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Abstract Globally, school systems are pressed to engage in large-scale school

improvement. In the United States and other countries, school district central offices

and other local governing agencies often engage with external organizations and

individuals to support such educational change efforts. However, initiatives with

external partners are not always productive. We draw on the idea of absorptive

capacity to present a conceptual framework for understanding when and under what

conditions partnerships are likely to foster district learning and support change

efforts. We contend that prior knowledge, communication pathways, strategic

knowledge leadership, and resources to partner are preconditions for a district

central office’s absorptive capacity, and we identify the features of the external

partner that likely matter for productive partnering. We argue that the relationship

between district absorptive capacity and features of the partner is mediated by the

nature of the interactions between district and partner, with likely consequences for

organizational learning outcomes. For researchers, this framework serves as a tool

for understanding how a district central office can learn from an external partner for

educational improvement efforts. For school district leaders and external partners,

this framework provides a structure for thinking strategically about when and under

what conditions a partnership is likely to be productive.
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Introduction

Across the globe, there is growing pressure on school systems to improve teaching

and learning. In the United States, school districts are critical players in systemic

educational change (Burch and Spillane 2005; Datnow and Honig 2008; Hightower

et al. 2003; Rorrer et al. 2008; Spillane 1996). They are responsible for local

educational decision-making while also implementing state and federal initiatives

(Hightower et al. 2002; Meyer et al. 1987). School district leaders design initiatives

to improve teaching and learning, create structures and processes to implement

these initiatives at scale, and provide management, oversight, and leadership

system-wide (Rorrer et al. 2008).

Given limited resources and capacity, many school district central offices—like

other local governance agencies in some countries—engage with external organi-

zations and individuals for assistance in these reform efforts (Coburn et al. 2008;

Datnow and Honig 2008; Honig 2004b). These external partners—educational

vendors, consultants, foundation-based projects, and researchers—are eager to work

with districts to share their materials and expertise and engender resources to

support their work (Burch 2002, 2009; Rowan 2002; Russell et al. 2013). However,

partnerships with external organizations are not always productive in helping

district leaders meet their goals (Firestone and Fisler 2002; Freedman and Salmon

2001). They can fail to take into account the district central office’s capacity to learn

from its partners (McMillen et al. 2009) or insufficiently invest in fostering a district

infrastructure that can support learning (Coburn et al. 2009; Donovan and Pellegrino

2003). The question is: When and under what conditions can school district central

offices learn from external organizations to support their ambitious plans for

educational change?1

Research in organizational theory suggests that an organization’s ability to learn

from others is essential if it is to leverage work with external individuals or groups

for productive change. Scholars refer to this capacity as absorptive capacity, defined

as the ability to recognize the value of new information, assimilate it, and apply it in

novel ways as part of organizational routines, policies, and practices (Cohen and

Levinthal 1989, 1990; Zahra and George 2002). Here, we draw on theories of

absorptive capacity to develop a conceptual framework for understanding districts’

capacity to productively learn from external sources of knowledge. We argue that

several organizational features are preconditions for absorptive capacity: prior

related knowledge, pathways for communication, strategic knowledge leadership,

and resources to coordinate and integrate efforts (Cohen and Levinthal 1990; Lane

et al. 2006; Volberda et al. 2010). We identify the features of the external partner

that likely matter for productive partnering. Finally, we suggest that the relationship

between district absorptive capacity and features of the partner is mediated by the

nature of the interactions between district and partner, with likely consequences for

organizational learning outcomes.

1 A companion question could also be one that considers how external partners can learn from their work

with district leaders. This question is important but beyond the scope of this manuscript.
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This conceptual framework contributes to research on district and other forms of

local governance for schooling by providing a theoretically-grounded and multi-

dimensional way to conceptualize capacity to learn from outside partners. It extends

current conceptualizations of absorptive capacity by exploring the qualities of the

external partners and the role of the interactions between district and external

partner. It provides guidance for educational leaders—in school districts and other

government units—to think strategically about when and under what conditions a

partnership is likely to be productive. The framework can also be a useful tool for

external partners when considering when and how they partner with a school

district. Finally, it provides a number of testable propositions that can guide future

research on the development of district capacity and the role of external

organizations therein.

Districts and their capacity to learn from external partners

There is growing enthusiasm for partnering as a strategy for district and school

improvement. Starting in the 1990s, governmental and philanthropic efforts raised

the profile of external third party involvement in schools and districts (Supovitz

2008). Many intermediary organizations rose to prominence as part of the $500

million Annenberg Challenge (Kronley and Handley 2003) and the comprehensive

school reform movement (Borman et al. 2005; Desimone 2000). External partners

have been heavily involved in school improvement and turnaround efforts at the

state and federal level (Hassel and Steiner 2012; Le Floch et al. 2008). The U.S.

Institute of Education Sciences, the National Science Foundation, and other grant-

making organizations have new funding streams to promote partnerships between

researchers and districts as part of continuous improvement efforts (Coburn and

Penuel 2016). A recent national survey of state officials suggests that collaboration

among the K-12, business, and higher education communities is a growing strategy

for planning and implementation of the Common Core State Standards (Rentner

2013). External partners can include for-profit and non-profit individuals and

organizations, including vendors, consultants, foundation-based projects, or

researchers (Bulkley and Burch 2011).

External partners can provide tools, expertise, and other resources to support

change and improvement in school systems (Honig and Ikemoto 2008; Corcoran

and Lawrence 2003; Kerr et al. 2006; Smith and Wohlstetter 2006). For instance, in

a study of a partnership between an external partner and three school district central

offices, Marsh et al. (2005) noted that the collaboration contributed to changes in

districts’ organizational culture, norms, and beliefs about instruction and helped

develop the knowledge and skills of administrators. Similarly, Fullan et al. (2004)

found that work with external partners was critical to improvement efforts in

districts in Canada, the United States, and England.

