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In this article, we situate the relatively new wave of technology-enabled personalized leaming platforms within the

broader policy context of institutional accountability. Although many education technology innovations were developed

in response to heightened accountability pressures, technology-enabled personalization introduces new institutional rules,

cultures, and norms that may be at odds with the goals of accountability. Using the adoption of a personalized, blended

learning mathematics program at five U.S. schools as a case study, we describe how teachers, school leaders, and program

staff navigated institutional pressures to improve state grade-level standardized test scores while implementing tasks and

technologies designed to personalize student learning.
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n emerging approach to school improvement has been

steering towards a collision with the institutional envi-

ronment of accountability in recent years. On one hand,
accountability systems have forced most public schools to
accept an institutional logic rooted in grade-level assessments
and proficiency benchmarks. On the other hand, districts and
schools are increasingly adopting models that personalize
instruction, focusing on relative measures of cognitive develop-
ment rather than absolute levels of achievement. There is a clear
discrepancy between the homogeneous expectations within tra-
ditional accountability environments and the heterogeneous
interpretations of student growth that undergird personalized
approaches. These competing notions leave school personnel to
grapple with a fundamental question: How do we implement
personalized instruction in an environment that demands
grade-level outcomes?

In this article, we identify technology-enabled personaliza-
tion as a nascent organizational field—or a distinct community
of organizations that partake in a shared meaning system (Scott,
1995)—with an institutional logic sometimes at odds with the
prevailing logic of accountability. Using evidence from the
implementation of one technology-enabled personalization
model, we argue that these tensions have shaped individual sen-
semaking, routines, and organizational practices in ways that
undermine the coherence of both accountability and personal-
ization. We examine how teachers, school leaders, and program
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designers attempted to reconcile the contradictory expectations
placed upon them during implementation. The purpose of our
study is not to simply identify these conflicting demands and
their impact on stakeholders, but to examine how their discrep-
ant logics contribute to the cyclical, and even counterproductive,
nature of education reform.

Background
The Logic of Accountability

Scholars have long sought to understand why organizations
behave the way that they do. Friedland and Alford (1991) first
introduced the concept of “institutional logics” to describe how
different institutions contribute to rationalizations that organize
behavior. This behavior in turn creates routines and rituals that
ultimately reproduce widespread belief in such institutions.
These logics are not simply imposed, but are coconstructed,
strengthened, and preserved through individual, organizational,
and institutional interactions (Haveman & Gualtieri, 2017). As
many scholars have documented, the logic of accountability can
be broadly characterized as a shift towards a more technical edu-
cational environment that holds educators and leaders responsi-
ble for student outcomes (Hallett, 2010; Lowenhaupt et al.,

'Teachers College, Columbia University, New York, NY

APRIL 2021 | 157


https://us.sagepub.com/en-us/journals-permissions
https://journals.sagepub.com/home/edr

2016; Meyer & Rowan, 2006; Rowan, 2006). Numerous
researchers have explored the routines and rituals—or “myths
and ceremonies” (Meyer & Rowan, 1977)—that schools have
adopted in order to conform to this logic of accountability.
Some have observed a shift away from the traditional loose
coupling found in education—when schools enjoyed consider-
able local autonomy and faced few statutory demands (Weick,
1976)—to a tighter coupling of instructional tasks and tech-
nologies associated with institutional pressures and sanctions
for noncompliance (Meyer & Rowan, 2006). Regardless of
how schools adapt to external accountability pressures, how-
ever, fundamental to the logic of accountability is the premise
that legitimacy is determined through commensurate outputs:
grade-level proficiency benchmarks.

Despite these institutional expectations of commensuration,
teachers typically confront tremendous variability in student
skills within the classroom. For example, estimates suggest that
almost 62% of the variability in fifth-grade mathematics ability
exists within classrooms, with only 18% of the variance lying
between teachers in the same school, and 20% between schools
(Martinez et al., 2009). Recent advances in computing technol-
ogy have increased interest in personalized instructional
approaches as a solution to managing heterogeneity while
simultaneously adhering to broader accountability expectations
of grade-level proficiency (Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation,
2014; Wolf, 2010).

