
Organizational Perspectives on Educational Improvement
LSAP 3095-1210 (Class Number: 30758)

Fall 2020

Instructor
Eleanor Anderson
eand@pitt.edu
Office Hours:  By appointment

Schedule
Thursdays, 10:00am –12:30pm
Zoom room:  https://pitt.zoom.us/j/98475048407

Passcode: Orgs!

One tap mobile
+12678310333,,98475048407# US
(Philadelphia)
8778535247,,98475048407# US Toll-free

Dial by your location
+1 267 831 0333 US (Philadelphia)
877 853 5247 US Toll-free

Meeting ID: 984 7504 8407

Course Description
One way to see the act of education is that it is essentially about what occurs between teachers
and learners. In other words, the key unit of analysis is the individual, classroom, or activity
structure. However, individuals are situated in organizations, which are situated in broader
social, cultural, and political environments. Consequently, change efforts must not only take
seriously individual factors, they must understand the ways in which individual action is enabled
and constrained by organizational and environmental contexts—and in turn the way that
individual and organizational action can shape patterns at higher levels.

This seminar will focus on learning environments as organizations. Drawing on theoretical and
empirical work from a range of organizational contexts, we will interrogate processes of change
and persistence at multiple levels. We also explore how improvement efforts targeting
organizational features can intervene and perhaps, improve teaching and learning. In order to
grapple with the concepts from the literature, students will apply multiple organizational lenses
to a setting they know well, culminating in a brief research proposal.

Learning Goals
At the end of this course, all students will be able to:

● Be conversant in institutional and organizational theorizing
o Name key contributions of seminal articles
o Identify and summarize empirical applications

● Flexibly apply multiple organizational lenses to analyze different facets of a setting
o Identify an appropriate lens for particular question(s)
o Use empirical analyses to critique and refine the lens itself
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● Reason about processes and outcomes across levels

In addition students will continue building their abilities to:
● Read and synthesize academic literature quickly and effectively
● Provide and receive thoughtful feedback and critique to and from peers

Course Requirements
Given the remote modality, this course involves a relatively heavy load of weekly writing. To
compensate, the course’s culminating projects will largely draw on work already completed
throughout the quarter.

Students are responsible for the following each week, unless otherwise noted:

Read
● Carefully read all assigned texts
● Add two to three annotations per paper to our shared copies of the readings (on google

drive).
o Annotations may include notes about key ideas, points of connection or contrast

between readings, clarifying questions, etc.
o Each comment may highlight a new section of text and/or be written as a “reply”

to another student’s comment.
o Due Wednesdays by 10am

Memo
● Write approximately 250 words about how you have seen one or more of the concepts

from the readings appear in an organizational context you know well. If you’re not sure,
what kind of  a study could you design that would allow you to get at this empirically?

o Can skip one week with no penalty
o Due Wednesdays by 10am

Critique & Discuss
● Read and provide written feedback on your partner’s memo, via google docs

o Feedback should address:
▪ In what ways does/doesn’t the memo represent an apt application of the

author’s chosen lens?
▪ What does this lens seem to reveal/obscure about the setting?
▪ What questions does the memo raise for you about the setting and/or

the lens?
o Due Thursdays by 10am

● Optional: spend 30-60 minutes discussing the readings and your memos synchronously. I
recommend scheduling a regular walk, or time on a patio while the weather holds!

Participate
● Participate in synchronous class sessions via zoom.
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Reflect
● Meet with the instructor at least once during the semester
● (Optional): Take 15-20 minutes immediately after each class session to update your

annotations, memo, feedback and/or your own personal notes based on the class
discussion.

In addition, students are responsible for the following final assignments:

Comparative analytic memo
Due: Wednesday, October 21
Submit an extended memo analyzing one organization or context through three different
organizational lenses. Students are encouraged to draw heavily on their existing memo text.

Brief Research Proposal Sketch
Due: Thursday December 3
Students will motivate and briefly outline the research design for a study drawing on one or
more lenses from class. Proposal may take one of two forms:

A. Propose an extension or companion study to an empirical article read in class. The
extension should use a different conceptual lens, method and/or level of analysis.
Include a clear justification for what the extension would allow us to learn
independently, as well as what we might learn from a comparison of the two.

B. Propose an original research study that investigates a process occurring across at least
two levels. Situate your study in a clear conceptual framework. Be sure to explain what
kinds of data you would collect, how you would analyze them, and what kinds of results
you might expect to find.

Grading
Grades will be determined by:

● Class participation including attendance and active participation in synchronous class
discussion (20%)*, weekly memos (20%), and weekly peer feedback (20%)

● Comparative analytic memo (25%)
● Brief research proposal (15%)

Students should notify the instructor by email--in advance whenever possible--about any
situation in which course work or participation will not be completed on time. Course
timelines are set with intentionality to maximize student success, so students are strongly
encouraged to make every effort to meet stated deadlines. However, recognizing that situations
outside of our control are also at play, occasional flexibility will be granted as needed, at the
discretion of the instructor.