However, creating and maintaining productive partnerships can be fraught with

difficulties. Partnerships may complicate a district’s decision-making autonomy;

there are structural and cultural barriers to working together; and they can require a

large investment in time and money (Burch 2009; Hatch 2001; Kronley and
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Handley 2003; Supovitz 2008). Further, external partners can alter or complicate

district leaders’ work (Firestone and Fisler 2002; Freedman and Salmon 2001). In

his study of a district with many partners, Supovitz (2008) noted that the

introduction of expertise led to a fundamental shift in the power dynamics in the

district, requiring district leadership to readjust the traditional lines of authority and

support between schools, the district central office, and the external provider. These

challenges can multiply with each additional external partner (Hatch 2001).

Despite the popularity and promise of these efforts, the mechanisms by which

external partners support organizational change and learning are not well

understood. Many studies argue that school districts need some level of existing

internal capacity to work productively with external organizations (Burch and

Spillane 2004; Hightower et al. 2003; Honig 2003, 2009; Honig et al. 2010; Kerr

et al. 2006; Massell and Goertz 2002; McLaughlin and Talbert 2003; Rorrer et al.

2008; Supovitz 2006). However, few of these studies provide robust theorizations of

this concept (Stoll 2009). Some define district capacity solely in terms of human

capital (i.e., the knowledge, skills, or personnel in the central office), neglecting

other elements that may contribute to capacity (e.g., Firestone 1989). Others use the

term ‘‘capacity’’ loosely, without a clear definition (e.g., Corcoran et al. 2001).

There are a few scholars in education that offer more robust conceptualizations of

district capacity. From Spillane and Thompson (1997), we learn that one district’s

success in implementing ambitious instructional reforms was largely due to its

ability ‘‘to learn new ideas from external policy and professional sources and help

others within the district learn these ideas’’ (p. 187). They called this ability

‘‘capacity,’’ which they conceptualize as consisting of three interrelated dimensions:

human capital, social capital, and financial resources. Human capital includes

individuals’ knowledge, skills, and will to carry out reforms, as well as the level of

staffing dedicated to these efforts. Social capital involves norms of trust and

collaboration within the organization, as well as links to knowledge sources from

the environment. Financial resources are the resources dedicated to staffing, time,

and materials (Spillane and Thompson 1997). More recently, Honig and her

colleagues focused specifically on districts’ capacity to learn from the organizations

in the environment (Honig 2003, 2004a, b, 2008; Honig and Ikemoto 2008; Ikemoto

and Honig 2010). They argued that a district central office’s capacity to search for

and use information from the environment requires site and system knowledge, ties

with sites and within policy systems, and administrative tools (e.g., the structure of

the workday) (Honig 2003).

We build on the work of Spillane, Honig, and colleagues to extend our

understanding of a district’s capacity to productively learn from external sources of

knowledge. To do so, we turn to the theory of absorptive capacity from

organizational learning theory. Research outside of education has identified

absorptive capacity as key to an organization’s ability to learn from outside sources

of knowledge. In their seminal work, Cohen and Levinthal (1990) defined

‘‘absorptive capacity’’ as an organization’s ‘‘ability to recognize the value of new

information, assimilate it, and apply it to commercial ends’’ (p. 128). An

organization with substantial absorptive capacity, they argued, is able to locate

new ideas from the environment and incorporate them into organizational practices,
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policies, and routines. As part of this process, organizational leaders identify

available and needed knowledge (acquisition), create processes and routines to

incorporate it into current practice (assimilation) or develop new solutions

(transformation), and apply it to new problems (exploitation) (Cohen and Levinthal

1990; Zahra and George 2002). More recent work has conceptualized absorptive

capacity as a learning process in which organizations make sense of information and

construct new knowledge through activity and social interaction (Zahra and George

2002).

Absorptive capacity can foster a range of organizational outcomes. It can

contribute to increased performance and innovation, often measured by the number

of patents a company holds, a proxy for investment in research and development

(Cohen and Levinthal 1990; Stock et al. 2001; Rosenkopf and Almeida 2003; Tsai

2001). Tsai (2001) found in his survey of multinational corporations that more

absorptive capacity produced a greater number of new products with better

profitability rates. Absorptive capacity can result in less tangible benefits, such as

the spread of knowledge within an organization (e.g., Gupta and Govindarajan

2000), interorganizational learning (e.g., Lane et al. 2001), and improved ability to

search for new knowledge in the environment (e.g., Shenkar and Li 1999).

Szulanski (1996) found that the absence of absorptive capacity was a major

impediment to the spread of best practice within organizations. In the long term,

absorptive capacity is cumulative and path dependent; the more an organization

invests in its absorptive capacity, the more it will be able to benefit from new

external information in the future (Cohen and Levinthal 1990). In education, a

number of scholars recognize the utility of this concept, referencing absorptive

capacity in studies of district learning (e.g., Daly and Finnigan 2010; Honig 2003).

However, these scholars have not explored the concept in depth or operationalized it

in systematic ways.

