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Where’s the “Up” in Bottom-Up Reform?

MEREDITH I. HONIG

Bottom-up reform as a policy strategy for decades has faltered in implementa-
tion. This article starts from the premise that these disappointing results stem
from researchers’and practitioners’almost exclusive focus on implementation
in schools or on what some call “the bottom” of hierarchical education sys-
tems but not shifts in policy makers’roles that might enable school change—the
“up” in bottom-up reform. These gaps are addressed with a strategic, compar-
ative case study of city-level policy makers in bottom-up reform implementa-
tion in Oakland, California, during the 1990s. The author demonstrates that
organizational learning theory defines basic dimensions of policy makers’
roles in implementation and that they faced four paradoxes in adopting these
roles. Over time, they tended to favor avenues consistent with traditional top-
down, not bottom-up, policy making. Findings highlight policy makers as
important participants in bottom-up reform implementation and suggest that
new institutional supports for them may enable implementation.

Keywords: implementation; bottom-up reform; policy makers; school-
community partnerships; Oakland

EDUCATION POLICIES TO EXPAND school site decision-making con-
tinue to proliferate in policy design but remain elusive in policy implementa-
tion. Consider the following examples:
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• Urban school districts such as Chicago and Milwaukee in the 1990s
launched significant policy initiatives to increase schools’ autonomy over
basic administrative, fiscal, and curricular decisions. These initiatives
resulted in new school-level governance structures but reportedly limited
transfers of decision-making authority from district central offices to
schools and, accordingly, incomplete implementation (Bryk, Sebring,
Kerbow, Rollow, & Easton, 1998; Malen, Ogawa, & Kranz, 1990; Raywid
& Schmerler, 2003).

• Schoolwide or comprehensive school reform programs call for schools
(often in partnership with community agencies) to develop and implement
their own improvement plans and for district central offices to become
school improvement coaches. In practice, district central office roles have
tended to remain limited to information sharing and contracting out for
school support; school leaders report significant constraints on their
choices of goals and strategies (Bodilly, 1998; Datnow, 1999).

• State and federal governments have designed waiver programs to free
schools from regulatory requirements that appear to impede school deci-
sion making. However, in practice (Fuhrman & Elmore, 1990), “waivers or
exemptions for regulations have traditionally been used to give implement-
ers facing emergency circumstances some latitude or additional time to
come into compliance” with policy makers’ external mandates, not to
expand schools’ decision-making authority (p. 281; see also U.S. Depart-
ment of Education, 1998; U.S. General Accounting Office, 1998a, 1998b).

The policy strategies in these examples go by various names in education
policy implementation literature, including site-based management, school
restructuring, school-community partnerships, or more broadly, bottom-up
reform. According to this literature and to policy designs, bottom-up reforms,
as a distinct class of policy approaches, aim to flip traditional roles for policy
makers and implementers on their heads (Darling-Hammond, 1998; Fullan,
1994; Marsh & Bowman, 1988; Sabatier, 1986; Shields, Knapp, & Wechsler,
1995).1 Implementers such as schools become key decision makers rather
than mainly agents of others’ decisions, roles traditionally held by policy
makers. Policy makers become supporters rather than directors of others’
decisions, roles traditionally held by implementers. Calls for these role
redefinitions stem in part from decades of research and experience with
social policy implementation that teach that policy makers might improve
policy implementation and schools’ performance if they increased schools’
discretion over basic school operations as a central reform strategy; such dis-
cretion might result in decisions that better address local needs and tap local

528 EDUCATIONAL POLICY / September 2004

 © 2004 SAGE Publications. All rights reserved. Not for commercial use or unauthorized distribution.
 at University of Patras on May 14, 2007 http://epx.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

http://epx.sagepub.com


resources than strategies developed by policy makers outside schools (Darling-
Hammond, 1998; McLaughlin, 1990, 1998; Shulman, 1983).

However, as the examples above suggest, these role shifts typically have
not been realized in practice. Scholars have offered many reasons for these
disappointing results often related to schools’limited capacity for implemen-
tation and to weak political support from district office policy makers (e.g.,
Malen et al., 1990). This article starts from an alternative premise: Bottom-up
reform falters in part because implementation efforts largely focus on
changes in schools or at the bottom of hierarchical education systems but not
the up in bottom-up reform—changes in policy makers’ practice that might
enable school decision making. Why do policy makers impede implementa-
tion? What policy making roles might enable implementation? What chal-
lenges do policy makers face in taking on these roles? In short, where is the
up in bottom-up reform?

This article aims to enhance knowledge about bottom-up reform by
addressing these questions about policy makers’ participation in bottom-up
reform implementation. I focus specifically on policy makers in school dis-
trict central offices and city agencies (sometimes called administrators) be-
cause implementation studies often feature these nonelected city-level policy
makers as primary curbs on schools’ implementation of bottom-up reform
(e.g., Malen et al., 1990).

First, I draw on concepts from the new institutionalism in sociology to
explain that policy makers impede implementation in part because policy
making in public bureaucracies as a field of professional practice rests almost
exclusively on assumptions that policy makers should direct implementation
from the top down and not support schools’ decisions about educational im-
provement goals and strategies from the bottom up. Then, I demonstrate that
concepts from organizational learning theory, seldom applied to public pol-
icy making or implementation, help define policy makers’roles in bottom-up
reform implementation. Specifically, organizational learning theory high-
lights that such roles involve the ongoing search for information about imple-
menting sites’ chosen goals and strategies and the use of that information to
drive decisions about city and central office policy specifically to support
sites’ decisions.

Third, I present findings from a strategic, comparative case study of policy
makers’ participation in four bottom-up reforms in Oakland, California,
between 1990 and 2000. My analysis of the Oakland case confirmed that pol-
icy makers’roles in bottom-up reform involved the information management
activities highlighted by organizational learning theory. In addition, I dem-
onstrate that policy makers faced four paradoxes or fundamental dilemmas

MEREDITH I. HONIG 529

 © 2004 SAGE Publications. All rights reserved. Not for commercial use or unauthorized distribution.
 at University of Patras on May 14, 2007 http://epx.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

http://epx.sagepub.com


about how to use site information to advance implementation. Specifically,
policy makers grappled with whether to use site information to develop poli-
cies that left terms of compliance opened or closed; treated sites equitably or
equally; aimed to procreate (expand the number of participating sites) or to
incubate (deepen implementation at schools already participating); and
bridged sites to or buffered sites from particular policy makers and elected
officials. When faced with these paradoxes, policy makers tended to favor
closed rules, equality, incubation, and buffering—options consistent with
traditional top-down policy-making roles.

This analysis contributes to the research and practice of policy implemen-
tation and public administration by elaborating an empirically based model
of policy makers’ participation in bottom-up policy implementation and the
importance of organizational learning theory as initial conceptual grounding
for this new practice. I do not evaluate the effectiveness of bottom-up reform
as an educational improvement strategy. Rather, I show how policy makers
with bottom-up reform goals can participate productively in implementation.
Accordingly, this research aims to inform summative evaluations of bottom-
up reforms by defining an essential dimension of full implementation: policy
makers’ participation.

BACKGROUND

The disappointing results of bottom-up reform implementation should
come as little surprise: Policy makers’ primary institutions—their profes-
sional knowledge-base, practice, and workplace norms—reinforce policy
makers’ top-down control over school operations, not their support of school
decision making. To elaborate, institutional theory, specifically the new
institutionalism in sociology, emphasizes that formal and informal social
rules shape individuals’ conceptions of themselves as professionals, their
interpretations of workplace problems, and their choices of on-the-job
responses (e.g., Barley, 1996; DiMaggio & Powell, 1983; Powell &
DiMaggio, 1991; Scott, 1995). These rules of professional practice, some-
times called institutional scripts or logics, inform individuals’ views of what
implementation entails and how they should participate, often irrespective of
policy intentions. As scripts accumulate over time, particular practices
become appropriate or successful based on such factors as the frequency of
the practices and their endorsement by legitimate authorities rather than
objective performance outcomes (Edelman, 1992; March, 1994a; March &
Olsen, 1989; Westphal & Zajac, 1994). The conflation of frequent or
endorsed practice with appropriate or successful practice is particularly
common in complex policy sectors such as education where relationships
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between governance reforms and performance outcomes have been tenuous
at best (Downs, 1967). The availability and use of such scripts help decision
makers act with confidence in the face of such means-ends ambiguity
(March, 1991; March & Olsen, 1975).

