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Organizational self-renewal is the process in which existing struc-
tural and cognitive order within an organization is dissolved and new 
order is created. The new order affects patterns of organizational 
activities such as structures, systems, processes, and culture. As new 
order is formed, new knowledge is created. Hence, organizational 
“self-renewal takes place irreversibly as existing knowledge is restruc-
tured to create new missions and domains for the organization.”1   
Several conditions are necessary for renewal to occur in either orga-
nization; yet these conditions alone are insufficient for simultaneous 
renewal to occur for both organizations. This article examines a set 
of sufficient conditions that have resulted in the generation of new 
organizational knowledge for both organizations.2 

While successful school district-university partnerships are said 
to be few and far between, there is also significant evidence that 
suggests such partnerships can lead to positive change for both or-
ganizations.3 However, it is difficult to know if “successful” school 
district-university partnerships are, in fact, few and far between and/
or whether both organizations actually benefit from these types of 
partnership. We posit a two-fold reason for this.4 First, the literature 
reporting on partnerships such as these typically base the notion of 
“success” solely on whether or not the school district has met their 
preconceived goals and objectives, and rarely pays attention to the 
effect the partnership has had on the university’s organizational ob-
jectives. A related reason for the lack of understanding of what suc-
cess really means for university-school partnerships is that success of 
the partnership is most often measured using only the outcome data 
of the school partner such as student achievement scores, teacher 
retention rates, and other performance indicators for which school 
districts are commonly held accountable.5 To be sure, these measures 
are quantifiable and are often considered potential outcomes of a 
university-school district partnership which might indicate some type 
of success at the school level. Yet, outcome measures are inadequate 
for capturing the ongoing cyclic processes necessary for the renewal 
of a school district and university partnership which, we argue, are 
also important indicators of the success of such partnerships. 

A different way of determining the success of these partnerships 
would require that the leaders of both organizations give more atten-
tion to and report on each organization’s ability to create and sus-

tain the conditions necessary to cycle through the various stages of  
organizational renewal.6 For example, consider how Starratt character-
izes the role of the leader in any self-renewing organization: 

Leaders in self-renewing organizations lead by calling  
attention to what the ongoing agenda is for all mem-
bers of the organization by pointing to issues that need 
clarification, problems that need to be renamed, and old 
frameworks that realign old cause-and effect-patterns.7 

In essence, Starratt is suggesting that detecting renewal requires 
a leader to capture the dynamic and multidimensional processes  
involved in creating new organizational patterns and structures during 
a change process rather than simply capturing quantifiable outcomes 
of the change. Detecting such a fluid process, however, requires a 
lens that has been adjusted to capture the presence of the various 
stages of the renewal cycle, the conditions necessary for these stages 
to emerge, as well as the conditions that are sufficient for simultane-
ous renewal to occur for both organizations.8 

In sum, looking at the outcome measures of both partnering  
organizations will certainly help determine the success of the partner-
ship, but reflection on the presence of the conditions and processes 
necessary for renewal to occur, critical inquiry into changes in orga-
nizational structures and patterns at each organization, and finally, 
observation and communication of the new knowledge created at 
each organization are also appropriate ways for leaders to determine 
the success of school district-university partnership.9 

The purpose of this article is to describe how two partnering  
organizations, the College of Education at the University of  
Missouri-Columbia and the Independence School District experienced 
a successful partnership leading to simultaneous renewal. A demon-
stration of this successful partnership is described not by student 
achievement outcomes or similar measures, but rather a description 
of the cyclic stages and conditions that sufficiently supported the 
occurrence of renewal processes for both organizations. 

This article describes the journey of simultaneous renewal for both 
organizations. The description of our journey begins at a point when 
each organization implemented chaos to stimulate simultaneous  
renewal within their respective organizations. Successful adjustment 
and adaptation to major changes within each organization provided 
and supported the conditions necessary to stimulate simultaneous 
renewal for both organizations. The new knowledge created at each 
organization served as evidence of successful simultaneous renewal 
and where the story of our journey ends—even though the process of 
simultaneous renewal continues at both organizations today. 

