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Introduction
	 There is renewed interest today in increasing the use of research 
knowledge and data, which is now frequently termed evidence-based 
policy and practice (Nutley, Walter, & Davies, 2007; Tseng, 2012). 
Though it is not without its critics (see Holmes, Murray, Perron, & 
Rail, 2006; Trinder & Reynolds, 2000) and the Trump Administration 
notwithstanding, evidence-based policy and practice continues to forge 
ahead in many policy arenas both within and outside the United States 
of America (U.S.). Funding trends corroborate this point. In 2009-2010, 
just over $10 billion in discretionary funding to the Institute of Educa-
tion Sciences (IES) from the American Reinvestment and Recovery Act 
(ARRA) was pumped into the education economy to develop statewide 
data systems, and to support research, development, and dissemination 
(Mason, 2013). Furthermore, many of the funds from ARRA were au-
thorized for evaluation, research, and data system development in the 
Race to the Top competition (U.S. Department of Education, 2009). 
	 Increased investment in efforts to use social science research in 
policymaking does not lead to de facto solutions of social problems. As 
Cohen and Weiss (1977) note, improved research on social policy often 
produces outcomes with more nuance and complexity, which complicates 
decisions about which policies to enact as solutions to social problems. 
The production of more social science research presents an opportunity. 
Organizations and individuals can work to shape the research which 
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moves from production to policy and/or practice. Intermediaries operat-
ing at the intersections of governance structures sift and winnow the 
research moved to the policy sphere. This is significant, for if increased 
production of social science research knowledge does not necessarily lead 
to consensus around the solutions to social problems, then those tasked 
with brokering social science research to policymakers have a powerful 
role in mobilizing the knowledge that influences policy (Poulantzas, 
1975; Wallerstein, 2001; Suleiman, 2013). 
	 In this study, using the critical conceptualization of Campbell and 
Peterson’s “knowledge regimes” (2015), I explore the impact of a policy 
toolkit produced by a federally funded intermediary organization (IO) 
on the strategies advanced in states’ plans to ensure equitable access to 
excellent educators. I ask the following research question: how did the 
use of a policy toolkit enable or constrain policy choices in those states 
that used it as a resource? As a federally funded intermediary organi-
zation, I argue that this particular IO communicated policy-relevant 
ideas grounded in frames of human capital and comprehensive talent 
management to state education agency personnel through a toolkit. 
	 What follows is a brief review of the uses of research in policymaking, 
a review of the literature on intermediary organizations as knowledge bro-
kers, and a discussion of the use of toolkits for knowledge mobilization. 

Uses of Research in Policy Making
	 In the field of knowledge translation for policymaking, there is 
a lot of literature discussing whether and how research influences 
policymaking (Biddle & Anderson, 1991; Weiss & Bucuvalas, 1980). 
It is often assumed that research will be used in direct and specific 
ways (Beyer, 1997; Estabrooks, 1999b); that is, given a piece of policy 
relevant research, it is assumed that policymakers will learn of this 
research on their own and that the research itself will have a direct 
impact on policies proposed or implemented. However, most social 
science research, as Carol Weiss notes, is used conceptually. With 
conceptual use research seeps into the policy sphere and changes 
how issues are framed, altering what constitutes viable policy options 
(Weiss, 1999). Therefore, conceptual use, while important to framing 
viable policy options, does not lead to direct and specific application of 
policy-relevant research to policy. The question then becomes how to 
mobilize knowledge for policymaking so that it results in more instru-
menta—direct and specific—application. I turn now to the literature 
on knowledge mobilization (KMb) and brokering.
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Knowledge Mobilization and Knowledge Brokers
	 Knowledge mobilization is increasingly used as the term in education 
policy and practice studies to refer to the process of moving research 
into the policy sphere (see Cooper & Shewchuk, 2015; Scott, Jabbar, 
LaLonde, Debray, & Lubienski, 2015). As a subset of the larger field, 
knowledge brokers manage all the activity that connects policymakers 
with researchers with the aim of promoting the use of research-based 
evidence in decision-making (Lomas, 2007). Knowledge brokers provide 
the links between research producers and research users (Ward, House, 
& Hamer, 2009). A central aim of knowledge brokers is to build bridges 
between research, policy, and practice to improve systems and solve 
intransigent social problems (Cooper & Shewchuk, 2015). In the litera-
ture on bridging the research-to-practice gap, brokers are defined both 
by their roles—what brokers do—and by their relationship to groups 
within a given network (Neal, Neal, Kornbluh, Mills, & Lawlor, 2015). 
When classified by roles, knowledge brokers operate as: (1) information 
managers; (2) linking agents; (3) capacity builders; (4) facilitators; and (5) 
evaluators (e.g. Glegg & Hoens, 2016; Turnhout, Stuiver, Klostermann, 
Harms, & Leeuwis, 2013; Ward et al., 2009).  
	 When defined by relationships and positionality within a given 
network, the brokerage typology introduced by Gould and Fernandez 
(1989) remains a relevant orienting frame to knowledge brokering today 
(Neal, Neal, Kornbluh, Mills, & Lawlor, 2015). Gould and Fernandez list 
the five types of brokers as liaison, itinerant or consultant coordinator, 
gatekeeper, and representative (1989). In this brokerage analysis and 
in Figure 1 below, B can be understood to represent the broker operat-