These theoretical concepts call attention to the models of appropriate or
successful practice that undergird policy making as a profession and policy
makers’ workplaces and suggest that bottom-up reform demands may be
generally incompatible with these public policy-making institutions. Specif-
ically, policy literature for the past 40 years has elaborated that policy making
as a field of professional practice and a knowledge base rests on concerns that
policy makers (sometimes called principals) design specific policies and pro-
grams that implementers (sometimes called agents) carry out (Radin, 2000;
Wildavsky, 1996). Traditional models of policy analysis emphasize the
importance of particular regulatory structures and cost-benefit calculations
in reducing implementation errors—gaps between policy makers’ decisions
and implementers’ actions (Arrow, 1974; Bardach, 1996; Kreps, 1990;
Pressman & Wildavsky, 1984; Stokey & Zeckhauser, 1978; Williamson,
1975; Wood & Waterman, 1994).2 Even so-called alternative models feature
policy makers using information about implementers’ goals, strategies, and
experiences to expand policy makers’ control over implementation and to
limit implementation variation (Elmore, 1979-1980; Honig, 2001; Radin,
2000; J. Weiss & Gruber, 1984).

Likewise, public policy-making bureaucracies long have reinforced work-
place norms that emphasize centralized expert authority (Aberbach, Putnam,
& Rockman, 1981; Barton, 1979; Blau & Meyer, 1994; C. H. Weiss, 1979;
Wood & Waterman, 1994) and routinized procedures specifically to curtail
implementers’influence over policy decisions (Downs, 1967). Activities that
depart from such procedures tend to be delegated to offices on the margins of
bureaucracies where they could be tested and translated into routine proce-
dures before being instituted on a broader scale (Elmore & McLaughlin,
1988).

CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK

Various theories promise to shed light on certain aspects of policy makers’
roles in bottom-up reform implementation. For example, critical and politi-
cal theories call attention to hierarchical power relationships between policy
makers and implementers that may shape implementation dynamics. Given
the nascent stage of theory development with regard to policy makers’ roles,
however, I looked to organizational learning theory because it helps to elabo-
rate specific information management activities consistent with policy
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makers’ demands in bottom-up reform that can serve as a broad base of
departure for subsequent research. In this section, I explain how I used these
concepts to ground an empirical investigation of city-level policy makers’
participation in bottom-up reform implementation.3

Organizational learning theory comes in several iterations across disci-
plines (e.g., Argyris & Schon, 1996; Fiol & Lyles, 1985; Huber, 1991; Levitt
& March, 1988). However, scholars typically agree that organizational learn-
ing at root is a theory of how individuals in organizational settings manage
information from internal and external environments to guide individual and
organizational practice. Such information management involves two broad
activities: the search for information and the use of that information (or delib-
erate decisions not to use that information) as the basis for organizational
decision making. In the context of bottom-up reform, policy makers search
for information about schools’goals, strategies, and experiences and use that
information to guide their provision of implementation supports with the
specific aim of enabling schools’ decisions.

To elaborate, search, also called exploration (Levitt & March, 1988) and
knowledge acquisition (Huber, 1991), refers to a variety of processes by
which information enters an organization. For example, an organization may
hire staff who carry information with them or designate individuals, organi-
zational subunits, and other so-called “boundary spanners” to gather infor-
mation (Gladstein & Caldwell, 1985; Huber, 1991; Kanter, 1988).

Use, sometimes called exploitation, refers to the incorporation of that new
information (or deliberate decisions not to employ that information) into
organizational rules. Although terms vary, theorists generally agree that
using information involves the following subactivities.

Interpretation. Once information has been brought into an organization,
organizational members decide whether and how to incorporate it into orga-
nizational rules and routines (Weick, 1995). This sense-making process is
essential because, typically, numerous policy responses or nonresponses
may fit a given situation (Yanow, 1996).

Storage. Interpreted information is encoded as rules or “any semi-stable
specification of the way in which an organization deals with its environment,
functions, and prospers” (Levinthal & March, 1981, p. 307; see also Argyris,
1976; Argyris & Schon, 1996; M. D. Cohen, 1991; Huber, 1991; Levitt &
March, 1988). In policy contexts, information may be viewed as stored when
it becomes part of agency policy. Agency policies take various forms includ-
ing administrative procedures, resource allocations, and individual agency
staff decisions about their own work (Weatherley & Lipsky, 1977).
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Retrieval. Organizational members draw on the information, reformu-
lated as organizational rules, to guide their subsequent choices and actions
(Levitt & March, 1988).

Both search and use make up organizational learning (March, 1991).
When organizational actors only or mainly search, they increase the likeli-
hood that they will search endlessly for new guides for action but never take
actions that could improve their performance. When organizations focus
almost exclusively on using information they have already collected, they
risk improving their performance with a finite set of competencies and
overrelying on outdated information (Argyris & Schon, 1996; Levitt &
March, 1988). Literature on organizational learning does not present an opti-
mal level of search and use but rather suggests that the productive balance
between them will depend on local circumstances.

Organizational learning theory highlights two other factors that shape the
information management process: ambiguity of outcomes and risk taking.

Ambiguity. Search and use are riddled with ambiguity concerning how to
use information as the basis for decision making and whether particular deci-
sion outcomes mean success. Particularly in complex social policy arenas
like education, such ambiguity results because interventions can take signifi-
cant periods of time to generate feedback, improvement often lags behind
effort, and feedback on performance may be interpreted in multiple ways
(Feldman, 1989; March, 1994a). Organizational learning under conditions of
ambiguity occurs, then, when organizations engage in the information man-
agement processes highlighted above regardless of objective performance
outcomes.

Risk taking. Organizational learning involves risk taking. In classic eco-
nomic terms, risk may be measured by the variance in the distribution of
possible gains and losses associated with a particular choice. During
search, policy makers cast broad nets into their environments to fish for new
information. Search thereby increases the amount of information policy
makers have to consider and widens the distribution of possible decisions and
outcomes. Broader distributions mean greater risks of achieving extreme
successes and extreme failures. The converse is true of use (March, 1994b;
March & Shapira, 1987).

Literature on organizational learning suggests several conditions that are
necessary but not sufficient for organizational learning. In particular, organi-
zational learning will not occur without intentionality—unless organiza-
tional members set out to search for and use information through purposeful
exchanges between their organizations and their environments over time

MEREDITH I. HONIG 533

 © 2004 SAGE Publications. All rights reserved. Not for commercial use or unauthorized distribution.
 at University of Patras on May 14, 2007 http://epx.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

http://epx.sagepub.com


(Kanter, 1988; Lave, 1993; Wenger, 1998). Past experiences with particular
forms of information increase an organization’s internal receptivity to new
information and help explain whether and how organizational members rec-
ognize information as important, bring that information into the organiza-
tion, and use that information as the basis for policy development (W. M.
Cohen & Levinthal, 1990; Kimberly, 1981; Weick, 1995). Past experiences
with search may increase the likelihood that individuals will experience
search as less risky and search more readily than others even though, by
definition, search increases risk (March, 1994a). The designation of indi-
vidual members or organizational units to specialize in search—particu-
larly those with an inclination to risk taking—can increase the likelihood of
search in particular and organizational learning more broadly (Gladstein &
Caldwell, 1985; Kanter, 1988; March & Olsen, 1975; Scott, 1995). Opportu-
nities for organizational-environmental interactions over time facilitate the
ongoing exchange of information at the heart of organizational learning
(Lave, 1993; Rogers, 1983; Suchman, 1995; Wenger, 1998).