Although many proponents argue that using technology to
personalize the classroom for individual learners is an effective
means to achieve the goals of grade-level accountability (Bill &
Melinda Gates Foundation, 2014), elements of these models
may also be fundamentally at odds with the notion of account-
ability. Namely, technology-enabled personalization emphasizes
tailoring instruction to individual learning needs and measuring
growth against individual baselines rather than uniform bench-
marks. Although the ultimate aim may be grade-level achieve-
ment, students embark on individualized paths to accomplish
that goal, resulting in timelines that often fail to coincide with
the typical yearly testing cycle. Thus, despite the shared goals of
improving instruction and student performance, technology-
enabled personalization diverges greatly from the logic of
accountability in the means through which it proposes to accom-
plish such goals.

Sensemaking Around the Introduction of New Tasks
and Technologies

When faced with multiple and potentially contradictory tasks,
technologies, and expectations, increased ambiguity can com-
promise how individuals make sense of their work. We refer to
the process of “sensemaking” as a combination of individual cog-
nition and social interactions built on the connection between
“frames,” or historical reference points; and “cues,” or present
experiences (Weick, 1995). In complex environments, individu-
als rely on subconscious schemas—classification frameworks
that organize thoughts and interpretations—to simplify and
minimize cognitive effort (Lizardo et al., 2016; Rosch, 1978;
Strauss & Quinn, 1997). These latent schemas shape how and
when individuals recall frames and respond to cues.
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As schools adopt multiple policies, often with different goals
and processes, teachers and school leaders are likely to rely on
routine frames and cues to process increasingly diverse informa-
tion (Spillane et al., 2002; Weick, 1996). However, the introduc-
tion of conflicting beliefs, norms, and practices can weaken the
ability of individuals to simplify and classify information into
schematic constructs, disrupting the traditional frames and cues
individuals would normally call on to make sense of an event
and respond appropriately (DiMaggio & Powell, 1991; Louis,
1980; Vaughan, 1996; Weick, 1995, 1996). For this reason,
examining how school stakeholders make sense of their roles,
responsibilities, organizational technologies, and tasks during
periods of uncertainty is critical to understanding how cognitive
and cultural coherence influence the implementation of both
accountability and personalization policies. With sensemaking
compromised, there is room for confusion or chaos that inhibits
both policies from playing out as intended.

Research Focus

The idea that multiple, conflicting institutional logics exist
within an organization’s environment is not a particularly novel
concept (e.g., see Glazer et al., 2018; Hallett, 2010), but surpris-
ingly few researchers have explored how personalized learning
approaches intersect with existing institutional environments.
Our study aims to first identify technology-enabled personal-
ization as an organizational field with its own institutional
logic. Further, we explore the ways in which discrepancies
between the institutional logics associated with accountability
and technology-enabled personalization contribute to disrup-
tions in sensemaking, organizational processes, and structures,
using evidence from the implementation of one technology-
enabled personalization program. Specifically, we address the
following research questions:

1. To what extent can technology-enabled personalization
be considered an organizational field with its own logic?

2. How do teachers, school leaders, program staff, and the
creators of one technology-enabled personalization
model navigate the implementation of personalized tasks
and technologies within an institutional environment of
accountability?

3. To what extent does technology-enabled personalization
conflict with the logic of accountability?

Data and Methods

As a vehicle to explore the potential tensions between traditional
notions of school accountability and more recent technology-
enabled personalized learning platforms, we use the recent imple-
mentation of an anonymous technology-enabled personalized
program, which we will refer to as TEPP. These analyses employed
qualitative data from five K-8 schools implementing TEPP in
their upper grades over 3 academic years, beginning in fall 2015.
These schools were located in a midsized, high-minority-
enrollment, high-poverty school district in the northeastern
United States. The vast majority of students were either Black or
Latino, and most were eligible for free or reduced-price lunch.



Every spring of the 3-year implementation, we conducted
qualitative field research in each of the five participating schools.
In our visits to each school, we interviewed school leaders, lead
math teachers, TEPP teachers, and TEPP central program staff
members. In Years 2 and 3, we also conducted separate focus
groups with students at each of the five participating schools. In
total, we conducted 121 interviews and 27 focus groups over the
course of 3 years. Interviews and focus groups were semistruc-
tured; lasted approximately 30 to 45 minutes each; and addressed
impressions of the model, how it was working for adults, and
how it was working for students. Importantly, we managed to
interview nearly all participating math teachers across the five
schools once each year over the course of the 3-year implementa-
tion. We coded each interview separately using the Atlas.ti soft-
ware, analyzed response patterns across the interviews, and wrote
detailed memos summarizing our findings from each year. After
our initial round of coding, we identified themes that emerged
from the data and created “etic codes”—or codes that reflect our
own analysis and thinking about participants’ responses
(Maxwell, 2012)—to capture interesting organizational patterns
in a second round of analysis.

