all 

agreed the initiative was achievable and reasonable, there were obstacles that could 

potentially hinder them from reaching their goals. For example, each school had to 

achieve a 3% increase on state-mandated testing from the previous year. DeannaD1 

explained, “The terms of the contract specify incremental increases in achievement. This 

is reasonable. However, having this tied to CCRPI has created obstacles. The target 

changes and interruptions like this year without testing, make it a challenge to measure.” 

FranD3 stated the SWSS initiative was “absolutely” reasonable. JessicaD4 said, “It is 

wide open, so you can use which things apply to your district.” RebeccaD2 stated, “Well 

I know that we made it the first year, we didn't make it the second year. It is reasonable, 

and it could be achievable, we’re just not to that place.” At the conclusion of this research 

study, testing was suspended as a result of the Covid-19 pandemic. No decision has been 

made to date as to how to measure district attainment of the minimum 3% gain 
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requirement for the 2019-2020 schoolyear. Furthermore, because of test suspension, it 

may require several years before knowing if the waivers helped Georgia school districts 

to meet their goals.  

Ancillary Research Question 4: Continuity 

Continuity addresses the meaningful length of operation, and growth refers to 

outcome data. Sustainability is imperative to any reform efforts (Knight & Erlandson, 

2003). Change occurs over a period time, and full implementation evolves due to 

practice. To explore how successful school districts implemented the SWSS flexibility 

option in terms of continuity, participants were asked questions about data collection 

impact on the process, thoughts about the locality of the SWSS initiative, and the 

anticipated challenges with the sustainability of SWSS flexibility option. Table 9 displays 

ancillary research question 4 and the resulting codes and theme, Sustainability of the 

Initiative over a Period of Time (continuity), generated from the data. 

 

Table 9 

Ancillary Research Question 4 Categories and Theme 

Ancillary Research Question Categories Theme 

How do successful school districts 

implement the Strategic Waiver 

School System (SWSS) flexibility 

option in terms of continuity? 

Monitoring Process 

Foreseen Challenges 

Depth of Reform 

Sustainability of the 

Initiative over a 

Period of Time 

 

 

Monitoring process. To ensure that any reform effort is successful, there has to be 

a monitoring and revaluation component. All district leaders stated that review of school 
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and district data was a part of their everyday processes. DeannaD1 stated, “This is a 

natural part of the needs assessment process and school improvement planning. It is not 

separate.” FranD3 revealed, “We analyze data religiously and modify and adapt 

instruction accordingly.” JessicaD4 stated, “Data determines fidelity of implementation, 

effectiveness, etc. We look at data constantly to see if what we are doing is working and 

is it working effectively.” RebeccaD2 explained 

We have impact checks that are done three times a year, and that basically says 

how are things going, and what barriers do they see, and [how they] implement 

their in-school improvement plans. As the barriers are identified, then we look at 

how else we can use our flexibilities to address those barriers. 

All the school district leaders agreed that monitoring was already part of their regular 

routine, adding that initiatives would not alter their processes in any way. 

Foreseen challenges. Sustainability is paramount for any initiative or reform effort 

to be successful. While one of the four school district leaders, FranD3, did not see any 

challenges as it pertained to sustainability, the other three district leaders thought 

differently. DeannaD1 explained, “Use of the waivers is sustainable; I anticipate there 

will be adjustments in the accountability component.”  

RebeccaD2 agreed, indicating that the current measure used for accountability 

was inadequate. She stated,  

Well, the biggest thing right now is meeting those contract requirements. Well, 

like this year, it’s based upon the Milestones. If we start looking at just ways of 

measuring student growth, I think that that would help us, and over time, then you 
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could continue to see student growth over time. Using the one measure, the 

Milestones, it’s—in our opinion—not the best. 

JessicaD4 perceived sustainability as reliant upon access to appropriate waivers. She 

stated, “As needs change, different waivers become necessary. As long as there are many 

waives available, then we should be able to sustain it.”  

Depth of reform. Successful implementation for reform involves everyone in the 

organization, and most reform efforts start at the top and trickles down to the school 

levels. Participants responded to the query whether the SWSS initiative was a broad 

reform or a local reform. Two of the school district leaders stated that the SWSS was 

more of a local reform effort. DeannaD1 explained, “It is a local reform for us allowing 

schools to meet student needs.” FranD3 contended,  

I feel it is a local reform effort as that the waivers are meant to be implemented in 

a manner for “our students” to achieve. While we hope that all students achieve, 

we are working with waivers for the benefit of our students. 

It appeared that JessicaD4 misunderstood the question. I reached out for clarity 

about whether the reform effort was more of a central office “broad” reform or local 

reform, meaning school level. She was not clear, for she offered the definition, rather 

than opinion. She stated, “It is a state initiative that systems can opt in if interested.”  

