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they're very tough. I think they're very no-nonsense. They're not afraid 01

confrontation." 
These are some of the reasons why the LSC fel� that Mrs. Kox was ar 

ideal candidate to lead the school through the mynad new accounrabilit)
policies that were creating unprecedented pressures for school change. Thi:

leads us to a discussion of the school context that confronted Mrs. Kox wher

she arrived at Costen Elementary.

GETTING STARTED: COMING TO TERMS 

WITH THE PRIOR SCHOOL ORDER 

IN THE NEW ERA OF ACCOUNTABILITY 

We had a principal [Mr. Welch], he's a really good guy and what he
did was he hired good people who he let do their jobs. And his
assistant principal was a strong woman but she was the same way,
she let people do their jobs. 

The old administration was more of a delegating authority. Where 
she Uackson] was the head person and she would allow the teacher tc 
do whatever it is they want. 

The distributed leadership perspective forces us to recognize that leadershiJ 
is not simply about people, but also about the situation, and when Mrs. KOJ 
arrived at Costen School she inherited organizational arrangements-routines 
culture, norms-that the teachers and the prior administrations had <level 
oped over time. The teachers had been left alone to "do their jobs" withou 
the burden of outside intervention. They were free to "do whatever it is the; 
want" in the classroom. These organizational arrangements had been in plac1 
for over 10 years and across two previous administrations, the first led b: 
Mr. Welch, the next by Mrs. Jackson. 

During Mr. Welch's tenure the teachers and the administration ha, 
negotiated a system of high classroom autonomy and low administrativ1 
surveillance. Indeed, Costen resembled the classic description of many Ameri 
can schools (Bidwell, 1965; Lortie, 1975). This arrangement placed grea
confidence in the skills of Costen's veteran teaching staff and provided then
with substantial flexibility in their efforts to meet the diverse needs of thi
s�udents, resembling what Rosenholtz (1989a) termed a "non-routine tech
meal culture." A teacher explained:

The first administration-when I first started in 1991-was a man

[Welch] who was very, very laid back, and we have a lot of creative
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autonomous classroom practices. One teacher described the new curricu
lum by saying: 

Everyone kind of realized that this is something that's not going to be 
used. Something that we're doing because [Mrs. Jackson] wants us to 
do it .... It was something unnecessary. I think that's why a lot of 
people don't use it. 

Mrs. Jackson did not force the new curriculum onto the teachers, and the 
teachers told me that it sat dormant on their shelves, or that they drew from 
it selectively. The teachers' autonomy increased when Mrs. Jackson left the 
school at the start of the 1998-99 school year to take a position with the 
consulting firm that had aligned Costen's curriculum. A teacher explained, 
"We really were running ourselves before Mrs. Kox got here. In fact, school 
started without a principal, and we did very well." 

This was the established order that Mrs. Kox inherited when she started 
at the school in January 1999. However, this inheritance was somewhat 
unwitting because Mrs. Kox had little sense of how the school had been 
operating when she arrived at Costen. Her lack of knowledge was exacer
bated by the fact that the established order existed only in the minds and 
practices of the staff: When Mrs. Kox began work there was no documenta
tion of the school's operation.2 During my first day of fieldwork, Kox told 
me, "We're fine tuning a lot of procedures. When I came in, the old admin
istration didn't leave anything, so we're really starting from the bottom." 
When she arrived at the school, the principal's office was barren, and she 
explained, "It's hard when there's a history of things that are done, and you 
don't know anything about it." Some of the teachers and Stan Feierman 
corroborated the story. 

The fact is that Denise [Kox] came into a school where there were no 
records, where there was no structure, and she had to create it. From 
scratch. Which she should not have had to do. You know, there 
should have been something she could take over .... She was actually 
trying to bring order to a disordered situation. 