Ultimately, this article argues that successful school district/ 
university partnerships can be detected by examining cyclic stages of 
renewal which result in the creation of new knowledge that mani-
fests itself in the form of changes to organizational structures and 
patterns. To that end, we have adapted Nonaka’s renewal process 
model to describe the cycle of renewal between a university and a 
school district.10 Those stages include: (1) pre-existing order and sta-
bility within the partnership; (2) the dissolution of existing structural 
and cognitive order at each organization; (3) the creation of new 
knowledge at each organization; and (4) the emergence of new struc-
tural and cognitive patterns at each organization which support both  
organizations. Each stage of the cycle and the new knowledge  
created at both organizations is described and further, as posited by  
Nonaka and Takeuchi, we also discuss how their  five conditions— 
intention, autonomy, requisite variety, redundancy, and chaos—  
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sufficiently supported renewal for both organizations.11  Examples of 
how these conditions contributed to the creation of new organiza-
tional structures and patterns, and how they sufficiently supported 
simultaneous renewal are also provided. 

The University/School District Partnership
A partnership between the College of Education (COE) at the  

University of Missouri-Columbia (MU) and the Independence School 
District (ISD) is one of the several relationships that was devel-
oped through the MU Partnership for Educational Renewal (MPER).  
MPER is a collaborative organization dedicated to positive systemic  
educational change. The partnership consists of the MU Colleges of 
Education and Arts and Science, the Midwestern State Department 
of Education, and 21 public school districts. The pre-existing stability 
of this partnership itself served as a primary condition for renewal to 
occur. However, when intention and requisite variety, two of the five 
conditions necessary for simultaneous renewal, were added to the 
existing stable partnership, they acted as a catalyst for change.12 In 
the following paragraphs, each of these two conditions is described 
and followed by examples of their existence within the College of 
Education and the Independence School District. 

Intention is simply an organization’s aspirations to its goals. Inten-
tion frequently comes in the form of visions, mission, and strategic 
plans within an educational system.13 MPER’s  mission was to engage 
partnering school and university personnel with students and parents 
to improve Missouri’s educational system from preschool through 
college. Demonstrated success of this intention could be witnessed 
in the form of a teacher fellows program, a teacher release program, 
and cooperative field experiences for teachers. While these programs 
met organizational intentions related to teacher development, they 
did not extend beyond to a leadership preparation program which 
was important for the university’s contribution to the state and a 
strong leadership preparation program highly needed at ISD. ISD had 
several aspiring leaders who wanted to obtain doctoral degrees in 
educational leadership as well as obtain leadership licensure. The 
superintendents and board members at ISD wanted their aspiring 
leaders to be trained as a cohort in one program that could focus 
more specifically on the needs of the ISD district improvement plan.  
While the teacher leaders and administrators were involved in several 
different leadership programs and more were willing to further their 
education, there was not a program available that seemed to be  
addressing their needs as well as the needs of their district. Therefore, 
a common intent was also present at ISD.

Another condition important for both organizations to realize was 
requisite variety. Requisite variety occurs when the diversity within 
the internal environments matches the variety and diversity in the 
external environment. According to Nonaka and Takeuchi:

Everyone in the environment should be assured of the  
fastest access to the broadest variety of necessary infor-
mation going through the fewest steps. If this does not 
occur organizational members cannot interact on equal 
terms which hinders the search for new information. 
Developing a flat and flexible organizational structure in 
which the different units are intertwined with an infor-
mational network is one way to deal with the complexity 
of the environment.14 

An example of the presence of this condition came from  
several ISD administrators. While their school district, like many  

others, is bureaucratically structured on paper and in policy, there ex-
isted enough informality and flexibility within the lines of communi-
cation for several of the administrators in the district to approach the  
associate superintendent and the superintendent with a new idea 
for the MPER partnership. These administrators were aware that the 
COE at MU had a reputable Doctorate of Education program in edu-
cational leadership, but they were also aware that the structure of 
the program mandated that students enrolled in the program spend 
a month for two successive summers at the university’s main cam-
pus in order to complete rigorous and extensive coursework of the 
program. Many of the administrators at ISD were interested in ap-
plying for the 2003 cohort program but were concerned that their 
positions as administrators and new summer school requirements 
would not allow them to be on campus at the university during the 
summer sessions. In addition, ISD superintendents had a desire to 
focus their administrators’ continuing education on the leadership 
skills necessary to lead their faculty toward achieving the objectives 
of the school district’s improvement plan. The presence of the condi-
tion of requisite variety within both organizations, the COE and ISD, 
made it possible for all involved stakeholders to be aware of their 
internal organizational needs as well as what was being offered in 
the external environment. 

