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3.1      Context 

 The No Child Left Behind (NCLB) Act enacted a series of large-scale reforms targeted 
at eliminating the persistent achievement gap in US public schools. This federal 
legislation contained clear-cut language that reoriented educators and policymakers 
toward alignment between federal dollars and the use of research- based evidence, or 
“scientifi cally based research.” Despite the law’s emphasis, scant empirical research 
exists regarding the systematic defi nition, use, access, and fl ow of research evidence 
in schools and across districts (Honig and Coburn  2008 ). 
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 During the same time period, educators have experienced an increasing national 
and international push to systematically collect, interpret, and use data for instruc-
tional decision making (Finnigan et al.  2013 ). In this process of data use, district 
offi ce staff mediate state and federal policies by playing a critical role in selecting 
evidence, developing knowledge, and supporting the use of data (Coburn et al. 
 2009b ; Datnow et al.  2007 ; Hamilton et al.  2007 ; Ikemoto and Marsh  2007 ). In 
addition, school-level leaders play key roles in disseminating evidence, directing 
new learning efforts, and aligning new activities to existing efforts (Datnow and 
Park  2009 ; Kerr et al.  2006 ; Knapp et al.  2007 ). This suggests the importance of the 
social interaction between educational leaders in district offi ces and school sites for 
these educators to co-construct and make sense of evidence and its use (Coburn 
 2001 ,  2005 ; Datnow et al.  2002 ; Parise and Spillane  2010 ; Spillane et al.  2002 ). 

 In this exploratory case study, we describe and analyze the structure of a social 
system by examining the social interactions among district offi ce and school site 
leaders. Specifi cally, we utilize social network theory and methods to examine how 
evidence is “brokered” by educational leaders across a large urban district, focusing 
particularly on whether evidence reaches leaders in low-performing schools. The 
term “broker” refers to those individuals who connect otherwise disconnected indi-
viduals or groups in the movement of a relational resource (e.g., advice). Social 
network theory provides insight into how evidence moves across individuals and 
levels of the educational system. Examining the social network of these district 
leaders allows us to better understand the more dynamic supports and constraints of 
the larger social infrastructure (Borgatti and Foster  2003 ; Cross et al.  2002 ; Daly 
 2010 ; Wellman and Berkowitz  1998 ). 

 The evidence “users” in our study are central offi ce leaders and school site lead-
ers. While all leaders comprise the structure of relationships of district leaders, our 
study specifi cally focuses on leaders of the low-performing schools given the policy 
pressures in the United States to improve these schools through increased sanctions 
and evidence-based reform. Although a growing number of research evidence and 
data use studies imply the infl uence of social processes on evidence use, with bro-
kers playing particularly important roles (e.g., Daly  2012 ), the empirical work and 
theory building on this topic have not kept pace. In response to this gap, we examine 
the social network of a large US school district and the role of brokers in the use of 
data. Our exploratory study is guided by two overarching questions: (1) To what 
extent do educational leaders in the district broker advice/information regarding 
research evidence between and among central offi ce administrators and principals? 
(2) To what extent are low-performing school leaders connected to other district 
leaders around evidence?  

3.2     Frameworks 

 In recent years, a renewed interest in understanding the extent to which research- 
based practices are central to practitioners’ work and district and school improve-
ment has emerged from inside and outside of the fi eld of education. Several strands 
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of research indicate the need for additional research to better understand the extent 
to which decisions are affected by research, the ways in which research evidence is 
shaped or adapted at the local level, and the factors that support or constrain the use 
of research. “Evidence-into-practice” (Nutley et al.  2003 ), “evidence-based deci-
sion making” (Coburn et al.  2009a ; Honig and Coburn  2008 ), and “research-based 
evidence” (Tseng  2012 ) all refer to the use of research in local decision making and 
follow from increased attempts to disseminate research information with limited 
success (Nutley et al.  2003 ). In addition, all seem to imply that the use of evidence 
is in some ways stretched over people in a web of relationships (Daly  2012 ; Tseng 
 2012 ). Therefore, rather than trying to understand the use of evidence based on the 
attributes of an individual (e.g., gender or years of experience), in this chapter, we 
focus on the infl uence and outcome of an actor’s “position” vis-à-vis social ties with 
others, as well as the overall social structure of a network (Borgatti and Ofem  2010 ). 
In more carefully unpacking this idea, we draw on social network theory. 