I? one_sense, Mr. Feierman is correct. It is not easy to take over an organiza·
tion with no documentation. However, when he says that there was "no struc
ture," he is incorrect. There was a structure at the school. The school did have
an order, but Mrs. Kox could not learn about it from written documents.3 

Although Mrs. Kox did not know about the established norm of au
tonomy and the teachers' individualized routines she did know that account·
ability policies and pressures had been steadily in;reasing since the mid-1990s.
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These policies emanated from both the state and the city. At the statewide 
level, some basic curriculum, instructional, and testing standards had been 
developed as a way to create uniformity so that schools could be usefully 
compared with one another. These comparisons created an additional wave 
of accountability reforms in Chicago because of the dismal performance of 
Chicago schools on standardized tests. From 1988-1995, the Chicago Pub
lic Schools had been experimenting with a school-based governance approach 
that emphasized LSCs. Under this plan, schools and their LSCs were given 
broad autonomy to formulate their own improvement plans. When this ap
proach did not yield gains in test scores, the Mayor of Chicago, in 1995, went 
in the opposite direction of centralized control. He oversaw further standard
ization of the curriculum across the city, and he established rigid benchmarks 
for student promotion based on standardized test scores. He also appointed 
a "Chief Executive Officer" of city schools and gave the CEO the rational
legal authority to place low-scoring schools on probation. If these schools 
did not show improvement on standardized tests, the CEO could have them 
closed and reconstituted. However, the CEO's ability to reward and punish 
schools created pressure to improve test scores across the system, and not 
just for the schools that were facing probation. The era of high-stakes ac
countability had begun. With this shift in policy, LSCs were placed under 
the umbrella of accountability. As some of the quotes cited earlier suggest, 
this was the policy backdrop for the LSC's decision to hire Mrs. Kox. 

Because of their position as middle managers (Spillane et al., 2002), 
principals have the double strain of implementing the policies within their 
schools while facing accountability themselves. Accountability policies put 
enormous pressure on Mrs. Kox to act in ways that would improve the school. 
As an assistant principal explained: 

The principal goes down for a rating with the REO [Regional Educa
tion Officer]. And the first question the REO is going to say to the 
principal is: "How'd you do with reading and math?" It's measur
able. It's empirical data. It's something you can hold somebody 
accountable for. I'm not saying it's the end all, but it is. Secondly, 
"How's your attendance rate? What were your statistics on your 
[student] misconduct? Your [student] behavior?" 

Mrs. Kox's standing with the regional office depended in part on the school's 
measurable improvement, but accountability also fit Mrs. Kox's personal 
?eliefs. As she told me, "I had heard this phrase so much when I was teach
ing, 'You can't reach every child. If you can reach at least 80% of them, you
are successful.' That's just not a standard I can live with." Mrs. Kox pas
sionately believed in high standards and continued improvement. 

' 

'' 

I. 
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To summarize, Mrs. Kox entered a situation that was characterized
by an established system of teacher autonomy, as well as new pressures 
for standardization and accountability. This contradictory context and the
commitment of different people to the poles of autonomy and accountability
lead us to a key element of the situation: the school's standardized test scores
and the various interpretations of them. 

When Mrs. Kox arrived at the school in 1999, 55.7% of the students at 
Costen were scoring at or above national norms in reading on the Iowa Test
of Basic Skills, while 57 .9% of students did so in math. When viewed through 
the lens of accountability and high achievement, these marks are not spec
tacular, and Mrs. Kox saw considerable room for improvement: "When I 
look at the test results, 50% are succeeding. I look at it the other way. Fifty 
percent of our children are not succeeding .. .. Bottom line is the kids have 
to bring those grades up to apply for the best high schools." Indeed, it is the 
tragedy of urban education that some people would deem as acceptable a 
situation in which nearly half of the students were not performing at grade 
level. This standard would never be accepted in the wealthy White suburbs 
that surround Chicago, and 3 years before accountability policies were signed 
into federal law, Mrs. Kox was determined to leave no child behind. 

