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Abstract - This case study of school district educational reform in the United States adds to the knowledge base of our 
understanding of the microplitics of educational policy implementation. Middle managers’ political acquiescence and 
resistance to district-wide decentralization and distributive leadership initiatives were studied using a longitudinal, ten-year 
(2008-2018) case study method. Middle managers risked termination if they failed to implement legislated reform policies 
and the superintendent’s directives. On the other hand, if they successfully implemented such policies their positions would 
become redundant. Findings from the case study discussed in this paper that superintendent’s success at implementation of 
district-wide decentralization policies is related to the nature and structure of microplolitics at the middle management level 
of the organization.  
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I. INTRODUCTION 
 
For more than two decades educational reform 
initiatives in the United States have contributed to re-
centering schools to focus on learning and teaching, 
as well as altering the ways schools are structured, 
governed and led (Björk, 2001). Widespread belief 
that leadership is central to successful implementation 
of large-scale school improvement (Murphy & 
Datnow, 2003) has heightened interest in the role of 
superintendents in devolving decision making from 
middle managers to school-level principals and 
teachers. Scholars agree that implementing district-
wide decentralization initiatives is often dependent on 
superintendents’ success at balancing the need for 
achieving administrative efficiencies gained though 
centralization and program effectiveness generated 
through decentralization and distributed leadership 
(Murphy, 1989; Timar, 1989). Efforts to alter 
decision making processes have heightened 
awareness of the inadequacy of our understanding of 
how middle management role incumbents respond to 
directives for large scale change (Sarason, 1990) 
particularly when their roles are redefined and their 
positions are jeopardized.  
 
II. REVIEW OF LITERATURE 
 
The release of the report A Nation at Risk (1983) 
indicted schools for failing children and the nation’s 
economy and launched an educational reform 
movement in the United States unprecedented in its 
scale and duration (Björk, 2001). For over three 
decades such reform efforts have contributed to re-
centering learning and teaching and changing the 
nature of school and district leadership. Release of 
other educational reform reports have also influenced 
the way schools were organized, governed and led 
(Björk, Kowalski & Young, 2005).  
 

2.1 Emerging Concepts of Leadership:  
The recent shift from management to a leadership 
focus in school administration has been nurtured by 
scholars who emphasize a distinction between these 
roles (Bass, 1985; Bennis & Nanus, 1985; Burns, 
1978; Rost, 1991). Their efforts contributed to a 
paradigm shift away from industrial-management to 
postindustrial leadership perspectives. Burns (1985) 
posits that transactional administrators view 
subordinates as being motivated by self-interests (i.e.) 
earning rewards, avoiding punishment, and generally 
complying with directives. In these contexts 
management is viewed as an essential dimension of 
hierarchical organization and, thus focused on 
gaining efficiencies through centralizing the 
coordination of work to accomplish the 
organization’s goals. Bass (1985) and Rost (1991) on 
the other hand view leadership as being distinctly 
different from management. They describe 
transformational leadership as working with and 
through others in accomplishing shared goals (Björk, 
Kowalski, & Young, 2005; Kowalski, 2003). Rost 
(1991) defined transformational leadership as, “an 
influence relationship among leaders and followers 
who intend real changes that reflect their mutual 
purposes” (p.162). Kowalski (2006) notes 
transformational leadership occurs at a personal level 
through interaction among individuals and at an 
organizational level changing culture. 
Transformational leaders empower others, contribute 
to enhancing individual commitment and build a 
sense of community and shared ownership that 
sustains change processes.       
 
