
AERA Open
January-December 2022, Vol. 8, No. 1, pp. 1–16

DOI:https://doi.org/10.1177/23328584221078328
Article reuse guidelines: sagepub.com/journals-permissions

© The Author(s) 2022. https://journals.sagepub.com/home/ero

Creative Commons Non Commercial CC BY-NC: This article is distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons 
Attribution-NonCommercial 4.0 License (https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/4.0/) which permits non-commercial use, 

reproduction and distribution of the work without further permission provided the original work is attributed as specified on the SAGE and Open 
Access pages (https://us.sagepub.com/en-us/nam/open-access-at-sage).

School leaders have been central to schools’ responses to 
the ongoing COVID-19 pandemic (DeMatthews et al., 2021; 
Netolicky, 2020). Since the spring of 2020, they have been 
devising new ways of supporting and connecting with fami-
lies, managing ever-changing school schedules, providing 
new technology for students, and supporting teachers’ jour-
ney into online instruction (Grooms & Child, 2021). In 
essence, school leaders continually enacted new policies 
during COVID-19. However, they did not do so alone; pol-
icy is never made in a vacuum. In fact, local governments, 
neighborhood organizations, social service agencies, reli-
gious institutions, teachers, and families came together with 
school and district leaders to make sense of and create edu-
cational opportunities for students during the pandemic 
(DeArmond et al., 2021; Olson & Heyward, 2020; Opalka & 
Lollo, 2021). And it was not easy: education policymaking is 
both communal and political (Drake & Goldring, 2014). In 
turn, we asked, “How do external educational partnerships 
shape policymaking during a crisis like COVID-19?”

Prior research and theory underscore that the policy 
process–from designing a policy to its implementation—is 
not a solo activity (Coburn, 2005). In education, the 

process includes negotiations among school leaders and a 
range of “external stakeholders” (Tuma & Spillane, 2019), 
including those from local nonprofit organizations as well 
as school district offices. Such institutions offer structures 
and resources that both support as well as constrain policy 
enactment (Burch, 2007). We use the idea of enactment 
purposefully here, indicating a focus on the “interaction 
and inter-connection between diverse actors, texts, talk, 
technology and objects (artefacts) which constitute ongo-
ing responses to policy” (Ball et al., 2012, p. 3). Recognizing 
this discursive and contextual nature of policy enactment, 
and noting the limited research on educational responses to 
pandemics (Beauchamp et  al., 2021; DeMatthews et  al., 
2020; Grissom & Condon, 2020), we questioned how 
schools, their nonprofit partners, and districts came 
together to shape and reshape educational policies during 
COVID-19. Given that schools were responding to the pan-
demic at a time of heightened racial inequities and national 
movements against racial injustice (Greenberg et al., 2020; 
Orellana et al., 2021; Rigby et  al., 2020), we also ques-
tioned how racialized and deficit discourses emerged 
within partnership policy enactment.
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To explore these questions, we designed a year-long 
(August 2020–July 2021), ethnographic study of one school 
partnership designed to address inequities arising from 
COVID-19, asking: Which external resources, structures, 
and discourses supported and/or constrained policy enact-
ment developed in a partnership between one school, its non-
profit partner, and the local school district? How did their 
negotiations shape pandemic policy responses? By analyzing 
how pandemic policy unfolded through external partner-
ships, we argue this study presents insights about the larger 
political conditions, capacities, and collaborations that can 
shape crisis management and policymaking in education. We 
begin with a brief review of educational research focused on 
pandemic responses and how theories of policy enactment 
can expand our understanding. After describing the study’s 
methods, we explore the external resources and structures 
that supported the enactment of two policy sectors that 
became central to schools’ pandemic responses: family–
school communication and access to remote learning. We 
also analyze how the external nature of the nonprofit partner 
(networked outside of the school’s community/neighbor-
hood), existing structures of the district, and racialized dis-
courses limited community engagement in this context. The 
discussion will draw implications for educational partner-
ships and policymaking, including how to capitalize on sup-
portive efforts during crises, while also remaining focused on 
racial equity and grounded in one’s community.

Conceptual Framework

Over the past year, researchers and educators alike have 
struggled to respond to the pandemic (DeMatthews et  al., 
2020), an ongoing crisis well beyond the experience or prep-
aration of most schools and their leaders (DeMatthews et al., 
2021; McLeod & Dulsky, 2021). This has resulted in a grow-
ing body of scholarship on COVID-19, most of which has 
documented (1) the impact on students, especially around 
academic achievement and mental health (Haderlein et al., 
2021; Kuhfeld et al., 2020; Savitz-Romer et al., 2021); (2) 
crisis-leadership advice for educational leaders and policy-
makers (Chang-Bacon, 2021; Lowenhaupt & Hopkins, 
2020; Netolicky, 2020; O’Connell & Clarke, 2020; Rigby 
et al., 2020; Starr, 2020); and (3) educators’ concerns about 
the pandemic (Hamilton et  al., 2020). Reports also docu-
mented policy responses—such as how many days of school 
were cancelled on average, what kind of remote learning 
was offered, or how schools reopened (Hoffman et al., 2021; 
Malkus et al., 2020)—as well as what educators and policy-
makers did to combat the disparate conditions experienced 
by diverse students in underresourced or “vulnerable” 
schools (Organisation for Economic Co-operation and 
Development [OECD], 2020, p. 2).

Most relevant to our project, a smaller number of empirical 
studies have examined how school leaders responded to 

COVID-19—or enacted policy—in the moment. This research 
has focused on within-school circumstances, despite the larger 
literature on crisis management suggesting that cross-institu-
tional, community partnerships are an important part of pan-
demic responses (Tate, 2012). There are still too few studies 
on whether and how external contexts shape educational poli-
cymaking during a crisis (Beauchamp et  al., 2021). After 
briefly reviewing existing research, we argue that theories 
from policy enactment can help fill this gap.

School Leader Concerns and Responses to COVID-19

As schools and communities struggled through 2020, stud-
ies documented the concerns of school leaders and other edu-
cators. This research highlighted principals were most 
concerned about students’ mental health and social relation-
ships; academic achievement; how to engage families; and 
how to address exacerbated racial and economic inequities, 
especially in access to technological resources (Hamilton 
et al., 2020; Pollock, 2020; Trinidad, 2021; Varela & Fedynich, 
2020). Such concerns affected leaders’ decision making as 
they planned for 2020–2021. In a nationally representative 
sample of principals from April–May 2020, a majority 
reported that, on reopening, they would place a higher priority 
on emergency preparation, addressing academic disparities, 
ensuring students’ health/safety, and engaging with families 
(Hamilton et al., 2020). One study found the goal to enhance 
access to technology was met over time; differences across 
lines of race, income, and urban/rural contexts diminished 
from April–October 2020, but they did not fully disappear, 
especially for Black families (Haderlein et al., 2021).