While research on absorptive capacity has the potential to offer insight into

district central office capacity to benefit from engagement with external partners, it

has limitations as well. First, most empirical research on absorptive capacity has

been conducted in the for-profit sector (Lane et al. 2006). It is not clear how these

concepts might be operationalized in a non-profit education setting. For instance,

narrowly measuring learning outcomes using measures such as patent production is

not likely an appropriate way to understand organizational learning outcomes for

district central offices. Second, to date, scholars have paid limited attention to how

features of the external sources of knowledge—the outside organization or

individual with whom organizations engage—may matter for organizational

learning (Volberda et al. 2010). Those studies that do consider the external source

tend to treat all sources of knowledge as equal, failing to consider different qualities

that may matter for an organization’s ability to learn from and with them. Further,

most research on absorptive capacity does not attend to the interactions between an

organization and an external source of knowledge, and how these engagements may

matter for an organization’s ability to learn from and with them. Yet, it is likely that

the nature of interaction—for instance, how it is structured or the routines in place—

might matter for the organization’s ability to draw on and use external knowledge in

productive ways. These gaps in the literature make it difficult to predict when
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partnerships with school districts may or may not promote organizational learning

and change.

We address these limitations by developing a conceptual framework that brings

together the concept of absorptive capacity with existing scholarship on educational

change to understand when and under what conditions district central offices can

learn from external organizations, and with what consequences for organizational

learning. We begin by outlining the organizational features that support a district’s

absorptive capacity. We then elaborate the features of external partners that likely

matter for their work with district administrators. Finally, we explore how the

interactions with external organizations shape opportunities for learning and

knowledge exchange. Together, the framework helps us understand an organiza-

tion’s ability to make use of external knowledge as a function of its internal

organizational conditions, features of the external partner, and the nature of its

relationship with external sources of knowledge.

Conceptual framework

School districts often enter into relationships with external organizations or

individuals with the hope that these efforts will provide needed advice and guidance

for educational change. Yet, we know little about when and under what conditions

partnerships with a district are likely to enable districts to learn from external

partners in ways that support this change. Below, we put forth a conceptual

framework to guide future inquiry to shed light on these important issues (see

Fig. 1 Conceptual framework

J Educ Change

123



Fig. 1). We posit that the degree to which school district leaders learn from external

partners depends upon the district central office’s absorptive capacity as well as

features of the external partner. The nature and structure of the interactions between

the district and external partner then mediate the district’s learning outcomes.

Organizational dimensions that support absorptive capacity

A district’s absorptive capacity is its ability to recognize the value of new

information, assimilate it, and apply it in novel ways (Cohen and Levinthal 1990).

Theorists have identified three organizational features that contribute to an

organization’s ability to make use of new knowledge from an external partner:

prior knowledge and expertise, communication pathways, and strategic knowledge

leadership. To that, we add a fourth from empirical literature in education: resources

for partnering.

Prior knowledge

Scholars argue that prior knowledge and expertise is a critical organizational feature

that enables absorptive capacity because people within an organization need

relevant, domain-specific knowledge to be able to recognize and make use of

external knowledge (Cohen and Levinthal 1990). For today’s districts, prior

knowledge is an important part of district capacity generally (Honig et al. 2014;

Spillane and Thompson 1997). With regards to work with an external partner, the

relevant prior knowledge likely depends upon the nature of the work that an external

partner is brought into do. For example, if an external partner is engaged to help the

district improve teaching in middle school mathematics, relevant prior knowledge

may include an understanding of different instructional approaches in mathematics

and knowledge of effective teacher professional development. In contrast, work

with an external partner to support a district-wide technology initiative may require

prior district knowledge about how to integrate technology into the classroom in

productive ways or how to scale up innovation system-wide. Honig et al. (2014)

provide evidence that district staff with high levels of prior knowledge of district

redesign efforts were more likely to be able to engage with new practices promoted

by outside support partners who brought ideas on district reform to the table than

staff without this prior knowledge who were working with the same support

partners.

While it takes some degree of relevant prior knowledge to be able to recognize

and make use of new guidance from external partners, not everyone in the district

central office needs to have all of the relevant knowledge as long as it is distributed

among the individuals who are involved in a given initiative. But, having the

relevant knowledge is not helpful if people in the organizations are not aware of

where the expertise is located in the system (Cohen and Levinthal 1990; Honig

2003; Levitt and March 1988; Walsh and Ungson 1991). Given that most large

school districts have highly complex, departmentalized, and multi-level organiza-

tional structures (Hannaway 1989, 1993; Meyer et al. 1987; Spillane 1998), this can
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be a challenging task. Thus, relevant prior knowledge must be accompanied by

knowledge of where the expertise is located in the system.

Communication pathways

Formal and informal communication structures are important for knowledge sharing

and joint problem solving in a district central office.2 Central office staff will be

more likely to learn from external sources if there are ways to share this

understanding and engage in joint problem solving with one another. With well-

developed communication pathways, there is regular, ongoing communication that

enables knowledge sharing related to a given initiative. Indeed, scholarship on

social sensemaking suggests that individuals can develop shared understandings

through social interaction and joint negotiation (Vaughan 1996; Weick 1995).

Communication pathways can be either formal or informal (Spillane and

Thompson 1997). Formal pathways include official meetings, task forces, and

working groups that bring people together to engage in joint work. District central

offices frequently create these opportunities as a way to increase coordination and

bring individuals into decision-making processes (Chrispeels 2004; Daly and

Finnigan 2010; Hannaway 1989; Honig 2004b; Leithwood et al. 2007; Togneri and

Anderson 2003). Knowledge sharing may also occur in informal social interaction

via social networks. Depending upon how they are configured, social networks may

create opportunities to learn more about where knowledge is located in the system

and create opportunities for within and cross-department knowledge sharing

(Coburn et al. 2012). Using social network analysis, scholars have found that the

configuration of social interaction matters for the flow of knowledge and the ability

to engage in joint problem solving (Burt 2001; Hansen 1999; Hargadon 2003;

Powell and Grodal 2006). For example, networks that access diverse knowledge

pools, such as those that stretch across departments, enable greater innovation (Burt

2001; Reagans and McEvily 2003). Knowledge flow and joint problem solving are

also facilitated by strong ties and trust, particularly when knowledge is complex or

tacit (Hansen 1999; Reagans and McEvily 2003; Uzzi 1997). In contrast, sparse ties

between administrators in a district central office may constrain the exchange of

complex information and ultimately inhibit change efforts (Daly and Finnigan

2010).