Figure 1
Brokerage Typology

Note. Gould and 
Fernandez’s (1989) types 
of brokerage and Neil, 
Adapted from Neal et. al. 
(2015). Different shades 
represent different groups 
or communities within 
a knowledge-sharing 
network.
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ing between two other individuals or parties (A and C, respectively). In 
this analysis, the roles are: (1) Coordinator, where all three (A, B, and C) 
belong to the same group; (2) Gatekeeper, where A belongs to one group 
while B and C belong to another group; (3) Representative, where A and 
B belong to one group, and C belongs to another; (4) Itinerant or Consul-
tant, where A and C belong to one group, and B belongs to another; and 
(5) Liaison, where A, B and C each belong to a different group. 
	 The passive dissemination of knowledge has proven to be largely 
ineffective particularly as it relates to translating research to practice 
(e.g., Lave & Wenger, 1991). However, when research is mediated by 
knowledge brokers and discussed with end users, research uptake by 
practitioners is more significant (Amsallem et al., 2007). Scholars have 
documented the importance of translating research materials to encour-
age the use of research in policy and practice (see Barnes, Goertz, and 
Massell, 2014). As a consequence, knowledge brokers are tasked with 
making research evidence accessible, often through synthesis, transla-
tion, and dissemination of research results (Cooper & Shewchuk, 2015; 
Feldman et al., 2001). 
	 Knowledge brokers also support decision makers in managing 
information overload (Feldman et. al., 2001). The knowledge brokers 
filter out or screen in what they themselves deem to be policy relevant 
knowledge or sound research evidence. As such, knowledge dissemination 
can mask policy advocacy (Knott & Wildavsky, 1980). Thus, in filtering 
information, knowledge brokers may position themselves as powerful 
policy advocates. 
	 By distilling esoteric conclusions within the research base into 
actionable guides, protocols, and templates, research that may have 
previously served to enlighten policymakers or frame thinking around 
a policy idea can be used instrumentally to recommend and support 
the enactment of particular policy ideas. The use of models, protocols 
and guides imbued with research-based practices serve as mechanisms 
through which to shift research use from the conceptual to instrumental 
(Beyer, 1997; Estabrooks, 1999b). In their study of comprehensive school 
reform designs, Rowan, Miller, and Camburn (2009) found that research 
tools providing specificity and scaffolding were more likely to be used 
and resulted in less variation by users. Consequently, these research 
tools supported the instrumental use of research. With their strategic 
development of tools to support knowledge translation for policy and 
practice, intermediary organizations (IOs) are increasingly playing a 
role as knowledge brokers (Tseng, 2012; Cooper & Shewchuk, 2015; 
Dobbins et al., 2009).
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Intermediary Organizations
	 Since intermediary organizations operate between two groups they 
are liaison brokers. I turn now to the literature on intermediary organiza-
tions, particularly in the context of education practice and policymaking. 
An intermediary organization functions as a liaison broker (Gould & 
Fernandez, 1989) between researchers and practitioners, researchers 
and policymakers, and practitioners and policymakers. Intermediary 
organizations are situated precisely where knowledge brokering occurs 
and are well-suited to carry out the functions of a knowledge broker. 
Intermediaries translate and package research for legislators, agency 
staff, and service providers, and they broker relationships between re-
searchers and policymakers (Tseng, 2012). IOs may include foundations, 
policy groups, think tanks, and private technical assistance providers. 
Importantly, IOs are not a priori neutral, objective parties offering rec-
ommendations and providing syntheses of research. They bring their 
own agendas and priorities (Henig, 2008). 
	 In education policy, IOs increasingly operate as knowledge brokers 
between the research and policy communities (Cooper & Shewchuk, 2015; 
Dobbins et al., 2009; Tseng, 2012) and are facilitating specific policy 
agendas (e.g., Lubienski, Scott & DeBray, 2011; Lubienski, Brewer, & 
LaLonde, 2016; Ness & Gandara, 2014; Scott & Jabbar, 2014). To date, 
research has focused almost exclusively on IOs funded by philanthropic 
and ideological foundations. Specific education reforms promoted by IOs 
in education policymaking include charter schools (Au & Ferrare, 2014), 
school vouchers, and choice (Goldie, Linick, Jabbar, & Lubienski, 2014; 
Lubienski, Weitzel, & Lubienski, 2009), and parent trigger laws (Ness 
& Gandara, 2014). What has not been explored, however, is the way 
in which the federal government employs IOs to influence which policy 
ideas gain prominence at the state level in education policy. 
	 Because state education agencies are increasingly relying on inter-
mediary organizations such as the Regional Educational Laboratories 
(RELs) to support their policy work, it is important to understand the 
mechanisms used to broker knowledge and influence state education 
agencies’ policy development. One mechanism is the toolkit.
 

