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Research Article Summary: Absorptive Capacity 
 
 In this article, Farrell & Coburn (2017) outline the concept of “Absorptive Capacity” as a way to 
understand a district’s capacity to learn from an outside partner. Specifically, it lays out when and 
under what conditions work with external organizations might be productive for a school district. 
The framework provides a conceptual tool to examine organizational features of the district, 
qualities of external partners (like the Statewide Field Team), as well as the interactions between 
partner and district.  

The findings identified in this article describe three critical features of an external partner that 
likely matter for productive partnering; which are, of course, critical to the work we are engaged in 
with our districts. These features are summarized here: 

● Guidance provided by external partners (like SWFT) needs to be similar enough to how the 
district discusses their work to facilitate communication and learning, but dissimilar enough 
to be viewed by the district as adding value. Such communication will increase the 
likelihood that a new idea will be taken up. 

● External partners must be flexible and adaptable enough to be able to adjust course to 
accomplish common goals through other strategies than were initially devised.  

● When the work norms and practices of the external partner and the district are similar, it is 
more likely the two parties can productively coordinate work together and come to a 
shared understanding about goals. 

Additionally, several other considerations for educational change efforts that are supported by 
external partner organizations were pointed out by the authors based upon the work of other 
researchers, including the following:  

● Prior expertise is critical for those external partners that are working with districts on 
issues of change. (Honig) 

● Regular interaction with well-designed communication pathways, such as the knowledge 
flow and joint problem solving, are also critical to the success of such work. (Cohen and 
Leverthal) 

● Work with external partners is critical for improvement effects, and that improvement 
efforts absent such support often did not meet goals. (Fullan) 

● Strategic knowledge leadership, the ability to identify and assess and process knowledge 
about the district’s capacity and apply it within the organization, such as big picture 
thinking, is a particular type of leadership that external organizations can provide. 
(Volberda) 

● In districts that kept depending on existing ideas and understandings, change efforts are 
often stalled by limited organizational learning. (Finnigan) 
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This article was used, in part, by our research team to frame the research design for Research Goal 
#2- Understand how SWFT facilitators actions impact a district’s organizational learning 
(routines, policies, and practices).  If you would like to learn more about how to maximize our 
interactions with the districts we serve, you can read the full article at the link below. 
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