2.2 Micropolitics  
The study of the micropolitics in schools and districts 
is a way to understand the differences between policy 
rhetoric and the reality of implementation, i.e., the 
“implementation gap” of educational reform 
(e.g.,Mawhinney, 2000). In effect, micropolitical 
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processes and structures make up a school or district 
offices “political culture” and account for both 
stability and change in school settings. It is evident 
that some political forces may work to maintain the 
status quo, while others serve the interests of change 
and reform (Ball, 1987; Blase and Björk, in press). In 
most instances, externally-imposed educational 
reform initiatives must contend with existing internal 
political cultures that either protect the school’s status 
quo or advance change (Ball, 1994).  Blase (1998) 
notes that during periods of externally-imposed 
educational reform change dynamics including 
ambiguity, uncertainty, diversity and goal disparity 
tend to increase the level and intensity of political 
interaction within the school or district office (Blase, 
1998). As the intensity of political interaction 
increases and new micropolitical processes and 
structures emerge and become more visible. At the 
middle management level of the school district 
organization (i.e. central office) personnel are often 
viewed as bureaucratic functionaries. However, 
findings suggest that their position and expert 
knowledge enables them to facilitate restructuring 
processes and protect innovations from interference. 
In this regard, they are viewed as key to successful 
implementation of school reform (Björk, 2001b, 
Spillane et al., 2002; Morgan & Peterson, 2002). In 
contrast, studies also indicate that central office 
administrators impede school reform (Skrla, Reyes, 
and Scheurich, 2000; Rusch, 2005; Björk, 2001a; 
Honig, 2003). Findings from these studies affirm that 
micropolitical processes are a normal part of 
organizational life and may intensify when 
educational reforms are externally imposed. 
 
III. RESEARCH METHODS 
 
Qualitative research techniques, particularly those 
associated with longitudinal case studies, were used 
to gain an in depth understanding of the micropolitics 
of educational reform. These techniques produced 
first hand, contextually relevant knowledge (Cresswell, 
2008; Guba & Lincoln, 1981) during a ten-year 
period (2008-2018) of the perspectives (i.e., 
meanings, behavior) of individuals who participated in 
a decentralization initiative (Denzin & Lincoln, 1994; 
Miles & Huberman, 1994).  Several data sources were 
used to reconstruct events including official 
documents (memoranda, letters, district-level 
reports), and informal and semi-structured interviews 
with key individuals including the superintendent, 
associate superintendent, program directors, 
principals, and teachers. Triangulation methods 
(Denzin, 1970; Kirk & Miller, 1986) increased the 
validity and reliability of data used to prepare 
descriptive narratives of events. The identity of 
individuals, dates and places have been masked to 
ensure anonymity. This research approach proved a 
powerful way to develop the "analytical, conceptual, 
and categorical components from the data itself" 

(Filstead, 1979, p. 33).  A constant comparative 
approach (Glaser & Strauss, 1967) to review of the 
literature proceeded concurrently with the data 
collection; this enhanced the researchers’ capacity to 
develop and refine analytical, conceptual, and 
categorical components as they emerged from data 
(Creswell, 2008; LeCompte & Preissle, 1993; Yin, 
1993). Consequently, researchers engaged in a 
reiterative cycle of definition, data collection, analysis, 
and subsequent redefinition throughout the study. 
Micropolitics emerged as a major factor that hindered 
superintendent’s success at implementing a district-
wide decentralization initiative. 
 
IV. FINDINGS  
 
We found that the influence of the external political 
environment as well as internal conflictual and 
cooperative processes involving individuals, political 
interest groups, power and influence (Willower, 
1991) added to the complexity of the District’s 
problems. Blase  (1991) argued that micropolitics is a 
critical aspect of many organizational structures and 
processes, and often constitutes the central 
mechanism through which major organizational 
outcomes related to school change and reform are 
produced. Clearly, micropolitical processes and 
structures contributed to understanding the school 
district’s “political culture” and helped to explain 
middle managers behavior directed either towards 
maintaining stability or enacting changes in this 
school district setting. Initiatives launched by the 
Danville County Public Schools including 
decentralization (SBM), distributed leadership and 
Total Quality Management (TQM) reflected the 
complexity of the national and state policy 
environment. These initiatives were either advanced 
by national commission reports, federal agencies, the 
state legislature or were endorsed by a wide array of 
professors, practitioners, private entrepreneurs or 
political ideologues as highly promising 
interventional strategies. The study discussed in this 
paper suggests that school boards, superintendents 
and middle management personnel directly involved 
in implementing legislated reform mandates are 
influential policy makers (Boyd, 1991). Events 
observed in the Danville County School District case 
study point out that individuals shaped and reshaped 
decentralization, distributed leadership and TQM 
programs to fit local needs. In addition, middle 
managers both advanced and resisted the intentions of 
decentralization policies formulated at higher levels 
(state legislature and local board of education). Such 
practices affirm Boyd’s (1991) contention that those 
responsible for implementing reforms exercise 
considerable policy influence. Study findings also 
contribute to understanding the micropolitics of 
school district middle management and in particular 
explain discrepancies between policy rhetoric and the 
reality of implementation, what Mawhinney (2000) 
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refers to as the “implementation gap” of educational 
reform.   
 