Organizational learning theory framed my empirical investigation into
policy makers’ participation in bottom-up reform implementation in several
respects. First, search, use, and their subactivities focused data collection and
analysis on the extent to which policy makers engaged in these activities and
what happened when they did. Second, the ambiguity inherent in such activi-
ties underscored the importance of using process-based indicators of organi-
zational learning—whether policy makers engaged in search and use—
rather than objective performance measures such as academic achievement.
Third, the conditions conducive to organizational learning provided criteria
for the selection of a strategic research site—a place likely to demonstrate
organizational learning in action. Fourth, organizational learning theory
points to three interrelated units of analysis for study: individual policy mak-
ers who search for and use information; city-level policy-making bureaucra-
cies as organizations whose policies that information may influence; and
policy maker-implementer interactions where information may transfer.

METHODS

I used organizational learning theory to anchor a qualitative, embedded,
and comparative case study of bottom-up reform implementation in Oak-
land, California. I examined events that occurred between 1990 and 2000
through field work conducted between 1998 and 2000. A qualitative case
study design allowed me to focus on how events unfolded in real-life contexts
over time and to describe, define, and analyze little understood phenomena
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such as policy makers’ participation (Yin, 1989). Policy makers’ participa-
tion in the implementation of four contemporaneous bottom-up reform ini-
tiatives allowed me to compare across and between initiatives and increased
the number of data points for observation while holding city, county, and
state constant.

Site Selection

Oakland, a mid-sized, urban California school district, provided a strate-
gic research site (Merton, 1987). Findings from strategic sites are not directly
generalizable to practice but they may result in theoretical ideas that others
can use to guide practice and reveal patterns with such little deviation that
they could reasonably represent populations (Hartley, 1994; Merton, 1987;
Phillips & Burbules, 2000). Among Oakland’s specific advantages in the
1990s, Oakland was implementing at least four policy initiatives whose
designs reflected the theory of change underlying bottom-up reform: that if
schools—or, in this case, schools in partnerships with community agen-
cies—make fundamental decisions about educational improvement, they
will strengthen student outcomes. Between 1990 and 2000, more than one
third of Oakland’s schools participated in at least one of these initiatives, also
known as school-community partnership initiatives.4

Healthy Start School-Linked Services Initiative. Originated in 1992, this
program of the California Department of Education (CDE) awards time-
limited grants to school-community partnership sites annually through a
competitive grant process. In their applications, school-community leaders
outline their chosen goals and strategies and a plan for their implementation.
The CDE holds school district central offices accountable for enabling
implementation of these school-community level decisions and for sustain-
ing partnership sites over the long term.

Oakland Fund for Children and Youth. Launched in 1996 and supported
by an annual set-aside of the city general fund, this policy initiative awards
grants to community agencies and school-community partnerships based on
their local plans for improving youth development and learning along spe-
cific indicators.

Village Centers Initiative. With funding from the DeWitt Wallace-Readers
Digest Fund, a consortium in Oakland (including the school district central
office, city government, and community-based organizations) awarded
grants to school and community leaders to develop and implement school-
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community partnerships (i.e., Village Centers) governed by locally chosen
school-level collaborative boards.

Oakland Child Health and Safety Initiative. This initiative, funded by the
Robert Wood Johnson Foundation, supported the reform of city-level gov-
ernmental agencies to improve student outcomes. Oakland’s plan focused on
ongoing support for Village Center implementation.

Early data collection suggested that Oakland met conditions theoretically
conducive to organizational learning.5 For example, various respondents
reported that they intended to help policy makers’ adopt the information
management roles highlighted above. Oakland had a relatively long history
of efforts to promote central decision-making roles for citizens and schools
(McCorry, 1978). Oakland’s policy makers had multiple opportunities to
retrieve implementers’ information as elaborated below. The district central
office and the city manager’s office designated policy makers to assist
implementers’ goal and strategy setting.

Units of Analysis and Terminology

I focused on policy makers in two city-level offices, the school district
central office and the city manager’s office, because the design of the four
focal bottom-up education reform strategies called for their participation and
because this cross-agency scope promised to increase the power of study
findings for commenting on policy makers’ practice beyond a single agency.
Organizational learning theory prompted me to distinguish two distinct types
of policy makers across both agencies.

Frontline policy makers. Analogous to organizational learning theory’s
boundary spanners, these individuals had titles such as Village Center direc-
tor and policy analyst and were assigned specifically to provide hands-on
assistance with implementation including the collection of information about
implementers’ goals, strategies, and experiences (i.e., search). Their author-
ity primarily encompassed discretion over their day-to-day work.

Senior policy makers. These individuals had titles such as assistant super-
intendent, superintendent, assistant city manager, and city manager and held
authority to determine broad policy direction for their agencies.

Implementers were schools and community agencies (e.g., health human
services providers, youth organizations) who worked together to devise
school-community goals and strategies to strengthen youth development and
learning. I refer to these implementers as “sites” in my report of findings in
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keeping with the common term of usage in Oakland. “Site directors” were
directors/staff of community agencies and school principals who typically
interacted with policy makers about implementation.

Data Collection

I triangulated data concerning policy makers’participation in the four
bottom-up reform initiatives using information from self-reports (interviews
and conversations), direct observations, and records (written policies, plans,
procedures, and official meeting minutes), thereby addressing potential
problems with construct validity (Yin, 1989). I interviewed 14 policy makers
and 8 site directors as well as others involved in implementation including
elected officials (the mayor and city council and school board members) and
directors of nonprofit organizations. In all, I conducted 42 interviews with 33
people. Each interview lasted between 60 and 120 minutes. Interviews
focused on policy makers’ and other participants’ experiences with imple-
mentation, conceptions of their professional demands, and their own expla-
nations of particular events. I also participated in 17 conversations—less
structured, inquiry-based discussions between individual respondents and
myself that I systematically documented in field notes (Patton, 1990). Con-
versations lasted between 30 and 45 minutes and provided background infor-
mation about the policy initiatives and updates on events.

Between 1998 and 2000, I directly observed formal meetings (approxi-
mately 160 hours) between policy makers and sites convened by nonprofit
organizations specifically to support implementation. These meetings allowed
me to document regular, formal interactions between policy makers and site
representatives.6 During observations, I wrote almost verbatim transcripts to
capture the transfer of information between policy makers and site represen-
tatives and observed contextual factors that seemed to affect policy makers’
participation. For the same reasons, I reviewed record data dating back to the
early 1990s. Records included implementation reports, evaluations, newspa-
per archives (Oakland Tribune, San Francisco Chronicle, and neighborhood
papers), and city and school district policies.

Data Analysis

Using concepts derived from organizational learning theory, I systemati-
cally coded all text with NUD*IST software, which allowed me to analyze
data within and between the four policy initiatives. I coded the data reported
in this article in three phases. First, I identified instances of learning as
defined above including search, use, and their subactivities. In plain terms,
these data included examples of policy makers collecting information about
sites’ goals and strategies and using that information to make policy deci-
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sions specifically to advance sites’ decisions. Policy decisions included allo-
cations of resources and changes in procedures as well as decisions to keep
allocations and procedures the same provided those choices aimed to rein-
force sites’ goals and strategies. I tracked data by type of policy maker
involved, either frontline or senior, to examine differences in policy makers’
participation by role.

Second, I looked for patterns in policy makers’ decisions as they engaged
in these learning roles. I considered a set of decision patterns when they
appeared over time during the implementation of at least three of the four
focal policies. I captured these patterns using four codes developed induc-
tively and through constant comparison (Miles & Huberman, 1994). These
codes referred to paradoxes policy makers’ faced when deciding how to use
site information to develop policy supports: “open-ended/closed rules”
(whether to leave terms of compliance with new policies flexible or limited);
“equity/equality” (whether to confer site supports on a site-by-site basis or
uniformly); “incubation/procreation” (whether to deepen implementation at
existing sites or expand to other sites); and “bridging/buffering” (whether to
expand/limit other policy makers’ involvement in implementation).