 In understanding the use of evidence through social network theory, it is useful 
to examine its underlying assumptions. First, social network theory assumes actors 
in a social network are interdependent rather than independent (Daly  2010 ; Degenne 
and Forsé  1999 ; Wasserman and Faust  1994 ). Second, relationships are regarded as 
conduits for the exchange or fl ow of resources (Burt  1982 ,  1997 ; Kilduff and Tsai 
 2003 ; Powell et al.  1996 ). Third, the structure of a network has infl uence on the 
resources that fl ow to and from an actor (Borgatti and Foster  2003 ). Fourth, patterns 
of relationships, captured by social networks, may present dynamic tensions as 
these patterns can act as both opportunities and constraints for individual and col-
lective action (Brass and Burkhardt  1993 ; Burt  1982 ; Gulati  1995 ). It is this constel-
lation of relationships that surround an actor and form a social network across a 
district and school that can both support or constrain the use of research evidence. 
Our work suggests that this network structure is consequential to the movement of 
research evidence (Daly and Finnigan  2011 ; Finnigan and Daly  2012 ). 

 In this study we focus on the use of data, which is often confl ated with research 
evidence in the current policy context (see Finnigan et al.  2013 ). Recent studies of 
data use invoke a number of themes related to network theory to explain key evi-
dence/data use processes such as the role of district and site leaders in supporting a 
data-oriented culture (Honig  2006 ; Wayman and Stringfi eld  2006 ), the use of inter-
mediaries in developing capacity and brokering skills (Atteberry and Bryk  2010 ; 
Honig and Coburn  2008 ; Marsh et al.  2010 ), the nested and interdependent nature 
of evidence and data in a coherent system (Datnow et al.  2007 ; Finnigan et al.  2013 ; 
Halverson et al.  2007 ; Kerr et al.  2006 ; Levin  2008 ; Marsh et al.  2006 ; O’Day  2002 , 
 2004 ; Supovitz and Klein  2003 ; Young  2006 ), and the presence of organizational 
structures and opportunities to collaborate in a high trust environment (Confrey and 
Makar  2005 ; Copland  2003 ; Daly and Finnigan  2012 ; Datnow et al.  2007 ; Halverson 
et al.  2007 ; Hammerman and Rubin  2002 ; Ikemoto and Marsh  2007 ; Wayman and 
Stringfi eld  2006 ). 

 In addition, a growing number of scholars aim to increase knowledge on evi-
dence and data use by examining central offi ce-school relationships in school 
improvement processes (e.g., Daly and Finnigan  2011 ; Honig and Copland  2008 ). 
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Their insights underscore the importance of social relationships among educational 
administrators, both horizontally (within district and school) and vertically (across 
district and school). These vertical and horizontal ties can be conceptualized as a 
social network between and among leaders that may support and constrain the fl ow 
of evidence across a system (   Daly and Finnigan  2010 ; Finnigan and Daly  2010 , 
 2012 ; Finnigan et al.  2013 ; Finnigan, Daly and Stewart  2012 ). This social network 
comprised of horizontal (within group) and vertical (cross group) ties also repre-
sents an opportunity for leaders to exploit existing information (within their primary 
group) and explore new information (beyond their immediate group). As such, 
depending on the network position of leaders within the overall social network, 
these leaders may be in the position to act as resource boundary spanners or 
“brokers” as discussed further below. 