Toolkits in the Literature
	 Toolkits are used in a number of fields and by a variety of entities. 
Because toolkits are perceived to be communicating information and 
knowledge to end users, they have the potential to be effective knowl-
edge translation tools. As knowledge translation tools, toolkits are used 
to educate and/or facilitate behavior change, and they are proving to 
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be moderately effective at doing so (Yamada et al., 2015). While they 
may be effective at educating and facilitating behavior change, toolkits 
also frame problems in particular ways and rarely mention the specific 
evidence-base(s) from which they draw (Barac et al., 2015).
	 The use of toolkits in the field of education and education policy and 
advocacy is growing. For instance, the U.S. Department of Education 
now promotes the use of an English Learner Toolkit for state education 
agencies to use as they work to fulfill legal obligations in supporting 
English Learners under the Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA) legisla-
tion. There is an archived Tool Kit on Teaching and Assessing Students 
with Disabilities (U.S. Department of Education, 2004) and a recently 
published toolkit on Improving Outcomes for Youth with Disabilities in 
Juvenile Corrections (U.S. Department of Education, 2016). 
	 In addition, so-called “turnkey toolkits,” which include summaries 
of relevant theoretical frameworks, research questions, findings, and 
data collection templates are being used to encourage research-based 
innovations by faculty (Hamilton, 2006). In these “turnkey toolkits,” the 
consumer does not determine which operating frameworks are relevant 
to the work. Instead, those who develop the toolkit—whether they are 
aware of the contexts in which the toolkit will be used or not—decide 
which frameworks are relevant (Hamilton, 2006). 
	 In the field of education and education policy, few researchers have 
explored the ways in which these toolkits act as vehicles for policy advocacy 
or the ways in which they may serve to constrain policy options. Related 
research by Anderson and Donchik (2014) on the American Legislative 
Exchange Council’s (ALEC) use of prefabricated model legislation to influ-
ence and advise policymakers is one. Trujillo (2014) provides another re-
lated account of the use of templates and tools in school improvement. 
	 The role of intermediary organizations in producing these toolkits and 
the ways in which these toolkits have been used to shape policy choices 
within state education agencies is worthy of exploration and can add to 
the literature on knowledge mobilization and the role of intermediary 
organizations in education reform. 
	

Theoretical Framework
	 It has become clear that ideas matter in policymaking (Blyth, 2011; 
Hall, 1993; Schmidt, 2011). And yet, when it comes to policymaking all 
ideas are not equal. Ideas enable specific solutions to policy problems, 
and they constrain the solutions policymakers consider; in short, ideas 
are vehicles that allow actors to construct frames that legitimize policy 
proposals (Campbell, 1998).
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	 Borrowing from the theoretical literature on policymaking, the con-
cept of “knowledge regimes” advanced by Campbell and Petersen (2015) 
guides this study. I take knowledge regimes to be the sense-making 
apparatus that assists with knowledge mobilization. Thus, knowledge 
regimes are the machinery within organizations and institutions that 
generate data, research, policy recommendations, and ideas that influ-
ence public opinion and policymaking. 
	 While the ideational perspective to policymaking provides broad 
theoretical grounding for this study, the theoretical concept of knowl-
edge regimes remains a black box and catch-all for surfacing the specific 
mechanisms operating to mobilize knowledge for policy (see Figure 2). 
	 What tools and mechanisms do knowledge brokers use to mobilize 
knowledge for policymaking? Which tools and which mechanisms are 
effective at mobilizing knowledge to influence policy? 
	 Figure 3 (see next page) is an attempt to peer into the black box 
of one knowledge regime. In this case, IOs lie at the heart, serving as 
liaison brokers between two different groups: federal and state educa-
tion agencies and researchers and policymakers. 