Third, I coded how policy makers managed these paradoxes using codes
corresponding with the dimensions of each paradox (e.g., whether the poli-
cies that policy makers developed featured open-ended or closed terms of
compliance). I also coded circumstances, conditions, and other factors—
both reported and observed—that seemed to explain policy makers’choices.

FINDINGS

In the following subsections, I present three sets of findings. First, I show
that Oakland’s policy makers repeatedly demonstrated organizational learn-
ing in practice—instances of searching for information about sites’ chosen
goals, strategies, and experiences and of using that information to guide the
provision of implementation supports with the specific aim of enabling sites’
decisions.7 Second, I found that, in the process, policy makers, particularly
frontline policy makers, faced distinct paradoxes concerning how to use site
information. Third, when confronting these paradoxes, over time, frontline
policy makers in particular were more likely to favor avenues that reflected
traditional top-down policy-making practice.

Policy Makers’ Roles as Organizational Learning

Between 1990 and 2000, policy makers frequently sought information
about sites’ goals, strategies, and experiences and tried to use that informa-
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tion to guide their provision of implementation supports. Data concerning
single instances of search and use typically spanned multiple interviews,
meeting observations, and documents over time, making discrete display of
data challenging. Accordingly, in this subsection, I present in narrative form
one extended example of policy makers adopting these new roles.8

This example is typical in several respects. Among them, frontline policy
makers are the main policy actors in this and most other examples of search
and use in action, in keeping with their specific assignment to support site
implementation on behalf of the school district central office and the city
manager’s office. Second, the site in this example received funding from all
of the bottom-up reform initiatives that provided grants directly to sites for a
comprehensive school and community improvement strategy. Oakland’s
sites typically received funding from multiple sources, which respondents
indicated reflected the nature of bottom-up reform initiatives as broad move-
ments to enable site decision making rather than discrete top-down pro-
grams. Accordingly, this example reflects the experience of one site partici-
pating in all of the bottom-up reforms featured in this study.

The school principal at the Forest Glen Middle School9 and his main com-
munity partners—directors of a community-based organization and par-
ents—reported difficulty with implementing their school-community part-
nership. The site’s locally chosen goals and strategies involved the provision
of enrichment programs for students and parents before and after the regular
school day. However, students and parents reported significant reluctance to
spend time near the school campus during nonschool hours because of fre-
quent fights among students and other safety concerns. Interviews, document
reviews, and observations revealed that for years neighborhood leaders had
tried to direct the attention of Oakland Unified School District and the city
manager’s office to neighborhood safety through advocacy campaigns and
public hearings. However, these traditional avenues for influencing city-level
policy had not led to actual policy changes in the school district central office
or city agencies or to improved neighborhood safety by other means. Accord-
ing to the assistant director of community organization, “It was still as it
always was. That they [policy makers] are telling us what we need rather than
asking us what’s needed.”

The assistant director and others pointed to their participation in one of the
bottom-up reform initiatives as a turning point in implementation. As part of
the initiative, a citywide nonprofit organization convened regular meetings of
frontline policy makers from the district central office and city manager’s
office, site directors, representatives of citywide nonprofit organizations, and
county government staff. In the words of one nonprofit director, these
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meetings were about “providing technical assistance immediately and cap-
turing that information on what people [sites] are needing and sorting it to
translate to broader policy.”

Over a 6-week period, participants reviewed safety data from the commu-
nity organization directors and a safety report written by community resi-
dents. Through this process, the frontline policy makers, site directors, and
others identified fights on a two-block radius around a specific street inter-
section as a sort of tipping point for leveraging broader improvements in
neighborhood climate. Community organization’s assistant director commit-
ted to increasing the presence of parents near that intersection before and
after school hours. Policy makers from the school district central office and
city manager’s office pursued changes in the safety policies of their agencies
related to that neighborhood. In particular, they worked with the citywide
nonprofit director to convene a series of meetings between site directors and
the chief of police, an assistant city manager, and the interim superintendent
(senior policy makers) to offer Forest Glen as a pilot site for a broader reform
of city/school safety services already in the planning stages. Several frontline
policy makers reported enthusiasm for these developments but also concerns
that the high profile reorganization of city and district safety services made
site participation in those plans a potentially contentious and politically
charged option that site directors might want to avoid.

Several aspects of this extended example illustrate organizational learning
in action. First, frontline policy makers’ participation in meetings and infor-
mal conversations illustrates search—regular interactions to collect informa-
tion about sites’practice—and the use of that information as the basis for pol-
icy responses. As part of the use process, policy makers worked together with
site directors to make sense of a variety of information about sites’ goals,
strategies, and experiences and to store that information in agency docu-
ments for later retrieval. For example, the community safety report became
part of Oakland Unified School District’s policy manual in progress for
implementing sites. Frontline policy makers from the city manager’s office
drafted memos to the interim superintendent, the city manager, and the chief
of police with options for focusing the broader safety reforms on sites’neigh-
borhoods in the short term. The interim superintendent and assistant city
manager acknowledged the viability of featuring community organization’s
neighborhood as a test case for the broader safety reforms and agreed to use
safety there as one measure of the effectiveness of the broader policy
changes. Accordingly, those reforms too may be viewed as part of an effort to
store sites’ experiences. As evidence of ongoing search and use, community
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organization’s directors used their weekly meetings with policy makers,
nonprofit directors, and others to revisit their implementation concerns.

Policy-Making Paradoxes

Across all documented examples of search and use, the instances of pol-
icy makers searching for information outnumbered the instances of their
using that information to develop implementation supports approximately
four to one. One former site director who recognized this pattern in general
commented,

It’s been really easy to focus on the day-to-day . . . but then we rarely, never get to
doing . . . to . . . policies. What have we learned to really create the policies that really
get the systems that we currently have to change to work toward better outcomes?

On one level, this pattern makes intuitive sense. Decision making in pub-
lic policy settings typically is characterized by extended periods of data col-
lection, debate, and analysis; policy scholars have observed that such
instances, called search in organizational learning terms, do not have a one-
to-one relationship with policy development (use) (Bardach, 1996; Kingdon,
1984; Majone, 1989). Sustained observations and interviews in Oakland
revealed an additional explanation consistent with organizational learning
theory: Policy makers struggled to use site information as the basis for their
own decisions about implementation supports because how to translate that
information into supports appeared ambiguous. As elaborated in this section,
policy makers found it difficult to discern which of the following alternatives
for using site information might best support site implementation: whether to
enact policy changes with open-ended or closed rules with regard to terms of
compliance; whether to treat all sites equitably (to each according to its needs
and strengths) or equally (all the same); whether to dedicate limited public
resources to expand the number of sites (procreation) or to deepen imple-
mentation at existing sites (incubation); and whether to involve senior policy
makers and elected officials in implementation (bridging) or whether to limit
their involvement (buffering). I call these sets of alternatives paradoxes
because neither alternative in each pair provided an unambiguous avenue
toward improved site implementation and, often, both avenues seemed
essential to implementation success (Deal & Peterson, 1994; Ford &
Backoff, 1988). Like Stone’s (1997) “policy paradoxes,” these alternatives
reflected competing values that could not be reconciled by additional infor-
mation or tradeoffs. Debates about these alternatives consumed significant
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amounts of policy makers’time and in part account for the lower frequency of
instances of use.

Open-Ended Versus Closed Rules

Policy makers’ decisions about how to use site information centered in
part on whether to establish new policies and resource allocation formulas
with open or closed terms of compliance—what I call, simply, open-ended or
closed rules.

Open-ended rules promised to foster the site-level decision making at the
heart of bottom-up reform designs. For example, many policy makers and
site directors advocated that the district central office develop a data system
to help sites track their progress and to ensure that sites understood the terms
by which the city and central office might evaluate them. Some argued that
the data system should leave evaluation criteria open-ended so that sites
could track their progress along dimensions sites defined for themselves
according to their own goals and strategies. Several site directors reported
that they planned to use such flexibility to involve neighborhood leaders and
school staff in designing their evaluations to help build broad investment in
implementing the evaluation. These site directors noted that the bottom-up
reforms in policy designs likewise promoted open-ended principles precisely
to encourage sites’ local collaborative decision making. One nonprofit
director captured this view:

We have a dilemma here. There is a push to structure and define and specify. The
ambiguity is nerve wracking for me. But we have left enough flexibility to allow sites
to build what makes sense to them. If [policy makers] had structured everything with-
out sites’ participation, that would have ruined everything.