3.2.1     Brokers 

 From a social network perspective, an individual is considered a broker when that 
actor “bridges” a structural hole (Scott  2000 ; Stovel and Shaw  2012 ) (see Fig.  3.1 ). 
A broker occupies a position that may provide benefi ts for the overall system in 
terms of connecting otherwise disconnected others and that may benefi t the actor 
personally in terms of access to resource diversity (Burt  2000 ,  2005 ; Obstfeld  2005 ). 
The idea of brokers is often examined through an actor’s “betweenness,” or how 
often an actor is positioned “in between” two people in the network who themselves 
are disconnected (Wasserman and Faust  1994 ). Betweenness has been argued to 
support the fl ow of resources in a social network by creating bridging ties between 
disconnected actors (Burt  1992 ). These individuals have increased infl uence and 
power within a system due to the social control over resources as they “determine” 
who receives what particular resource and in what form (Ahuja  2000 ). In this sense, 
brokers may fi lter, distort, or hoard resources, which may provide benefi t in the 
form of control or power to the broker, but which may simultaneously inhibit over-
all individual and organizational performance (Baker and Iyer  1992 ; Burt  1992 ).

   Studies of evidence and data use have often identifi ed the key position of bound-
ary spanners in brokering access to data (Finnigan and Daly  2012 ; Honig and 
Coburn  2008 ). These studies highlight the role of a range of different actors (e.g., 
the district offi ce, intermediary agencies, leaders, and coaches) in bringing evi-
dence, information, and support for evidence use to schools. For instance, district 
offi ce leaders can play a key boundary spanning role by clearly articulating and 
supporting the development of shared understanding and alignment with respect to 
goals and practices, enabling a more coherent system around evidence and data col-
laboration (Finnigan and Daly  2012 ; Kerr et al.  2006 ; Supovitz and Klein  2003 ; 

  Fig. 3.1    Visual 
representation of broker       
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Wayman et al.  2007 ; Wohlstetter et al.  2008 ; Young  2006 ). Case studies of data use 
suggest that in creating a more coherent system, district offi ce culture and knowl-
edge related to the use of evidence may also have a substantial infl uence on the 
practices of principals in the interpretation and use of data (Firestone and González 
 2007 ; Louis et al.  2005 ,  2010 ). For example, as standardized data do not usually 
come in manageable formats, district leaders may “repackage” the data for school 
consumption. However, in repackaging the data, studies suggest that leaders often 
do so in “simple” terms that align with their previous knowledge and beliefs as to 
what is important and valued (Coburn    et al.  2009a ; Honig  2003 ; Spillane  2000 ). In 
this sense, the movement of resources from the district offi ce to the sites goes 
through a fi ltering process at the district offi ce before it is brokered out to the schools 
(Weick  1985 ).   

3.3     Methods 

 We used exploratory case study methods to allow us to understand and open up the 
phenomena of brokering for investigation and theory development (Yin  2003 ). In 
examining the diffusion of evidence, we used a social network survey to explore 
both the general pattern of relationships between leaders around “advice for the use 
of data” and the presence of brokering relationships in the La Urbana Unifi ed School 
District (LUUSD). An exploratory case study approach is most appropriate when 
there is a level of complexity that requires an in-depth understanding of the phe-
nomenon of interest and when attempting to add to theory (Yin  2003 ). 

3.3.1     Context 

 This study takes place within a large district in the Western United States, named La 
Urbana 1  Unifi ed School District (LUUSD), which serves more than 130,000 stu-
dents from 15 ethnic groups and well over 60 languages in preschool through grade 
12. The district includes more than 140 schools including elementary, middle, high, 
K-8, and other schools. The approximate ethnic breakdown of LUUSD is 46 % 
Hispanic, 24 % White, 12 % African American, 5 % Indo-Chinese, 3 % Asian, 
Native American, Pacifi c Islander, and multiracial/ethnic students. The district 
employs 7,500 educators and nearly 900 pupil services employees (such as bus driv-
ers, grounds, facilities, etc.). LUUSD was identifi ed by the State Board of Education 
(SBE) as requiring corrective actions due to failure to meet Adequate Yearly 
Performance (AYP) under No Child Left Behind. This designation required the 

1   Pseudonym. 
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 district to undergo a needs assessment by a national research, development, and 
service agency. The report noted the need for the district to more directly focus on 
data- driven decision making and support communication, particularly  within  areas 
as principals identifi ed inconsistent interactions in their clusters. 