Strategic knowledge leadership

Managers can play an important role in creating, extending, or modifying an

organization’s accumulated knowledge base (Fullan 1980, 2006; Volberda et al.

2010). Here, we are interested in a particular type of leadership related to

engagement with external partners, a concept we call strategic knowledge

leadership. Strategic knowledge leadership is the ability to identify and assess

2 Here, we focus on the communication pathways within the central office as part of a framework for

understanding how district central office staff learn in partnership with external partners. The

communication pathways between district central office and schools are important to many district

initiatives and should be considered in future projects.
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current sources of knowledge within the organization, scan the broader field for

available sources of knowledge, and synthesize acquired knowledge by linking it

with current knowledge and routines within the organizational setting (Volberda

et al. 2010). It is especially important in situations where there are multiple sources

of new knowledge available (Van den Bosch et al. 1999; Volberda et al. 2010).

Applied to a school district, strategic knowledge leadership is the ability of district

leaders to offer important big picture thinking about synthesizing and applying new

knowledge while leveraging existing knowledge.

Strategic knowledge leadership likely has multiple components. For instance,

district leaders may vary in their willingness to engage with external partners in the

first place depending on how much they value the insight or support of outside

partners, making this a crucial component of strategic knowledge leadership. It can

involve intentional efforts to link knowledge and approaches from external partners

to existing mechanisms that support instructional improvement (e.g., district

coaching models or existing teacher networks) as a way of building it into existing

district practice and knowledge resources. It may also involve helping those in

different areas of the district understand how new ideas, approaches, and knowledge

link together or to their ongoing work. The ability to coordinate the work of multiple

partners may be a dimension of strategic knowledge leadership, as well.

Resources for partnering

Spillane and Thompson (1997) recognized that financial resources are an important

part of district capacity generally. Here, we add a specific kind of resource to

support the ability to learn from outside sources of knowledge: resources to partner.

Coordinating with external partners can involve a great deal of invisible work

(Hatch 2001; Honig 2008), and as such, it requires resources to support district

leaders’ ability to productively make use of what external partners have to offer.

The work of developing and maintaining partnerships requires a budget that

supports the time of key stakeholders dedicated to engaging with the partner;

staffing dedicated to partnership coordination; and the purchase of services and

materials integral to the work. One consistent finding across studies of partnerships

was an underestimation of the time needed to engage in the collaboration,

particularly if it served as an ‘‘add-on’’ to an educator’s already full set of

responsibilities (Earl and Cousins 1995; López-Turley and Stevens 2015). For long-

term partnerships, it can also be difficult to sustain the infrastructure because

sources of funding are often short-term and project focused (Donovan et al. 2003).

Together, these four organizational features—prior knowledge, communication

pathways, strategic knowledge leadership, and resources to support collaboration—

likely contribute to a district central office’s overall ability to make use of new

knowledge from an external partner. It is also possible that there may be some

critical interrelationships between these dimensions. For example, communication

pathways may be the vehicle through which district staff learn about and mobilize

existing prior knowledge as they interact with new knowledge (Nahapiet and

Ghoshal 1998). In an earlier longitudinal study of teachers’ social networks, one of

us found that communication channels among teachers that were characterized by
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substantive and mathematics-focused discussion contributed to a stronger under-

standing of the social location of mathematics expertise in schools (Coburn et al.

2012). Strategic knowledge leadership may also interact with prior knowledge in

important ways. Having relevant prior knowledge may not be sufficient to foster

absorptive capacity absent the ability of leaders to involve those with prior knowl-

edge in partnership work (Jansen et al. 2005). Finally, resources to partner may

foster the development of communication channels. When there is more staff or

time dedicated to partnership work, it likely makes it easier for partners and district

staff to meet more frequently, both formally and informally (Wentworth et al.

2016).

Qualities of external partners

Districts’ internal capacity is likely not the only thing that shapes the degree to

which they learn from and make use of knowledge from external partners. Qualities

of the external partner are potentially consequential as well. Studies in education

suggest that a wide range of external partners exist in the larger educational system

(Rowan 2002; Russell et al. 2013). Each partner varies in ways that may shape the

degree to which a district central office can learn from them. We have identified

three factors that may matter: the nature of the guidance external partners provide,

their flexibility and adaptability, and the nature of their norms and work practices.

Nature of guidance they provide

The degree to which engagement with external partners fosters new learning

depends, in part, on the nature of the guidance they provide (Cohen and Levinthal

1990; Lane et al. 2006; Szulanski 1996). The degree of shared knowledge between

the external organization and district central office—or knowledge complementar-

ity—plays a role in a central office’s ability to engage productively with external

guidance. The nature of the guidance from the external partner serves as a

counterpart to the prior knowledge within the district. Guidance that is similar

enough to enable communication and facilitate learning but dissimilar enough to

add value to the central office is most likely to foster use (Cohen and Levinthal

1990). For example, Earl and Cousins (1995) found the most promise in

partnerships where the research-based expertise of the outside partner comple-

mented the local, contextualized knowledge of practitioners. A complementary,

shared knowledge base likely enables district administrators to frame and interpret

guidance from external partners more easily, making the ‘‘uptake’’ of advice more

likely (Hubbard 2010).