One frontline policy maker from the city manager’s office supported this
perspective. She highlighted that over time she had learned the importance of
“not trying to build a lot of architecture around the TA [technical assistance]
provision [to sites] but letting it evolve more organically and by asking peo-
ple [sites] ‘what do you need?’” as a key strategy to enabling sites’ local col-
laborative decision making.

Others argued that open-ended rules weakened implementation. In the
evaluation example, several site directors demanded that the district central
office provide specific outcomes and indicators for sites to use in their evalu-
ations. These directors indicated that they lacked expertise in evaluation and
doubted that their investment in developing evaluation criteria would actu-
ally “pay off” (i.e., that policy makers would actually adopt their criteria).
Two site directors commented that specific rules invited local decision
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making because they provided a framework for action. As one of these direc-
tors explained, “We [sites] need policies and procedures in place so we can do
what we do best which is challenge them.” Several site directors indicated
that they viewed open-ended rules as a sign of policy makers’ lack of
responsiveness. One argued,

We’ve [policy makers have] had a hard time making decisions and the rebuttal to that
has been an aversion to bureaucracy [establishing specific rules]. . . . But if we had
more formal rules and some high-level specific rules we may be able to avoid some of
the decision-making challenges we’ve had.

Some respondents argued for closed rules on the grounds that open-ended
rules threatened to weaken site accountability. For example, one policy
maker explained that district central offices faced pressures to hold schools
accountable for particular outcomes and that such accountability demands
necessitated closed rules:

It has been difficult . . . to know when something is rotten in Denmark. . . . I don’t ever
want to make that leap, but if it gets to a point where we [site directors and policy mak-
ers] can’t at least come to some simple agreement about a simple thing like what is the
evaluation plan other than [sites telling us] we [sites] are going to do an evaluation
plan, then I have a problem with that.

Likewise, several local foundation program officers and school board mem-
bers expressed interest in investing in site implementation provided that Oak-
land’s policy makers’delineated a relatively specific set of activities to which
they would direct the funds. As one central office policy maker explained, the
bottom-up policy initiatives risked falling out of favor with the school board
because central office policy makers failed to establish specific terms of com-
pliance for sites. He argued that as far as board members were concerned,
“We [policy makers] don’t have products, something that is tangible and
concrete.”

The example of neighborhood safety presented above also highlights pol-
icy makers’ difficulties in reconciling competing demands for open-ended
versus closed rules. Several participants in the neighborhood safety discus-
sions indicated that any one of a number of supports promised to help site
implementation. Deciding to institute parent patrols before and after school
signaled for some an immediate, tangible response to a serious implementa-
tion challenge. As the community organization director explained about the
climate in his neighborhood, “We need to do this to make sure the community
is involved and we need to build confidence that this [bottom-up reform
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initiative] is for real.” However, the director also expressed concern that the
decision to take this course of action might deflect attention from a search for
potentially better solutions over the long term.

Equity Versus Equality

Policy makers reported and demonstrated in meetings that they faced
competing demands to support site implementation equitably (i.e., to each
site according to its needs and resources) and equally (i.e., at the same level
across all sites).

Many respondents highlighted the importance of equitable treatment by
pointing out that bottom-up reform designs posited that sites’ local decisions
should drive city and district central office decisions about implementation
supports and that, accordingly, such supports should vary by sites’needs and
resources. As one frontline central office policy maker explained,

It [implementation] is about working with sites on what they need and then helping
each site with whatever they need to move to the next level. Don’t send [particular]
textbooks to a school site if they are not using [those] textbooks. We aren’t doing any-
one any favors if we try to deploy funding for after-school programs to schools that
already have those programs but need reading specialists. Besides which we would
need to document that schools need these new resources before we could get them and
we haven’t done that homework but even if we did the data wouldn’t be there to prove
the case [that all schools need certain resources] because needs vary. That’s the whole
point [of bottom-up reform].

For example, sites in two neighborhoods, one featured in the safety exam-
ple highlighted above and another across town, began implementation by
launching a neighborhood-wide after-school initiative. Directors of both
sites expressed concerns about safety during nonschool hours. As indicated
above, an extensive study in one neighborhood led to parent patrols and
changes in police schedules at a particular street intersection. Site directors in
the second neighborhood reported that their safety concerns stemmed from
different roots: weak relationships between the police, school staff, directors
of community-based organizations, and students. The previous spring, the
school principal had called the police to remove a “suspicious adult” from the
school campus. The adult turned out to be a staff member of a community
agency providing on-site after-school programs and his temporary hold in
police custody significantly strained relationships between the school and
the agency. Site directors indicated that their safety issues were “personal”
between particular police officers, community agencies, and the school prin-
cipal. They specified that increasing the presence of police in their neigh-
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borhood would “do more harm than good” and requested that police officers
attend special community meetings “to start to help heal those relationships.”

One staff member of a county public agency agreed with the view that
addressing sites’ needs equitably was the key to implementation success:

It seems like from my observation of [bottom-up reform] efforts across the country
that different sites need different things and it happens that some sites know more than
the TA [technical assistance] providers. One need to be responsive is to address differ-
ent needs at different stages. That to me is the key to capacity building.

A city policy maker likewise agreed:

I worry sometimes that what we’re doing is overlaying that universal model on every
other community when in fact it’s not really the model that works for that commu-
nity. . . . It’s my personal belief from years of social services that we have a real ten-
dency to look for successful models and then duplicate it [to spread resources uni-
formly]. And that’s not good, that’s not what really works. [The challenge is] how do
we support people [adults] to support young people but that lets them [sites] invent for
themselves what works for that . . . set of circumstances.

Policy makers also faced demands to treat sites equally—to use site infor-
mation to institute a set of policy changes or resource allocation decisions
uniformly across all sites. Several site directors were primary supporters of
equal treatment. In some instances, these were the same site directors who
advocated for equitable treatment—a data trend that magnified this paradox.
As one of Oakland’s first site directors explained, some site directors
believed that his site had already discovered what works and they wanted the
same city and central office resources that his site had received, even if those
resources did not fit their own goals and strategies:

Well the tendency is [for site directors] to say, “What is [my site] doing? Yeah, we
want to do that. We want to be that.” Rather than do their own work they would say,
“Oh, yeah, a [health] clinic, that’s cool, we want a health clinic, yeah, out-stationed
social workers, yeah, makes sense, we want that too.”

Some site directors also expressed concerns that equitable treatment cre-
ated disincentives for them to seek other funds or resources. For example,
because one site had been able to raise a considerable amount of funding
from local foundations, a district central office policy maker proposed to
decrease the central office allocation to that site for the 1999-2000 fiscal year.
The site’s codirector balked, “If you tell me that [the other site] will get more
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of the funding than we will because we were able to raise outside funds I am
going to throw a hissy [fit].”

Similarly, another site director, in a debate with a former central office
policy maker, argued that all sites faced significant needs for additional fund-
ing and that the level of funds provided to one site should be provided to all,
regardless of the size of their operating budgets. The following text tran-
scribed during a meeting observation provides a snapshot of that debate:

Former central office policy maker: Depending on your [the site’s] vision
and what you are doing, costs can vary greatly. I know some places that
would die for your budgets. . . . I’m saying it [the funds the district central
office should provide to sites] varies widely.

Site director: You have never even been to my site. You don’t even know our
budgets. You make us crazy every time you talk like this. I don’t care what
my total budget looks like to you, if I can’t make my payroll because I may
not receive the check you promised this is all going to hit the fan.