Subsequent empirical studies of responses to COVID-19 
highlighted principals’ new priorities. Since 2020, they have 
worked to devise new ways of connecting with families, pro-
viding technology for students, managing ever-changing 
school schedules, and creating professional development to 
support online instruction (Grooms & Child, 2021). One 
study found administrators across the globe adjusted to 
COVID-19 in four phases: (1) they first focused on children’s 
and families’ basic needs, for example, by arranging food dis-
tribution; then they (2) planned for remote instruction, (3) 
developed opportunities for deeper learning, and (4) reflected 
on their experiences to prepare for next year (McLeod, 2020). 
Other studies also highlighted an initial focus on well-being, 
demonstrating that principals prioritized the socioemotional 
health of staff, students, and themselves, for example, by dis-
regarding old attendance rules or being flexible with account-
ability (Hayes et  al., 2021; McLeod & Dulsky, 2021; 
Reyes-Guerra et al., 2021; Weiner et al., 2021). To do their 
work amid continued uncertainty, they drew on various lead-
ership capacities (Reyes-Guerra et al., 2021), regularly com-
municating with staff and families, delegating authority, and 
being flexible, caring, and resilient (Beauchamp et al., 2021; 
McLeod & Dulsky, 2021; Murata et al., 2021).
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Most of these empirical studies detailing principals’ activi-
ties have been framed by theories of leadership and developed 
through retrospective interview studies. While this helps to 
document what leaders did during COVID-19—and high-
lights their foci on student well-being and equitable educa-
tional access—we know less about how they enacted pandemic 
policies, within their particular contexts. Moreover, few stud-
ies explored how leaders collaborated with partners or worked 
within school district constraints, despite scholarship recom-
mending principals look externally for support during crises, 
particularly to address inequities (OECD, 2020). Furthermore, 
studies examining or demonstrating successful community 
engagement in education are limited, even more so when con-
sidering engagement during times of crises.

External Partners and Educational Responses  
to Crises

Among other recommendations, the field of crisis man-
agement suggests that educational organizations and external 
stakeholders should collaborate to facilitate decision making 
during complex and dynamic challenges (Grissom & Condon, 
2021; Liou, 2015; Tate, 2012). Such efforts, which support 
resource acquisition as well as policy design, should be both 
inter- and intra-institutional. For instance, to prepare for pan-
demics, we need “persistent engagement and planning across 
political boundaries, health care providers, and educational 
institutions,” along with an intention to understand how 
resources are spread across contexts (or not) (Tate, 2012, p. 
427). Crisis leadership also entails joint sense-making—for 
example, families, school leaders and teachers learning from 
each other—which supports the development of clear and 
informed policy responses (McLeod & Dulsky, 2021).

Existing research supports these theories. Analyzing one 
school’s crisis response to the unexpected death of a student, 
Liou (2015) found that both flexibility and dynamic collabora-
tion were essential; in this case, the school leader asked other 
schools for extra counselors when district officials were unre-
sponsive, even though collaboration was not noted in their lin-
ear crisis management policy. Meanwhile, Weist et al. (2002) 
reported that schools that had partnered with community men-
tal health programs felt more capable in addressing the 9/11 
terrorist attacks in 2001. Finally, in three studies about COVID-
19, principals reported relying on their own colleagues and/or 
local businesses for ideas and resources, given a lack of coor-
dination and information from public health and education 
officials (Hayes et al., 2021; McLeod & Dulsky, 2021; Reyes-
Guerra et al., 2021). Such research underscores the importance 
of better understanding the role of external partnerships in edu-
cational policymaking during a crisis.

External Partnerships and Policy Enactment

This work is framed by theories of policy enactment (Ball 
et al., 2012)—“a complex set of processes of interpretation 

and translation, which are contextually mediated and institu-
tionally rendered” (p. 142). Policy enactment is situational 
and ongoing, involving the allocation of resources, inven-
tion of procedures, exchange of ideas, and reorganization of 
relationships. In short, policy is not a simple legislative act; 
it is a sociocultural, discursive process that unfolds over 
time, shaped by stakeholders’ interactions and context 
(Levinson et al., 2009).

Taking an institutional and community-focused lens to 
understand how schools responded to the pandemic is criti-
cal. After all, educational responses to crises are not just 
top–down mandates, but “transacted, challenged, and ulti-
mately implemented by agents on the ground” (Trinidad, 
2021, p. 68). Additionally, “how teachers teach and what 
students learn also turns in important ways on the interac-
tions of governmental and nongovernmental organizations” 
(Burch, 2007, p. 86). External partnerships can shape the 
design and delivery of policy (Lowenhaupt & Montgomery, 
2018). Consider that instruction itself develops not only 
through teachers’ choices but also through the options pre-
sented to them by professional development workshops, cur-
ricula, and textbooks (Burch, 2007). Consider also how 
community-based organizations with social capital and close 
relationships among families can support the development 
of educational policies and practices (Dorner, 2011b; Warren 
et  al., 2009). There may be even greater possibilities for 
addressing inequities amid a crisis through collaborations 
that take on “community infrastructuring,” “justice-oriented 
acts of necessity to share and reorganize resources in the 
moment” (Greenberg et al., 2020, p. 519).

That said, policy enactment often fails to fully engage 
family and community members as equal stakeholders in the 
process. Adequate attention is rarely given to the true 
engagement of the families and community members most 
affected, even when social justice and equity are professed 
by well-intentioned educators (Dyrness, 2009-2010). 
External partners and school leaders bring along discourses 
about the school communities they aim to support, including 
deficit perspectives (Glass et  al., 2018; Perkins, 2015). 
School–community partnerships around Latinx community–
parent engagement, for example, have been found to both 
rewrite and reinforce educators’ deficit perspectives about 
students and their families (Ishimaru, 2014). Such perspec-
tives in turn shape and reshape policy dynamically, such as 
when one public debate about a new bilingual program and 
discourses about the immigrant community resulted in a 
policy that ultimately privileged white English-dominant 
voices (Dorner, 2011a).

In summary, the design and implementation of policy is 
not unidirectional, where one person a-politically and alone 
implements a mandate. It is iterative, shaped by a range of 
people and institutions—including families and communi-
ties—and each one’s resources, values, and discourses (Braun 
et al., 2011; Dorner & Layton, 2013; Tuma & Spillane, 2019). 
Calling this policy enactment underscores that the process is 
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neither top–down nor bottom–up; it is contextual, “dynamic 
and non-linear” (Ball et al., 2012, p. 6). In turn, the unfolding 
of educational policies during a crisis entails consideration of 
a school’s interactions with their external partners, their his-
tories and contextual understandings, as well as the resources, 
structures, and discourses they both bring to and make within 
their context (see Figure 1).

Method

This study used ethnographic methods to ask: Which 
external resources, structures, and discourses supported and/
or constrained policy enactment developed in a partnership 
between one school, its nonprofit partner, and the local 
school district? How did their negotiations shape pandemic 
policy responses? The following sections and online appen-
dices describe the research context, participants, data collec-
tion and analysis, researcher positions, and study limitations. 
(All person and place names that follow are pseudonyms. 
See Table 1 for key participants.)