Regarding weekly assignments (annotations, memos, peer feedback), late work should be
submitted as soon as possible, and no more than one week from the original due date.
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Regarding final assignments, students should indicate in their communication with the
instructor how long of an extension they are requesting.

Regarding absences from synchronous class, the instructor will provide information about how
to “make up” the session’s material, which will may include some combination of reading
through and contributing to the day’s shared class notes, watching a video recording of the live
session, writing a more extended memo, conferring with another student in the class, and/or
meeting 1:1 with the instructor.

*Given the uncertainties around COVID and remote instruction more generally, this course is
designed to be particularly flexible with regard to its synchronous elements. Students should
make every effort to attend all live class sessions, while also resting assured that should illness,
technological breakdowns, family emergencies or any other situation make that impossible for
one or more sessions, there will still be ample opportunities to engage with course material and
be successful in the course.

The statements contained in this syllabus, other than the grading policies, may be subject to
change with reasonable advance notice as deemed acceptable by the instructors.

Required Texts
All assigned readings will be made available digitally.

Departmental Grievance Procedures
Students are encouraged to first discuss the grievance with the instructor. If the grievance
cannot be resolved, the aggrieved may file an appeal informally to the LSAP chair. The LSAP
chair will immediately confer with the student and the faculty member involved. The aggrieved
may request the assistance and presence of one of the graduate student representatives at this
and at all following steps in the procedure. If a satisfactory resolution is not achieved, the
individual may file a written statement of grievance with the LSAP chair. Upon receiving the
grievance, the chair will establish a Grievance Committee composed of one faculty member
selected by the aggrieved student, one faculty member selected by the chair, and a third faculty
member appointed by the other two members. This committee will consider the grievance and
make a written recommendation.

Academic Integrity
Students in this course will be expected to comply with the University of Pittsburgh’s Policy on
Academic Integrity. Any student suspected of violating this obligation for any reason during the
semester will be required to participate in the procedural process, initiated at the instructor
level, as outlined in the University Guidelines on Academic Integrity. This may include, but is not
limited to, the confiscation of the examination of any individual suspected of violating
University Policy. Furthermore, no student may bring any unauthorized materials to an exam,
including dictionaries and programmable calculators.

To learn more about Academic Integrity, visit the Academic Integrity Guide for an overview of
the topic. For hands- on practice, complete the Understanding and Avoiding Plagiarism tutorial.
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Disability Services
If you have a disability for which you are or may be requesting an accommodation, you are
encouraged to contact both your instructor and Disability Resources and Services (DRS), 140
William Pitt Union, (412) 648-7890, drsrecep@pitt.edu, (412) 228-5347 for P3 ASL users, as
early as possible in the term. DRS will verify your disability and determine reasonable
accommodations for this course.

Accessibility
The Canvas LMS platform was built using the most modern HTML and CSS technologies, and is
committed to W3C's Web Accessibility Initiative and Section 508 guidelines. Specific details
regarding individual feature compliance are documented and updated regularly.

Diversity and Inclusion
The University of Pittsburgh does not tolerate any form of discrimination, harassment, or
retaliation based on disability, race, color, religion, national origin, ancestry, genetic information,
marital status, familial status, sex, age, sexual orientation, veteran status or gender identity or
other factors as stated in the University’s Title IX policy. The University is committed to taking
prompt action to end a hostile environment that interferes with the University’s mission. For
more information about policies, procedures, and practices, see:
:
https://www.diversity.pitt.edu/civil-rights-title-ix-compliance/policies-procedures-and-practices
.

I ask that everyone in the class strive to help ensure that other members of this class can learn
in a supportive and respectful environment. If there are instances of the aforementioned issues,
please contact the Title IX Coordinator, by calling 412-648-7860, or e-mailing
titleixcoordinator@pitt.edu. Reports can also be filed
online: https://www.diversity.pitt.edu/civil-rights-title-ix-compliance/make-report/report-form.
You may also choose to report this to a faculty/staff member; they are required to
communicate this to the University’s Office of Diversity and Inclusion. If you wish to maintain
complete confidentiality, you may also contact the University Counseling Center
(412-648-7930).

Copyright Notice
These materials may be protected by copyright. United States copyright law, 17 USC section
101, et seq., in addition to University policy and procedures, prohibit unauthorized duplication
or retransmission of course materials.
See Library of Congress Copyright Office and the University Copyright Policy.