Successful implementation of system-wide change is 
highly dependent on superintendents’ ability to 
redefine the roles of middle managers and enlist their 
support in implementing district-wide 
decentralization and distributed leadership initiatives 
(Björk, 2005b; Björk & Gurley, 2005). Some middle 
managers acquiesce and support innovation however 
others protect their vested interests and resist 
changing their roles by engaging in micropolitics 
(Blase & Björk, in press). Research suggests that the 
capacity of superintendents to redefine the purpose 
and nature of middle managers’ roles may, in fact, 
determine their ability to implement large scale 
reforms (Fullan, 2005);  other research indicates that 
little is known about micropolitics among middle 
managers and how they influence outcomes of 
change initiatives (Blase and Björk, in press). 
Micropolitics involves conflictive and cooperative 
processes that shape school and district offices 
“political culture” and in so doing, constitute the 
central mechanism through which organizational 
outcomes are decided. 
 
CONCLUSION 
 
Although the national debate on educational reform 
in the United States has dominated the education 
landscape for policy making for nearly three decades, 
understanding the success and failure of 
implementation is not well understood. Although we 
are aware that macropolitical processes involving 
local, state, and federal government agencies as well 
as private sector entities influence school and district 
educational reform policies (Blase and Björk, in 
press; Fuhrman & Elmore, 2004) our understanding 
of micropolitical process at the school district middle 
management level is in a nascent stage of 
development. Although superintendents’ leadership 
role is central to implementation processes, their 
success and failure may be largely determined by 
middle managers’ level of support or resistance. 
Middle managers are strategically positioned in the 
school districts organization’s structure to mediate 
implementation of school board policies and 
superintendent directives. When they perceive reform 
policies as threatening their positions in the 
organization and future well-being, they may act to 
protect their interests by undermining implementation 
efforts. In the Danville County case study it was 
evident that as implementation progressed, the level 
of resistance to change accelerated and the intensity 
of political interaction increased, making new 
micropolitical processes more visible (Blase, 1998; 
Blase and Björk, in press). Micropolitical processes 
included building political alliances within the 
community’s political power structure to alter the 
nature and direction of implementation as well as 

overturning policy decisions. Boyd’s (1991) notion 
that those who implement legislation may be 
influential policy actors is insightful. Middle 
managers occupy strategic positions in the 
organization and may reshape and even resist 
intentions of policies promulgated by officials at 
higher levels. Mircopolitics of middle management 
help explain the  “implementation gap” (Mawhinney, 
2000) and illuminate political issues that 
superintendents’ face in implementing district 
educational reform initiatives. 
 
REFERENCES  
 
[1] Ball, S. J. (1987). The micro-politics of the 

school:Towards a theory of school organization. New 
York:Methuen. 

[2] Bass, B. (1985). Leadership and Performance beyond 
expectations. New York: Free Press.   

[3] Bennis, W. & Nanus, B. (1985). Leaders: The strategies for 
taking charge. New York: Harper and Row.  

[4] Berends, M., Bodilly, S., & Kirby, S. (2003). New 
Amerrican Schools: District and school leadership for 
whole school reform. In J. Murphy & A. Datnow (Eds.), 
Leadership lessons form school reforms(pp.109-134). 
Thousand Oakes, CA: Corwin. 