Findings
Context: The Emerging Field of Technology-Enabled

Personalization

In recent years, technology-enabled personalization programs
have been gaining traction in part due to heavy investment from
large foundations such as the Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation,
the Chan Zuckerberg Initiative, the Michael & Susan Dell
Foundation, and Emerson Collective (Gross & DeArmond,
2018; Herold, 2016). Since 2012, there has been a marked
increase in the number of districts requesting bids for personal-
ized learning services (Molnar & Herold, 2018). Further, 15
states have taken legislative or regulatory steps to support per-
sonalized learning in some capacity (Burnette, 2017). As a result,
a growing number of schools and districts across the country
have adopted variations of such approaches (Hyslop & Mead,
2015), despite the dearth of rigorous research on the effective-
ness of different models.

One challenge facing our effort to define technology-enabled
personalization as a unique organizational field is that neither
research nor practice has coalesced around a clear, shared defi-
nition. Further complicating matters is the recent surge in the
number and types of personalized platforms. This profusion of
new models has clouded public understanding of the differ-
ences and commonalities across various approaches. For exam-
ple, although the terms “blended learning” and “personalized
learning” are often used interchangeably, they actually repre-
sent quite distinct (yet frequently overlapping) constructs; a
school may be blended, using both technology-enabled and
live teacher instruction, without being personalized, or person-
alized without being blended, and technology may or may not
play a role. In addition, many have used the term “compe-
tency-based learning” synonymously with both personalized
learning and blended learning, although definitions typically

include competency-based advancement as only one element of
a broader conceptualization of personalization. Moreover, the
technology-enabled personalized program we profile in this
study itself did not incorporate every element that proponents of
personalization would deem essential. For example, students
were not afforded agency in determining either what or how
they would learn each day and because schools employed this
model as their core mathematics curriculum, there was no flexi-
bility in when or for how long students learned mathematics
each day. All students, regardless of interest or ability, encoun-
tered the platform whenever their daily class schedules dictated
they should do so.

Despite these disagreements over “personalization” defini-
tions and terms, we argue that a strong underlying logic unites
the tasks and activities that fall under the “technology-enabled
personalization” umbrella. In particular, technology-enabled
personalization approaches entail individualized learning plans
based on student-level data, recognize progress that is based on
demonstrated knowledge rather than seat time, measure growth
against individual student baselines, and employ multiple and
flexible pedagogical and learning environments (Bill & Melinda
Gates Foundation, 2014). These shared practices form part of a
common meaning system that distinguishes technology-enabled
personalization as its own organizational field, despite variability
across models. Just as the variability in the particulars of state
and district accountability systems do not weaken the core tenets
of the logic of accountability, variations in technology-enabled
personalization approaches do not lessen the sense among
designers and practitioners that they are engaged in a common
endeavor.

Organizational fields, through processes of individual, orga-
nizational, and institutional interactions rooted in a shared
meaning system, often form and enact their own logics. This was
evident at our five case study schools, where the TEPP program
required significant changes to the traditional classroom envi-
ronment. TEPP physically reorganized the learning environ-
ment into one large room containing multiple teachers and up
to 100 students. Upon entering the room, students met in small
advisory sections; opened personal laptop computers; logged
into the TEPP online portal; and consulted their personal “playl-
ists,” which told them what content they would be learning that
day and how they would be learning it. This blended program
incorporated a variety of instructional modalities, including
computer-based and pencil-and-paper independent work, peer-
to-peer and small group learning, and traditional teacher-led
instruction. Large TV screens directed students to designated
areas for their first assigned modality and students again con-
sulted these screens halfway through the TEPP period for their
second assignment. At the end of each day, students returned to
their advisories for a short, multiple choice “exit slip” to deter-
mine their mastery of the day’s content.