Only one school leader thought it was a mixture of broad and local reform. 

RebeccaD2 stated, 

I kind of think everything. It’s a broad reform in that it allows the central office 

not to have this “abide by the same guidance” that they did have to in the use of 
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the funds. Then it’s local because then we let each school use those flexibilities to 

do whatever they need to do. Basically, we free up money from the central office 

down to the schools. I think it’s both. 

This type of accountability reform effort, similar to No Child Left Behind Act of 2001, 

required strategic planning on the part of district level leaders. However, as RebeccaD2 

indicated, school communities now have access to funds to assist at the school level to 

implement appropriate programs to achieve school goals.  

Summary 

This chapter presented the results of this research study. This research used a 

qualitative descriptive multiple case study approach of four rural school districts. One 

primary research question guided the focus of how successful school districts implement 

the SWSS flexibility option. The use of the conceptual framework of school reform led to 

the development of four ancillary research questions that asked about implementation in 

terms of (a) commitment, (b) congruence, (c) coherency, and (d) continuity. This 

qualitative investigation took advantage of the data collection strategies of semi-

structured interviews, surveys, and document analysis. Thematic categories that emerged 

from the data collected from four school districts were presented, and data analysis 

results were discussed. Five themes emerged, four of which aligned with and 

contextualized with Knights and colleagues’ conceptual framework: Attitudes Toward 

SWSS Flexibility Option, Stakeholder Buy-in, Consistency of the Reform and District 

Goals, Fidelity of the Implementation of the Initiative and Sustainability of the Initiative 

over a Period of Time. Chapter 5 contains a summary of findings and interpretations, as 



103 

 

well as the study conclusions, limitations, recommendations, and the significance of 

findings. 
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CHAPTER 5 

SUMMARY, CONCLUSIONS, AND IMPLICATIONS 

The purpose of this chapter is to provide meaning to the results obtained from the 

study and to gain understanding of how school district leaders have implemented the 

Strategic Waiver School System (SWSS) initiative in Georgia. An increasing number of 

education reforms are targeting the traditional structure of the school district and its 

accompanying educational hierarchy that has dominated the educational landscape for the 

last century (Lashley, 2014). One of the purposes of the Every Student Succeeds Act 

(ESSA) is to reduce government involvement in the role it plays in K-12 education. This 

type of reform effort has given schools the autonomy and flexibility to create education 

opportunities for students, making this study important in advancing research in the 

reform efforts under ESSA. The state of Georgia offered school districts two flexibility 

choices: Charter school system or SWSS. These flexibility options have given the control 

back to Georgia school districts to better serve the children in their communities. 

Summary of the Study 

Many believe that the epicenter of the district’s decision making should not come 

from the central office, but at the local school that serves students (Ford & Ihrke, 2015; 

Ozek et al., 2018). One of the greatest weaknesses of No Child Left Behind (NCLB) was 

the lack of evidence or results showing that an increase in testing improved student 

achievement (Dennis, 2017). The key towards moving to a successful educational reform
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is creating a give-and-take accountability where the school district and state leaders can 

offer resources and create environments that permit student success (Penuel et al., 2016). 

Under ESSA, state control returned to the local school districts. The purpose of this 

qualitative multiple case study was to chronicle and analyze the implementation of 

Georgia’s Strategic Waiver School System flexibility option.  

This research study involved voluntary participation by school district leaders, 

using email invitations. I invited only leaders of those 29 school districts that had met 

their Year One goals. The participants in this study represented four central level district 

leaders from small rural school districts across the state of Georgia. The primary research 

question that guided this inquiry was: How do successful school districts implement the 

SWSS flexibility option? The following four ancillary research questions derived from 

the primary research question: 

a. How do successful school districts implement the Strategic Waiver School 

System (SWSS) flexibility option in terms of commitment?  

b. How do successful school districts implement the Strategic Waiver School 

System (SWSS) flexibility option in terms of congruency?  

c. How do successful school districts implement the Strategic Waiver School 

System (SWSS) flexibility option in terms of coherency?  

d. How do successful school districts implement the Strategic Waiver School 

System (SWSS) flexibility option in terms of continuity?  

The significance of this study lies in its ability to provide local and state policy 

makers with evidence of the effectiveness of the SWSS flexibly option and the extent to 
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which this flexibility allows school districts in Georgia to make progress toward student 

achievement. Conclusions drawn from the study are based upon the results from the data 

analysis and the findings from the literature review, set in the context of the conceptual 

framework 4C model (Knight & Erlandson, 2003) and the accountability framework of 

Miron and Nelson (2002). The data analysis resulted in five themes, each aligned to the 

ancillary research questions, all which led to answering the primary research question. In 

addition to a detailed discussion of the research findings, this chapter provides 

conclusions, implications for policy makers, and recommendations for future research.  