 In 2012, the district was organized into eight “areas,” with each area comprising 
up to three high school clusters (including elementary and middle schools that feed 
the high school). These areas were loosely organized by geography and were served 
by an area superintendent who was responsible for approximately 20–25 schools. 
La Urbana’s website describes the role of the area superintendent as:

  Serving as the ultimate point of contact for the schools in their areas. An Area Superintendent 
is responsible for all schools and issues in his/her area. Academic, discipline and other 
issues can be handled by the Area Superintendent’s offi ce. 

   Through this formal role, the area superintendent is the primary point of contact 
for principals in their cluster, and, as such, also responsible for connecting the central 
offi ce to the school sites and coordinating action within their cluster. In other words, 
area superintendents are in the position to broker resources to low- performing 
schools by way of the relationship between central offi ce leaders and the area 
principals. 

 In exploring the idea of brokerage in LUUSD, we examine three distinct levels in 
our dataset, namely, the central offi ce (Level 1), the area superintendents 2  (Level 2), 
and the site principals (Level 3) (see Fig.  3.2 ). In essence, the area superintendents 
(as the focal actors in our study) are intentionally positioned as brokers mediating the 
fl ow of information and resources from the central offi ce to the site administrators 
in each of their areas.

2   It is important to note that the area superintendents are central offi ce administrators, but given the 
unique role they serve as a connection point to the schools and oversee the principals, and as such 
we have separated them out into their own administrative “level” for these analyses. 

  Fig. 3.2    Formal hierarchical levels in the La Urbana District       
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3.3.2        Sample 

 We collected data from educational leaders in LUUSD regarding the frequency of 
social interactions around the use of data in improving student outcomes. For this 
analysis, we included educators who served in formal leadership positions in the 
district, such as the superintendent, deputy superintendents, area superintendents, 
directors, assistant directors, and managers from the central offi ce and principals at 
the school sites. We administered an online survey during the spring of 2012, and 
256 respondents completed the survey (98 % response rate). Tables  3.1  and  3.2  
provide details regarding the respondents including the high proportion of female 
leaders (63 %) and the average years of experience as an educator (23.5 years), in 
LUUSD (18 years), in administration (11.5 years), and at the current site (5 years). 
Our study included 94 central offi ce administrators, 8 area superintendents, and 154 
site principals located in 8 areas (see Table  3.2 ).

3.3.3         Data Collection 

 In order to assess the social network structure of advice around evidence use in 
La Urbana, we developed an online survey that included social network and 

   Table 3.2    Distribution of 
respondents over positions 
( n  = 256)  

  N  

  Central offi ce    94  
  Area superintendents    8  
  Site principals    (154)  
 From Area 2  24 
 From Area 3  20 
 From Area 4  15 
 From Area 5  13 
 From Area 6  28 
 From Area 7  14 
 From Area 8  14 
 From Area 9  26 

 Min  Max  M  Sd 

 Experience as educator  1  40  23.5  8.8 
 Experience in district  1  39  18.3  9.8 
 Experience in administration  1  36  11.5  6.4 
 Experience in current position  1  22  5.2  3.9 
 Experience in current site  1  30  5.4  5.3 
 Female  62.9 % 

  Table 3.1    Sample 
demographics  
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demographic questions. Our instrument is grounded in the literature on district 
improvement processes and practices (see, e.g., Coburn and Russell  2008 ; Chrispeels 
 2004 ; Honig  2006 ; Supovitz  2006 ; Spillane  2000 ; Togneri and Anderson  2003 ), 
data use (Daly  2012 ), and network studies (Cross and Parker  2004 ; Cross et al. 
 2002 ; Daly and Finnigan  2009 ,  2011 ,  2012 ; Finnigan and Daly  2010 ,  2012 ; Hite 
et al.  2005 ; Penuel et al.  2009 ). We piloted our questions with practicing administra-
tors before collecting these data. Although we asked about a number of relation-
ships, in this study we focus on the exchange of “advice regarding data (evidence) 
use.” Specifi cally, respondents were asked to quantitatively assess their relation-
ships with other administrators (school and central offi ce) on a 4-point interaction 
scale ranging from 1 (within the past 2 months) to 4 (1–2 times a week). The evi-
dence/data use network data was taken from the prompt, “Please select the admin-
istrators in La Urbana to whom you turn to for assistance in using data for student 
achievement … and at what frequency?” Our study involves a bounded/saturated 
approach (Lin  1999 ; Scott  2000 ), which includes all members of the LUUSD lead-
ership team (central offi ce and site administrators). We utilized this strategy because 
it, coupled with high response rates, provides a more complete picture and more 
valid results according to Lin ( 1999 ) and Scott ( 2000 ).  