However, Costen's ITBS scores were much better than the citywide av
erage. In 1999, the citywide average was a miserable 39.1 % for reading and 
43.4% for math. Ironically, the very metric created by accountability made 

Costen look comparatively good, and the situation that Mrs. Kox viewed as 
unacceptable was interpreted differently by the veteran teachers at Costen. 
In their view, they were doing an extraordinary job under difficult circum
stances. Costen is a big school that is burdened by large classroom sizes and 
an enrollment approaching 1,500 students. The school serves multiple im• 
migrant groups, and Costen has bilingual programs in Spanish, Russian, and 
Urdu. 4 Numerous other students receive English as a second language ins true· 
tion (ESL), and overall more than 40% of the students are classified as "lim· 
ited English." The mobility rate5 is over 30%, and from 1990-1998 the 
percentage of low-income students increased from 44 % to 7 3 % . Despite these 
challenges, Costen had its share of success. Of the 10 largest public elemcn· 
tary schools in the city, Costen's ITBS scores were among the very best. More· 
over, the school's reading scores had been on a steady increase, up 14 percentage 
points since 1991 (although math scores were stable). 

Given Costen's relative success, the teachers resisted Mrs. Kox's efforts 
to frame the situation at the school as a problematic one in need of improve· 
ment (Coburn, 2005; Spillane et al., 2002). For example, during a faculty 
meeting early in my fieldwork, Mrs. Kox tried to frame the situation as in 
need of change by saying, "Costen is a good school. The former administra·

tion did a good job, but we can't take it for granted. Society is changing."

She continued, "We are putting those preventative resources in place. Why
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should we wait for a disaster?" Then she told the teachers, "You've got to 
have higher expectations, because [the students) are going to be taking care 
0f you someday." However, a teacher quickly interjected, "But our scores 
are· going up." Mrs. Kox responded, "But our students are changing, and we 
wane to ensure that everyone is going up." Mrs. Kox framed the school's 
,hanging demographics as a motivation to get better. But then another teacher 
responded with a different interpretation: "We're getting more and more kids 
now with problems at home. There's no discipline in the household, and I 
,an model things here, but if they don't get it at home ... " When Mrs. Kox 
cried to make the case for improvement, the first teacher rejected Mrs. Kox's 
definition of the problem, and the second teacher rejected Kox's belief that 
dassroom changes could generate higher student achievement. 

At another meeting, Mrs. Kox turned the floor over to Mrs. D. (an upper
grade literacy teacher) so she could share with colleagues what she had learned 
at an off-campus staff development meeting where the city introduced its 
new "structured curriculum." Mrs. D. told her colleagues, "First of all, people 
were really angry at the meeting because [the city] spent so much materials 
on chis," when it is really just a set of lesson plans that are aligned with the 
�cacewide goals. Then a teacher asked, "I thought this was just for schools 
on probation?" Another teacher who had been at the meeting answered, "It's 
not mandated except for schools that are on probation." Then Mrs. D. reit
erated her negative interpretation by saying, "For those of you who have
heen in Chicago schools before ... it's just like the old punch cards" and a 
"waste." Since Costen had relatively good test scores, it was in not in dan
ger of being put on academic probation. As a result, many of the teachers 
rejected any interpretation of the situation that suggested a need to standard
ize their autonomous teaching practices. 

The situation at Costen was characterized by rival organizational log
ics (Heimer, 1999; Ingersoll, 2003), and the contradictory tensions between 
rhe old autonomy and the new accountability created different interpreta
tions of this situation. However, in Mrs. Kox's calculus, accountability won 
out, partly because the LSC had hired her with accountability in mind, but 
also because she had little working knowledge of how the school had been 
operating and because accountability fit with her own beliefs. Just as she said 
she would do in her interviews, Mrs. Kox stood firm on her convictions. 

MRS. KOX'S EFFORTS TO ESTABLISH 

ACCOUNTABILITY-BASED LEADERSHIP PRACTICES 

People are held more accountable under Kox's administration. 
There's more accountability of what teachers are doing now. 
(Teacher interview) 
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Mrs. Kox likes to get her hands in and say, "What's going on here? 
This is what we're going to have to do," rather than just allow the 
teacher to do it. (Teacher interview) 

Like many new principals, Mn. Kox was intent on improving studen 

achievement at her school, and to do so she used the authority of her positio,
to create changes that were inspired by accountability. When I asked teacher 
to compare Mrs. Kox with the previous administrations, they broadly citcc 
.. accountability" in the form of Mn. Kox's increased surveillance of and inter 
vention in teaching practices. More specifically, Mrs. Kox tried to crack opei 
the cellular classroom structure that characterizes many schools, as a way ti 
facilitate transparency and deprivarize the teachers' idiosyncratic practices bi 
creating more standardization. In what follows, I outline three of Mrs. Kox', 
attempts to establish accountability-based leadership practices: her purview 0 

classroom and student management, grading, and curriculum and instruction.' 