Discussion of Major Findings 

Education reform in the past decades derived from the belief that school 

organizations must transform in order for public schools to show notable improvement 

and stakeholders to gain the license to determine goals and methods implemented to 

attain those outcomes (Wohlstetter et al., 1995). The implementation of NCLB 

popularized charter schools. Charter schools promote autonomy of stakeholders over 

outside agencies. In fact, Ford and Ihrke (2015) described charter schools as free from the 

state and local mandates, thus, possessing greater autonomy than traditional public 

schools. In return, the charter schools meet performance standards based on the contracts 

signed by the relevant authorities.  

Chapter 2 discussed literature that described the accountability framework of 

Miron and Nelson (2002) that identified goals of a policy design and tools necessary to 

achieve the goals set out by charter schools. This model focuses on change as a driving 

force, the goals accomplished by the change, and the outcomes that reveal whether the 
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change process worked within charter schools. Under ESSA, schools now receive some 

of the same autonomy and flexibility options offered to charter schools. This embedded 

multiple case study offered description on school districts’ attitudes toward the SWSS 

flexibility option. The findings support the literature that stakeholders would rather have 

schools that are more innovative rather than traditional public schools that must abide by 

the rules and policies of local, state, and federal bureaucracies (Fritz, 2016). Hence the 

necessity of the first theme, Attitudes Toward SWSS Flexibility Option, supported by the 

data generated by document and interview analysis.  

Under ESSA, these changes came in the form of deregulation from certain rules 

and laws that have control public schools for decades. The first step of the accountability 

framework described by Miron and Nelson is structural changes. In exchange for 

increased autonomy and flexibility, there is a greater demand of accountability, especially 

to stakeholders in the community. These waivers removed restrictions from certain 

federal and state laws, which allowed school districts to improve education outcomes for 

students in their community.  

Leaders in this study were in favor of having some restrictions removed. One 

school leader went as far as to describe this initiative as “brilliant.” Providing school 

districts with the ability to do what is necessary to create better educational outcomes for 

students will hopefully lead to an increase in student achievement. 

Waivers were in the areas of academic, human capital, and finances. District 

leaders received the ability to be more innovative in their course offerings and address 

scheduling concerns. Districts were able to find immediate relief with hiring school 
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personnel to fill the shortage of teachers. Because of the location and size of their 

districts, it was difficult to hire certified teachers. These flexibility options allowed school 

personnel additional time to obtain certification in education. Furthermore, one school 

leader talked about the increase in personalized learning opportunities for students to 

meet their individual needs.  

The second step in the accountability framework is looking at the opportunity 

space, or intermediary goals. The SWSS flexibility options have permitted most schools 

to define their own opportunities and pursue them. No longer do schools have to operate 

under the model of a traditional school, for SWSS encourages school districts to engage 

in creative approaches toward education. All of the participants discussed how this 

flexibility has allowed them to leverage resources to change classrooms settings to be 

more innovative. For example one school leader, DeannaD1, asserted, “We had a teacher 

to do STEM lessons for the students and have added more exploratory teachers. . . 

[SWSS] allowed us to be more flexible in what we offer the students by not focusing just 

on a number.”  

The final step of Miron and Nelson’s (2002) framework relates to accountability 

based on outcomes of the process. School district leaders felt that the SWSS removed 

barriers that had once held them back from being successful. For example, one school 

leader, DeannaD1, contended this reform effort allowed for better services for English 

Language Learner (ELL) students: “It’s the flexibility to do what a child needs instead of 

adhering to a contrived preset notion that they could only have two segments.” This 
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reform effort provided school districts a chance to better serve students, especially those 

in underperforming subgroups.  

Each participant in this study represented a district that was successful in reaching 

its goals at the end of the first year of the SWSS contract. However, participants 

expressed concern about the consequences of not reaching their yearly goals. DeannaD1 

explained, “The challenge is the accountability is based on a moving target of CCPRI.” 

At some point, these targets may be unattainable as with past reforms like NCLB. Miron 

and Nelson (2002) asserted that the school is accountable to both the students and the 

parents, which is why they needed to be involved in the initial process. 

Furthermore, an unexpected challenge was the coronavirus pandemic of 2020, 

which caused the suspension of several tasks related to SWSS implementation. It will be 

necessary to adjust the accountability measurements because school districts were exempt 

from end-of-year state assessments. To date, very little is known about how schools will 

be measured. 

While this reform effort draws some similarity to NCLB, particularly the need to 

improve student achievement for the underserved subgroups, one major difference is the 

number of prescribed reforms from the state department of education. In their study of 

Kentucky schools, Bonilla and Dee (2017) found that those prescriptive reforms really 

did not bring about significant change. Overall, the SWSS initiative has the approval of 

the participants in this research study, particularly in terms of the flexibility and 

autonomy offered to school districts, which permitted more innovation and creativity to 

challenge the traditional model of schools. However, this initiative was fairly new, so a 
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deeper level of understanding may develop over time. At the conclusion of this research 

study, most of the districts were completing their application for the next five years. It 

will be interesting to see if any of the research participants will switch to the other 

flexibility option, or if school districts will just select all of the waivers in case they are 

necessary in the future.  