Research Context and Participants

In July 2020, the executive director (Rose) of a nonprofit 
organization, Teachers and Families Together (TFT), sent an 
email to myriad friends and community members, including 
the first author, asking for volunteers for a new project she 
was designing at Randolph Elementary, a small city public 
school. Rose, a long-time resident of an affluent and mostly 
White neighborhood in Randolph’s greater metropolitan 
area, considered herself a nonprofit entrepreneur who 
wanted to use her privilege to eradicate racial disparities, 
especially in education. As a partner of Randolph and the 
district for decades, she repeatedly said they had to do 
“whatever” it took to support the school during the pan-
demic. As discussed in the findings, while Rose brought 
resources and opportunities to schools like Randolph, she 
often framed racial disparities as a result of individual 
behaviors and decision making as opposed to systemic fac-
tors. In turn, TFT framed families by what they thought they 
needed, as opposed to working alongside them. This framing 
frequently led to paternalistic policy recommendations  
reinforcing rather than disrupting racist structures and 
discourses.

Teachers and Families Together.  For nearly 15 years, TFT 
has provided professional development and resources for 
teachers to visit families and develop partnerships for their 
children’s education, especially at “underserved schools” 
(website) in both historically oppressed Black and underre-
sourced rural districts throughout the region. This goal 
became accentuated with the pandemic. After witnessing 
schools’ struggle to connect with families and provide stu-
dents with educational materials and technology in the 

spring of 2020, TFT devised a special project in 2020–2021 
for what they considered their most needy school. Their goal 
was for “all students at Randolph to have the tools to suc-
cessfully learn in person or remotely” (Project Overview). 
Despite being composed of predominantly White and afflu-
ent educators, staff, and leadership who were not from Ran-
dolph’s families or community, TFT considered itself to be a 
key school/community stakeholder. They hired a part-time 
coordinator, Jeff, who had been a first-grade teacher in the 
district and had recently finished his master’s degree in edu-
cation and a well-regarded local civic leadership program. 
He was thrilled to work with Randolph, and also aware that 
as a White educator in a predominantly Black space, one of 
his central goals was to listen to the community.

Randolph Elementary School and District.  Randolph was 
like many elementary schools in historically oppressed com-
munities in segregated cities across the United States. A tra-
ditional neighborhood public school, Randolph served 
approximately 250 African American students in grades 
PreK–5; 100% qualified for free/reduced meals, 15% for 
special education, and 40% were considered “living in tran-
sition” (8/13/20 Transcript). The White principal, Dr. Smith, 
was in her second year leading Randolph but had worked in 
the district since her first teaching job about 10 years ago. 
The school was in a neighborhood characterized as having 
high unemployment and low life expectancy in comparison 
with nearby, mostly White suburbs. Experiencing many of 
the challenges of systemic racism in education, few students 
scored “proficient” on standardized state tests. Moreover, 
Randolph’s district faced many financial pressures due to 
long-time declining enrollment, structural inequities, 
decades of disinvestment, racial segregation, and growing 
competition from charter schools. In turn, Randolph lacked 
institutionalized school–community connections, including 
a working parent–teacher organization and accurate list  
of family contact information. While the district used 

Figure 1.  External partners and policy enactment.
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ineffective emails to try and reach families, Dr. Smith per-
sonally paid for a service to text them.

Despite such contextual challenges, 80% to 90% of 
Randolph’s teachers were retained from year to year; nearly 
half were African American. Moreover, the school was a 
tight-knit community, where many of the students’ parents 
or grandparents had gone; 80% lived in walking distance. In 
addition, the district leadership and budget recently had sta-
bilized after years of political challenges. Dr. Smith was par-
ticularly proud of Randolph’s early childhood program and 
strong teacher retention. Dedicated to her school and con-
tinually working to understand the highly racialized context, 
she focused professional development on racial equity.

Data Collection and Analysis

Data collection occurred from August 2020 to July 2021, 
almost exclusively online using Zoom because of pandemic 
precautions. After deciding on an ethnographic approach, 
which was necessary to understand the day-to-day unfolding 
of policy (Ball et al., 2012), we started observing and, when 
possible, recording and transcribing weekly meetings (60–
90 minutes). Three types of meetings formed our data set: 
(1) We observed Dr. Smith and TFT leaders, usually Rose 
and Jeff, when they met to discuss school needs and make 
plans; here, we tracked the partnership’s activities, negotia-
tions, resource acquisition, discourses, and other barriers or 
facilitators to policy enactment (n = 17). (2) We met with 
Dr. Smith to record how her school and district were manag-
ing the partnership and pandemic (n = 12). (3) We met with 
Jeff, to follow-up on partnership activities from the coordi-
nator’s perspective (n = 3). While we were not able to fully 
integrate into the school space or with families—as would 
be typical in an ethnography—we did have other experi-
ences that allowed us to triangulate data collection. 
Specifically, we interviewed one Black parent member of 
the district’s COVID-19 task force; observed TFT volunteer 
training and teacher meetings; volunteered at the school 
twice, interacting with educators and parents; and collected 
district, school, and TFT artifacts (see Table 2).

Data analysis was ongoing throughout the project. The first 
two authors and another scholar of organizational strategy met 
weekly to share data and assess the situation. Given our 
research questions about external partnerships and policymak-
ing during a pandemic, our analyses focused on meeting tran-
scripts. The process followed ethnographic methods per 
Emerson et al. (2011) (for details, see Supplemental Appendix 
A available in the online version of this article). Briefly, initial 
open coding and the literature review suggested two prominent 
policy areas: family–school communication and access to 
remote learning. Subsequent coding examined the resources, 
structures, especially prior and current policies, and discourses 
shaping these areas and, in turn, how external stakeholders 
intersected with pandemic policy enactment over time.

Positionality and Limitations

The first two authors developed this study after respond-
ing to Rose’s query for volunteers. Having known Lisa for 
over 10 years, Rose invited her to document TFT’s partner-
ship, hoping the research could support other communities. 
Lisa came to the project as a White researcher with experi-
ence working alongside racially diverse communities on 
bilingual education policies, and as a parent who externally 
observed how the pandemic was exacerbating educational 
and racial inequities, as her own children “kept on learning” 
at their relatively privileged public magnet schools. 
Recognizing the need for additional expertise and experi-
ence working in contexts like Randolph, Rose also invited 
Kelly, an African American education researcher with expe-
rience on community-based projects examining the impact 
of health disparities and racial and social inequity on educa-
tional outcomes. Meanwhile, Blake, a White graduate 
research assistant, brought his outside perspective as a 
school board member at a different district.