[5] Björk, L. (2008). The Micropolitics of superintendent-school 
board relations (pp. 61-80). In Alsbury,T. (Ed.) (2008). 
Relevancy and Revelation: The Future of School Board 
Governance.  Lanham, Maryland: R & L Education 

[6] Björk, L., (2005a). Superintendent-Board relations: An 
historical overview of the dynamics of change and sources 
of conflict and collaboration. In Peterson, G., & Fusarreli, 
L. (Eds.). The district superintendent and school board 
relations: Trends in policy development and 
implementation, (pp. 1-22). Information Age Publisher, 
Inc. 

[7] Björk, L., (2005b). The politics of school governance. In, 
Hoyle, J., Björk, L., Collier, V., and Glass, T. The  

[8] superintendent as ceo: Standards-based performance, (pp. 35-
58). Thousand Oaks, CA: Corwin Press. 

[9] Björk, L. (2001a). Institutional barriers to educational 
reform: A superintendent’s role in district decentralization. 
In C.C. Brunner and L. Björk (Eds.), 

[10] The new superintendency (pp. 205-228). Amsterdam:JAI 
Elsevier Science Ltd. 

[11] Björk, L. (2001b). The role of the central office in 
decentralization. In T. Kowalski & G. Perreault, 21st  
century challenges for school administrators (pp. 286-
309). Lanham, MD: Scarecrow Press. 

 
[12] Björk, L. (2000). The transformative role of 

superintendents: Creating a community of learners. In P. 
Short & J. Scribner, Case studies on the superintendency 
(pp. 41-60). Lancaster, PA: Technomic Publishing. 

[13] Björk, L. (1997). The sacred and the profane: A case study of 
the barriers to school-university collaboration in educational 
administration. Paper presented at the Annual Meeting of the 
American Educational Research Association, Chicago, IL. 

[14] Björk, L., & Gurley, K. (2005).  Superintendent as 
educational statesman and political strategist. In Björk, L. 
& Kowalski, T. (Eds.), The contemporary superintendent: 
Preparation, practice and development, (pp. 163-186). 
Thousand Oakes, CA:   Corwin Press. 

[15] Björk, L., Kowalski, T. & Young, M. (2005). 
[16] National reports and implications for professional 

preparation and development. In L. Björk & T. 
[17] Kowalski (Eds.), The contemporary superintendent: 

Preparation, practice and development (pp. 45-70). 
[18] Thousand Oakes, CA: Corwin. 



International Journal of Management and Applied Science, ISSN: 2394-7926                                                 Volume-4, Issue-7, Jul.-2018 
http://iraj.in 

Leadership and the Micropolitics of School District Decentralization in the United States 
 

21 

[19] Blase, J.  (1991). (Ed.).  The politics of life in schools:  
Power, conflict, and cooperation.  Newbury Park, CA:  
Sage. 

[20] Blase, J. (1998).  The micropolitics of educational change.  
In A. Hargreaves, A. Lieberman, M. Fullan, & D. Hopkins 
(Eds.), International handbook of educational change (pp. 
544-557).  Great Britain: Kluwer. 

[21] Blase, J., & Blase J. (2000). The micropolitics of 
instructional supervision: A call for research.  ducational 
Administration Quarterly, 38(1), 6-44.   

[22] Blase, J. & Björk, L. (in press). Micropolitics of 
Educational Change and Reform: Cracking open the black 
box. (pp). 2nd Handbook of Research on Educational 
Change.   

[23] Bondy, E., Ross, D., & Webb, R. (1994, April).  The 
dilemmas of school restructuring and improvement.  Paper 
presented at the annual meeting of the American 
Educational Research Association, New Orleans. 

[24] Boyd, W.L. (1991). Foreword.  In J. Blase (Ed.), The 
politics of life in schools:  Power, conflict, and cooperation 
(pp. vii-ix). Newbury Park, CA: Sage. 

[25] Burns, J. (1978). Leadership. New York, Harper 
Torchbooks. 

[26] Carlson, R.(1996). Reframing and reforms. White Plains, 
NY: Longman.  