Ancillary Research Question 1 Conclusions 

Under ESSA, all of the SWSS accountability measures are reported annually on a 

special dashboard created on the Governor’s Office of Student Achievement (GOSA) 

website. GOSA is responsible for monitoring the evaluation of SWSS districts to ensure 

that the school-level student achievement goals are sufficiently rigorous to warrant 

granting the flexibility requested by the local school district. This process would not be 

successful without the buy-in of all stakeholders.  

The first ancillary research question dealt with commitment of implementation of 

SWSS. The descriptions by leaders in school districts successfully implementing the 

SWSS flexibility option in terms of commitment support the literature that, for any 

reform effort to be successful, community involvement is necessary for change to occur 

(Fullan, 2006; Hargreaves, 2009). This led to the development of the second theme, 

Stakeholder Buy-In, supported by analysis of documents and interview responses. Knight 

and Erlandson (2003) maintain that to ensure a high level of commitment, the initiative 

needs to have both a wide reach, which refers to breadth, throughout the organization and 

a deep level of buy-in from all stakeholders. Under ESSA, two-way communication is 

more important than ever.  
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Analysis of the districts’ SWSS documents showed evidence throughout that 

parents, teachers, and school leaders were an ongoing and significant part of the process. 

The school districts’ applications revealed details about the community meeting and the 

meetings held at each of the schools to engage parents in the SWSS initiative process. 

Parents participated in brainstorming sessions to create a needs assessment for each of the 

school communities. Additionally, parents received periodic updates during board 

meetings and designated locations of the district websites that displayed important 

documents for later review.  

Teachers were also engaged members in the SWSS process. Initially, faculty 

meetings allowed them to be part of the planning community and discuss the needs of the 

school community, the types of waivers needed, and how each could possibly be used. 

Then, periodically, teachers attended planning sessions to review school data and 

determine future needs.  

While teachers were involved in the SWSS process, school leaders were probably 

the most involved in the process since they were the driving force of change. School 

leaders assigned to leadership teams met frequently and engaged in actions to promote a 

continuous school improvement process, such as monitoring data and supporting teachers 

to make changes to better service the needs of students. One district leader DeannaD1 

offered,  

We asked the principals to have their leadership teams in each school look at the 

waivers each year and determine which ones they thought they needed . . .at the 
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school level they had to put needs in their school-improvement plan identify 

where waivers were important to their work and what they needed. 

Ancillary Research Question 2 Conclusions 

The second ancillary research question dealt with congruency of implementation 

of SWSS. Descriptions from school leaders of school districts successfully implementing 

the SWSS flexibility option in terms of congruency support the literature that contends 

implementation with fidelity is essential to the success of any reform effort. This led to 

the development of the second theme: Fidelity of the Implementation of the Initiative, 

derived from analysis of interview responses and documents.  

Knight and Erlandson (2003) emphasized the important roles of congruence and 

mission alignment play in achieving favorable outcomes when implementing reforms. 

Lack of congruency negatively impacts implementation. Dougherty and Weiner (2017) 

reported that several Rhode Island schools reported worse results when implementing 

reforms than schools that had not engaged in the reform efforts. The main reason noted 

was the lack of information about the implementation of the intervention or how the 

selected intervention aligned with local goals of the school district.  

Unlike those reform efforts of the past, the school districts in this study were 

allowed to select reforms aligned to the current goals of their districts. Under ESSA, it is 

going to be more critical for State and Local Educational Authorities to monitor the usage 

of these flexibility waivers. Currently, districts select most waivers as a safety net in case 

a problem arises. However, if districts are really going to be more creative and 

innovative, then long-term planning has to take place. As it stands, as long as schools are 
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meeting their targets, there is no other discussion about how and when flexibility waivers 

are useful. In a study of Louisiana schools, Dee and Dizon-Ross (2017) found that the 

reform efforts under NCLB produced insignificant results because of lack of fidelity 

enactment and issues with policy. As the end of the first five years of the SWSS contracts 

nears, this would be a good time for the state education agency to reevaluate the intent of 

the reform efforts. While one of the district leaders stated that her school district is 

already involved in a consortium of this kind, this was not an extension of the state 

department of education. Without ongoing evaluation, it is possible that flexibility 

waivers would have been given for no specific purpose with no intention of usage. 