Case Selection
	 Using the Excellent Educators for All initiative as a case, this study 
examines the influence of intermediaries operating between state and 
federal education agencies. The Excellent Educators for All initiative 
occurred just prior to the reauthorization of Elementary and Secondary 
Education Act as the Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA). ESSA has been 
lauded as a piece of legislation that returns local authority over educa-
tion to states and rolls back the influence of the federal government on 
education decisions. Thus, this initiative presents a case through which 
to examine the role of the federal department of education amidst criti-
cism of federal encroachment on education policy historically considered 
the purview of the states. 

Figure 2
The Black Box of Knowledge Regimes

Note. This figure demonstrates the black box or catch-all of knowledge regime 
as advanced by Campbell and Petersen (2015). Somewhere in the black box, 
ideas, research, and problems are mobilized and influence policy.
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The IO: Center on Great Teachers and Leaders
	 The Center on Great Teachers and Leaders (GTL Center) operates 
via a U.S Department of Education grant as one of seven content centers 
funded through the Office of School Support and Rural Programs. The 
Center on Great Teachers and Leaders was created to provide technical 
assistance and identify, synthesize, and disseminate research-based and 
emerging promising practices. 
	 One of the named focal areas of the GTL Center is Human Capital 
Management Systems, alternatively called talent management (Min-
nici, 2013). Comprehensive approaches to talent management draw 
from business models related to talent management and human capital 
in the knowledge economy. The GTL Center documents that business 

Note. This figure illustrates the flow of information, as determined through 
bibliometric analysis, from knowledge sources to IOs and then to state educa-
tion agencies. It also illustrates the role of the U.S. Department of Education 
inside the knowledge regime as a sponsor of the IOs with an indirect influence 
upon the state education agencies.

Figure 2
Inside the Black Box of the Equitable Access
to Excellent Educators Knowledge Regime
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consulting group McKinsey and Company, IBM Business Value, and 
the Human Capital Institute perceive the education sector as a laggard 
in the development of comprehensive systems of talent management 
(Minnici, 2013). 
	 The American Institutes for Research (AIR) is the administrative 
partner of the GTL Center. The Chief Council of State School Officers 
(CCSSO) and Public Impact are additional partners in the GTL Center. 
Together, these three partners hold beliefs and reform priorities that 
align with federal U.S. Department of Education investments in evidence-
based and innovative educational practices, longitudinal data systems, 
effectiveness measures based on growth data through standardized tests, 
and education reforms that view modifications to teaching and leading 
as key levers through which to advance education reform. 

Data Sources
The Equitable Access Toolkit
	 The Equitable Access Toolkit (EA Toolkit) was developed by the GTL 
Center to support state education agency (SEA) development of equi-
table access plans (EA Plans). Tools include a stakeholder engagement 
guide, a data review tool that includes sample data sets and metrics, 
a root cause analysis workbook, and a moving toward equity tool. Also 
included are sample meeting agendas, a PowerPoint template, engaging 
stakeholders in root-cause analysis, a “Taking the Temperature” activity, 
a sample state plan to ensure equitable access to excellent educators, 
and a “build-your-own” template for state education agencies to use in 
developing their equitable access plans. 
	 The policy ideas within the Equitable Access Toolkit emphasize a 
comprehensive approach to talent management. In this approach, state 
education agencies work to systematize all facets of human capital and 
talent management, including attracting, preparing, hiring, recruiting, 
retaining, and developing educators. 

Equitable Access Plans
	 The second data source included fifty-two plans for ensuring equi-
table access to excellent educators, including all fifty state plans and 
plans for the District of Columbia and Puerto Rico. 