Requisite variety, common intentions, and pre-existing stability 
within the partnership supported the development of both formal 
and informal relationships and lines of communication to develop 
between the superintendents of ISD and the dean of the COE.  This 
enabled the superintendent and associate superintendent of ISD to 
approach the dean of the COE and request that their pre-existing 
partnership be extended to include a site-based educational leader-
ship doctoral degree program for nine of their administrators in which 
the curriculum of the program would be tailored to the district’s 
improvement initiatives.

 
The Dissolution of Structural and Cognitive Patterns

The dissolution of order as a primary condition for simultaneous 
renewal has previously been described as an intentional breakdown 
of structural and cognitive patterns which subsequently affect orga-
nizational activities and culture. This intentional disruption to order, 
however, is not intended to affect the stability of an organization, 
but rather to preserve stability amidst change. The environmental 
fluctuation triggers a breakdown in the organization out of which 
new knowledge is created.15 Changes suggested by ISD and the sub-
sequent changes made by the COE serve as the best examples of how 
some structural and cognitive patterns related to the existing Ed.D. 
program would need to be dissolved in order for new knowledge to 
be created for the proposed site-based doctoral program.

In order to accommodate the request made to the COE by the 
ISD superintendents, several aspects of the existing Ed.D. leadership 
program would have to be reconceptualized. Prior to this request,  
cognitive models, structural patterns, and resource deployment mod-
els of the  Ed.D. leadership program required students from across 
the state to come to campus for the summers. Regional faculty at 
partner institutions delivered fall and winter coursework. The Ed.D. 
leadership curriculum centered around five leadership themes, but 
were nonspecific to any particular district improvement efforts;  
therefore, the curriculum would require some reconsideration.  
Finally, the resources necessary to have the coursework delivered to ISD  
students by faculty from that region of the state (as done in the 
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existing program) were not available. A reconsideration of resource 
deployment or innovative ways to secure funding for the ISD project 
would be necessary. 

Initially, superintendents from ISD, the dean of the COE, and  
faculty from MU’s Educational Leadership and Policy Analysis (ELPA) 
department, who would ultimately be responsible for implementing 
changes made to the existing Ed.D. program, were not sure that it 
could be reconceptualized to meet the needs of ISD. However, the 
dean of the COE arranged a meeting with representative faculty mem-
bers from ELPA, principals (prospective students) from ISD, and the 
associate superintendent and superintendent of ISD to brainstorm 
ideas. Several of these meetings occurred and resulted in sufficiently 
meeting a condition of the renewal process related to the sharing and 
creation of new knowledge:  redundancy. 

While people often consider redundant processes to be unneces-
sary or inefficient, Nonaka and Takeuchi describe redundancy as a 
condition in the renewal process as follows:

There is intentional overlapping of information about 
business activities, management responsibilities, and 
the company as a whole. Sharing redundant informa-
tion promotes the sharing of tacit knowledge and allows 
individuals to invade each others functional boundaries, 
offer advice, or provide new information necessary for 
renewal.16  

In other words, redundancy helps build unusual communication 
channels in which one organization learns of the structural and cog-
nitive patterns of another organization. 

To be sure, redundancy was present during the brainstorming meet-
ings involving the stakeholders. Therefore, it served as a sufficient 
condition for communication to occur among the stakeholders most 
affected by the outcome of the decision. This continuous process of 
questioning and collaborative brainstorming, or redundancy, allowed 
an overlapping of the needs of the district with the structures of the 
leadership program which subsequently enabled the creation of new 
organizational knowledge. The redundant processes stimulated new 
ideas to emerge from various stakeholders, and a plan for a site-based 
Ed.D. leadership program in ISD was developed.

The Emergence of New Structural and Cognitive Patterns
The renewal process requires that new patterns of order develop 

after existing patterns have been dissolved. This is often called creat-
ing “order out of chaos.”17 The benefits of this creative chaos and 
subsequent order is most likely to be realized after those involved 
in the process have had time to reflect on emergent ideas. Others 
believe that it is important that reflection also occur during the pro-
cess. For example, Schön stated: “When someone reflects while in 
action, he becomes a researcher in the practice context. He is not 
dependent on the categories of established technique and theory, 
but constructs a new theory of the unique case.”18 This statement  
suggests that during the process of new knowledge creation,  
participants must be able and willing to break free of the pre-exist-
ing structural patterns if new knowledge that will ultimately affect  
organizational structures and patterns is to emerge. Reflections from 
the meetings between the COE and ISD stakeholders were recorded, 
and the dean of the COE and others who had participated in the 
process created a project plan, soon to be known as the Indepen-
dence School District Project. The plan summarized the potential  

dissolution of existing organizational structures and patterns with-
in the Ed.D. model and new organizational patterns that would  
potentially need to be created in order to facilitate an Ed.D. program 
specifically tailored for the administrators at ISD. 