[27] Cibulka, J. G. (2001).  The changing role of interest 
groups in education: Nationalization and the new politics 
of education productivity.  Educational Policy, 15(1), 12-
40.  

 
[28] Conley, D. (1996). Are you ready to restructure? A 

guidebook for educators, parents, and community members. 
Thousand Oaks, CA Corwin Press.  

[29] Cunningham, W. & Cordiero, P. (2000). Educational 
Administration: A problem based approach. Boston: Allyn 
and Bacon. 

[30] Creswell, J. W. (2008). Educational research: Planning, 
conducting, and evaluating quantitative and qualitative 
research (3nd edition). Upper Saddle River, NJ: Pearson 
Prentice Hall. 

[31] Creswell, J. W. (2003). Research design: Qualitative, 
quantitative, and mixed methods approaches (2nd edition). 
Thousand Oakes, CA: Sage Publication. 

[32] Denzin, N. (1970).  The research act. Chicago: Aldine Press. 
[33] Denzin, N. K., & Lincoln, Y. S. (Eds.). (1994).Handbook of 

qualitative research. Thousand Oaks,CA: Sage Publications. 
[34] Elmore, R. (2000). Building a new structure for school 

leadership. Washington, DC: The Albert Shankar Institute. 
[35] Elmore, R. & Fuhrman, S. (1994). The governance of 

curriculum. 1994 ASCD Yearbook. Alexandria, VA: 
Association for Supervision and Curriculum Development.   

[36] Filstead, W. J. (1979). Qualitative Methods: A Needed 
Perspective in Evaluation Research. In T. D. Cook & C. S. 
Reichardt (Eds.), Qualitative and Quantitative Methods in 
Evaluation Research. Beverly Hills, CA: Sage Publications. 

[37] Fullan, M. (2004). Leadership and sustainability: System 
thinkers in action. Thousand Oakes, CA Corwin.  

[38] Fullan, M. (1993). Coordinating school and district 
development in restructuring. In J. Murphy and P. Hallinger, 
Restructuring schooling: learning from ongoing efforts (pp. 
143-164). Newbury Park, CA: Corwin.  

 
[39] Fuhrman, S. H. & Elmore, R. F. (Eds.).  (2004).  
[40] Redesigning accountability systems for education.  NY: 

Teachers College Press.  
[41] Glaser, B.G. & Stauss, A. (1967).  The discovery of grounded 

theory.  Chicago:  Aldine Press. 
[42] Glassman, N., & Fuller, J. (2002). Superintendent 

evaluation: Concepts, practices, an outcome-related case. 
In B. Cooper and L. Fusarelli (Eds.), The promises and 
perils facing today’s school superintendents  (pp. 133-
152).  Lanham, MD: Scarecrow Press. 

[43] Goldring, E. & Simms, P. (2005). Modeling creative and 
courageous school leadership through district university 
partnerships. Educational Policy, 19(1), 223-249. 

 
[44] Guba, E. & Y. Lincoln (1981). Effective evaluation. San 

Francisco: Jossey-Bass. 
[45] Hargreaves, A.  (1991).  Contrived collegiality:  The 

micropolitics of teacher collaboration.  In J. Blasé (Ed.), 
The politics of life in schools:  Power, conflict, and 
cooperation (pp. 46-72).  Newbury Park, CA:  Sage. 

[46] Hoffman, L., & Burrello, L. (2004). A case study 
illustration of how a critical theorist and a consummate 
practitioner meet on common ground. 

[47] Educational Administration Quarterly, 40(2), 28-289.  
[48] Honig, M. (2003). Building policy form practice: District 

central office administrators’ roles and capacity for 
implementing collaborative educational policy. 
Educational Administration Quarterly, 39(3), 292-338. 

[49] Kirk, J., & Miller, M. L. (1986). Reliability and validity in 
qualitative research. Beverly Hills, CA: Sage Publications. 

[50] Kowalski, T. (2006). The school superintendent: Theory, 
practice and cases. Thousand Oakes, CA: Sage. 