Statement on Classroom Recording
To ensure the free and open discussion of ideas, students may not record classroom lectures,
discussion and/or activities without the advance written permission of the instructor, and any
such recording properly approved in advance can be used solely for the student’s own private
use.
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Organizational Perspectives on School Improvement – Tentative Schedule
Week Session
1

Aug.
20

Course overview: Why take an organizational lens?

Select one:
Datnow, A. (2005). The Sustainability of Comprehensive School Reform Models in
Changing District and State Contexts. Educational Administration Quarterly, 41(1),
121–153. https://doi.org/10.1177/0013161X04269578  

Horn, I. S. (2005). Learning on the Job: A Situated Account of Teacher Learning in
High School Mathematics Departments. Cognition and Instruction, 23(2),
207–236. https://doi.org/10.1207/s1532690xci2302_2  

Roderick, M., Coca, V., & Nagaoka, J. (2011). Potholes on the Road to College High
School Effects in Shaping Urban Students’ Participation in College Application,
Four-year College Enrollment, and College Match. Sociology of Education, 84(3),
178–211. https://doi.org/10.1177/0038040711411280  

Segment 1: Institutional Theorizing

2

Aug.
27

Formal structure and everyday practice

Meyer, J. W., & Rowan, B. (1977). Institutionalized organizations: Formal structure as
myth and ceremony. American Journal of Sociology, 340–363.

Coburn, C. E. (2004). Beyond decoupling: Rethinking the relationship between the
institutional environment and the classroom. Sociology of Education, 77(3), 211–244.

Carman, J. G. (2011). Understanding Evaluation in Nonprofit Organizations. Public
Performance & Management Review, 34(3), 350–377.
https://doi.org/10.2753/PMR1530-9576340302

3

Sept.
3

Organizational Fields

DiMaggio, P. J., & Powell, W. W. (1983). The iron cage revisited: Institutional
isomorphism and collective rationality in organizational fields. American Sociological
Review, 48(2), 147–160.

Rowan, B. (2002). The ecology of school improvement: Notes on the school
improvement industry in the United States. Journal of Educational Change, 3(3-4),
283-314.

Scott, W. R., Deschenes, S., Hopkins, K., Newman, A., & McLaughlin, M. (2006).
Advocacy Organizations and the Field of Youth Services: Ongoing Efforts to
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Restructure a Field. Nonprofit and Voluntary Sector Quarterly, 35(4), 691–714.
https://doi.org/10.1177/0899764006289772
OR
Renzulli, L. A., Barr, A. B., & Paino, M. (2014). Innovative education? A test of
specialist mimicry or generalist assimilation in trends in charter school specialization
over time. Sociology of Education, 88(1), 83-102.

4

Sept.
10

Agency

Lawrence, T., Suddaby, R., & Leca, B. (2011). Institutional Work: Refocusing
Institutional Studies of Organization. Journal of Management Inquiry, 20(1), 52–58.
https://doi.org/10.1177/1056492610387222

Bridwell-Mitchell, E. N. (2015). Theorizing Teacher Agency and Reform: How
Institutionalized Instructional Practices Change and Persist. Sociology of Education,
88(2), 140–159. https://doi.org/10.1177/0038040715575559

Kokka, K. (2018). Radical STEM Teacher Activism: Collaborative Organizing to Sustain
Social Justice Pedagogy in STEM Fields. The Journal of Educational Foundations, 31,
86–113.

Walker, D. (2015, October 1). Toward a new gospel of wealth. Equals Change Blog.
https://www.fordfoundation.org/ideas/equals-change-blog/posts/toward-a-new-gos
pel-of-wealth/

5

Sept.
17

Mechanisms across levels

Hedström, P., & Ylikoski, P. (2010). Causal mechanisms in the social sciences. Annual
Review of Sociology, 36, 49–67.

Anderson, E. R., & Colyvas, J. A. (Under Review). What Sticks and Why? A MoRe
Institutional Framework for Education Research.

Segment 2: Organizational Mechanisms
6

Sept.
24

Racialization

Ray, V. (2019). A Theory of Racialized Organizations. American Sociological Review,
84(1), 26–53.

Morris, M. (2016). 2. A blues for Black girls when the “attitude” is enuf. In Pushout:
The criminalization of Black girls in schools (pp. 56–95). The New Press.
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Gutiérrez, K. D., & Jurow, A. S. (2016). Social Design Experiments: Toward Equity by
Design. Journal of the Learning Sciences, 25(4), 565–598.
https://doi.org/10.1080/10508406.2016.1204548

7

Oct.
1

Social Networks and Informal Organization

Liou, Y.-H., & Daly, A. J. (2018). Broken bridges: A social network perspective on urban
high school leadership. Journal of Educational Administration, 56(5), 562–584.
https://doi.org/10.1108/JEA-01-2018-0010

Coburn, C. E., Russell, J. L., Kaufman, J. H., & Stein, M. K. (2012). Supporting
sustainability: Teachers’ advice networks and ambitious instructional reform.
American Journal of Education, 119(1), 137-182.