Ancillary Research Question 3 Conclusions 

The third ancillary research question dealt with coherency of implementation of 

SWSS. The descriptions by leaders in school districts successfully implementing the 

SWSS flexibility option in terms of coherency support the literature that, for any reform 

effort to be successful, consistency with the implementation is essential to the success of 

any reform effort. McGuinn (2016) asserted that state policy must change district 

practice, district practice must change the behavior of principals and teachers, and school-

level change must deliver improve student performs in order for reforms to succeed. This 

led to the development of the third theme: Consistency of the Reform and District Goals, 

derived from analysis of interview responses.  

Knight and Erlandson (2003) assert that reforms efforts need to be consistent at 

the local and district level in order to achieve the highest level of coherency. Although 
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ESSA gives control to the local school district, research suggests there has be some type 

of monitoring structure in place. One district leader, RebeccaD2 stated explained,  

We have impact checks that are done three times a year; that basically shows how 

things going and what barriers they see and implements their school improvement 

plans . . .we look at how else we can use our flexibilities to address those barriers.   

Each state has implemented an accountability system that grades school districts 

on their yearly performance, but monitoring should be an ongoing process throughout the 

year. FranD3 asserted, “We have leadership teams at each school level involved in 

examining the best manner to serve students . . . then it is determined if can apply the 

waiver. Bonilla and Dees (2017) posited that state officials intended different 

implementation of reforms than the actual enactment 

While this initiative is a priority, it is not exclusive. Many school district leaders 

described this as a vehicle or avenue that made all other district priorities, projects, and 

goals possible to obtain. District leaders felt that, in the past, barriers imposed by reform 

initiatives had held them back from creating educational experiences for students based 

on the needs of the community. The SWSS offered flexibility. 

Ancillary Research Question 4 Conclusions 

The fourth ancillary research question dealt with continuity of implementation of 

SWSS. The descriptions by leaders in school districts successfully implementing the 

SWSS flexibility option in terms of continuity support the literature that, for any reform 

effort to be successful, there has to be change requires time. This led to the development 

of the fourth theme, Sustainability of the Initiative over a Period of Time, derived from 
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analysis of interview responses. According to Fullan (2006), while change theory is a 

powerful tool for educational reform and for getting results, it is only powerful in the 

hands of committed individuals.  

As with any new initiative, anticipated challenges may arise. The district leaders 

described that one anticipated challenge with sustainability was the accountability 

component, particularly during this period of time. For instance, RebeccaD2 asserted,  

The biggest thing right now is meeting those contract requirements . . .like this 

year it is based upon Milestones . . . if we start looking at various ways of 

measuring student growth, I think that would help us and over time, then you 

could continue to see student growth over time . . . using the one measure, the 

Milestones, in my opinion, not the best.  

Unless school districts are committed to impacting real change, planning for 

change takes time. Knight and Erlandson (2003) asserted that change occurs over a 

period time, and full implementation evolves due to practice. If this reform effort is going 

to be sustained, school district must be committed to learning how each of the waivers 

might be useful or seek to see if other waivers are available. Otherwise, it is possible that 

another reform will be looming in another five years, and the control will come from the 

federal level again. 

Primary Research Question Conclusions 

This multiple site case study design offered descriptions by leaders in school 

districts successfully implementing the SWSS flexibility option. The previous sections 

support the literature that reinforce that education reform is a complex topic. School 



116 

 

 

districts were successful because they had the right attitude toward the SWSS. Many 

leaders expressed excitement that this initiative gave them control to make decisions that 

were best for students. This reform effort allows school districts to be creative and 

innovative and to challenge the traditional school model.  

Furthermore, the school districts were successful in the implementation of SWSS 

flexibility option because key stakeholders were involved from the beginning. 

Involvement of the various stakeholders within the community, such as the school 

districts, parents, community, students, and teachers, is essential for successful change 

and reform (Ahtiainen, 2017). It was evident that stakeholders were at the planning 

sessions to discuss what was needed for children and the kinds of changes that needed to 

take place. In addition, a major benefit of this initiative was that each school could select 

the flexibility waivers need for each school in the district. This allowed for a greater 

variety of innovation within each school community.  

Fidelity of implementation of the SWSS initiative will be apparent over time. 

Proposing change is easy; however, it is much more challenging to implement while 

making it long lasting and sustainable. Change is inevitable, and in the case of 

educational change, it normally derives from reform within the educational sector. This 

reform effort has all the characteristic of a more permanent change in education.  

Implications 

The findings of this study revealed several implications for additional research 

and consideration. All of the school districts were successful in meeting their Year One 

goals. This meant that every school in the district was able to increase their College and 
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Career Readiness Performance Index (CCRPI) scores by 3% from the previous year. 

While the evidence in this study did not prove the SWSS initiative waivers were the 

reason for their success, document and interview findings support that the immediate 

impact of the use of flexibility waivers like class size, scheduling, and hiring practices did 

contribute to their success. Some concerns arose during this research study regarding 

whether these flexibility waivers for school districts will continue to be successful. One 

district leader stated, “We were successful the first year but not the second year because 

some people are resistance to change.” While the schools did not meet their targets in the 

second year, the accountability formula changed which could account for the outcome.  