Clauroom and Student Management 

One of the most immediate ways that Mrs. Kox attempted to depriva 
tized teachers' classroom practices was by entering their classrooms. Cit) 
policy requires formal classroom observations twice a year. However, Mrs 
Kox would frequently "pop" into classrooms unannounced, often wher 
making her daily morning rounds. Mrs. Kox even encouraged me to do th1 
same thing because "without some external partner to come in and observr 
I don't think it will get us to do what we need to do." I decided not to do thi1 
because I feared it would alienate the teachers. However, I witnessed Mrs 
Kox's unplanned visits on many occasions. 

Mrs. Kox heads to room 124. She enters and stands inside the 
doorway. The students are sitting quietly as the teacher is doing 
something at her desk. Mrs. Kox observes for a few seconds, but doo 
not say anything. Then we head upstairs to room 224, and Mrs. Kox 
docs the same thing. 

Mrs. Kox stands in the doorway of a classroom. The teacher is takin� 
attendance and collecting lunch money. The noise increases as the 
teacher tells the students, "My name is not 1st National Bank. Please 
bring, if you can, correct money, because last week the lunch lady �01 

quite mad at me." Then Mrs. Kox moves further in and walks aroun<l 
the room. She looks over the students' shoulders to assess what 
appears to be their homework (though she says nothing). The room ,s 
quite and we leave. 
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Mrs. Kox opens the door to a classroom and the students are scurrying
around their desks. The noise rises, and Mn. Kox asks the teacher
"Why are they running?" The teacher responds, .. They're running\o get
rheir books." Mrs. Kox says, "That's unacceptable," and makes rhe 
students settle down, telling them, "Show me your learning position." 
Once the students are sitting_quietly, Mn. Kox instructs them, "Stand
up, get what you need for science, and put your book bags away. You 
have 5 seconds. Five ... four ... three ... two ... one ... " The students 
move quickly but quietly and return to their seats. Mrs. Kox tells them, 
"Straighten up the books around you." Then she walks around the 
room checking their homework and telling them, "Raise your hand 
before you speak." When the students settle down, Mn. Kox says, 
"OK, we are ready for learning. See you at lunchtime. Have a good day." 

During these visits, Kox paid particular attention to the teachers' grip on 
student behavior. She preferred quite, calm classrooms, and she would in
trrvene if she felt necessary. 

While this practice fit the logic of accountability, it disrupted the class
room autonomy of the past. In comparing Mrs. Kox with the previous ad
ministrations, one teacher invoked the imagery of "Big Brother." He described 
how Mrs. Kox is "more visible in the building," and how the teachers see 
her "in the cafeteria," and "in the halls, popping out of lockers, popping out 
of closets." Indeed, Kox held the teachers accountable not only for student 
behavior inside the classroom, but outside as well. Whenever Kox felt that 
the students were becoming rowdy in the hallways, she would separate them 
into two lines (boys and girls) and prepare them to return to their classrooms, 
sometimes at the expense of the teachers' lunch break. 

Gita has left the teachers' lounge to pick up her students from lunch, 
but she comes back to warn her colleagues that Mrs. Kox is lining up 
the students in the hallway. Carrie jokes sarcastically, "Did you tell 
her I'm not coming back?" The group sighs and laughs at Carrie's 
joke, but begins to pack up their unfinished lunches. 

The teachers often told me that in the past, lunch time had been a kind of 
rrcess for the students. However, Kox believed that even the "lunchroom is 
a place of learning," and she held the teachers accountable for their students' 
behavior at all times. 

Grading 

Another way Mrs. Kox tried to deprivatize classroom practices involved 
the school's grading procedures. In contrast to the previous administrations,
