Data Collection and Procedures
	 To conduct this analysis, equitable access plans were reviewed with 
attention to whether the Equitable Access Toolkit or any of the resources 
mentioned therein were referenced in the plans. 
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	 Not every state credited the resources they used so initial data col-
lection was likely an underrepresentation of the actual number of states 
that used tools, toolkits, and/templates from the GTL Center. To address 
this, another close reading of the plans was performed. A list of unique 
discourse markers written into the text of the equitable access plans 
was compiled. These discourse markers contained identical language 
to one particular resource within the EA Toolkit: Resource 9: Sample 
State Plan to Ensure Equitable Access to Excellent Educators (Sample 
Plan). Consequently, the Sample Plan within the EA toolkit provided a 
concrete way to examine the phenomenon of the toolkit’s influence on 
policy ideas within the plans. 

Discourse Markers
	 The first discourse marker was the phrase “as augmented with” 
when plans referred to the U.S. Department of Education’s official guid-
ance document added after the launch of the Excellent Educators for 
All Initiative. 
	 A second discourse marker within the EA toolkit’s Sample Plan was 
the definition of an “excellent teacher.” In the Sample Plan an excellent 
teacher was defined as follows: 

An excellent teacher is fully prepared to teach in his or her assigned 
content area, is able to demonstrate strong instructional practices and 
significant contributions to growth in student learning (on tests and in 
terms of social-emotional indicators), and consistently demonstrates pro-
fessionalism and a dedication to the profession both within and outside 
of the classroom. (Center on Great Teachers and Leaders, 2015, p. 6) 

A third discourse marker used to signal the likelihood that SEA person-
nel used the Sample Plan within the EA Toolkit was the theory of action 
contained in the Sample Plan. The theory of action reads as follows: 

If a comprehensive approach to talent management—in particular for 
low-income, high-minority, and high-need schools and districts—is 
implemented carefully and its implementation is monitored and modi-
fied when warranted over time, then State A school districts will be 
better able to recruit, retain, and develop excellent educators such that 
all students have equitable access to excellent teaching and leaders to 
help them achieve their highest potential in school and beyond. (Center 
on Great Teachers and Leaders, 2015, p. 14) 

Aside from serving as a unique discourse marker, the theory of action 
also promotes a particular policy idea; namely, that a comprehensive 
approach to talent management will result in a more equitable distribu-
tion of excellent educators. 
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	 The final marker employed to ascertain whether SEA personnel 
used the EA toolkit was the inclusion of a “Fishbone Diagram” for the 
root cause analysis in a state’s plan. The EA Toolkit promoted the use 
of this “Fishbone Diagram” resource when SEA personnel conducted 
root cause analyses with stakeholders.

Methods
	 The mode of inquiry used for this study is document analysis. Pur-
poseful sampling strategy follows Patton’s (2002) definition of criterion 
sampling. I elected to include as cases those EA plans containing three 
or more discourse markers (high-use) and EA plans with no discourse 
markers (low-use).
	 I completed three rounds of coding for the twenty-four state plans, 
noting the specific strategies named within the plans. Per the coding 
manual by Saldana (2009), I began with descriptive and in vivo codes 
of the strategies named in the Sample Plan and of the strategies named 
in states’ plans. The second round of coding incorporated structural 
codes. I then mapped state plans’ strategies to the strategies listed in 
the Sample Plan. Initial codes were developed into seventeen categories 
of strategies named in the findings section. Strategies not listed in the 
Sample Plan but listed in states’ plans were categorized as “state-iden-
tified strategies.” Strategies within the Sample Plan were categorized 
as “Sample Plan Strategies.” Once coding was completed, I tabulated 
state-identified strategies and Sample Plan Strategies for the high-use 
states and the low-use states. 

Findings
	 The strategies listed within the twenty-four plans fall into seven-
teen categories. In reviewing the strategies named within each state 
equity plan, the majority of these seventeen categories fall underneath 
the concept of human capital management or comprehensive talent 
management.
	 Table 1 provides a list of the categories with the number of Sample 
Plan Strategies and State-Identified Strategies listed in each catego-
ry. 
	 In every category where the Sample Plan listed strategies, high-use 
states adopted more of the Sample Plan strategies than low-use states 
for inclusion in the state’s Equitable Access Plan. Table 2 below portrays 
the sample plan strategy use by high-use and low-use states. 
	 For states that used the Equitable Access Toolkit and its accompany-
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Table 1
Number of Strategies Named within Each Category
by the Sample Plan & State Plans