External knowledge may be explicit, tacit, or embedded. Explicit knowledge

(‘‘know-what’’) includes ideas formally shared in writing or explicit presentations

(Brown and Duguid 1998). A partner’s explicit knowledge could include a written

set of instructional strategies that are shared with district staff. Tacit knowledge,

sometimes referred to as ‘‘know-how,’’ is that which is embedded in day-to-day,

informal understandings. Tacit knowledge could include understandings about how

to orchestrate change (Nutley et al. 2003). Embedded knowledge is that which is
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built into tools (Pea 1993), such as protocols for walkthroughs or data conversa-

tions. Tools function to structure social interaction as people engage with the tool

and each other, providing opportunities for people to learn new approaches in the

act of doing them (Ikemoto and Honig 2010; Norman 1988; Sherer and Spillane

2011).

We know that explicit knowledge is easier to communicate than tacit knowledge,

which is more difficult to capture and express across organizational boundaries

(Nonaka 1994; Polanyi 1966). However, tacit knowledge is often more contextual

and specific and thus may be easier to integrate into ongoing routines. Tools may be

an effective way to incorporate new approaches into everyday organizational

practice. For instance, the Institute for Learning, a non-profit organization

coordinated by the Learning Research and Development Center at the University

of Pittsburgh that partners with school districts, created a set of tools for central

office administrators to use when they visited schools. The IFL tools (e.g., a set of

principles for rigorous teaching and learning, an observation protocol for ‘‘Learning

Walks’’) named key concepts and offered routines practitioners could integrate and

implement in their day-to-day practice. By using these tools, district leaders forged

new ways of observing and communicating with schools on matters of instruction

(Honig and Ikemoto 2008; Ikemoto and Honig 2010). The nature of the knowledge

that external partners promote—whether explicit, tacit, or embedded—likely

matters for what and how district leaders learn from engagement with them.

Flexibility and adaptability

A district central office’s learning is likely improved when the external partner is

able to be flexible and adaptable to the needs of the ‘‘learner’’ organization (Lane

et al. 2001; Lane and Lubatkin 1998). In education, a flexible partner tailors its

guidance and advice to fit the needs and realities of the particular district context.

This quality may make it more likely for district leaders to see the applicability of

the partner’s guidance in their particular setting, increasing the likelihood that

district partners will attend to the advice. Flexibility is also required when working

within a district context, as the work occurs in a very dynamic environment, where

changes (e.g., new top leadership, evolving state or federal policies, shifting

priorities) are the norm, rather than the exception (Honig 2003). An adaptable part-

ner is one that can adjust course to accomplish common goals through other

strategies than they had initially devised. Being flexible can present some challenges

for an external partner. They are not likely to see impact if they are not flexible

enough to take advantage of new opportunities or make accommodations to

previous plans based on changes in local conditions. At the same time, a partner

likely needs to maintain fidelity to the core principles and messages in order to

achieve common desired outcomes (Cobb et al. 2013; Rosenquist et al. 2015).

Similar norms and work practices

There is some evidence that organizations are more likely to learn from others if the

others have similar norms and work practices. When norms and practices are shared,
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districts and their partners are more likely to productively coordinate their work

together and share understandings about goals. This may be difficult to enact in the

context of school districts and their external partners, as many external partners are

from vastly different kinds of organizations than districts, including for-profit

vendors, technical assistance agencies, universities, or non-profits. Indeed, the

challenges of collaborating across kinds of organizations are well documented in

education. When the external organization is a university, for instance, practitioners

and their partners may work in different cultural worlds, with contrasting practices

and norms (Bickel and Hattrup 1995; Brookhart and Loadman 1992; Gifford 1986;

Keating and Clark 1988; Palinkas et al. 2009; Schlecty and Whitford 1988). These

differences can shape the dynamics of partnership in profound ways, leading to

confusion, uncertainty, and even conflict (Coburn et al. 2008), all of which constrain

learning opportunities. In their longituidinal case study of one urban district’s

partnership with a local university, Coburn et al. (2008) described the difficulties

that university partners and district leaders had when the norms of the two groups

conflicted. Differences in work norms—in this case, approaches to professional

development—led to tension and frayed trust. However, when expectations for work

norms, roles, and relationships were established and shared, district leaders and their

partners were able to more successfully engage with and learn from each other.

Beyond university partners, other types of partners are likely to bring their own

distinct work practices and norms, like differing incentives, sanctions, or authority

and decision making rules, that can shape a district’s ability to work with, and learn

from, an external partner (Supovitz 2008; Volberda et al. 2010).

Interactions between external partner and district

Thus far, we have focused on the internal organizational conditions of the district

central office and the characteristics of external partners that, at least theoretically,

enable school districts to learn from external sources of expertise. Next, we argue

that central office’s absorptive capacity and the features of the external partner are

mediated by the nature of the interactions between the central office and the external

organization. An external organization may be flexible and adaptable and have

complementary expertise, but it may not foster district learning if its interactions

with the district are not conducive to learning. Similarly, some interactions may be

more productive than others given a district’s level of absorptive capacity and the

features of external partners. We focus on two dimensions of a partnership’s

interactions: inter-organizational routines and tools and informal social interaction.

Inter-organizational routines and tools

When and how guidance from external partners enters into the flow of district work

is likely influenced by inter-organizational routines and tools that may shape those

routines. Routines are ‘‘repetitive, recognizable pattern[s] of interdependent actions,

involving multiple actors’’ (Feldman and Pentland 2003, p. 95). Inter-organizational

routine are those that include participants from both the central office and external

partner, are repeated over time, and are recognizable to those involved. Many
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districts and their partners develop structures for interacting with one another on a

semi-regular basis. For example, the Strategic Education Research Partnership

(SERP), a place-based research partnership, has developed an intentional structure it

calls the core team meeting (Donovan et al. 2013). The core team meeting consists

of district leaders and SERP staff meeting together monthly to discuss their joint

work, reflect on what is being learned, and identify possible new lines of

investigation. Other external partners have regular or semi-regular meetings where

they provide updates or engage in design work with one another (Coburn and Penuel

2016).