3.3.4     Data Analysis 

 We analyzed network measures using the UCINET software (Borgatti et al.  2002 ) 
to better understand the structure of the “Data Use” network. First, we examined the 
“Data Use” network to refl ect advice seeking that occurred at least once within the 
past 2 months. This network can be regarded as refl ecting infrequent, occasional 
advice seeking among the leaders in La Urbana. Second, we analyzed the same 
network to refl ect advice seeking that occurred at least once a week. This network 
can be regarded as refl ecting more stable, ongoing, and frequent advice seeking 
among the leaders in the district. Given the extensive literature on the importance of 
tie intensity in networks (Carley and Krackhardt  1999 ; Krackhardt  2001 ; Wasserman 
and Faust  1994 ), this approach provides a rich description and understanding of the 
depth and breadth of the exchange of advice among leaders in La Urbana. 

 We ran graphic representations of the evidence use network using Netdraw 
(Borgatti et al.  2002 ), which provides a visual image of the network and which illu-
minates overall structural patterns. We also ran a  density  measure, which is the 
number of social ties between actors divided by the number of total possible con-
nections and can be thought of as how tightly knit a network is. A dense network, 
meaning one with a high percentage of relationships, is thought to be able to move 
resources more quickly than a network with more sparse ties (Scott  2000 ). We also 
conducted analyses of the amount of brokerage that took place in the district by 
calculating the  betweenness  score for all leaders in our sample. Betweenness is a 
measure of how often an actor is positioned “in between” two people in the network 
who themselves are disconnected (Wasserman and Faust  1998 ).   
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3.4     Findings 

 Our fi ndings suggest that overall interactions regarding the use of data are quite 
sparse across the district with high variability within specifi c areas of the district, 
despite a district-wide push for the use of evidence for improvement. We also fi nd 
important differences between the underlying informal ties and the structures one 
would expect based on district’s formal lines of authority and communication in 
regard to the use of data, with area superintendents engaging in differing brokerage 
roles. Moreover, and perhaps most troubling, our data suggests that principals of 
underperforming schools, who are arguably in most need of evidence for improve-
ment, are often disconnected from the overall data use structure. General fi ndings 
suggest that the lack of connections between and among district leaders overall, and 
out to principals of underperforming schools in particular, may signifi cantly inhibit 
the coherent fl ow of evidence. In the remaining paragraphs, we provide the evidence 
to support these fi ndings. 

3.4.1     Sparse Relationships and Varied Brokering 
Across the District 

 When we focus on interactions around evidence use that occurred within the past 2 
months (Fig.  3.3a ), we fi nd that this network (while appearing densely connected) 
is actually quite sparse with an overall density of 4.4 %, meaning that only 4.4 out 
of 100 potential advice relationships actually occurred within the past 2 months. On 
average, leaders in LUUSD sought or were sought for advice around data use by 
about 11.1 other leaders within the past 2 months. The network that refl ects more 
frequent advice seeking around evidence use as exhibited by data use (Fig.  3.3b ) is 
even more sparse with an overall density of only 0.7 % and on average 1.7 advice 
relationships for each leader on a bi-weekly basis.

   In Fig.  3.4a, b , we graphically display the most frequent relationships around 
data (at least every 2 weeks), with graphs colored and organized by area. Figure  3.4a  

  Fig. 3.3    District network of “asking advice around data use,” refl ecting ( a ) all advice interactions 
within the past 2 months and ( b ) at least every 2 weeks, sized by indegree       
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includes all areas and the central offi ce, and Fig.  3.4b  shows the same network with-
out the central offi ce administrators. The nodes are sized by betweenness brokerage, 
meaning that larger nodes are more often “between” others who are themselves 
disconnected, thus refl ecting their brokerage role. 