Category				    Sample Plan	 State
	 	 	 	 	 	 Strategies	 Identified
								        Strategies

Hiring Practices	 	 	 	 3	 	 2
Recruitment	 	 	 	 3	 	 8
Compensation Practices	 	 	 4	 	 2
Career Advancement Opportunities	 1	 	 1
School & State Funding	 	 	 6	 	 6
Educator Effectiveness & Evaluation	 2	 	 2
Induction & Mentoring	 	 	 3	 	 3
Professional Development
	 & Ongoing Learning	 	 	 0	 	 11
Educator and Leader Preparation	 	 9	 	 7
Licensing & Certification			  3		  5
Data Systems & Accountability	 	 4	 	 6
Training & Technical Assistance	 	 4	 	 6
Distance & Virtual Learning	 	 0	 	 2
School Climate & Working Conditions	 0	 	 5
Further Research	 	 	 0	 	 8
Family, Community
	 & Stakeholder Engagement	 	 0	 	 3
Streamlined Policies	 	 	 0	 	 1

Table 2
Sample Plan Strategy Use by High-Use and Low-Use States

Sample Plan Strategies			   High-Use	 Low-Use

Hiring Practices	 	 	 	 0.14	 	 0.02
Recruitment	 	 	 	 0.33	 	 0.14
Compensation Practices	 	 	 0.11	 	 0.06
Educator career advancement opportunities 	0.29	 	 0.24
School & State Funding	 	 	 0.14	 	 0.04
Educator Effectiveness & Evaluation	 0.21	 	 0.18
Induction & Mentoring	 	 	 0.14	 	 0.06
Educator & Leader Preparation	 	 0.11	 	 0.10
Licensing & Certification			  0.08		  0.02
Data & Accountability	 	 	 0.14	 	 0.06
Training & Technical Assistance	 	 0.04	 	 0

A chi squared test for significance reveals that high-use states used more Sample Plan 
strategies than low-use states at a level of p<.05 significance.
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ing resources, the strategies listed within state plans followed markedly 
from the strategies promoted in the EA toolkit and Sample Plan. 
	 High-use states also listed strategies different from those included 
in the Sample Plan. However, low-use states identified their own strate-
gies to an equal extent. See Table 3 for a breakdown of state-identified 
strategies for high-use and low-use states. 
	 Low-use states identified more of their own strategies in the um-
brella categories of talent development and human capital management 
(i.e. compensation, recruitment, educator and leadership preparation, 
licensing and certification) than high-use states. The majority of the 
state-identified strategies mentioned by high-use states occurred outside 
the larger categories of talent development or human capital manage-
ment. In other words, while high-use states listed different strategies 
in other categories (such as working conditions and research), the use 
of the Sample Plan with its prepackaged strategies in the categories 
under comprehensive talent management made it less likely that states 
would identify their own strategies in those same categories. 

 Turnkey Strategies 
	 The strategies within the Sample Plan appear to drive many of the 
high-use states’ strategies to achieve equitable access to excellent edu-