Routines can be designed or emergent. Designed routines are formal mechanisms

for coordinating collective work, like the structure developed by SERP. They can

involve such things as meeting structures, formalized standard operating proce-

dures, or other practices that structure work (Pentland and Rueter 1994; Sherer and

Spillane 2011). Emergent routines develop through ongoing interaction in the flow

of interdependent work until they become ‘‘the way we do things here’’ (Cohen

1994). They emerge as district leaders and their partners improvise a new routine

that was not planned in advance when faced with a novel challenge. Or, during

ongoing engagement with a partner, unwritten traditions or informal procedures

may emerge as a product of their work together.

The structure of routines is important because they can shape who is involved in

the discussion, around what sources of knowledge, and in what ways (Coburn and

Turner 2012; Horn et al. 2015; Little 2012). As such, they can create very different

conditions for learning, influencing what and how district central administrators take

away from their engagements with outside organizations (Dyer and Singh 1998;

Lane et al. 2001). For example, an inter-organizational routine in which the external

partner presents an update on their work is likely less conducive to district learning

than those involving co-planning, coaching together, or co-design work, routines

often a part of co-design or co-led partnerships (Coburn and Penuel 2016).

Sometimes, there are specific tools that are involved in the enactment of inter-

organizational routines (Bray and Russell 2016). Tools function to structure social

interaction, in this case between external partners and district staff, as they engage

with the tool and each other. This is because tools provide opportunities for people

to learn new approaches in the act of doing them (Ikemoto and Honig 2010; Norman

1988; Sherer and Spillane 2011). Some partners explicitly design tools to structure

interaction between external partners and district leaders. For example, the Carnegie

Foundation uses a tool called a fishbone diagram with its partner districts. The

fishbone diagram is a template for identifying the root causes of a problem and the

factors thought to contribute to that outcome. The tool guides conversations,

focusing discussion on a problem, its root causes, and possible contributing factors,

and it serves to capture the details that emerge from those conversations (Bryk et al.

2015). As with routines, the design of tools can create very different conditions for

learning, directing people’s attention toward particular ideas, or ways of thinking

and acting, and away from others (Ikemoto and Honig 2010).
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Informal social interaction

Opportunities for knowledge exchange and sensemaking with an external partner

may also happen outside of inter-organizational routines when districts receive

guidance from partners informally (Eraut and Hirsh 2007). We know that the

structure of informal interaction—or, district leaders’ informal social networks—

matters for learning (Ghoshal et al. 1994; Spillane and Thompson 1997; Walter

et al. 2007). In the case of school district central offices, it is likely that the more ties

district leaders have with external sources of expertise, the more opportunities they

have to access new and diverse knowledge resources (Powell et al. 1996). At the

same time, strong ties—especially those that support a high level of trust between

district leaders and external partners—are important for enabling collaboration that

facilitates inter-organizational learning (Asen 2013; Daly and Finnigan 2012;

McEvily et al. 2003). When informal interaction is characterized by trust, all parties

are more willing to share and exchange information in situations that require them

to be vulnerable and take risks (Lane et al. 2001). Strong ties and the resulting trust

also foster sharing knowledge that is tacit or complex (Reagans and McEvily 2003;

Uzzi 1997).

Organizational learning outcomes

When district central offices engage with external partners in the service of

educational change, district leaders can, under some conditions, learn in ways that

support their improvement efforts.3 We argue that districts’ absorptive capacity and

the features of external organizations, as mediated by the structure of their formal

and informal interaction with districts, influence the likelihood that districts

experience organizational learning and leverage this learning for educational

change.

The existing literature on absorptive capacity often uses narrow measures of

learning outcomes, including such things as the number of patents (e.g., Ahuja and

Katila 2001) or new products (e.g., Tsai 2001). We draw on organizational learning

theory, particularly the work of James G. March and collaborators, to more broadly

conceptualize the learning that may result from engagement with outside partners.4

Drawing on March and colleagues, we define organizational learning at the district

central office level as the degree to which the district integrates explicit and tacit

guidance and tools from the external partner into collective knowledge, routines,

and policies that guide behavior (Feldman and March 1981; Levinthal and March

1981; Levitt and March 1988; March 1991). We focus on two elements of

organizational learning: collective knowledge and shifts in policies and routines.

3 Research suggests that external partners can also learn from their work with districts (e.g., Wentworth,

Carranza, & Stipek, 2016). In this article, we focus solely on the organizational learning of the district

central office. This important topic is a good subject for a future article.
4 We recognize that districts can and do learn from internal sources of knowledge. Here, we focus on

organizational learning within the context of external partnerships.
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Collective knowledge

District leaders’ engagement with partners and with one another can influence the

collective knowledge of district central office. For instance, ongoing engagement

with external expertise or with colleagues can influence shared understandings

about the nature of a problem or the solutions to be pursued (Coburn et al. 2008).

Indeed, Levitt and March (1988) argued that one of the most powerful consequences

of engagement with new ideas and experiences is the ‘‘transformation of the

givens,’’ or the ‘‘redefinition of events, alternatives, and concepts’’ (p. 324). Shifting

understanding about the problems and solutions facing the district can be a key

contributor to educational change. For example, Finnigan et al. (2012) documented

how district central offices that largely depend upon existing ideas, practices, and

understandings have limited organizational learning and stalled change efforts.