Intended to differentiate instruction, the TEPP algorithm
used students’ exit slip results, combined with their baseline and
ongoing benchmark assessments, to determine their skill and
modality assignments for the next day. The algorithm inten-
tionally assigned each student to a balance of modalities. At any
given time, students in TEPP classrooms could have been
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working independently, engaged in peer-to-peer learning, or
participating in teacher-led instruction. Importantly, these stu-
dents might have been working on mathematics content mul-
tiple grade levels above or below their assigned grade. As a
result, students in the same room and even the same modality
could be experiencing vastly different content on any given day.
This physical reorganization of the classroom, reconfiguration
of teachers’ roles and responsibilities, and algorithm-driven per-
sonalization of student activities based on individual test scores
form the core logic rationalizing teacher and student behavior

under TEPP.

Collision: Tensions Between TEPP and Accountability

In the decade prior to TEPP implementation, the school district
had conformed to the expectations of the accountability envi-
ronment through the adoption of two practices: state-mandated
administration of grade-level assessments and a statewide teacher
evaluation system based on value-added measures of student per-
formance and classroom observations. Prior to TEPP implemen-
tation, the five participating schools had struggled on the state
assessments, with only about one-quarter of students meeting or
exceeding the state grade-level standards in mathematics. Under
the high-stakes teacher evaluation system, teachers were held
accountable for the achievement of their students. Poor student
performance could seriously impact teacher job stability, leading
to possible contract termination. Given this high-stakes environ-
ment, teachers and leaders were initially excited about the prom-
ise of TEPP. They imagined that the program would build
students’ foundational skills and ultimately increase student
achievement.

However, as TEPP implementation progressed, it became
increasingly evident that the personalized nature of the program
had its own logic—or reinforcing beliefs, values, tasks, and
technologies—that conflicted with the accountability environ-
ment in which the schools and district were enmeshed. Principals,
teachers, and even some students were forced to find ways to
reconcile their general support for a personalized learning phi-
losophy with the realities of the broader education policy envi-
ronment. In the sections that follow, we describe these tensions
through the eyes of teachers and school leaders, recounting their
attempts to reconcile what many viewed as incompatible
approaches to both pedagogy and policy.

Assessment. The most pervasive manifestation of the account-
ability logic in the district were state-mandated assessments
intended to measure student mastery of grade-level content. The
intention of these assessments was in direct conflict with the
defining characteristic of the TEPP platform: students missing
foundational math skills were provided the time and space to
work through content below their current grade level if needed,
thereby reducing the time spent on grade-level content. This had
two serious implications for TEPP schools. First, regardless of
instructional approach, grade-level assessments are often unable
to capture academic growth made by students at the high and
low tails of the achievement distribution, masking improvement.
This fact was particularly salient to the district, which enrolled
substantial proportions of very low-achieving students. Second,
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even with assessments that are able to capture academic growth
across a range of initial student abilities, the differentiation
inherent in the model likely exposed TEPP students to quite dif-
ferent mathematics content during the academic year than they
would have experienced in a traditional mathematics classroom.
Specifically, low-performing students typically received increased
amounts of grade-level content under traditional mathematics
curricula compared to what they received in TEPP. Greater
exposure to grade-level content may provide a short-term posi-
tive impact on both grade-level assessments and those measuring
growth. Given this, TEPP schools risked appearing less success-
ful by grade-level standards, and therefore less legitimate than
schools with traditional mathematics curricula under the logic of
accountability.

Nearly all principals and teachers in our study expressed con-
cerns about their students’ performance on the state assessments.
Several principals worried that although TEPP was potentially
effective at filling in gaps in students’ prior knowledge, the trade-
off in time spent on grade-level skills disadvantaged students on
the assessments. Likewise, although teachers in our study appre-
ciated the personalized nature of TEPP, many still expressed con-
cerns that their students were not “receiving the preparation they
need to meet grade-level responsibilities” and would be “shocked”
when they faced grade-level skills on subsequent standardized
assessments. From the perspective of one of these teachers,

We were all on board with this plan [to incorporate more grade-
level skills] because we feel like exposure to grade-level content—
even if you don’t master it—really matters. But, when it comes to
the [state test] and all these other things, it causes so much
anxiety for them because they've never seen it and it deflates their
confidence. They say things like, “T've never seen this, Miss!”