Incubation Versus Procreation

Interviews and observations highlighted that, given limited individual and
organizational resources, city and central office policy makers could not
respond to all the site information they received. Debates about how to
respond often concerned whether to devote limited resources to deepen
implementation at sites already participating in the bottom-up reform initia-
tives, a choice I call incubation, or whether to expand resources to other sites
to increase the number of participating sites, a choice I call procreation. One
nonprofit director explained this paradox:

If the [bottom-up reform] initiative is going to be a locally driven initiative, we need to
generate capacity at the site level [i.e., incubation]. We can’t generate the capacity we
need at the site level without an initiative [i.e., procreation]. That’s the tension.

Many frontline policy makers and site directors reported in interviews and
expressed at meetings that they favored incubation. These respondents
argued that the newness of bottom-up reform as a policy strategy increased
their urgency to demonstrate improvements in student achievement or
risk losing political and fiscal support and that incubation, not procreation,
promised to produce these improvements in the short term. For example, site
directors frequently indicated that increasing the number of sites would
heighten competition for already limited city and central office attention and
resources. They reported that they were still early in their implementation
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and needed basic resources such as cash to meet payroll or reliable school
campus lighting—site-specific issues that might go unaddressed with the
addition of new sites. The county superintendent of schools captured this
view in a public hearing on bottom-up reform implementation:

We create change by going deeper not by going broader. Sometimes that seems
counterintuitive. . . . It’s if you work on a few things and do it well—then the learning
you do is more meaningful to you.

The reported and observed experiences of frontline policy makers con-
firmed that the addition of new sites to the initiative threatened to weaken
implementation at existing sites. For example, the district central office
funded several sites using revenue from a parcel tax. Each year, frontline pol-
icy makers negotiated sites’ allocation with the board appointed to oversee
disbursement of funds. In 1999, when frontline policy makers brought a pro-
posal to fund three additional sites, they faced stiff competition. One front-
line policy maker explained,

When I took it to the . . . [parcel tax board] meeting, we saw that there was $7.5 million
total. Oakland Unified School District was asking for money for textbooks, class-size
reduction, science equipment, etc. in addition to [sites]. We realized that if we each
went in asking for more than we currently have allocated to us, it would all be over the
$7.5 million. If this happened, we wouldn’t be able to fund . . . [existing sites at an ade-
quate level]. I decided to scale down our proposal to the [existing sites] to make sure
we could at least be sure we would get that.

On the flipside, some respondents indicated that the greater the number of
participating sites, then the more legitimate the reform strategy appeared and
the more politically persuasive participants could be when seeking additional
funds and other resources. One nonprofit director explained that the fate of
current sites actually depended on policy makers’and other Oakland leaders’
willingness and ability to expand the initiative to include new sites:

There is something akin to urgency in what is in front of us. There has been a lot of
conversation around [this bottom-up reform initiative] since 1995. You can only sus-
tain an idea for some time without demonstrating it in practice and developing it to
some scale. The longer this initiative remains small, the more likely it will be pro-
grammatic in how it is viewed rather than something that is really catalytic. If we
don’t do this soon [procreate], [other sites] will cease to be interested. . . . To keep
sidelining that potential and that experience ignores what we are trying to do which is
build some momentum.
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Such pressures in favor of procreation stemmed in part from political con-
cerns expressed by elected officials who frequently asked frontline policy
makers for explanations concerning the scope of the reform. For example,
one school board member made a typical remark in a meeting convened
around one of the bottom-up reform initiatives: “How many [sites] can we
do? [This initiative] is supposed to be citywide. If we are only doing two
[sites], I will feel insignificant.”

One site director expressed concerns that bottom-up reform implementa-
tion was an ongoing process and that waiting for existing sites to be “fully
implemented” before expanding to other sites was a recipe for disaster. As
she argued at a meeting with policy makers, “We are trying to make
sustainability in an unsustainable world. It feels like a train wreck.” By this,
she meant that site sustainability was an ongoing process by its very nature
and that incubation to reach that goal reflected a fundamental misunderstand-
ing about what sustainability entailed and that it would lead to missed oppor-
tunities to advance site implementation overall.

Bridging Versus Buffering

Frontline policy makers in particular also grappled with a fourth dilemma:
whether to share information about sites’ goals, strategies, and experiences
with senior policy makers and elected officials, a decision I call bridging, or
whether to buffer sites from them.

Observations and interviews suggested that bridging to senior policy
makers and elected officials occasionally enabled the use of site information
to guide implementation supports because frontline policy makers them-
selves had limited authority to make policy decisions beyond their discretion
over their own day-to-day activities. Examples of site supports that frontline
policy makers pursued between 1998 and 2000 included alternative uses for
categorical funds and waivers of city fees for use of school campuses beyond
regular school hours. Frontline policy makers relied on senior policy makers
and elected officials in their own and other city-level agencies for assistance
with such policy changes because they surpassed their own decision-making
authority.

Frontline policy makers reported that bridging to senior policy makers
and elected officials on an ongoing basis gave frontline policy makers an
opportunity to educate their senior colleagues about what bottom-up reform
implementation entailed and to prime them for involvement when sites’
needs warranted their intervention. As one frontline policy maker explained
with regard to informing the school board about sites’ implementation
progress,
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[Implementation] is developmental and we need to be careful [about involving the
school board]. But they [sites] only go to the school board once a year when they have
to make presentations for money. You can’t just once a year. You have to con-
stantly. . . . And it all goes back to we are a large institution. Information has to keep
flowing up and down. It cannot just keep at this [frontline] level, which I call more
horizontal. It’s just not going to work. Because the danger is that you [frontline policy
makers and sites] are going to get too far out there and you are making decisions and
they, being executive staff, are going to say, “That’s not what we want to do. That’s
clearly not what the [school] board’s direction is.”

This frontline policy maker also indicated that some senior policy makers
discouraged bridging. As a result, frontline policy makers faced significant
difficulty in marshalling the assistance of those senior policy makers because
it meant that senior policy makers were generally unaware of and not invested
in site implementation:

[The stance of several senior policy makers has been] kind of—don’t bring me any
mess. So I generally don’t bring sites’ issues up [with those senior policy makers].
That’s unfortunate because while there is what we call tacit approval it’s not out in the
front. [These senior policy makers don’t say,] “Yes this is how it is and I fully under-
stand,” you know. You can see the downsides of that because, for example, when we
go to them for . . . funding, they are always asking, why are you doing this?

On the other hand, buffering—limiting contact between sites and senior
policy makers/elected officials—provided sites with freedom from scrutiny
and intervention that also seemed essential to site implementation. As one
frontline policy maker admitted, senior policy makers’ involvement did not
always translate into benefits to sites in part because senior policy makers
often sought to control rather than to support sites’ decisions. This policy
maker commented that frontline policy makers are “going to have to find out
and develop a strategy that is going to connect [senior policy makers and
elected officials] with the community . . . but that takes the threat of it [senior
policy makers’ involvement] away and that is hard.”

For example, in the fall of 2000, school board members dedicated most of
a special hearing to a discussion of two of the bottom-up reform initiatives.
Noting in meetings and conversations that this was the first school board
hearing devoted to bottom-up reform, many site directors welcomed the
opportunity to present their implementation progress to board members.
However, many sites had just begun implementation and, accordingly, their
directors struggled to answer board members’ questions about the effect of
their work on students’academic achievement. When school board members
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asked site directors which specific school board actions might help sites
strengthen student achievement, site directors, unfamiliar with school board
policy, did not respond with concrete suggestions. At the end of the hearing,
the school board did not recommend allocating new funds for implementa-
tion and, later in the year, did not convene a second promised hearing on
implementation. One site director commented that such communications
with the school board—a form of bridging—may have come too early in
implementation for sites to make good use of the opportunity and that sites
should have been buffered from such inquiries from school board members
in the short term.

Similarly, one site director expressed concern that the testimony of
another site director before a board appointed by the city council may have
harmed and not helped implementation:

We are not presenting ourselves well in front of the [board]. One of the program part-
ners had a bad day in their presentation and it reflected badly on us [other sites]. We
need to do some damage control to make sure they [the city council members and their
representatives] know that [our sites] are an exciting thing.