While we sought to develop a thorough examination of this 
partnership including school, organizational, and community 
voices, our project was limited in three important ways. First, 
we focused on only two external partners: TFT and the local 
school district. Although we learned Randolph had other 

Table 1
Core Participants

Pseudonym (racial background) Position Organization

Dr. Katie Smith (White) Principal, with 1 year of experience Randolph Elementary, school in 
local public city district

Rose (White) Executive Director, with decades 
of experience managing nonprofit 
educational organizations focused 
on equity

Teachers and families together

Jeff (White) Program Coordinator, part-time, 
hired specifically to manage new 
partnership project at Randolph

Teachers and families together
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partners, the data set does not include their perspectives. This 
happened in part because our institutional review board 
approval limited us to meetings, interviews, and artifacts 
included as part of the TFT partnership. Second, due to district 
and TFT restrictions, our own concerns about overburdening 
research participants, and limits on time, we collected almost 
all data online, primarily observing Randolph–TFT meetings. 
Only twice did we personally experience policy enactment as 
it unfolded during a partnership activity. Third, limited school 
district support and extensive oversight by TFT restricted our 
attempts at engaging and incorporating family and commu-
nity perspectives. While Kelly participated in parent meetings 
organized by TFT, parents were not formally consented for 
the research as TFT feared this would affect their relationships 
with the community. In short, we did not seek out family/com-
munity perspectives, although we recognize students and 
family members as key policy agents who would have further 
illuminated the pandemic policy enactment. In turn, the analy-
ses only highlight Randolph’s and TFT’s negotiations and 
perspectives. Not only does this leave out students and fami-
lies as central policy actors but also this foregrounds White 
experiences and perspectives about a Black context, a signifi-
cant limitation further addressed in the conclusion.

Findings

Throughout the 2020–2021 school year, Randolph’s exter-
nal partner, TFT, and the local school district provided signifi-
cant resources for their pandemic response. These 
resources—from volunteers to new technology—addressed 
some of the most exacerbated inequities; they helped develop 
Randolph’s capacity for consistent family–school communica-
tion and online instruction. Simultaneously, there were struc-
tures, particularly the district’s and TFT’s standard practices, as 
well as frequent and common deficit discourses, which limited 
the enactment of equitable policies. Perceptions of Randolph’s 
Black neighborhoods and community members as underre-
sourced and unreliable intersected with a value on responses 
generated outside, rather than inside, the community. Despite 
seemingly good intentions, TFT stakeholders often framed 
Randolph and its families in ways that relied on racialized ste-
reotypes rooted in White supremacy and privilege and neglected 
the community’s own knowledge, assets, and experiences.

To analyze pandemic policy enactment, we start by 
describing how the Randolph–TFT partnership shaped two 
policy areas: family–school communication and access to 
remote learning. Within each area, we address our research 
questions by detailing the dynamics of policy enactment (Ball 

Table 2
Data Collected

Type of data Number of instances

Transcripts and field notes from semistructured conversations and meetings with the:
•  Principal and TFT leaders 17
•  Principal 12
•  TFT project coordinator 3
•  Volunteers 2
•  District task force member (parent from different school) 1
Total field notes with transcriptions 35
Field note observations (without recordings)
•  Of TFT working group 2
•  Of TFT teacher meetings 2
•  Of TFT with other partners 2
•  Of volunteer activities 2
Total additional field notes 8
Artifacts
•  TFT volunteer documents and correspondence 40
•  TFT project documents, summaries, and reports 12
•  TFT blog posts 3
•  TFT parent surveys 2
•  TFT teachers surveys 2
•  Randolph weekly updates to family and staff from principal 67
•  District reopening policy documents 2
Total artifacts 128

Note. TFT = Teachers and Families Together.
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et al., 2012), specifically, how external resources, structures, 
and discourses supported or constrained policy actions. Then, 
we analyze how negotiations among Randolph, its external 
partner, and local district shaped their pandemic response.

Partnership and Policymaking for Family–School 
Communication

The biggest roadblock is not being able to find families. (Dr. Smith, 

8/12/20)

Randolph’s public district, like many, had hoped to open 
schools for in-person instruction in August 2020. They con-
vened a task force of educators, parents, and administrators 
with various subcommittees (7/24/20, District Plan). They 
surveyed families1 in June, asking whether they wanted: in-
person schooling, virtual schooling with district teachers, or 
self-paced virtual schooling. In July, caregivers were 
instructed over email to submit an online commitment form 
for each child (7/21/20, District Email). Families also got a 
prerecorded phone call reminding them to submit their forms 
by July 30. Then, on July 29, the district sent an e-newsletter 
to families: based on responses and increasing COVID-19 
cases, they would no longer offer in-person schooling. 
Instead, families could choose virtual or self-paced, or for 
“families with the greatest need,” in-person support centers 
(7/29/20, District Newsletter). The district sent this informa-
tion only by email and prerecorded “robo” calls.

By July 30, none of Randolph’s families filled out the com-
mitment form online (8/13/20, Transcript). Dr. Smith 
explained she was not surprised. For one, they may not have 
gotten the messages; many caregivers had prepaid cell phones, 
so their numbers changed frequently (8/12/2020, Field notes). 
They also had high mobility rates, with many families moving 
frequently between households, in and out of the neighbor-
hood. Moreover, few families regularly used email. Dr. Smith 
estimated that the district’s “mass communications” worked 
for just “1/16th” of families (8/12/20, Field notes). Her first 
step was to supplement the district communications with 
additional robo calls, text messages (for which she personally 
paid), and website announcements, but still she received only 
five belated commitment forms (8/13/20, Transcript).

In turn, the district directed school leaders to contact each 
family, so they could determine staffing and technology 
need. Connecting with families became one of the most 
important partnership activities: TFT committed resources 
and created structures with Randolph to contact families 
about school events, encourage attendance, and inquire 
about technology needs. However, there were also structures 
and discourses that constrained policy enactment around 
family–school communication (see Table 3).

Resources

Calling and Visiting Families.  When families did not submit 
the district commitment form in July 2020, Dr. Smith had to 

fill out the online form for each student. This meant contact-
ing about 230 families. To do so, she used resources from the 
district and TFT. From her school budget, she paid 10 staff 
extra compensation to call every phone number they had for 
each family; from this, they gathered 105 responses (8/13/20, 
Transcript). Then, TFT paid three school staff $30/hour to 
visit the remaining families, joined by TFT volunteers. The 
TFT-Randolph pairs had two goals: determine families’ 
choice for schooling and obtain current contact information. 
They visited 107 homes over 2 days, missing only 22 students 
(8/12/20, Field notes). Paired home visits like these continued 
throughout the school year, to encourage attendance, obtain 
new contact information, survey family needs, or drop off 
resources provided by TFT like headphones, books, and pen-
cil sharpeners (9/30/20, 10/16/20, Field notes).

Orientation.  To distribute and provide training for students’ 
tablets and hotspots, and meet with families, Randolph 
planned socially distant, in-person orientations for each class-
room the week before school began. TFT provided $20 for 
each family who attended, to encourage attendance and make 
up for lost wages. To ensure families knew about their orienta-
tion, TFT volunteers called each one; they also tracked which 
phone numbers were working. Then, after each orientation, 
TFT called every family who did not attend; they offered 
another orientation time and tracked whether families planned 
to attend a sibling’s orientation instead (8/21/20, Field notes). 
By the end of orientation week, only 50 student resource 
boxes remained to distribute; TFT helped deliver those to 
families’ homes (8/28/20, Field notes). Dr. Smith reported,

The training sessions with the families . . . was one of the most 
important things that we have done so far to make this year a 
success. . . . It also gave us our first and possibly only face-to-face 
with our parents. . . . That connection can’t be overstated. (8/21/20, 
Transcript)

Tracking Attendance and Family Needs.  As with many U.S. 
schools, attendance had been a concern at Randolph prior to 
the pandemic. In 2019, only 60% of students came the first 
day. However, in 2020, 72% logged into online school on the 
first day; by the end of the week, only eight students had 
never connected (9/18/20, TFT Newsletter).