Another implication for consideration for this initiative is to offer professional 

development for district leaders. While the use of waivers is not new, the use of waivers 

of this magnitude is new. Since this reform effort is relatively new, it is logical to assume 

that school district leaders’ knowledge about the waivers’ usefulness was limited, which 

would explain why many districts just selected large numbers of waivers as a safety net 

in case a particular situation arose. Table 3 illustrated which waivers 95% of the SWSS 

school districts in Georgia selected. It is hard to imagine that every school district in the 

state has the same needs; hence selecting most of the same waivers supports the need for 

educating district leaders. One participant stated her district was not afraid to select the 

waivers if offered. This was likely not the intention of the designers of the SWSS 

flexibility option. 

A further implication is the consideration to create a monitoring system to track 

which waivers districts use and how districts use them. Creating a dashboard for district 
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leaders to facilitate the exchange of ideas and plans for innovation would benefit districts 

and serve as a monitoring system. As stated earlier, one school district leader was a part 

of a consortium that met quarterly, maybe school districts with similar characteristics can 

form consortiums like this to share ideals and to plan long term for change. 

Hemelt and Jacob (2017) asserted that critics characterize the waiver initiative as 

overly inflexible, unfunded, and an unwarranted extension of federal authority into local 

public schooling. To address questions regarding the usefulness of the SWSS waivers and 

criticisms of the fact that few are used, lawmakers need to conduct a cost analysis on the 

use of some of these waivers to determine if they are added burdens to most school 

districts. If these flexibility waivers are not being used, then why offer them? One 

solicited participant refused to participate, citing the district only used one waiver in the 

five years and questioning the value added to this research study.  

Finally, submission requirements for district strategic plans need clarification. In 

this study, I discovered two districts submitted whole district plans, whereas the two 

other districts submitted strategic plans from individual schools. This resulted in a 

variance of detail among applications. This ambiguity may impact the qualification of 

districts for attaining the SWSS flexibility option, as well as the measurement of district 

progress towards goals.  

Recommendations for Future Research 

An exhaustive review of the literature revealed little about the reform effort of 

post NCLB. Although control at the local level and not the state level is rather new, the 

conducting of more research in this area is necessary. The following are 
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recommendations for future research as they relate to flexibly options, particularly in 

Georgia school districts, in regard to increasing student achievement.  

 This study explored rural school district leaders’ implementation of the SWSS 

initiative. Therefore, a study targeting suburban school districts with large 

numbers of schools has the potential to provided different insights and a 

greater variety of flexibility waiver usage. 

 This study was an examination of the SWSS flexibility option. Conducting a 

study of the examination of the other flexibility options, charter districts, may 

reveal more creative usage of flexibility waivers. 

 This study targeted the implementation process. Conducting a study that 

targets the impact of this initiative on student achievement would likely 

provide greater insight into successful implementation. A longitudinal study 

over the span of the five year contract would be especially insightful.  

 This study investigated implementation using a qualitative methodology. A 

quantitative investigation of all 134 schools utilizing an implementation 

questionnaire that addresses school reform efforts or a customer satisfaction 

survey to determine stakeholders’ opinion of the waivers offered could inform 

lawmakers of the need to retain or improve existing waivers or create new 

waivers to improve student achievement.  

Final Thoughts 

At the conclusion of this study, members of the state board of education of 

Georgia submitted a waiver requesting the U.S. Department of Education to suspend the 
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2020-21 Georgia Milestones Assessment, the state-mandated test given to public school 

students in grades three through high school. Several states, including Georgia, received 

waivers from spring testing, 2019-2020 due to the Covid-19 pandemic. In addition to a 

waiver, the state will seek to suspend the mandated accountability scores reported by 

GOSA on the school report cards. Given the challenges posed by the pandemic and state 

budget cuts, school districts across the nation will opt to do the same things. Without 

testing results, it will be impossible to identify whether Georgia districts participating in 

the SWSS flexibility option met the purposes of the waivers and whether student 

academic achievement improved. 

With the recent increased push to reduce standardized testing and the role it plays 

on evaluation of school systems like CCPRI, this would be an opportunity to permanently 

reduce the amount of testing done. The premise for the CCRPI is to ensure that schools 

are preparing students to be ready for college and other postsecondary options, like the 

work force. Since colleges have already begun to move away from the admission 

requirement involving testing scores, this would be a good opportunity to do away with 

testing altogether. 