Teacher evaluation. These tensions were particularly consequen-
tial for teachers due to the existing high-stakes teacher evaluation
system. Teacher concerns regarding student performance on the
state grade-level assessments were intertwined with concerns
regarding their own evaluation. Since TEPP did not focus exclu-
sively on grade-level content, teachers questioned the fairness of
being evaluated based on these tests. They argued that the test
scores were neither an accurate reflection of instructional quality
nor the quality of TEPP. Additionally, in traditional account-
ability systems, teachers are typically held accountable for
achievement (or achievement growth) among students for whom
they are clearly responsible. However, within the TEPP model,
teachers work with all students across multiple grades, disrupt-
ing traditional notions of teacher evaluation. The district’s
response was to hold all teachers accountable for learning among
all students in the program. Although assigning students to mul-
tiple teachers within the same year and subject is not a core ele-
ment of most personalized models, reform groups are increasingly
urging schools to consider eliminating the “teacher of record”
designation so that on any given day, students can access the
teachers most able to meet their individual learning needs (see
Rodel Foundation, 2014).

Teachers reported mixed feelings about sharing responsibility
for student learning within the high-stakes, value-added evalua-
tion system. Many teachers viewed the communal approach in a



positive light, particularly those who were members of strong
teacher teams. As one such teacher stated, “We love working as a
team and are confident in each other’s abilities, so in that sense,
we are not concerned [about the evaluation results].” Similarly,
another teacher shared that she preferred to “sink or swim”
together, while a third felt that her team was so strong that
improvements in student achievement were within reach. Others
claimed that they trusted their teams, with one teacher stating
that if “everyone does their job, we will be fine; in this building
we work together and support each other.” In general, schools
with teaching teams that had already established strong interper-
sonal relationships and trust prior to TEPP seemed better able to
cope with the new pressures of the competing logics. It appeared
that collaboration and teamwork were already built into these
teachers’ schematic constructs about the role of teaching, which
allowed them to better make sense of the model’s new demands
compared to newer teachers and those who had yet to establish
strong interpersonal relationships with one another.

In contrast, other teachers interpreted the new approach to
teacher accountability in a negative light. Key for this group of
teachers was a sense of lost autonomy, with several lamenting
that they “no longer had their own students.” These teachers
made sense of their roles in a more traditional, individualistic
manner, where rewards and sanctions were based on their direct
effects on student achievement. TEPP disrupted their sensemak-
ing by diluting their direct control over whom and what they
taught. For example, as one teacher reported, “Teachers are used
to being captains of their own ship, but when youre doing
[TEPP], youre part of a team, and you have to be able to leave
your ego at the door.” Another teacher felt “uncomfortable own-
ing the results of all 200 students,” particularly because they did
not always see the same students every day. Several stated quite
bluntly that they simply had little faith in their colleagues. Of
the teachers who shared this sentiment, the dual, conflicting
demands of the teacher accountability system and TEPP forced
them to evaluate each other in a new light. Some looked at each
other with more scrutiny, judging factors such as credentials or
teaching experience as potential, preemptive explanations for
their inability to meet shared accountability standards. For
instance, one teacher questioned the fairness of evaluating
teacher quality collectively when not all teachers on the team
were certified in mathematics. The same teacher, however, felt
self-conscious about their own contributions to the teaching
team, claiming they felt “guilty” if they did not manage to “get
students to understand the material.”

Compromise: Navigating the Tensions

Organizational reconciliation. Over the course of the 3-year
implementation, TEPP program staff and school administrators
became more attuned to these competing logics and sought to
reconcile them through a variety of organizational solutions.
During the first 2 years of implementation, TEPP programmers
offered to incorporate “floors” and “ceilings” into the assign-
ment algorithm to ensure students did not receive content too
far above or below their assigned grade level. TEPP also offered
districts a more focused “test-prep” period during the weeks
prior to high-stakes state assessments to prioritize grade-level

material. In the district we studied, the incorporation of floors
and ceilings varied among schools, across semesters, and even
across grade level cohorts during the first 2 years of implementa-
tion. However, a floor of 3 years below grade level was imposed
at all five schools. In addition, during the 1st year of implemen-
tation, two out of the five participating schools requested a test-
prep period of 5 to 6 weeks in order for students to work
exclusively on grade-level content. In the 2nd year, four of the
five schools opted for this test-prep period, indicating increased
concerns about student performance tied to the grade-level
assessments.