 These network maps reveal, again, that bi-weekly advice seeking around data 
is limited. Figure  3.4a  shows that advice about data appears to be sought both 
within and across the central offi ce and the areas, with many ties to and from the 
central offi ce. Central offi ce leaders tend to be more sought for advice around data, 

With Central Office (in black)

Without Central Office b 

a 

Area 5

Area 7

Area 8

Area 6

Area 2Area 3

Area 4

Area 9

Area 5
Area 7

Area 8

Area 6

Area 2Area 3
Area 4

Area 9

  Fig. 3.4    District    evidence/data use network, frequency at least every 2 weeks, nodes sized by 
betweenness, area superintendents in  black triangles , separated by the eight areas, ( a ) With central 
offi ce (in  black ) and ( b ) without the central offi ce administrators (in  black )       
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with area superintendents engaging in more betweenness brokerage, which aligns 
with their formal position in the district in terms of brokering resources to schools. 

 When we examine the areas without the central offi ce (Fig.  3.4b ), we fi nd variation 
between the areas in terms of their density, the extent to which they are predominantly 
externally and internally focused, and the betweenness brokerage played by each 
area superintendent. For instance, the network of Area 6 seems to be more densely 
connected than other areas, has both internal ties within the area as well as external 
ties to others outside the area, and has an area superintendent who is strongly connected 
to both the central offi ce and two other areas and who is a major broker in terms of 
betweenness (as displayed by the large node). In contrast, the network of Area 4 
appears to be much less densely connected, has fewer internal ties compared to external 
ties (mainly to the central offi ce), has an area superintendent who is connected to the 
central offi ce but not to other areas, and who does not occupy a major brokerage 
position in the district (as displayed by the small triangle). 

 As the bi-weekly exchange of advice among district leaders on evidence use is 
rather sparse, meaning there are few opportunities to broker relationships, we shift 
our analysis to those relationships that occur within the past 2 months to a daily basis. 
In this way we are effectively “capturing” all of the reported advice relationships 
between and among leaders in LUUSD.

   Findings indicate that LUUSD leaders differ considerably in terms of their bro-
kerage roles as measured by betweenness ( M  = 0.6 %,  sd  = 2.2 % with a range of 
0–27 %). This means that of the maximum possible betweenness that a district 
leader could have, only 6 out of 1,000 times this relationship actually is a brokerage 
relationship where an individual connects two other administrators  who are them-
selves disconnected  (Hanneman and Riddle  2005 ). At fi rst glance, we see that cen-
tral offi ce leaders broker slightly more than the overall sample average ( M  = 1.1 %, 
 sd  = 3.4 %) whereas the site principals broker less ( M  = 0.2 %,  sd  = 0.4 %). Site prin-
cipals also broker more within their own areas than within the whole district (1.7 % 
and 0.2 % respectively). This is not surprising, as the density of advice seeking 
within areas is higher than the overall district density, which increases opportunities 
for brokerage within areas compared to the whole district. 

 Results also indicate that area superintendents, in line with their position, have 
the highest number of brokerage relationships within the overall district in general. 
Perhaps not surprising, area superintendents generally exhibit brokerage (between-
ness) roles in connecting educators  within  their own areas ( M  = 24.2 %,  sd  = 26.5 %). 
In effect, out of all the theoretically possible brokerage opportunities, our data 
indicate that area superintendents broker in nearly 1 out of every 4 potential 
 “betweenness” situations.  

3.4.2     Diffusion of Evidence and Low-Performing Schools 

 Beyond the sparse connections around data district-wide, we found that principals 
at the lowest-performing schools were least likely to ask advice of others (or be 
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asked for advice) regarding the use of data. Moreover, it also appears that the 
 lowest- performing schools were not evenly distributed throughout the district and, 
instead, concentrated in a few areas. 