Each morning once school started, a small army of volunteers called 
the homes of students who didn’t log on by 8:15 am, providing a 
wake-up call, tech support, words of encouragement, and building 
relationships with the people most critical to student success—the 
parents. (9/18/20, TFT Newsletter)

Dr. Smith attributed this success to TFT; none of her col-
leagues at similar schools had run an in-person orientation or 
had volunteers calling families, and none of them had such 
relatively high attendance.

TFT volunteers continued to call families to inquire 
about attendance and track families’ needs throughout 
the school year. TFT also took over texting families for 
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Dr. Smith, so she would not have to spend her own 
money or time on that anymore. Based on a recent study 
(Heppen et al., 2020), TFT sent weekly texts to families 
about the benefits of attendance (10/16/20, Field notes). 
From the school and TFT perspective, these efforts to 
make additional connections with families seemed effec-
tive (but without interactions with families, we do not 

know the impact of these policy actions). By the follow-
ing June, they had much higher summer school enroll-
ment and attendance in comparison with the district, 
which they attributed to their volunteer calling and 
tracking system (6/11/21, Field notes). Moreover, Jeff 
noted the secretary told him, “Families began calling 
proactively when their child needed to miss school. In 

Table 3
Summary of External Stakeholders’ Resources, Structures, and Discourses

Supportive Constraining

Resources
District resources
•  District funds for hiring extra staff
•  District tablets for students
•  District computers for teachers
•  District teams training

 

TFT resources
•  TFT funds for hiring extra staff
•  TFT funds for families
•  TFT funds for teacher tech
•  TFT funds for student tech
•  TFT funds for student learning materials
•  TFT funds for texting service
• � TFT volunteers: calling, delivering items, visiting, 

tracking, reading to students
•  TFT volunteers: orientation prep
•  TFT volunteer: teacher Teams-tech support
•  TFT–CodePower family tech training sessions

•  TFT-code-power teacher teams workshops
•  TFT volunteer teacher tech support → only one teacher

Structures
District structures
•  District tools for communication
•  District data systems
•  Full-time family–community specialist (FCS)
•  District → 1:1
•  District teacher professional development

•  District opt-in e-newsletter
•  District policies for summer staffing, for FCS hours
• � District October attendance report determined next year’s staffing
•  District passwords
•  District device collection
•  District device distribution
•  District hotspot functionality and instructions
•  District choice of tablets (students), laptops (teachers)
•  District lost/ broken device policy

TFT structures
•  TFT home visit “pair” policy
•  TFT parent survey
•  TFT-Randolph parent group
•  TFT far-reaching network

• � TFT volunteers and network from outside Randolph neighborhood
•  TFT survey focused on tech needs

School proximity to district office  
Discourses
• � Partnerships can make a difference, and “do what 

it takes” for equity
Deficit-based discourses including:
•  Families are lacking
•  Families are absent
•  Families lack technology access and know how
•  Students lack vocabulary
•  Students lack giftedness

Note. TFT = Teachers and Families Together.
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her experience, that was never the MO before” (5/28/21, 
Written Feedback).

Structures

District policies around communications and staffing and 
TFT policies for home visits shaped family–school commu-
nication at Randolph. In contrast to the resources offered, 
however, some of these structures constrained the school’s 
attempts to equitably reach all families.

District Communications.  During the pandemic, the district 
started new digital communication efforts. From June to 
August 2020, they sent out seven e-newsletters, and then 
starting in September, twice monthly. To communicate with 
families and store their contact information, the district used 
an online system. However, even though they had (some) 
families’ emails on file, the new e-newsletter was “opt in” 
only. That meant parents had to learn about it and sign up on 
their own. This issue, and the knowledge that text messaging 
was more effective for Randolph families—according to Dr. 
Smith and recent research (Snell et  al., 2018)—meant the 
new informative e-newsletter reached few families.

District Staffing.  Next, two different district structures 
regarding staffing shaped Randolph’s family–school com-
munication policy enactment. First, schools in the district 
paid very few staff members over the summer; the principal 
was usually the only employee working in July. Therefore, 
when schools were instructed to obtain commitment forms 
from all families, Dr. Smith was the only one available, a 
significant task for one individual. She had to contact Ran-
dolph staff and offer extra compensation from her school 
budget. Second, the district had a policy where staffing for 
each year was related to daily student attendance as of Octo-
ber (9/11/20, Transcript). This resulted in a strong focus on 
finding students and accounting for their attendance before 
submitting this attendance report. Dr. Smith worried if atten-
dance was low, she would lose teachers, and then have to 
“shift all my rosters, and all the kids” into new rooms 
(9/11/20, Transcript). This meant family–communications 
started to focus on compliance—getting students in their 
“seats” online—rather than relationship-building.

District Family–Community Specialist.  Finally, the most 
critical structure related to family–school communication 
was the district-required position dedicated to working with 
families. Randolph’s full-time family-community specialist 
was to “facilitate parental and community involvement,” 
“improve attendance and student achievement,” and comply 
with “federal, state, district, and school policies” (District 
Job Description, 2021). While the position requested experi-
ence in building trusting relationships, almost half (9/22) of 
the specialist’s job functions focused on policy compliance, 

for example: “ensure all timelines for required federal pro-
cesses and documents are met.” Only 5/22 functions focused 
on community and family relationship-building, with little 
description or requirement for how to develop partnerships 
outside of school (3/12/21, Field notes). Moreover, Ran-
dolph’s family–community specialist was new to her role, 
although she had worked at the school for 4 years (8/12/20, 
Field notes). Perhaps because of these structural issues, she 
was relatively absent from TFT’s family–community rela-
tionship-building as COVID-19 persisted.

TFT Structures.  TFT had specific expectations for their 
home-visit activities. Prepandemic, they required teachers to 
make home visits in pairs, and they did not use volunteers. In 
supporting Randolph’s home visits during the pandemic, this 
approach was renegotiated. Specifically, TFT offered volun-
teers to support home visits, but Dr. Smith required that at 
least one school staff member always accompany the volun-
teers. This allowed Randolph to cover more territory than 
they could without TFT support, but still ensure families 
encountered Randolph staff. However, all volunteers came 
from Rose’s personal networks; many were white and of 
higher socioeconomic status. Although she recruited former 
Black educators to provide feedback to the project and one 
Black board member to lead a TFT-created parent group in 
spring 2021, none of the volunteers came from Randolph’s 
own neighborhood.