The plan suggested that the same (or a similar) curriculum and 
materials that were currently used in the Ed.D. model also be used 
in ISD but that the instructor of each course would specifically  
tailor the curriculum to align with the objectives outlined in the ISD  
District Improvement Plan. In this way, the majority of the curriculum 
used in the existing leadership program could be assessed to see 
how well it could be applied to an individual district’s improvement 
needs. While students from the Independence School District were 
earning doctoral level credits, the altered version of the Ed.D. leader-
ship program curricular model was being assessed for its usefulness 
to a specific district’s improvement plan. Although the plan seemed 
to introduce a win-win scenario for both ISD and the COE, it also 
required a considerable amount of autonomy be given to faculty who 
taught the courses for the proposed project.  

Autonomy is a condition for renewal described by Nonaka and 
Takeuchi where “individuals within the organization should be  
allowed to act autonomously as far as circumstances permit. This 
will encourage them to create knowledge.”19 Autonomy has several 
beneficial consequences for an organization, such as amplification 
of information, self-organizing groups, and diminished suboptimi- 
zation.20 It would be up to those professors, working cooperatively 
with the associate superintendent, to modify the curriculum so that 
it was focused on district improvement plans and to assess the gen-
eralizability of changes made to the curriculum for potential use in 
other site-specific partnerships. In addition, the project plan included 
the idea that several of the courses could be redesigned and delivered 
by a team consisting of the associate superintendent, the superin-
tendent of the district, and a professor from the COE. This was a 
self-organizing team that was catalyzed by the presence of autonomy 
within the renewal process. 

The plan for site-based summers was perhaps the most signifi-
cant change that was included in the project proposal. This change 
seemed to offer the biggest risk in terms of disrupting cultural  
patterns that had been established in the Ed.D. model. The inception 
of the Ed.D. program’s month-long summer sessions—when all of 
the students from across the state come together at the university’s 
campus to receive intensive coursework by a team of faculty—was 
a highly valued component of the program. Evaluations conducted 
on the program suggested it was the foremost means for student 
networking, collaboration, and team building. Therefore dissolution 
of this organizational structure meant that the administrators from 
the Independence School District would lose out on one of the most 
highly valued processes included in the existent Ed.D. model.  

Those involved in writing the project proposal understood that 
sacrificing the on-campus summer sessions could have deleterious 
effects for the students from ISD.  However, the condition of requisite 
variety made COE faculty aware that new state guidelines for sum-
mer school in school districts could also affect the Ed.D. leadership 
program’s summer delivery model. This new knowledge caused a 
sense of “crisis” related to summer instruction regardless of where 
it was to be held.  This “crisis” paved the way for faculty who typi-
cally delivered the Ed.D. leadership program to rethink how summer 
programming was to be delivered in the future if principals who 
made up about 40 percent of the existing Ed.D. program’s summer 
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enrollment could not attend.  Further, faculty believed that an on-site 
program could potentially be a new model for summer course deliv-
ery. Therefore, faculty from the COE began to view the ISD Project 
as a potential pilot program for a new way to deliver the summer 
curriculum in light of the new state requirements.

Thus, creative chaos was introduced from an external organiza-
tion, the state, through new summer school requirements that now 
mandated summer school programs and required districts to have 
their administrators present for summer school supervision. Nonaka 
and Nonaka and Takeuchi argue that creative chaos stimulates the  
interaction between the organization and the external environment.21 

When fluctuation is introduced into an organization, its members 
face a breakdown of cognitive patterns thus providing an opportunity 
to rethink fundamental perspectives. The creative chaos introduced 
in this case led to the dissolution of old cognitive models and gen-
eration of new knowledge that ultimately affected both organizations 
simultaneously.

 
The Generation of New Knowledge:   
Simultaneous Renewal	

The journey conveying how each organization, the college and the 
school district, met the conditions which were sufficient in stimu-
lating simultaneous renewal within their respective organizations 
has been described. Successful adjustment and adaptation to major 
changes within each organization is evidence that these conditions 
were sufficient for both organizations to cycle through the first three 
stages of a simultaneous process. This adjustment and adaptation 
to the positive changes that emerged from the simultaneous renewal 
process required the creation of new knowledge at each organiza-
tion. In the following sections, we describe the new structural and 
cognitive patterns that emerged because of the simultaneous renewal 
process at the university and school district. 