 In Fig.  3.5  above, we provide a visual display of the groupings of principals and 
area superintendents by area and illustrate the density of ties within and across 
areas. In this fi gure, the squares are principals, and lighter color squares are the 
principals of program improvement (PI—underperforming) schools under account-
ability policy sanctions. The black triangles at the top of each area represent area 
superintendents, and black triangles in the center cluster are other central offi ce 
staff. The nodes are sized by indegree, meaning that larger nodes were more regu-
larly sought for advice about data. As this graph indicates, while some principals are 
connected to other district leaders, those in low-performing schools have fewer ties 
in most of these areas (both to one another and to the area superintendents and other 
central offi ce leaders), despite the fact that the leaders of underperforming schools 
are likely to need advice around the use of data for student achievement. Furthermore, 
this is particularly evident in the area at the very bottom middle of the graph. As can 
be seen in this area, there is the greatest concentration of principals of underper-
forming schools, but this area has the least amount of interaction around the use of 
data for student achievement. 

 While we might not expect the same amount of ties within each area, certainly 
the formal structure and emphasis of the district would lead one to believe that there 
should be a signifi cant amount of exchanges regarding data in schools that are the 
most underperforming. This can be contrasted with the area at the top middle of the 
graph that has no underperforming schools, but is the most densely connected. In 
some ways, this indicates that the “rich get richer” in a data exchange sense, while 
those in most need have fewer exchanges and as such may reinforce existing perfor-
mance levels. 

 While area superintendents were formally tasked with being the “source” of 
advice for data, it is important to note that they were not always the most sought 
leaders within their areas (meaning that some of the area superintendents, 
represented by triangles within an area in the graph, were relatively small in 

  Fig. 3.5    Advice on data and 
program improvement 
schools (sized by indegree)       
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comparison to others). As is evident in Fig.  3.5 , a number of principals were viewed 
as sources of advice regarding data far more than the formally designated area 
superintendents who were serving in this “brokering” role. This suggests that while 
the district may be attempting to set up exchanges with those with formal positional 
authority to diffuse evidence, it may well be the case that those “outside” the formal 
exchange system are much more active. This may result in less coherent and 
consistent messages being sent across the system.

   The previous analysis was about actors who were the “source” of advice. In this 
section we turn our attention to those who “broker” evidence across a system. In 
Fig.  3.6  we graphically display the most frequent interaction network regarding 
data. In this graph the nodes are sized by betweenness brokerage, meaning that 
larger nodes are more often “between” disconnected others on a shortest path. As 
can be seen in the graph, most connections regarding data were between central 
offi ce leaders, and yet the data initiative was meant to be engaged at the school level 
and, in particular, within the underperforming schools. In addition, while some area 
superintendents engage in comparatively high levels of brokers (bigger size nodes), 
others enact signifi cantly less brokerage (smaller nodes). The result is a very uneven 
distribution of brokerage within areas with some area superintendents connecting 
disconnected principals and others doing signifi cantly less brokerage. 

 If we again examine the area with the most underperforming schools, discussed 
above, we see that, in fact, the area superintendent of that zone is engaging in rela-
tively less brokerage activity than, for example, the one in the area on the top of the 
graph that does not have any underperforming schools. Therefore, not only are there 
limited “sources” of data available in the area with the most underperforming 
schools, the area superintendent is providing less brokerage into those underper-
forming schools. The combined effect may be limited sharing of knowledge within 
the area, as well as a lack of advice around data from outside the area being moved 
in to support principals of underperforming schools. This suggests a misalignment 
between the formal and informal organization within LUUSD that may, in fact, 
reinforce low performance rather than help these most challenging schools in their 
improvement efforts.

  Fig. 3.6    Advice on data and 
program improvement 
schools (sized by 
betweenness)       
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3.5         Conclusion and Implications 

 LUUSD, like many educational systems across the globe, initiated a district-wide 
effort on data use that was meant to be diffused to the schools primarily through the 
area superintendents. Our results suggest that overall there were very sparse data 
use ties across the entire district. Although the limited number of ties may be 
expected in the early stages of an effort, one might expect much more brokerage as 
a way to get out information about the effort. Unfortunately, our results suggest very 
few brokerage ties taking place across the system. In fact, those who were formally 
tasked with brokering this initiative to the schools were not consistently the ones 
playing the top broker roles. We also found tremendous variation in terms of 
network structure and the types of brokerage roles that were enacted. In addition, 
those underperforming schools also seemed to be even more adversely affected by 
the lack of advice around data exchanges as well as limited brokering. We unpack the 
main fi ndings and implications from our overall study below. 