In the 3rd year of implementation, TEPP responded to these
concerns by providing more structure to the disparate floors and
ceilings and creating a set of strategies to pilot across their port-
folio of schools. In addition to the traditional test-prep window
approach, the program developed two other strategies. In one
new approach, grade-level floors were gradually introduced over
the school year to avoid an abrupt shift to grade-level skills at the
end of the year. Three district schools employed this model dur-
ing the third year of TEPP implementation. In another new
approach, students began each unit with grade-level skills and
were only given practice with below-grade content if they were
missing the foundational skills necessary to grasp specific grade-
level content. Two district schools employed this model.

In addition to incorporating grade-level skills into the TEPP
assignment algorithm, by the 3rd year of our study, school
administrators were experimenting with site-specific organiza-
tional changes to support the incorporation of grade-level con-
tent. All schools offered some form of supplemental grade-level
math instruction for students, including Saturday or after-school
tutoring sessions, intervention periods, or even special test-prep
days during which students devoted the entire 90-minute block
to grade-level content instead of TEPP. Some schools used pro-
gram data to tailor these extra interventions to students’ needs,
but these activities generally took place outside of and in addi-
tion to TEPP and were undertaken with the specific goal of
helping students perform better on the state assessments. The
addition of these structural supports aligns with suggestions in
the literature that building separate, peripheral structures is nec-
essary to address different environmental demands under the
same roof (Honig & Hatch, 2004).

Individual reconciliation. Teachers made sense of these organiza-
tional attempts at reconciliation in a number of ways. Many
teachers felt relieved by the incorporation of at least some grade-
level content into the TEPP model, with one teacher claiming
that it helped to determine which skills to focus on and clarified
how far behind their students were academically. Earlier intro-
duction of grade-level content during the third year of imple-
mentation also provided a level of reassurance to students, with
some teachers claiming that it reduced the stress previously expe-
rienced by students in Years 1 and 2 when they were forced to
abruptly leap across multiple grade levels in the weeks leading up
to the state assessments.

Despite the increased comfort that came with knowing the
earlier switch to grade-level material would prepare students for
the state assessment, some teachers claimed that the negative con-
sequences of turning “on” and “off” personalized and grade-level
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content still remained under the new iterations of the model.
One negative consequence was that high-achieving students
were pulled back to content they had already mastered, finishing
all their tasks early during grade-level review sessions. On the
other end of the achievement distribution, students who were
working on content below grade level would often become rest-
less, distracted, and disheartened when moved up to grade-level
material. Teachers argued that bouncing students back and forth
from personalized to grade-level content not only confused
them, but affected their self-esteem, increased their anxiety lev-
els, and led them to become more dependent on teachers for
instruction and assistance. One teacher remarked that she
became aware when the platform started giving students grade-
level content “because they stopped turning in their homework;
they don’t understand it.”

An important takeaway from this reconciliation process is
how these competing logics and subsequent compromises
affected teachers’ loci of control. How could they differentiate
instruction to “meet students where they are” while simultane-
ously preparing students for assessments far beyond their current
skill level? Staff members and students rarely held the TEPP
platform responsible for this conundrum: They more often
hoped that the accountability system would change to accom-
modate personalization, rather than see personalized instruction
yield to the accountability logic. A few teachers even suggested
prioritizing the implementation of the personalized learning
program with fidelity over improving state test scores. One such
teacher described the mixed signals she was receiving:

I wish we were using it the way that it’s supposed to be used. I've
been saying that the whole time. Because, you know, all we're
taught is differentiation and differentiation and then we have a
program that actually, you know, develops a learning plan for
each individual kid. And it’s like, “Oh, no no. They actually have
to be doing the same thing.” But it’s like, “Wait, that doesn’t
make any sense.”

This teacher was not alone in feeling like the modified TEPP
format was neither supporting growth the way it was intended
nor supporting the demands of the accountability environment.
As summarized by a different teacher frustrated with being
pulled in different directions, “Screw the test! If you want the
kids to grow, then let it work. You have to decide what you
want—do you want growth or test scores?” Despite concerns
about the compromised TEPP format, teachers were quick to
remind us that the failure to include any grade-level content
would have negative ramifications for both students and
teachers.