Shifts in shared understanding may be especially likely when district leaders

engage with partners’ guidance and tools through well-designed inter-organizational

routines and/or generative informal interactions. For example, in their longitudinal

study of district decision making, Coburn et al. (2008) described how ongoing

engagement with an external consultant shifted district leaders’ thinking around

professional development for teachers. The consultant came to the district with

expertise related to high quality professional development. He emphasized the

importance of PD that was situated at the school site and in the day-to-day practices

of teachers. In early interviews with district personnel about what they saw as high

quality professional development, situated professional development did not emerge

as an important factor. However, after a year of regular formal and informal

engagement with the consultant, where he routinely shared research-based tools and

resources, consensus grew among district leaders that it was problematic that

professional development was not ongoing and situated at the school site. Here, the

interactions with the consultant helped district leaders to reframe their understand-

ing of high quality professional development in a new way, demonstrating new

collective knowledge.

Policy and routines

Beyond new collective knowledge, engagement with external partners constitutes

learning when it is incorporated into district policy and routines. We define policy

broadly, including formal policies (e.g., a new policy on secondary course

pathways) as well as rules, plans, and guidelines. In the case described above, the

organizational learning went beyond new collective understandings about profes-

sional development (Coburn et al. 2008); the district also changed its policy

regarding teacher professional learning. Instead of a series of workshops throughout

the year intended to provide follow up for intensive institutes in the summer, the

district leadership reconfigured the calendar so that students had a late arrival four

times during the year to allow for time during the school day for ongoing, situated

professional development.

Organizational learning also occurs when tools or guidance from external

partners are integrated into a district’s designed or emergent routines. For example,
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Supovitz and colleagues discussed how Duvall County School District worked with

the Consortium for Public Research in Education (CPRE) to develop the snapshot

system to foster district-level data use (Supovitz 2006; Supovitz and Weathers

2004). In this designed routine, leaders articulated what different levels of

implementation of its instructional initiatives looked like, embedded those ideas in

rubrics and walk-through protocols, collected extensive data on implementation

using those tools, and used those data to both spread best practices and make

organizational adjustments. Since this routine became integrated into the ways that

central office staff worked with the schools in an ongoing way, it constituted a form

of organizational learning.

Feedback loop for increased conditions for absorptive capacity

Finally, there may be some conditions under which engagement with external

partners not only contributes to organizational learning but also contributes to the

development of organizational conditions that foster central office absorptive

capacity (indicated with the arrow from organizational learning back to absorptive

capacity in Fig. 1). That is, there can be a feedback loop between organizational

conditions for absorptive capacity, organizational learning, and new conditions for

absorptive capacity (Cohen and Levinthal 1990; Van den Bosch et al. 1999). For

example, there is likely a positive relationship between new collective knowledge

and the level of prior related knowledge in such a way that, all things being equal,

the district’s absorptive capacity increases. New district routines developed through

work with a partner could bring individuals in different departments together for

joint work, leading to the development of new patterns of informal ties or creating

new structures for more regular and productive formal meetings. Resources to

partner may increase if, through their work with external partners, district leaders

create or amend policies to secure additional resources, or reallocate existing

resources to support time and staffing to partner. Theoretically, a successful (or

unsuccessful) partnership experience could contribute to a district leader’s

understanding of what it takes foster partnerships in ways that are more conducive

to district learning, impacting how the leader thinks about future efforts to guide

district learning through partnerships. It is entirely conceivable that, through such a

partnership, the district leadership could increase their capacity to synthesize and

apply new knowledge going forward.

However, not all organizational learning from engagement with partners will

necessarily lead to increased absorptive capacity. A district could develop new

collective knowledge, policies, or routines that do not create change in the

organizational conditions for absorptive capacity. A district central office could

adopt a new routine because of their work with a partner, but the new routine does

little to reorganize the pathways for communication in the district central office. Or,

engagement with external partners might lead to changes in policy but does little to

foster district leaders’ strategic knowledge leadership.
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Discussion and implications

Internationally, school systems are confronting complex decisions on how to

improve teaching and learning in schools. In the United States, school district

central offices are charged with this responsibility, and they are increasingly

reaching out to outside partners as they develop and implement change efforts in

classrooms and schools. Yet relationships with external partners do not always lead

to learning and change (Firestone and Fisler 2002; Freedman and Salmon 2001). In

the absence of such learning, district administrators are more likely to draw on

existing ideas and practices, which may limit the likelihood of educational change

(March 1991). We have brought together research and theory on absorptive capacity

with research on educational change to create a conceptual framework that identifies

the key dimensions that may shape the likelihood that a district’s work with an

external partner actually fosters organizational learning. More specifically, we

attend to districts’ internal capacity to learn from external partners, the qualities of

those partners, and how the nature of their engagement with one another influences

organizational learning. Ultimately, we suggest that the degree to which a

relationship between a district central office and external partner is likely to lead

to organizational learning goals depends upon the central office’s pre-existing

organizational conditions for absorptive capacity, features of the external partner,

and the nature of the interactions between district central office and external partner.

The framework contributes to theory on district capacity and organizational

change in at least three ways. First, it provides a more theoretically-driven way to

conceptualize district capacity. Many researchers talk about the importance of

district capacity for learning, but few provide robust theorizations of the concept.

Without a shared understanding of the idea, we are left with a hodgepodge of

definitions and sets of measures, resulting in a research base that is fragmented. By

drawing on and elaborating the concept of absorptive capacity, this framework

brings a more robust conceptualization of what district capacity to learn from

external partners entails—one that provides guidance for assessing existing capacity

and taking steps to improve it.