Table 3
State-Identified Strategy Use by High-Use and Low-Use States

State-Identified Strategies	 	 High-Use	 Low-Use 

Hiring Practices	 	 	 	 0.14	 	 0.06
Recruitment	 	 	 	 0.05	 	 0.10
Compensation Practices	 	 	 0	 	 0.06
Career Advancement opportunities 	 0	 	 0.18
Educator Effectiveness & Evaluation	 0.07	 	 0.06
Induction & Mentoring	 	 	 0	 	 0.11
Professional Development & Learning	 0.11	 	 0.07
Educator & Leader Preparation	 	 0.02	 	 0.08
Licensing & Certification			  0.06		  0.07
Data & Accountability	 	 	 0.07	 	 0.09
Further Research	 	 	 0.15	 	 0.07
School Climate & Working Conditions	 0.13	 	 0.07
School & State Funding	 	 	 0.14	 	 0.05
Training & Technical Assistance	 	 0.14	 	 0.12
Distance & Virtual Learning	 	 0.17	 	 0.12
Stakeholder & Parent Engagement	 0.17	 	 0.06
Streamline Policies	 	 	 0.17	 	 0.0
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cators. I now turn to Nevada’s state plan to illustrate this point. One 
of the Sample Plan’s strategies under the category of hiring practices 
is to negotiate changes in collective bargaining agreements (Center 
on Great Teachers and Leaders, 2015). Nevada’s plan also includes as 
a strategy changes to collective bargaining agreements. In this case, 
Nevada’s strategies included rolling back collective bargaining agree-
ments and district policies related to hiring in underperforming schools 
so that “principals can hire teachers who want to work in the schools 
and have the skills, beliefs, and commitment necessary to succeed in 
underperforming school” (Nevada Department of Education, 2015, p. 
34). Additionally, a strategy within the compensation practices category 
of the Sample Plan calls for implementing a new teacher compensation 
system based in part on teacher performance (Center on Great Teach-
ers and Leaders, 2015). Similarly, Nevada included a strategy around 
performance pay to attract and retain effective principals and teachers 
(Nevada Department of Education, 2015). 
	 Wisconsin, another high-use state relied on the Sample Plan strat-
egies in the categories of licensing and certification and educator and 
leader preparation. For instance, the Sample Plan lists strategies such 
as “cultivating reciprocity agreements and neighboring-state relation-
ships” and “establishing or recruiting alternative pathways/programs 
to supply teachers to the rural areas of the state (e.g., a ‘grow your own’ 
approach), and developing targeted residency programs—among other 
things” in the category of licensing and certification (Center on Great 
Teachers and Leaders, 2015, pp.24-25). Correspondingly, Wisconsin lists 
as some of its strategies: “explore licensing reciprocity agreements with 
neighboring states,” and “explore […] an option to create […] DPI-ap-
proved alternative licensure programs to [allow districts to] grow their 
own teachers to address shortage areas”—the same strategies enumer-
ated in the Sample Plan (Center on Great Teachers and Leaders, 2015; 
Wisconsin Department of Public Instruction, 2015, p. 34). 
	 In the case of Wisconsin and the other high-use states, the strate-
gies proposed in the Sample Plan were used as turnkey strategies for 
state education agencies to adopt or recommend in their equitable 
access plans. 

Warrants for Existing Strategies
	 Not all of the strategies proposed by states in their Equitable Ac-
cess Plans were new; in fact, many strategies continued existing ini-
tiatives to improve teacher quality. These strategies include many of 
the policy levers Sykes and Dibner (2009) mention have been used in 
the past to address teacher quality such as: (a) recruitment initiatives 
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with scholarships; (b) expansion of alternate pathways; (c) preparation 
program accountability; (d) differential salaries for teachers working 
in high need schools and subjects; (e) professional development; and 
(f) induction support, to name a few. Yet, many of these ideas such as 
expanding alternative pathways, “grow-your-own” programs, targeted 
teacher residency models, and preparation program accountability, loan 
forgiveness, differential salaries, and mentoring and induction support 
are also included in the Sample Plan as strategies (Center on Great 
Teachers and Leaders, 2015). 
	 The policy ideas promoted by the GTL Center within the EA toolkit 
and its accompanying resources were not designed out of the blue by 
the administrative partners (i.e. American Institutes for Research, the 
Chief Council of State School Officers, and Public Impact) and staff of 
the GTL Center. Policy advocacy organizations and governments alike 
have promoted policy ideas such as performance pay and connecting 
education preparation program approval to graduates’ outcomes. How-
ever, the concept of a comprehensive approach to talent management 
helps states to rhetorically justify some of these strategies that might 
be otherwise out of place. As a consequence, the umbrella term “compre-
hensive approach to talent management” enabled states to both justify 
what they were already doing and to continue engaging in existing and 
new efforts to expand alternative certification programs (Odden, 2011; 
Center on Great Teachers and Leaders, 2015). It also helps that the 
Sample Plan includes alternative pathways to certification as a viable 
tool to support recruitment as part of the comprehensive approach to 
talent management. 
	 For example, Alabama couched the expansion of alternative certifi-
cation routes as a recruitment effort aligned with comprehensive talent 
management (Alabama State Department of Education, 2015). To do so, 
one of the strategies advocated within the plan was to remove barriers 
and create new routes for the best and the brightest to enter the teach-
ing profession (Alabama State Department of Education, 2015, p. 25). 
By linking the expansion of alternative certification programs as one 
element of an effort to improve recruitment in line with a comprehensive 
approach to talent management, the sample plan enabled Alabama (and 
others) to continue existing efforts and engage in new efforts to expand 
alternative certification programs.
 