 The use of flexibility waivers should be around for years to come. I think they 

will continue to be offered, and hopefully school districts will continue to find innovative 

ways to improve student outcomes using these flexibility waivers. While there was a big 

push for charter schools during the NCLB era, a research study by Lubienski (2003) 

showed that the charter schools did not offer more innovation than did the traditional 

public schools. Most of his observations revealed innovation in schools’ organizational 
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structure, but the classroom strategies resembled that of a traditional classroom. This may 

be an appropriate time to redefine what innovation looks like. Leadership at the federal, 

state, and local levels are necessary if schools are going to have any real impact on 

student achievement during this reform era. Otherwise, ESSA will be another reform with 

insignificant, minimal results.  
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This study seeks to examine the implementation of the strategic waivers initiative in a 

successful school district in the state of Georgia. This questionnaire is to be completed by 

any school district leader who was involved with the implementation of flexibility waivers 

selected by your school district. As part of the study, participants’ demographic data may 

be needed to help interpret information gained during this study. This demographic profile 

is included to help interpret information shared in the interview. Participants are asked to 

complete and return this form. All information you provide will remain confidential.  

 

1. What is your age? ____ 

a. ☐ under 25 

b. ☐ 25 to 34 

c. ☐ 35 to 44 

d. ☐ 45 to 54 

e. ☐ 55 or above 

 

 

2. What is your gender? 

☐Male 

☐Female 

 

3. What is the highest education level completed? 

 

☐Bachelor’s Degree 

☐Master’s Degree 

☐Specialist Degree 

☐Doctoral Degree 

 

4. What is your current job position in the school district? ______ 

5. Describe the role you played in the strategic waiver initiative ___ 

6. How would you describe the Strategic Waiver initiative? 

7. How has increased flexibility option influenced the work in your school district?  

8. Please identify one strategic waiver initiative and explain your school district’s 

implementation. 

9. What do you see as the benefits and challenges of the strategic waiver initiative? 

10. To what extent has implementation of the SWSS impacted the district’s expected 

outcomes?  

11. Have there been any outcomes that were not anticipated?  
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RESEARCH QUESTIONS EVIDENCE TABLE 
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Table C 

Research Questions Evidence Table 

Research Question 

 

Interview 

Evidence 

Existing Data Sources/ 

Archival Records 

Observation 

Data 

Participant-

Created 

Artifacts 

How do successful 

school districts 

implement the 

Strategic Waiver 

School System 

(SWSS) flexibility 

option?   

I will send a 

survey to the 

school district 

leaders to 

answer 6 

questions.  

School leaders 

(superintendent, 

curriculum 

leader for the 

district, 

principals, etc.) 

SSWS Contracts 

http://www.gadoe.org/External-

Affairs-and-

Policy/Policy/Pages/IE2.aspx 

 

District Website to search for 

evidence of any strategic waiver 

initiatives  

 

GOSA dashboard  

https://gosa.georgia.gov/data-

dashboards 

 

 

 

 

Survey 

Questionnaire 

How do successful 

school districts 

implement the 

Strategic Waiver 

School System 

(SWSS) flexibility 

option in terms of 

commitment? 

Transcriptions 

from interview 

 

DOE yearly reports about the 

progress the schools in the 

districts. 

 

  

Minutes from 

district 

leadership- 

Principal 

meetings   

How do successful 

school districts 

implement the 

Strategic Waiver 

School System 

(SWSS) flexibility 

option in terms of 

congruency? 

Transcriptions 

from interview 

CNA – Comprehensive Needs 

Assessment submitted to the 

DOE yearly 

 Minutes from 

end of the 

year planning 

meetings with 

central office 

personnel 

How do successful 

school districts 

implement the 

Strategic Waiver 

School System 

(SWSS) flexibility 

option in terms of 

coherency? 

Transcriptions 

from interview 

SAC report – accreditation of 

school districts done every 5 

years, if available 

  

How do successful 

school districts 

implement the 

Strategic Waiver 

School System 

(SWSS) flexibility 

option in terms of 

continuity? 

Transcriptions 

from interview 

 

Minutes from school board 

meeting if applicable. 

  

http://www.gadoe.org/External-Affairs-and-Policy/Policy/Pages/IE2.aspx
http://www.gadoe.org/External-Affairs-and-Policy/Policy/Pages/IE2.aspx
http://www.gadoe.org/External-Affairs-and-Policy/Policy/Pages/IE2.aspx
https://gosa.georgia.gov/data-dashboards
https://gosa.georgia.gov/data-dashboards
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For Figure 1: 

Good Afternoon, 

  

I am Cheryl Jenkins, a doctoral student at Mercer University, attempting to 

complete my Educational Leadership dissertation. I am currently preparing 

to conduct a study exploring school leaders' experiences as it relates to 

educational reform efforts in Georgia.  

  

While researching my dissertation topic, I discovered the work conducted 

by the Governor's Office of Student Achievement. The research conducted 

aligns with my research interest, and I would love to use a figure created 

by your agency, located on page 5 of the document. Title: GOSA's Annual 

Accountability Review Process.  