Importantly, the delicate balance between personalized and
grade-level content colored teachers’ opinions about the sustain-
ability of TEPP in the district. Overall, teachers who wanted to
implement TEPP as designed, rather than its compromised for-
mat, sought more time to demonstrate that it worked. These
teachers described how, under the accountability environment,
there was a finite window of opportunity to prove the effective-
ness of any new program or intervention. As described by one
teacher, “The school district switches math programs every 3
years and never lets it run the whole cycle. I've been here 21 years,
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and I've been through probably six math programs.” Indeed, we
learned that in the year following our study, two of the five par-
ticipating schools had discontinued the program and all schools
had dropped TEPP by the end of the 2018-2019 school year.

Discussion

Scholars have long argued that policy incoherence is linked to
ineffective school reforms (Cohen, 1982; Fuhrman, 1999;
Shulman, 1983). Thus, whenever disparate policies with con-
flicting institutional logics are introduced into one organiza-
tional setting, educators, leaders, and other programmatic
staff must continually negotiate what it means to abide by
both logics. Our case study demonstrated how this process
played out in an urban, low-performing school district. We
observed how stakeholders’ initial excitement for personaliza-
tion through TEPP transformed into the chaotic adoption of
additional responsibilities and creative ways of manipulating
TEPP materials to ensure that students were still exposed to
grade-level content prior to the state assessments. Although
teachers and leaders expressed clear support for TEPD, they
ultimately still expected their students to meet grade-level
expectations, thereby defaulting to accountability logic to
judge success.

Honig and Hatch (2004) argue that “crafting coherence” in
policy implementation involves the identification of school-wide
goals and strategies, as well as subsequent decisions about
whether to buffer or bridge the school from or to external
demands. With the five schools discussed here, buffering from
institutional accountability pressures was nearly impossible.
Rather, we observed that all five TEPP schools added peripheral
structures to simultaneously meet the goals and strategies of
both technology-enabled personalization and accountability.
This strategic decision to partially engage in grade-level stan-
dardized test preparation and selectively “turn on” the tech-
enabled personalization programming was an attempt for schools
to signal their substantive commitment to both. Despite the
addition of these peripheral structures, the competing demands
of each logic undermined student academic improvement by
both definitions. In our study, we witnessed how this manifested
in a disruption of teacher sensemaking and an incoherent imple-
mentation process.

Limitations

Our findings should be interpreted in light of three specific limi-
tations. First, our data come from a single high-poverty school
district that had traditionally struggled on state-mandated grade-
level assessments. It is possible that more-affluent, higher-
performing districts and schools would not experience the same
accountability pressures, and would perhaps feel that they had
the freedom to experiment with personalized models without
higher-
performing districts in the U.S. have generally been /ess likely to

accountability sanctions. Interestingly, however,
adopt technology-enabled, personalized learning platforms. The
reasons for this are beyond the scope of our study, but the ques-
tion of which schools adopt similar models (and why) clearly

deserves further scrutiny.



A second consideration is that this study examined the
implementation of only one technology-enabled personaliza-
tion model. It is unclear how our findings would vary across
platforms with different components and expectations.
Additionally, this particular technology-enabled platform
focused exclusively on mathematics in the middle grades. Our
findings may well have differed with an intervention that
focused on other subjects or earlier grades that did not partici-
pate in the accountability system. Finally, although student
focus groups were part of our study, we did not directly ask
students how—if at all—they experienced the tensions between
personalization and accountability.

Conclusion

Opverall, we found that the delicate navigation of priorities, tasks,
and technologies left teachers to their own devices to reconcile
these tensions in their classrooms. We observed both dishearten-
ing and hopeful signs in this regard. Many teachers at these
urban, high-poverty schools simply did not have the time to con-
tinually engage in the process of sensemaking, nor the resources
to create and uphold peripheral structures to reconcile discrepant
institutional demands. This lack of capacity may contribute to
the inability of teachers and school leaders to execute coherent
implementation plans for policies that clash with existing institu-
tional logics, which may result in decisions to prematurely elimi-
nate programs and innovations. More positively, some teachers
and leaders shared creative strategies for reconciliation that may
provide insight for generating and refining future models. These
practitioner efforts could be interpreted as early signs of coherent
adaptations. With the growing investment in technology-enabled
personalization, researchers and product designers would do well
to further explore the ways in which individuals are adapting to
this new environment to inform future efforts. Additionally,
future researchers should pay particular attention to how the
navigation of these institutional tensions may be influencing the
sustainability of school improvement efforts.
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