Johnson, S. M. (2015). Will VAMS reinforce the walls of the egg-crate school?
Educational Researcher, 44(2), 117-126.
OR
Mosely, M. (2018). The Black Teacher Project: How Racial Affinity Professional
Development Sustains Black Teachers. The Urban Review, 50(2), 267–283.
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11256-018-0450-4

8

Oct.
8

Routines

Sherer, J. Z. & Spillane, J. P. (2011). Constancy and change in school work practice:
Exploring the role of organizational routines. Teachers College Record. 113(3),
611-657.

Stelitano, L. & Russell, J. L. (2020). Organizing for Inclusion: Exploring the Routines
that Shape Student Supports. American Educational Research Journal.

Pentland, B. T., & Feldman, M. S. (2008). Designing routines: On the folly of designing
artifacts, while hoping for patterns of action. Information and Organization, 18(4),
235–250. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.infoandorg.2008.08.001

9

Oct.
15

Organizational learning

Argyris, C. (1977). Double loop learning in organizations. Harvard business review,
55(5), 115-125.

Select one:
Bensimon, E. M. (2005). Closing the achievement gap in higher education: An
organizational learning perspective. New Directions for Higher Education, 2005(131),
99-111.
OR
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Ebrahim, A. (2005). Accountability Myopia: Losing Sight of Organizational Learning.
Nonprofit and Voluntary Sector Quarterly, 34(1), 56–87.
https://doi.org/10.1177/0899764004269430
OR
Honig, M. I. (2008). District Central Offices as Learning Organizations: How
Sociocultural and Organizational Learning Theories Elaborate District Central Office
Administrators’ Participation in Teaching and Learning Improvement Efforts.
American Journal of Education, 114(4), 627–664. https://doi.org/10.1086/589317

10

Oct.
22

Reflection

Comparative Analytic memos due: Wednesday 10/21 at 10am.

No new reading.

Segment 3: Applications

11

Oct.
29

Partnerships

Tuma, A. P. (2020). The Organizational Landscape of Schools: School Employees’
Conceptualizations of Organizations in Their Environment. American Journal of
Education, 126(2), 231–263. https://doi.org/10.1086/706922

Coburn, C. E., Penuel, W. R., & Geil, K. E. (2013). Research-Practice Partnerships: A
Strategy for Leveraging Research for Educational Improvement in School Districts. WT
Grant Foundation.

Maier, A., & Daniel, J. (2017). Community schools: An evidence based strategy for
equitable school improvement. National Education Policy Center.
http://nepc.colorado.edu/publication/equitable-community-schools

Memo prompt: What conceptual tool(s) from our class might be helpful for
understanding the functioning of research-practice partnerships, community schools,
or other kinds of organizational partnerships? What might they help to reveal?

12

Nov.
5

Networked improvement communities

Lewis, C. (2015). What is improvement science? Do we need it in education?.
Educational Researcher, 44(1), 54-61.

Gomez, L. M., Russell, J. L., Bryk, A., Mejia, E. M., & LeMahieu, P. (2016). The right
network for the right problem. Kappan, 98(3), 8-15.
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No new memo. Revise extended memo. Make sure to document what you’ve revised
by submitting an MSWord document with track changes, responding directly to
instructor’s comments in Canvas and/or including an additional note describing
changes.

13

Nov.
12

Higher Education

Selections from:
Leisyte, L., & Dee, J. R. (2012). Understanding academic work in a changing
institutional environment. In Higher education: Handbook of theory and research
(pp. 123–206). Springer.

Selections from:
paperson, la. (2017). A third university is possible. University of Minnesota Press.

Memo options
Respond to this week’s readings
OR
Write out some ideas about a research project you might like to propose. It can be a
standalone study or an extension of an empirical paper we’ve already read. What
research question, conceptual framework, and data/methods might you use?

14

Nov
19

Virtual Contexts

Select one:
Huerta, L. A., Gonzalez, M.-F., & d’Entremont, C. (2006). Cyber and Home School
Charter Schools: Adopting Policy to New Forms of Public Schooling. Peabody Journal
of Education, 81(1), 103–139. https://doi.org/10.1207/S15327930pje8101_6
OR
Nacu, D. C., Martin, C. K., Pinkard, N., & Gray, T. (2016). Analyzing educators’ online
interactions: A framework of online learning support roles. Learning, Media and
Technology, 41(2), 283–305. https://doi.org/10.1080/17439884.2015.975722

Memo: In lieu of a typical weekly memo, write a draft (or revision) of your final
project proposal. Come to class prepared to discuss your ideas!

15

Dec.
3

Wrap Up

Brief Research Proposal due
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