 

Do you know who I need to contact to request permission to use this 

figure?  

  

From: “Steed, Haley” <haley.steed@gosa.ga.gov> 

Date: October 16, 2020 at 3:48:06 PM EDT 

To: Cheryl Lynn Jenkins <Cheryl.Lynn.Jenkins@live.mercer.edu> 

Subject: RE: Permission to use a figure 

  

Hello, 

  

I have verified with our executive director that you are welcome to use the 

figure as long as you cite GOSA. I work on our Strategic Waivers School 

Systems evaluation, so let me know if you need any additional 

information! 

  

Thank you, 

Haley Steed 

  
Haley Steed 
Policy & Research Analyst 
  
Phone: 404.904.5540   
  
205 Jesse Hill Jr. Drive, SE 
952 Twin Tower East 
Atlanta, GA  30334 
  
www.gosa.georgia.gov 

 

 

mailto:haley.steed@gosa.ga.gov
mailto:Cheryl.Lynn.Jenkins@live.mercer.edu
https://gcc01.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fgosa.georgia.gov%2F&data=02%7C01%7Chaley.steed%40gosa.ga.gov%7C696dbb8ca3b74232348208d6fa33fda8%7C512da10d071b4b948abc9ec4044d1516%7C0%7C0%7C636971498539080859&sdata=KU7dahzoEIPtB7tll%2FUEuIkgCzWouJ546Ta3vXqG22g%3D&reserved=0
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For Figure 2: 

Good Afternoon, 

  

I am Cheryl Jenkins, a doctoral student at Mercer University, 

attempting to complete my dissertation in Educational Leadership. I 

am currently preparing to conduct a study exploring the experiences 

of school leaders as it relates to educational reform efforts in 

Georgia.  

  

While researching my dissertation topic, I discovered an article written by you. The 

research conducted aligns with my research interest and I would love to use a figure that 

you all developed. 

 

From: Mark Johnson <johnson@lponline.net> 

Date: September 24, 2020 at 7:58:43 PM EDT 

To: cjenkins 

Subject: Re: New Inquiry | The Learning Partnership 

 
Hi Cheryl,  

 

Yes, please feel free to use it. Good luck with your dissertation.  

Best wishes, 

Mark  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

mailto:johnson@lponline.net
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For Figure 3: 

Good Morning, 

  

I am Cheryl Jenkins, a doctoral student at Mercer University, attempting to 

complete my dissertation in Educational Leadership. I am currently 

preparing to conduct a study exploring the experiences of school leaders as 

it relates to educational reform efforts in Georgia.  

  

While researching my dissertation topic, I discovered the work that was 

conducted by you and Nelson. The research conducted aligns with my 

research interest and I would love to use a figure that you and your 

coworker developed. 

  

The figure is the accountability framework for charter schools concept 

used in the book: 

  

Miron, G., & Nelson, C. (2002). What's public about charter schools? 

Lessons learned about choice and accountability. Corwin Press. 

  

Please contact me if you would like more information about my work or 

have any questions for me. I can be reached via email 

From: Gary J Miron <gary.miron@wmich.edu> 

Date: July 13, 2020 at 12:26:07 PM EDT 

To: cjenkins 

Subject: Re:  Permission to use a figure 

  

Hi Cheryl, Permission granted to use the figure. Just cite source.  

Good luck with your dissertation. If possible, I would love it if you could 

share a copy of your dissertation or let me know when and where it will be 

available to download. 

Kind regards, Gary 

 

 

 

 

 

mailto:gary.miron@wmich.edu


144 

 

For Figure 5: 

Fri, Mar 22, 2019, 7:44 AM cjenkins wrote: 

Good Morning,  

 

I just want to clarify, it's ok to use the figure because it was published in your 

journal. I was trying to utilize the 4C framework to conduct a study on school reform 

in a public school district.  I have referenced the figure, article, and journal below. 

 

Figure 1 on p. 183 of the article "Harnessing Complexity: Framework for Analyzing 

School Reform" by S. L. Knight, & D. A. Erlandson, D. A. in the 2003 issue 

of Planning and Changing, Volume 34. 

 

Thank you,  

Cheryl Jenkins 

 

On Wed, Mar 13, 2019 at 12:43 PM Dianne Renn <avignon1974@gmail.com> 

wrote: 

 

Good morning, Cheryl, 

 

We generally allow those who cite correctly to use material from Planning and 

Changing (P&C).  

 

Best wishes on your dissertation. 

Dianne 

Dianne C. Renn, Ph.D. 

Associate Professor and Assistant Chair, Department of Educational Administration 

and Foundations 

Faculty Research Associate, Center for the Study of Education Policy 

Faculty Editor, Planning and Changing 

Illinois State University 

309-438-2040 (office) 

mailto:avignon1974@gmail.com