Evidence of simultaneous renewal at the university included  
examples of the emergence of new resource deployment, changes to 
the doctoral level learning outcomes, and a project plan and process 
for the implementation of a site-based doctoral program. Evidence 
of simultaneous renewal at ISD has come in the form of action  
research projects students will/are carrying out as the final require-
ment for their doctorate. As mentioned earlier, each project must  
provide evidence that new knowledge was created by carrying out  
the action research project within each administrators/student’s build-
ing. Evidence that the students have catalyzed self-renewal within 
the buildings they administer will be marked by documented changes 
in student achievement and evidence of the existence of the condi-
tions cyclic processes necessary for renewal.  

The Independence School District Project Plan that was gener-
ated from the brainstorming sessions was met with resistance by 
some faculty members from the educational leadership department 
of the COE. A major concern existed that such a small site-based 
program would use too many human and capital resources and that 
the ELPA department could not afford to expend those resources.  
Therefore, for the first time, a school district and the COE pledged a 
considerable amount of money to run the program as a pilot project. 
In addition, faculty could earn extra compensation and would have 
all of their expenses reimbursed for teaching a course at ISD. This 
new form of cooperative resource deployment (never done before 
in the COE) generated considerable interest from faculty to become 
involved in the ISD project.

Final learning outcomes for the students from ISD were altered 
from those of the original Ed.D. leadership program. Changes to  
expectations for the final comprehensive exams for ISD students were 
also made. ISD students were expected to focus their writing on  
evidence of how their doctoral program had helped them to meet the 
district improvement plan objectives. In addition, a portion of their 
final comprehensive exam was to be a proposal for an action research 
project that would serve as their dissertation. Ultimately, students are 
expected to use an action research model of inquiry to guide their 
final research effort, and the outcome of the action research project 
is to catalyze a cycle of renewal within the buildings in which they 
serve as administrators.

As is the point of pilot projects, much is learned from the “first 
go round” which is useful if the project is to be carried out again 
with a different organization. Through the processes mentioned  
earlier, a plan has been established to carry out a similar program 
with any other district that requests to do so and whose leaders are 
able and motivated to meet the necessary conditions of renewal. To 
date, three other districts have requested similar programs in their 
districts.

Summary and Conclusion
This article posited four stages and five supporting conditions as 

necessary and sufficient for simultaneous renewal to occur between 
two organizations.22  Further, because of the occurrence and evidence 
we found of simultaneous renewal, we argue that the university/
school partnership described in this article was and continues to be 
a successful partnership. Evidence that the conditions outlined in the 
simultaneous renewal process were sufficiently met by a partnering 
college of education and school district was provided, and examples 
of the new knowledge generated at each organization were given. 

The point of articulating the stages and conditions that were  
sufficient in bringing about simultaneous renewal was to demon-
strate that by examining and producing evidence of the cyclic pro-
cesses and conditions necessary for simultaneous renewal to occur, 
we are able to more deeply understand what is necessary for success-
ful school district/university partnerships rather than relying only on 
student performance measures as suggested in most reform models. 
Using models of reform which focus only on outcomes does not help 
us understand how new knowledge is created. Therefore, replicating 
the necessary processes and conditions to create new knowledge the 
same way again is and has been elusive.23 

Educational systems are perhaps one of the most stable organiza-
tions found in our society; and while some may view this stability 
positively, others see it as an organizational failure to challenge the 
status quo. The No Child Left Behind Act (NCLB) has mandated 
several reform initiatives, but only a handful of school districts has 
experienced success in implementing them. The process described 
in this article suggests that layering new reform patterns on top of 
pre-existing structures is not sufficient for creating positive change 
and will not result in districts’ meeting the new objectives of NCLB.  
While the majority of NCLB objectives focus on outcomes, others 
are meant to examine processes taking place in school districts. The 
processes school districts choose to meet objectives, such as clos-
ing the achievement gap, promoting collaborative decision-making, 
and implementing professional development programs, require the 
assistance of a university partner and simultaneously strengthen the 
knowledge within the university. As a result, in an age of increased 
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accountability and chaos, understanding and harnessing patterns and 
cycles can help districts and universities create new organizational 
patterns at both institutions and “redefine” what a successful part-
nership really means. 
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