The importance of buffering seemed particularly acute in the mid-1990s
when the school district’s superintendents had reputations among study
respondents for not supporting bottom-up reform. For some respondents, the
1998 election of Jerry Brown as mayor, a politician of national proportion
with radical reform plans, meant high levels of impermanence and confusion
at the top of public bureaucracies that sites potentially could do better to
avoid. One frontline policy maker corroborated that buffering sometimes
meant greater opportunities to use sites’ information for policy changes. As
she explained,

I think there’s a lot of opportunity because [bottom-up reform is] not on everybody’s
radar. . . . I think that since everybody is so focused on [another policy strategy] that it
leaves a lot of room for this office to be creative and to put things into place that might
be more difficult to get approved if everybody wasn’t so focused on something else.
And maybe that’s not the best way to get things done, but I think sometimes when
you’re talking about this kind of bureaucracy, anyway you can get it done is a good
way.

In sum, Oakland’s policy makers faced four paradoxes when deciding
how to use site information to support implementation. I characterize these
choices as paradoxes because both avenues in each pair represented funda-
mentally different approaches to supporting implementation and both rested
on compelling arguments and evidence concerning their potential to support
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implementation. It is important that, as suggested by the review of traditional
policy-making roles highlighted above, each pair essentially asked policy
makers to choose between traditional and nontraditional policy-making
approaches. Specifically, closed rules, equality, incubation, and buffering
reflect traditional orientations of public policy-making bureaucracies to
specify terms of compliance, to ensure the uniform distribution of resources,
to keep nontraditional reform activities on the margins of their operations
such as by limiting the number of participating implementers, and to shield
top-level bureaucratic decision makers from various interest groups. Open-
ended rules, equity, procreation, and bridging, conversely, might be viewed
as nontraditional policy-making avenues. Accordingly, this set of findings
suggests that although, on the whole, bottom-up reform demands that policy
makers engage in nontraditional activities, some traditional activities remain
essential dimensions of these roles.

CURBS ON POLICY MAKERS’ PARTICIPATION
IN BOTTOM-UP REFORM

I found that when policy makers faced these paradoxes early in implemen-
tation, their choices were essentially evenly distributed between the two
options in each pair. Over time, however, they tended to choose avenues con-
sistent with traditional top-down policy-making activities: closed rules, the
equal distribution of resources, incubation or keeping an innovation at the
margins of public systems, and buffering or limiting policy makers’ contact
with outside interests such as sites.

For example, when developing Memoranda of Understanding—contracts
between sites and the city or district central office with regard to use of city
and central office funds—policy makers in the late 1990s tended to delineate
specific terms of compliance rather than the broad-based principles of prac-
tice that sites could tailor to local circumstances that had characterized the
initiatives in prior years. As one frontline central office policy maker
explained when reflecting on his decisions about how to use site information,
accountability systems did not accommodate open-ended rules:

There has to be some level of concreteness, because how do you hold people account-
able for something that isn’t even clearly defined. . . . So I . . . define bullet A one way
and you define bullet A another way. If we are not clear about what those are, I can’t
hold you accountable for not doing what I thought you were supposed to do because
you were doing what you thought you were supposed to do. We can’t proceed that
way. We are going to have to come to a meeting of the minds where we agree about
what is what.
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One staff person to a county agency emphasized that he had learned over
the past 5 years that county and municipal budgeting systems did not allow
allocations to sites for general activities:

They [sites] want people [policy makers] to be engaged in their thinking with them. . . . I
think it’s very difficult when we [policy makers] have to balance our budget and we have to
make all the widgets fall into place, the reporting that’s required from the categorical fund-
ing. We have to demonstrate all these things to get the money [for implementation]. And
those things are based on traditional sort of funding . . . cycles.

Even Mayor Jerry Brown, nationally recognized for his campaigns pro-
moting school- and neighborhood-level decision making throughout his
career, in the mid-1990s, emphasized that his agencies should base their pol-
icy decisions on specific terms of compliance. As Brown explained to the
Oakland Tribune in 2000,

I don’t accept the word comprehensive [as an organizing idea for city policy]. That
means you have planners, they write all this stuff up, and nothing happens. [General]
Patton didn’t have a comprehensive plan. . . . He had a strategy and it was highly
focused. Comprehensive can just be the rationale for never achieving. . . . You’ve got
to make stuff happen.

Likewise, especially as the number of sites increased over time, policy
makers’decisions favored equal rather than equitable site support. For exam-
ple, in 1999, the district central office pledged a flat amount of funding for
each site participating in one of the bottom-up reform initiatives regardless of
their costs and other funds. The district central office and the city seemed to
lack an administrative infrastructure for equitable distribution of resources.
Supporting this assessment, a state audit found that the district central office
during that period lacked basic systems and staff training necessary for
school site decision making (Fiscal Crisis and Management Assistance
Team, 2000). Some senior policy makers reported skepticism about the qual-
ity of the site information they received and that they erred on the side of the
equal distribution of resources to avoid excess spending. As one county
agency director commented,

Until we have people out in the field doing . . . analysis then we just have conjecture.
Then you get 100 providers in line who want to provide certain services. They [sites]
will find problems that feed those solutions.

Frontline policy makers tended to highlight that providing site supports
equitably increased their workload beyond their capacity even though they
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were dedicated specifically to providing individual site supports and that as
the number of sites increased over time they tended to avoid such choices. For
example, when asked how much time he spent addressing sites’ individual
needs, one frontline central office policy maker explained, “Zero. . . . Well,
actually, maybe five percent. I processed a payment. . . . That was about as
deep as I was able to get into it last week even though I needed to get deeper
into it.” A frontline city policy maker commented that under such circum-
stances, she tended to focus on services the city could provide to all sites
rather than site-specific supports: “I think less about what sites need and I
think, I guess I tend to think about it more in terms of what we can offer.”

For related reasons, as each of the bottom-up reform initiatives pro-
ceeded with implementation, policy makers tended to favor incubation over
procreation. As reported in a 10-year history of one of the bottom-up
reform initiatives and in interviews, policy makers discovered that even
sites chosen through a competitive grant process to participate in bottom-up
reform initiatives—and school principals in particular—had limited experi-
ence with and capacity for making collaborative site-based decision making
(Oakland School Linked Services Work Group, 1999). Many frontline policy
makers commented that sites were chosen primarily based on the needs of
their students rather than school or community readiness for implementation
and, accordingly, existing sites required significant subsequent investments
just to achieve a basic level of operations.

Frontline policy makers also indicated that they tended to buffer sites from
senior policy makers and elected officials more often than they bridged sites
to them. In the most extreme case, a long-standing frontline central office
policy maker reported that he never brought information to senior policy
makers or school board members for higher level policy decisions. He attrib-
uted this track record to constraints on his time: “[It’s] just a time issue. . . .
Since 1997 [bridging] is just one of the things that’s nice to do but frankly
there’s just no time to do it.” Observations suggested that such time con-
straints may have stemmed in part from frontline policy makers’ weak rela-
tionships with individual senior policy makers and elected officials and lim-
ited regular meetings with them—both of which increased the time that
bridging required (Honig, 2003).

One frontline city policy maker reported that, generally, she had regular
access to her agency’s director through weekly management meetings but
that over time she limited the site information she shared at those meetings.
She explained,

The tone of those meetings is changing and I don’t know where these kinds of [site]
issues will get addressed. . . . They’re kind of really much more focused on reports and
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dates and things to be done, rather than [site] contact, it feels to me. . . . There’s just
been huge resistance to that, both intention, and I think, just bureaucratic resistance.
That’s just not how they work. And I haven’t felt much room to influence that, you
know.

In sum, policy makers over time tended to reconcile the four paradoxes by
choosing the avenue in each pair that reinforced policy makers’ traditional
activities or professional scripts. Consistent with concepts from the new
institutionalism in sociology presented above, frontline policy makers, in
particular, frequently explained that these choices stemmed from their lim-
ited institutional resources for the alternatives. For example, these policy
makers highlighted that procedures for contracting with schools and commu-
nity agencies, accountability and budgeting systems, and staffing/workload
patterns shaped their choices over time. Accordingly, although Oakland’s
policy makers were able to participate in some of the information man-
agement activities that the bottom-up reforms demanded, the institutional
resources of their public agencies constrained their full participation.