TFT’s goals for home visits were also structured; they 
aimed to (1) help teachers and families collaborate to sup-
port student learning and (2) establish and build family–
teacher relationships (TFT manual). Importantly, TFT 
materials highlighted relationship-building, but this goal 
was typically secondary to providing resources. TFT’s man-
ual defined home visits by what families received (books, 
resources, and learning activities), not what teachers received 
or learned about families. Likewise, the structure of their 
early family–school communication efforts during COVID-
19 was to provide for families, rather than learn from them. 
This deficit approach is one that is common in the traditional 
family engagement literature (e.g., Epstein, 2001), asking 
what can schools provide for families, rather than how 
schools learn from families? That said, TFT did implement a 
survey to assess parents’ needs (discussed further in the tech-
nology section) and in spring 2021, began a parent group 
that met twice/month.

Discourses

Throughout the project, deficit discourses surfaced fre-
quently during activities and conversations with TFT. While 
the existing structures, like TFT’s manual, suggested a dis-
course that families need things, emerging discourses also 
suggested parents were absent in their children’s education 
and children lacked academic capacity. In Rose’s appeals to 
recruit volunteers, for example, she highlighted how 



Dorner et al.

10

families could not be found: “Try as the principal might, she 
can only find 50% of her students and families at this time” 
(07/29/20, Email). As another example, in one of TFT’s vol-
unteer training sessions, Jeff referenced the (debunked) 
“word gap” experienced by students of color (McKenna, 
2018), and a volunteer agreed by mentioning the lack of 
“gifted” youth at schools like Randolph (read: Black, urban). 
After we addressed this perspective with TFT (1/29/21, 
Field notes), they adjusted their training materials. 
Nonetheless, these examples demonstrate that discourses 
often highlighted Randolph families as “needy” or “lacking” 
rather than agentic policy agents. In turn, this shaped fam-
ily–school communication efforts to provide what TFT 
thought parents needed, especially around technology, as 
discussed in the next section.

Partnership and Policymaking for Remote Learning

It’s an immediate issue . . . [without technology], it will immediately 
derail everything. (Dr. Smith, 8/21/2020)

Randolph’s district began the 2020–2021 school year 
100% online. To support instruction, they issued laptops to 
teachers and used Microsoft Teams as the platform (8/12/20, 
Field notes). For students, the district planned to provide 
tablets, for all, and hotspots, if needed. This was critically 
important at a school like Randolph, as TFT discovered via 
a parent survey at orientation that 15% of their families 
lacked internet access, 7% had only “occasional access,” and 
another 50% of families did not respond (n = 111). That 
meant 22% to 65% could have needed hotspots. Jeff shared 
that throughout the year, volunteers and staff continued to 
discover students lacked a working internet connection: 
families’ access “waxed and waned” with “changing abili-
ties to afford internet” (5/28/21, Written Feedback). Internet 
access, however, was not the only concern. From prior home 
visits, Dr. Smith and her staff knew many children shared 
their learning space. Additionally, Randolph teachers wor-
ried students did not have enough experience with the soft-
ware and applications they wanted to use.

In turn, the partnership decided to focus on equity for 
remote learning. Similar to family–school communication 
efforts, TFT provided several resources, while external 
structures and discourses constrained equitable policy 
enactment.

Resources

Technology for Families.  Under Jeff’s coordination, TFT 
volunteers supported the creation, organization, cleaning, 
labeling, and distribution of technology for each Randolph 
student. They put together boxes for distribution at orienta-
tion that included the district-provided tablet; TFT-provided 
chargers, headphones, and pencil sharpeners; and 

teacher-developed curricula and other class materials. In 
addition, TFT solicited a local organization, CodePower, to 
create a guidebook for families, with instructions for the tab-
let and connecting to Microsoft Teams (2/19/21, Artifact). 
Dr. Smith used this at orientation, along with her “cheat 
sheet” on district passwords, to show parents how to use the 
tablets. Afterward, approximately 75% of respondents indi-
cated familiarity with Teams and Class Dojo, though only 
57% felt confident in their ability to mitigate technology 
issues (Parent Survey, n = 111). After an initial attempt 
failed (described in TFT structure section), CodePower sub-
sequently offered three parent training sessions throughout 
the school year.

With volunteers facilitating technology distribution and 
support, Randolph teachers could focus on instruction 
(9/3/20, Field notes). Moreover, the principal could focus on 
leading:

Having a point person like Jeff, being a true project coordinator in 
that role, was incredibly helpful . . . he is essentially a member of my 
staff at this point . . . I tell him all of my needs, and I think about it 
from the 10,000 foot view . . . I can actually be a principal—I’ve 

never felt like that before. (9/11/20, Transcript)

Technology for Teachers.  TFT also provided technology 
support. First, a TFT volunteer, who worked for a local 
technology company, sat with one teacher for 5 days at 
the beginning of the school year. Using a district tablet, 
she helped students with technology issues, getting them 
connected or helping them to open applications. This 
allowed the teacher to focus on her students and their les-
son. Subsequently, the volunteer made a list of resources 
and ideas for Teams, which TFT shared with other teach-
ers (9/10/20, Field notes). Second, TFT provided tablets, 
which were similar to the students’ devices, and device 
stands for teachers; both helped teachers better under-
stand the student experience and communicate with 
them.

Structures

District Policies.  While the district shifted quickly and suc-
cessfully to “1:1” (one device for each student), many of their 
new policies and procedures around technology constrained 
policy enactment for equitable remote learning. The first 
structural issue concerned access to and distribution of stu-
dents’ tablets. In the rapid transition to online learning in 
spring 2020, the district provided ~10,000 tablets to their stu-
dents. Although they encouraged families to return the tablets 
in early summer, many did not. Therefore, in August, they 
required principals to collect all tablets not yet returned; Dr. 
Smith had to find 98 missing tablets from Randolph. This 
process proved daunting: “I have this massive spreadsheet of 
why we don’t have their technology yet, and for the vast 
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majority of them, it’s because we can’t find them again” (Dr. 
Smith, 8/21/2020, Transcript). Nonetheless, after two weeks 
of calling and visiting students’ last known addresses, Ran-
dolph obtained 50 missing devices. However, the district was 
not able to scan, clean, and send devices back to Randolph 
quickly enough. By orientation, Randolph still lacked 100 
newly loaded devices. Teachers had to track which students 
still needed devices, and family orientations lacked the 
opportunity for hands-on practice (8/21/20, Field notes).

Next, the district’s general lack of a policy or capacity to 
collect technology also affected students’ and schools’ 
access to chargers. When Dr. Smith picked up 150 tablets to 
distribute at orientation, she found the tablets did not have 
chargers. The district’s technology officer told her many 
families had not returned them, and new ones were on back-
order. This meant families would not receive a charger. In 
turn, Randolph staff decided to use the building’s charging 
stations to charge devices, switching them every hour. Then, 
knowing that students could not learn without a charged 
device, Dr. Smith ultimately pulled all chargers from every 
station and gave them to families (8/21/20, Field notes). In 
addition, Randolph’s physical proximity to the district office 
made it possible for staff to pick up equipment regularly. 
Four to five times a day, two staff members traveled to the 
office to get what they could: “sometimes they would come 
back with nothing and sometimes they come back with like 
10” chargers (Dr. Smith, 9/3/2020, Transcript).