[51] Kowalski, T. (2003). Contemporary school administration: 
An introduction. Boston,: Allyn & Bacon. 

[52] Laswell, H. (1990. Who gets what, when and how. New 
Haven: Yale University Press.   

[53] LeCompte, M. & Preissle (1993). Ethnography and 
qualitative design in educational research, 2nd ed. San 

[54] Diego: Academic Press. Mawhinney, H. B. (1999).  
Reappraisal: The problems and prospects of studying the 
micropolitics of leadership in reforming schools.  School 
leadership & Management, 19(2), 159-170.  

[55] Miles, M., & Huberman, A. M. (1994). Qualitative Data 
Analysis, 2nd Ed. Thousand Oakes, CA: Sage.  

[56] Morgan, C., & Peterson, G. (2002). The role of the district 
superintendent in leading academically successful districts. 
In B. Cooper and L. Fusarelli (Eds.), The promises and 
perils facing today’s school superintendents  (pp. 175-
196).  Lanham, MD: Scarecrow. 

[57] Murphy, J., & Datnow, A. (2003). Leadership lessons form 
comprehensive school reforms. Thousand Oakes, CA: 
Corwin.  

[58] National Commission on Excellence in Education. (1983).  A 
nation at risk: The imperative for educational reform.  
Washington, DC: U.S. Government Printing Office. 

[59] Peterson, G., & Barnett, B. (2005).  The superintendent as 
instructional leader: Current 
practice, future conceptualizations, and implications for 
preparation. In L.  Björk & T. Kowalski (Eds.), The 
contemporary superintendent: Preparation, practice and 
development (pp. 107-136). Thousand Oakes, CA: 
Corwin. 

[60] Rost, J.C. (1991). Leadership for the twenty-first century. 
Westport, CT: Praeger. Rusch, E. (2005). Institutional 
barriers to organizational learning in schools systems: The 
power of silence. Educational Administration Quarterly, 
41(1), 83-120. 

[61] Sarason, S. (1990). The predictable failure of educational 
reform: Can we change the course before it’s too late? San 
Francisco: Jossey-Bass. 

[62] Sarason, S. (2004).  And what do you mean by learning?  
Portsmouth, NH:  Heinemann. 32(4), 493 511. 

[63] Schlechty, P. (1990). Schools for the 21st century. San 
Francisco: Jossey-Bass. 

[64] Scott, W. R. (1987). The adolescence of institutional theory. 
Administrative Science Quarterly.  

[65] Spillane, J., Diamond, J., Burch, P., Hallett, T., Loyiso, J., 
& Zoltners, J. (2002). Managing in the middle: School 
leaders and enactment of accountability policy. 
Educational Policy, 16(5), 1731-762. 

[66] Sewell, W. (1992). The theory of structure: Duality, agency, 
and transformation. American Journal of Sociology, 98, 1-29.  

[67] Skrla, L., Reyes, P., Scheurich, J. (2000). Sexism, silence, 
and solutions. Gaining access to the superintendency: 
Head hunting, gender, and color. 

[68] Educational Administration Quarterly, 36(1), 44-75. 
[69] Smylie, M. A., & Crowson, R. L. (1993, April).  Principal 

assessment under restructured governance.  Paper 



International Journal of Management and Applied Science, ISSN: 2394-7926                                                 Volume-4, Issue-7, Jul.-2018 
http://iraj.in 

Leadership and the Micropolitics of School District Decentralization in the United States 
 

22 

presented at the annual meeting of the American 
Educational Research Association, New Orleans, LA. 

[70] Tallerico, M. (2000). Local school structures and 
arrangements. In W. Cunningham and P. Cordiero, 
Educational Administration: A problem based approach. 
Boston: Allyn and Bacon.   

[71] Timar, T. (1989). The politics of school restructuring. Phi 
Delta Kappan, 71(4), 165-175.  

[72] Yin, R. (1984). Case study research: Design and methods. 
Newbury Park, CA: Sage Publications.  Leadership  

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  