SUMMARY, CONCLUSIONS, AND IMPLICATIONS

This article addressed two key questions: What are appropriate and pro-
ductive roles for policy makers in bottom-up reform implementation, and
what challenges do policy makers face when adopting those roles? These
questions stemmed from the observation that implementation of bottom-up
reform has faltered for decades in part because of the disappointing participa-
tion of policy makers in public bureaucracies, particularly at the district/city
level. Research and practice primarily have focused on school-level change
and not the up in bottom-up reform—changes in policy makers’ roles that
might enable school-level reform.

The Oakland case demonstrated that theories of organizational learning
under conditions of ambiguity highlight broad information management pro-
cesses fundamental to policy makers’ roles in bottom-up reform. At root,
these processes involve policy makers using implementers’ decisions rather
than policy makers’ preferences as guides for implementation supports. In
this conceptualization, policy makers do not simply carry out implementers’
decisions. Rather, they work with implementers to make sense of implement-
ers’ goals, strategies, and experiences and which resources, policies, and
other supports might enable implementation. This sense-making stage is
essential, particularly given the ambiguity inherent in interpretation and
translation.
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The Oakland case revealed that one consequence of this ambiguity is that
policy makers face a variety of conflicting choices when deciding how to use
site information. More information did not reconcile these conflicts and actu-
ally may have raised more issues for policy makers to consider. In this case,
policy makers struggled with how to make sense of competing evidence and
arguments that they would advance implementation if they maintained both
open-ended and closed rules with regard to terms of compliance; treated sites
both equitably and equally; both procreated and incubated; and both bridged
sites to and buffered sites from senior policy makers and elected officials.
As highlighted above, one goal in each pair represented traditional policy-
making practice whereas the other involved nontraditional practice. Accord-
ingly, policy makers’ new roles in bottom-up reform did not call for com-
pletely eliminating traditional practices but for expanding policy makers’tra-
ditional repertoire of activities. Over time, policy makers favored the choices
that reflected traditional top-down policy-making practices. Although I did
not observe that these choices had adverse consequences on site implementa-
tion during my study period, respondents’ strong arguments in favor of the
alternatives raise cautions about these biases over the long term.

Implications for Research

This study highlighted the importance of featuring policy makers as a cen-
tral focus of implementation research. Often, policy makers appear in the
background of school studies as curbs on implementation. This study sug-
gested that a focus on policy makers can shed new light on how they might
enable school reform implementation and the challenges they face in the pro-
cess. This study also highlighted the importance of organizational learning as
a basic framework to guide the study of policy makers’ roles and raised a
number of questions for future research.

First, this study highlighted paradoxes that policy makers face when
deciding how to use site information as the basis of implementation supports
and curbs on policy makers’ choices about those paradoxes. I present Oak-
land’s policy makers’ choices as problematic because they systematically
excluded certain types of choices, not because the observed outcomes of their
choices actually foiled implementation during the study period. With these
paradoxes as a theoretical framework, subsequent research can examine how
particular choices play out in implementation. Specifically, when do open-
ended rules, equitable treatment, procreation, and bridging enable/constrain
implementation? When do the other choices enable implementation? Do spe-
cific types of implementation challenges warrant one choice in each pair over
the other?
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On a broader level, this study highlighted that policy makers’ roles in
bottom-up reform involve managing paradoxes. Related research suggests
that managing paradoxes, regardless of the details of the conflicting choices
and values, is nontraditional work for public sector leaders of various stripes
(e.g., Deal & Peterson, 1994). Paradoxes may foil decision making or gener-
ate productive conflict that strengthens individuals and institutions (Ford &
Backoff, 1988). Future research might examine how policy makers grapple
with their roles as managers of paradoxes. Related research in private firms
suggests that decision makers seek to simplify their decisions and limit con-
flicts inherent in paradoxes (March, 1994a). Do public policy makers follow
this pattern? Under what conditions do they use the paradoxes to advance
implementation?

Third, this study suggests that the absence of particular institutional sup-
ports such as certain accountability and budgeting structures systematically
curbs policy makers’ choices about how to support site implementation. If
these institutional supports were available, would policy makers buck the
trends presented here and make different choices about site support? Imple-
mentation studies have long suggested that the opposite of a constraining
condition is not necessarily an enabling condition (e.g., Nelson & Yates,
1978). Would an entirely different set of supports lead policy makers to make
different choices?

Also, this study raises important questions about the hierarchical power
relationships within public bureaucracies that likely affect frontline policy
makers’ roles and, in particular, their choices about using information from
sites. Alternative conceptual frameworks such as those from critical theory or
micropolitics of bureaucracies may help elaborate these implementation
dynamics.

It is important that findings from this study come from a single, albeit stra-
tegic, research site. As discussed above, findings from strategic sites are not
directly generalizable to populations but may define concepts that inform
theory and guide future research. This study presents a set of concepts—
information management activities and paradoxes—that can focus research
in other settings. Research that starts with these concepts as part of the theo-
retical framework for data collection may deepen understanding of how these
concepts play out in practice in other districts/cities and broaden knowledge
of their applicability to other levels of government.

Implications for Practice

This study has a number of implications for what policy makers who want
to support bottom-up reform should know and be able to do.
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First, Oakland case highlights that bottom-up reform asks policy makers
to operate in ways that depart from policy-making-as-usual. Namely, policy
makers’ participation does not involve traditional top-down command-and-
control relationships or lesser roles in implementation. Rather, such partici-
pation involves active engagement in organizational learning activities. Pol-
icy makers may find the organizational learning concepts highlighted here
and in related publications initial guides for this nontraditional practice
(Honig, 2003).

Second, this study suggests that supports for policy makers in implemen-
tation may include the provision of new institutional resources. For example,
site-by-site support demanded significant staff time and funding that other
districts might consider augmenting. School district leaders might consider
building these institutional supports for policy makers as essential parts of
bottom-up policy design.

It is important that policy makers who participate in bottom-up reform
implementation in the ways highlighted here likely will experience the work
as difficult. Not only does bottom-up reform place nontraditional demands
on policy makers. In addition, paradoxes by their very nature present con-
flicts that leaders of various stripes consider challenging. Accordingly, pol-
icy makers may find it useful to apply a counterintuitive standard to their own
performance in bottom-up reform implementation: The work will be difficult
even if and perhaps especially when it is going well.

NOTES

1. According to predominant uses of the term in this literature, “bottom-up reform” is distinct
from other nontraditional forms of policy making including so-called community-driven reform,
which primarily aims to involve community residents in school-level decision-making pro-
cesses. Bottom-up reform focuses mainly on shifting or sharing decision-making authority
between levels of hierarchical school systems—usually schools and school district central
offices.

2. For one example of a classic guide for policy analysis based on these assumptions, see
Stokey and Zeckhauser’s (1978) A Primer for Policy Analysis. Several recent texts provide alter-
native conceptions of policy making as the management of conflicting social values and incon-
clusive information (Majone, 1989; Stone, 1997). Significantly, these authors explicitly frame
their texts as departures from traditional conceptions of policy analysis as rational calculations
by policy specialists.

3. For an elaboration on organizational learning as a framework for understanding policy
implementation, please see Honig (2003).

4. For an elaboration on these policy designs, please see Honig (2001, 2003).
5. I report on these conditions as findings in another publication (Honig, 2003).
6. I report on these meetings and the role of the nonprofit conveners in a separate publication

(Honig, 2004).
7. For an elaboration on this subset of findings, please see Honig (2003).
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8. An extended version of this example appears in Honig (2003). I used the same extended
example in this article as a deliberate strategy to help readers understand the findings reported
here as an extension of that previously published work.

9. All proper names reported in these findings are pseudonyms.
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