There were three other district structures in technology 
distribution and support that shaped policy enactment for 
remote learning. First, hotspots were not initially available 
and therefore not included in student resource boxes. 
Additionally, once received, Dr. Smith reported: “They’re 
not quality hotspots . . . not meant for eight hours of stream-
ing, let alone eight hours of streaming for four kids. So our 
families keep getting kicked out of the Teams calls” 
(Transcript, 8/28/20). Second, the district’s instructions for 
the hotspots were confusing and unclearly printed (Rose, 
7/25/2021, Feedback; Hotspot Artifact), and the district’s 
passwords for devices were particularly long, especially 
challenging for younger students to remember. Third, there 
was an issue with device compatibility: the district provided 
elementary teachers with computers, but students with tab-
lets. The Teams platform looked and worked differently on 
these devices, so teachers did not see what their students saw 
on the screen, a serious barrier to troubleshooting technol-
ogy problems and enacting virtual learning.

Despite these challenges, the district did provide some 
level of teacher training for Teams, although the school had 
to supplement it. Dr. Smith provided an entry-level, “hands-
on” workshop (8/12/20, Field notes): “I did a very brief 
introduction . . . and I’m not an expert on it at all. And so it 
was the bare bones basics, but my staff needed that” 
(8/21/2020, Transcript). She also rearranged the order of the 
district-designed back-to-school professional development 
days to begin with her workshops and end with independent 

teacher workdays, allowing teachers time to play with the 
resources and learn by “doing the work” (8/21/2020, 
Transcript).

Finally, district policy required families to pay ~$300 to 
replace broken or lost tablets, a steep price for Randolph’s 
community. In practice, the district was willing to accept 
less, but only if families knew to contact the district office to 
indicate an inability to pay. According to Dr. Smith, this was 
never communicated to families (2/19/21, Field notes). In 
the end, the dean of students at Randolph expanded her role 
to address these structural issues; she became the coordina-
tor, facilitator, and tracker of technology within the school.

TFT Structures.  As mentioned earlier, TFT’s and Rose’s 
networks shaped the partnership’s policy enactment. These 
networks were far-reaching and resourceful, which was 
helpful to Randolph. However, the management of these net-
works sometimes failed, for example, with CodePower. 
Although CodePower developed and implemented the 
guidebook and three training sessions for families, few fam-
ily members attended. Moreover, CodePower failed to pre-
pare and show up for promised teacher workshops. Multiple 
times, Dr. Smith scheduled and set aside teacher time for 
CodePower, as directed by TFT, but they cancelled. Jeff and 
Dr. Smith agreed this was the most disruptive aspect of their 
joint policy enactment. Dr. Smith shared, “I think we were 
trying to approach something with so little knowledge of 
what we needed and what they could actually provide, and 
those two things didn’t really align, and so that support, I 
don’t think was successful” (6/11/2021, Transcript). Ulti-
mately, with TFT as an insufficient go-between, Randolph 
and CodePower were not able to develop a relationship and 
understanding about their respective needs, capacities, and 
time constraints.

Discourses

Deficit discourses about families also shaped policy 
enactment around access to remote learning. Most signifi-
cant was the continued talk about families’ lack of technol-
ogy. As Rose highlighted in emails to volunteers: “Sadly, 
Randolph epitomizes the digital divide” (7/29/2020, 
Volunteer Email). Such a focus, however, neglected the 
assets and technology experts who did live with students. 
Moreover, it ignored data obtained by TFT itself: 70% of 
survey respondents reported that they paid for internet access 
(n = 111). This meant at least ~35% of the school population 
had steady access; also, recall that half of families did not 
take the survey, so this could mean that even more families 
had internet at home. Given these deficit discourses, TFT 
structured their parent survey around family needs; the first 
four questions were about access to the internet, with no 
questions about families’ capacities or assets. By the end of 
the year, neither TFT, Randolph, or the district truly knew 
their families’ technology capacity and access.
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Negotiations Toward Pandemic Policy  
Enactment

I was trying to be in that, in the middle of the tornado, directing 
traffic, but oftentimes I was just swept up with everybody else . . . 
flying around, hoping this works and hoping we don’t destroy a 
village. (Dr. Smith, 9/2/20)

With these resources, structures, and discourses variously 
supporting and constraining policy enactment, Randolph’s 
pandemic response came alive through the negotiations they 
had with–and between–their nonprofit partner and district, 
as they navigated the tornado-like environment. In both pol-
icy areas, Dr. Smith had to manage new resources from her 
district and TFT, amid some inflexible structures as well as 
deficit discourses. To answer our second research ques-
tion—how did negotiations shape pandemic policy 
responses?—we present one situation surrounding smart 
tablets for preschool classrooms. This further demonstrates 
how, in this crisis moment, educational policies were enacted 
dynamically with external partners.

Randolph’s district originally planned for all preschool and 
elementary school students to receive tablets for their remote 
instruction. However, for reasons unknown to our participants, 
as preschool teachers were preparing their online lessons, the 
district announced preschool students and teachers would not 
do remote instruction via tablets (8/21/20, Field notes). Instead, 
they would create packets and post them on the school website. 
Dr. Smith said the teachers were very “offended” by this last-
minute change, feeling “this district does not care about pre-K 
and does not value what we do” (8/21/2020, Transcript). 
Besides frustrating teachers, this led to ever-changing and con-
fusing communications with preschool families.

Besides calling the district office to express their frustra-
tion and look for alternate solutions, Dr. Smith shared this 
issue at her weekly partnership meetings with TFT. 
Immediately, Rose offered to fundraise and purchase devices 
for all preschool teachers and students. However, Dr. Smith 
knew that even if private funding was obtained, without offi-
cial district approval, they could not use the technology. The 
district required specific software for digital safety, legality, 
and liability purposes. In turn, Rose contacted district offi-
cials, claiming they had to provide equitable access to 
remote learning, for all ages.

Ultimately, perhaps in part because of this and others’ 
advocacy, the district switched plans again and provided tab-
lets for preschool classrooms, but not before Randolph’s 
preschool orientation had already been cancelled. The chal-
lenging logistics and frequent changes in district planning 
were one “the biggest headaches and also biggest disap-
pointments” of the beginning of the school year for Dr. 
Smith (9/3/2020, Transcript). In general, she yearned for 
more proactivity from her district: “Just for once, I want to 
have enough time to make a real plan and put it into place 
and practice it and then perfect it before the first day, before 
the day it’s being enacted” (10/23/20, Transcript).