State Identified Strategies outside of the Sample Plan	  
	 Recruitment is one area where low-use states listed more state-iden-
tified strategies than high-use states. While recruitment is a category 
under comprehensive talent management, the strategies named within 
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the Sample Plan include recruiting excellent school leaders, hosting re-
cruitment events through local educator preparation programs for hard-
to-staff schools, and offering recruitment incentives like scholarships, 
loan forgiveness and signing bonuses. No strategies named within the 
Sample Plan include investing in efforts to uplift the teaching profes-
sion. Notably, only low-use states listed efforts to uplift the teaching 
profession, such as conducting marketing campaigns and celebrating 
excellent teachers, or teaching successes as recruitment strategies. 
	 Similarly, other strategies promoted by low-use states include 
providing recommendations to districts and schools around how to 
best support new teachers with positive working conditions, such as 
requirements for planning time and limited participation of beginning 
teachers in non-instructional activities (North Carolina Department of 
Public Instruction, 2015). To attract teachers to hard-to-staff schools, 
Utah recommended providing resources to hard-to-staff schools to de-
velop interesting programs and providing well-resourced classrooms as 
a means to attract teachers (Utah State Office of Education, 2015). 

Discussion
	 The EA Toolkit and specifically the Sample Plan influenced the way 
high-use states conceptualized their strategies to ensure equitable dis-
tribution of excellent educators. While it certainly may be the case that 
talent management is a more politically feasible strategy at the state 
level than delving into local schools’ working conditions, a more com-
pelling case is that the GTL Center Sample Plan provided a conceptual 
roadmap that framed what state education agencies came to perceive 
as viable policy options. 
	 In creating a suite of tools and resources for state equitable access 
plan development that simultaneously highlighted issues of expressed 
importance to the GTL Center, the GTL Center advanced strategies to 
resolve inequitable distribution regardless of root causes or unique state 
contexts. The overriding emphasis on comprehensive talent management 
in the GTL Center’s suite of technical assistance tools and in the EA tool-
kit itself indicates that the GTL Center, in its role as a federally funded 
intermediary organization, advanced one policy idea (a comprehensive 
approach to talent management) around teacher quality. Thus, rather 
than serving as a toolkit to support equitable access plan development, 
the toolkit narrowed and informed the menu of policy ideas around hu-
man capital management for states using the IO’s support. 
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Conclusion
	 Literature exploring the role of toolkits and technical assistance in 
education policy is not well developed. From a critical and discursive 
perspective, this current work begins to delve into the ways in which 
toolkits, and the intermediary organizations tasked and paid to develop 
them, shaped the policy ideas of the state education agencies that used 
the resources. 
	 Toolkits are proving to be effective at educating end-users and/or 
facilitating behavior change—albeit in part by shaping and framing 
the ways end-users engage with the knowledge base. However, because 
the evidence base is not specified in toolkits, users may make deci-
sions without sufficiently understanding the deliberate inclusion and 
exclusion of sources that went into the development of the toolkit itself 
(see Barac et al., 2015; Hamilton, 2006). It remains problematic that 
toolkits proffer ideas to policymakers but fail to provide the evidence 
and corresponding analysis of what makes the ideas themselves more 
attractive than others. For instance, why is targeting state education 
agency’s solutions to the equitable distribution of excellent educators 
around comprehensive approaches to talent management a better or 
more evidence-based strategy than addressing the conditions under 
which educators work? In the toolkit, there is no discussion of why 
certain ideas are put forward, or of their alternatives. Rather, toolkits 
offer ideas and innovations considered acceptable by its author without 
an analysis of what makes them acceptable. 
	 Preliminary conclusions raise implications for the policy process 
in a policy arena increasingly crowded by advocacy organizations and 
intermediary organizations, each with their own positions on the best 
ways to reform education. Toolkits are one mechanism in the knowledge 
regime that served to sift and winnow policy ideas, elevating some policy 
ideas over others. More broadly, technical assistance tools coded as non-
partisan support may play an even larger role than research in shaping 
the policy ideas that state education agencies elect to implement. 

Note
	 1 High-use states in this analysis included Alabama, Connecticut, Maine, 
Nevada, Oregon, Vermont, and Wisconsin. Low-use states in this analysis in-
cluded Colorado, Florida, Hawaii, Illinois, Indiana, Kentucky, Maryland, Mis-
souri, Montana, New Mexico, Nebraska, North Carolina, South Dakota, Texas, 
Utah, Washington, and Wyoming. 
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