Second, the framework extends theories of absorptive capacity. Despite its

prominence in organizational literature, absorptive capacity as a concept has not

been widely explored in the non-profit or public sector. Consequently, the theory

has been developed and tested under a narrow set of conditions that limit our

understanding of the concept. For instance, business literature often conceptualizes

the outcome of absorptive capacity as increased levels of innovation as measured

via patent production. Here, we have offered a broader set of learning outcomes and

illustrate how they can be operationalized in education. These concepts are not only

more appropriate for the public school setting, they offer an alternative to proxy

measures of organizational learning outcomes typically used in studies in non-

educational contexts as well.

Third, few scholars of absorptive capacity attend to the relationship to external

sources of knowledge at all (Jansen et al. 2005; Volberda et al. 2010). Those studies

that do consider the external source tend to treat all sources of expertise as equal,
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failing to investigate how the nature of interaction between districts and external

partners might matter for districts’ ability to learn from and with their partner.

Consequently, there is limited insight into how the qualities of external partners, and

the interactions between an organization and its partner, matter for an organization’s

ability to draw on and use external knowledge in productive ways. Our conceptual

framework opens up this black box, providing guidance for investigating the nature

of external partner–school district relationships by clarifying the dimensions of

external organizations and their interactions with school districts that are likely to

promote organizational learning and change.

The framework also has at least three implications for practice. First, in any

midsized to large district, no single partner could possibly meet all of the district’s

needs. At the same time, having multiple partners can make it difficult for the

district central office to benefit from the new knowledge and expertise the external

organizations bring to the district (Hatch 2001). The conceptual framework can help

district leaders think strategically about when and under what conditions work with

an external partner is likely to be productive, given their existing capacity.

Second, by identifying specific organizational conditions in school districts that

promote absorptive capacity, this framework highlights key points of leverage for

practitioners and policy makers who seek to increase districts’ ability to engage with

external guidance in productive ways. For instance, it may cue district leaders to

consider improving formal or informal communication pathways between depart-

ments that are implicated in work with an external partner before the partnership

begins. A partner brought on board to support middle school mathematics may be

more successful if there are well-developed communication structures between the

mathematics department and the leadership department responsible for supervising

middle schools. Similarly, a district leader may be prompted to think about what

resources (i.e., staffing) they may need to dedicate to shepherding partnership

efforts.

Finally, this framework may be useful for external partners as they consider

possible relationships with school districts. Some districts may be better positioned

to work productively with, and learn from, the external partner. The framework

could provide an external partner insight into a district’s readiness to partner. A

district’s absorptive capacity could shift with leadership or staffing turnover where

existing expertise or strategic knowledge leadership is lost or gained. District

reorganization may interrupt existing communication channels both within the

district and between the district and external provider while budget cuts can threaten

the resources available for partnering and make learning less likely. Assessing the

conditions in the district that are likely to support or undermine its absorptive

capacity may be a useful task for a partner when deciding whether to work with a

new district. Further, the framework, with its attention to specific features of

external organizations and inter-organizational routines, provides valuable insights

to external organizations seeking to design new ways of working with district

central offices. Knowing that the design of routines can create very different

conditions for learning, external partners could think critically about how their

routines shape what district central administrators take away from their engage-

ments with partners.
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Our framework can also provide important direction for future studies of the

relationship between districts and their external partners. The framework identifies

key dimensions that likely matter for districts’ ability to learn from external partners

and suggests some broad relationships between them. As such, it highlights a

number of avenues for future empirical research. Future studies could investigate

the relationships between different elements of the framework in greater detail. For

example, do districts with few organizational supports for absorptive capacity

benefit from external partners with different qualities than those that have ample

prior knowledge, communication pathways, strategic knowledge leadership, and

resources? Similarly, are there certain kinds of interactions that are more conducive

to learning in districts with different organizational conditions for absorptive

capacity, given the involvement of external partners with certain qualities? Are

some kinds of interaction routines more beneficial when the knowledge an external

partner offers is tacit rather than codified? Is knowledge incorporated into tools

more likely to influence district policy than other forms of knowledge resources?

Future research could use strategic sampling to systematically investigate these sets

of relationships.

Researchers could also investigate whether some dimensions of the framework

are more important than others. For example, are some organizational conditions

that foster absorptive capacity ‘‘leading,’’ that is, necessary for learning to occur?

Honig and colleagues (2014), for instance, suggested that prior expertise is key,

whereas Cohen and Levinthal (1990) pointed to the combination of prior knowledge

and communication pathways as necessary. Future studies could address this

question in the context of school districts. Similarly, it could be that regular

interaction with well-designed routines is the dimension that is not only necessary

but sufficient for learning to occur. Could it be that without well-designed

interaction spaces that include supportive routines and times for informal

interaction, learning outcomes are simply not likely to occur? Applying and testing

the relationship between different dimensions of the conceptual framework

empirically can provide clarity to these questions.

Finally, the framework could scaffold the development of further conceptual

work in different settings. For example, it is likely the case that external partners

learn from engagement with school districts. What are the internal conditions in

external partners that enable them to better learn from their work with district

leaders? How does the nature of informal networks and inter-organizational tools

and routines matter for external partners’ learning? Does learning for external

partners depend upon how they monitor how their partnership impacts district

learning and use that information to improve their services? It may also be possible

to adapt this framework to study the relationship between district central offices and

schools. In some respects, professional development providers housed in the central

office are external sources of knowledge for schools they seek to support.5 Future

research could investigate the ways in which this framework helps explain schools’

ability to learn from external providers, including providers in the district central

5 We thank James Ryan, executive director of STEM in San Francisco Unified School District, for

suggesting this use for our framework.
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office. For example, are there additional dimensions that matter when the external

providers have some degree of authority over the learners?

The conceptual framework lays out research-based propositions about when and

under what conditions work with external organizations might be productive for

school districts. Applying and testing this conceptual framework empirically can

provide clarity to these and other questions and lead to a more robust understanding

of organizational learning and educational change.
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