This situation exemplifies the way negotiations and pan-
demic policy enactment occurred within Randolph’s part-
nership, though not always in this order: the district had or 
changed a policy (within their existing structures); Randolph 
highlighted an inequity; TFT called upon their network to 
start devising solutions (using their existing structures); both 
the district and TFT offered resources (see Figure 2). The 
principal had to negotiate among the offers from the school’s 
external stakeholders, considering what would be acceptable 
in the eyes of her district and her long-time partner, and 
hopefully students, families, and teachers. This all occurred 
in the context of other constraining structures and deficit dis-
courses. In this case of the preschool tablets, Dr. Smith 
insisted that Rose not fundraise or purchase preschool tab-
lets without first asking the district for approval. Dr. Smith 
could be forthright with Rose, as they had a long-standing 
relationship; she appreciated having an outside thought-part-
ner with whom she could be honest and “vulnerable” during 
this crisis (6/11/2021, Transcript). Other times, though, she 
went along with TFT’s approach to do “whatever” it took, to 
garner all possible resources for Randolph.

Discussion

This study has revealed the dynamic, interactive aspects 
of educational policy enactment, particularly how resources, 
structures, and discourses from external partners shaped one 
school’s actions around family–school communication and 
access to remote learning during the COVID-19 pandemic. 
Neither policy area studied here was shaped by only one 
individual and neither functioned in a linear, direct way. 
Policies were adapted over time, through partnership nego-
tiations, and in ways that both supported and hindered equity 
for Black students and families. This discussion first reviews 
the study’s theoretical conclusions, and then considers impli-
cations for research and practice, especially how to remain 
grounded in community and racial equity.

Figure 2.  Policy enactment as negotiations among schools 
and their external partners.
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Partnerships and Policy Enactment

Context matters in policy (Honig, 2006), and cross-insti-
tutional partnerships can support communities in a crisis 
(Tate, 2012). In this study, school policy was enacted with 
external partners that compiled multiple useful resources 
and generated or applied helpful structures. TFT’s reliance 
on a wide network of expertise and volunteers, and their 
approach to embed an expert (Jeff) and multiple volunteers 
at Randolph, supported and adapted their policies on fam-
ily–school communication and access to remote instruction. 
Together, they designed a new family contact list and pro-
cess, and provided extensive support for technology distri-
bution and training. Both Randolph and TFT believed their 
new policies had positive results, including higher-than-ever 
summer school attendance in 2021.

That said, policy enactment was negotiated among inflex-
ible or inconsistent structures and deficit racialized discourses 
that were not highly responsive to the crisis or respectful of 
Randolph’s students and families. This included the district’s 
changing approach to remote learning, their lack of institu-
tionalized family–school connections, TFT’s inability to suc-
cessfully connect Randolph and other partners, and TFT’s 
external nature and focus on families’ needs rather than their 
assets and knowledge. This led to such situations as a delay in 
remote learning for preschool students, ever-changing support 
from CodePower, and deficit-oriented interactions, like TFT’s 
initial approach to volunteer training.

In these ways, policy enactment is not only contextual but 
also dynamic and nonlinear. Rather than a straightforward 
implementation of district initiatives—for example, the dis-
tribution of perfectly working devices from the district to 
each student via the school—we witnessed multiple negotia-
tions stretched over weeks. Enacting policy during a crisis is 
especially dynamic, as conditions continually change. Dr. 
Smith felt she was always scrambling, often working within 
inflexible district mandates created without principals or 
families at the table (Murata et al., 2021). In such a context, 
working with an external partner can bring many needed 
resources to a school constrained by decades of divestment. 
However, educators, partners, and researchers alike must be 
vigilant to keep students and families truly at the center, an 
important implication of this study.

Implications for Practice and Research

Reconsidering pandemic policy enactment as contextual 
and dynamic provides lessons for school–community partner-
ships and research. In this study, all stakeholders (including us 
as researchers) neglected the most central policy agent: stu-
dents and their families. Unfortunately, this often occurs even 
when well-intended educators aim toward equity for marginal-
ized groups; too often external organizations start projects 
based on their own ideas and goals (Dyrness, 2009-2010; 

Perkins, 2015). In this case, TFT regularly met with Dr. Smith 
to see what she needed for Randolph, but no one brought stu-
dents or families to the leadership team. Neither Randolph, its 
district, TFT, nor we as researchers effectively collected stu-
dents’, families’, or neighborhood institutions’ perspectives on 
family–school communication or their access to remote learn-
ing. This affected policy and practice: for example, not know-
ing which family members spent time at home with students, 
Randolph provided training for the caregiver who attended 
orientation, not the adult who would be with children during 
the day. Only toward the end of the project did TFT develop 
conversations with a few caregivers—but without support 
from Randolph’s family-community specialist, who was sup-
posed to lead such activities. We suggest this was due, at least 
in part, to existing racialized discourses and district account-
ability structures. That is, policy enactment focused on compli-
ance, as well as tracking attendance, learning loss, and what 
Randolph’s students lacked or needed, as opposed to develop-
ing community-centered practices with students and families.

Neglecting to include families in policy enactment is due 
to a general lack of perceiving families as policy agents 
(Dorner, 2011a). What if we, instead, focused on what fami-
lies and children already have and do and how they learn or 
learned during the pandemic (FACT Team, 2020)? What if 
the parent meetings eventually developed by TFT had 
existed before the crisis hit, and been led by families and 
Randolph educators, not the TFT external network? Or what 
if parent meetings were the first step in the school’s response 
to the crisis? To move forward, communities need sincere, 
shared efforts to engage and understand students’ and fami-
lies’ experiences, perspectives, and current situations.

Collaborative, community-engaged education research—
with an “explicit attention to researchers working in part-
nership with community, parent, youth, and educator groups 
pursuing change agendas focused on increasing equity and 
justice in education”—is essential to combat the issues doc-
umented here (Warren, 2018, p. 440). Beyond missed 
opportunities to work with and within Randolph’s commu-
nity, this project was only able to access—and thereby only 
portrayed—the perspectives of White/privileged educators 
and nonprofit partners about a predominantly Black com-
munity. In turn, it missed the center of the ethnographic 
story—a perennial problem in both ethnography and educa-
tional partnerships. If we are to address the system’s inher-
ent, historical, and racialized biases, and not reproduce their 
inequities, all stakeholders, including us as researchers, 
must admit: our knowledge base continues to be built by 
those in power speaking about and for marginalized groups. 
Future research like this project must include Black stu-
dents and family members as equal team members and lead-
ers from the very start. Representations like Figure 1  
must highlight families as partners and agents in policy 
enactment.
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Conclusion

This study underscores the possibilities of school partner-
ships and contextual nature of policy enactment, especially in 
times of crisis, as well as the need for deeper engagement 
with local neighborhoods and community members. To 
“address the complex needs of the most vulnerable students,” 
it will take “grass-root associations” and myriad other actors 
“close to the field” (OECD, 2020, p. 19). We must consider 
how “to build stronger, more interconnected education eco-
systems” for our children (Opalka & Lollo, 2021, p. 6) 
through more comprehensive and open approaches to policy 
and research. School–community engagement has the power 
to shape crisis responses and policy enactment—but to fully 
understand such an interactive, negotiated process, one must 
understand schools’ external partners, their resources, struc-
tures, and discourses as well as their students, families, and 
communities.
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