3.5.1     Sparse Ties, Isolated Administrators, and Varied 
and Limited Brokerage 

 One of the fi rst fi ndings from this study is the sparse ties between and among 
educational leaders in La Urbana. Examining the most frequent ties between leaders 
in terms of data use suggests that there are limited exchanges, which may negatively 
infl uence the overall coherence in the district. Further, a number of principals are 
isolated and do not have individuals from whom they indicate they seek, or are 
sought, for advice. Given the limited number of relationships, it may be diffi cult for 
the larger system to engage with the use of evidence with consistency and coher-
ence. In addition, we may have expected more brokering relationships to be in place 
in the district, but there was actually relatively limited brokering taking place across 
the district, and that brokerage was inconsistent and often fragmented and certainly 
was signifi cantly different across areas.  

3.5.2     Potential Infl uence of Indirect Connections 

 Brokers connect otherwise disconnected others in a network. In this case, it means 
that the advice that actor A received from broker B around data originated in part 
from the advice that broker B obtained from C. In this way, A was indirectly infl u-
enced by C through B. As such, individuals who are two steps away (meaning you 
have to go through another individual to reach them) potentially infl uence the 
advice one receives. Consequently, when seeking advice each person makes 
some assessment of the potential advice giver. However, at least part of the result 
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of the decision is out of a person’s control, as one rarely knows from whom the 
broker gets his or her advice. Is that person reputable? Are they moving “useful” 
advice about data? Is their advice refl ective of the larger system’s goals and inter-
pretation? To achieve coherence, central offi ce leaders may fi nd it necessary to 
reduce the game of telephone by ensuring that those in brokering positions are 
providing common understandings.  

3.5.3     Advice Seeking Outside Areas 

 We found that within an area principals will seek out an area superintendent for 
advice and that area superintendent will go outside the area to a different area to 
obtain advice—as such the advice a principal receives from an area superintendent 
is infl uenced by another area. In contrast, the principals who also play important 
brokerage roles within their areas tend to seek advice from outside of their areas. In 
this way principals are actually engaging in advice from a “broader” section of the 
network. An area superintendent may be less likely to seek advice within his/her 
own area as that may be interpreted to be a sign of “lack of knowledge” to individuals 
within their own area. This may also be the case for the principals that do not want 
to necessarily “expose” their lack of knowledge.  

3.5.4     Limited Advice Around Data for Low-Performing 
Schools 

 Current accountability policy mandates the use of research-based evidence in over-
all improvement efforts. Our work would suggest that in school systems evidence is 
often defi ned as “data.” In fact, many systems across the country, including LUUSD, 
have taken up “data use” as a mantra for improvement particularly for those under-
performing schools. However, despite the district’s formal emphasis on this type of 
evidence, our study indicates very limited exchanges between and among principals 
of lower-performing schools and between those principals and either principals of 
better performing schools or district leaders who have the formal authority and 
mandate to support their work. Without the opportunity to engage with others 
around the use of data, it may be diffi cult for individual leaders to break free of 
existing patterns of use and as such performance may stagnate. 

 However, perhaps the most troubling part of the fi ndings is that the “rich get 
richer” in this system. Our analysis suggests that low-performing schools are con-
centrated in a few areas. Interestingly, in the area that had the highest proportion of 
principals of underperforming schools, there were both the least amount of 
exchanges regarding the data and less brokerage activity of the area superintendent. 
This results in both a lack of exchange within the area and fewer exchanges 
happening outside the area as would be indicated by high amounts of brokering. 
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Consequently, although one might not expect principals of low-performing schools 
to seek other principals of low-performing schools for the use of data, one might 
expect that these principals could be connected to other principals outside their area 
for fresh strategies on the use of data. These “outside” connections need to be bro-
kered by those who are in the formal position to do so, area superintendents, but our 
study suggests that was not happening. This may ultimately leave the principals of 
underperforming schools to either reach out to other principals of underperforming 
schools for advice around data, which may limit new successful approaches, or 
continue to do what they have been doing, which may hinder improvement. As such 
this situation portends a continued lack of improvement, as limited information 
makes its way into the hands of the educators who need it the most.      
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