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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
Many studies have documented the characteristics of improved schools, but relatively little is known about districts that have shown significant improvement. Research on school districts has been conducted largely within the past 10–15 years and is primarily descriptive based on case studies. To provide a better understanding of improved school districts and their characteristics and actions, the Research and Evaluation Office at the Office of Superintendent of Public Instruction collected and analyzed more than 80 research reports and articles.

The studies shed light on the relationship between school district policy, programs, and practices and the improvement of student learning. The studies focused primarily on districts that have shown improvement at the elementary level, and all the schools in the districts may not be high performing. In most districts, secondary schools (especially high schools) continue to present challenges. Moreover, these reports provide examples of school districts that are making substantial progress in improving student learning at one point in time. Because school districts are complex systems within the contexts of states and communities, the strategies discussed in these studies may not be applicable in other settings. Therefore, they should not be considered prescriptions to follow but rather ideas to consider.

An analysis of the studies identified 13 common themes, which have been clustered into four broad categories: Effective Leadership, Quality Teaching and Learning, Support for Systemwide Improvement, and Clear and Collaborative Relationships. The themes should be viewed as integrated and interrelated—they are important to district effectiveness but not sufficient in isolation. Although they are treated discretely in the synthesis of research, they are connected, impact one another, and infuse the organization. A conceptual framework illustrates the relationships among these 13 themes and four categories.

Each of the themes is briefly defined and described below. Following the definitions and descriptions for each, several questions are posed to help districts and schools reflect on how a district is implementing educational reform. The body of this document provides examples from the research in order to discuss each theme in more detail. A matrix in Appendix B shows the extent to which the common themes are included in 23 of selected studies.

Effective Leadership

Effective leadership that focuses on all students learning is at the core of improved school districts. Leadership is committed, persistent, proactive, and distributed through the system. The two themes focus on all students learning and dynamic and distributed leadership are at the center in the conceptual model to illustrate their importance throughout the system as they connect and inform personnel, policy, programs, and practices in the district. A third theme—sustained improvement over time—indicates the forward and upward direction the district must take to have all students meet high expectations. These three themes are defined below.

Focus on All Students Learning

Improved districts focus on student learning and embrace the twin goals of excellence and equity—high expectations for all students. Student learning is the concern and responsibility of everyone. Districts reflect shared beliefs and values, have clear and meaningful goals, and a clear vision of change. Districts focus on their student learning goals, build consensus, and remove distractions and competing programs that may interfere with reaching the goals. 

· How does a district develop and share its focus on improving student learning?

· How does a district know that its focus and mission are shared?

Dynamic and Distributed Leadership

Leaders in improved school districts are described as dynamic, united in purpose, involved, visible in schools, and interested in instruction. Leaders provide encourage-ment, recognition, and support for improving student learning. Instructional leadership is expanded to encompass the superintendent, principals, teacher leaders, and other administrators at district and school levels. The ethical and moral nature of effective leadership is demonstrated when leaders move beyond talking about the belief that students can learn to taking concrete action to change instruction so students do learn.

· What is the central focus of senior administrators and other leaders in the district?

· How do leaders demonstrate their commitment to student learning and improved instruction?

· How do leaders create political will and moral responsibility in districts and communities to take the actions necessary to provide equity and excellence in learning for all students?

Sustained Improvement Efforts Over Time
Improved districts sustain engagement in educational reform over time; district commitment to improvement efforts helps staff internalize the changes. District stability helps schools “stay the course” of school improvement, to persevere and persist. Change is seen as a long-term multi-stage process to attain high standards for all students. 

· How does the district communicate its commitment to school improvement?

· How does the district demonstrate persistent and continuous improvement?

· How does the district maintain stability of leadership, vision, and concerted improvement efforts in a climate of political and social change?

Quality Teaching and Learning

The focus on all students learning to high standards requires quality teaching and learning. Thus, improved districts need to have high expectations and accountability for adults in the system. District leadership coordinates and aligns curriculum and assessment and ensures alignment with state and district learning standards. In addition, coordinated and embedded professional development is provided continually to prepare teachers to meet high expectations for their performance. These three characteristics help ensure that quality classroom instruction takes place, and districts help schools develop a shared understanding of good instruction. These themes, which are defined below, lead to improved student learning.

High Expectations and Accountability for Adults

Improved districts hold all adults in the system accountable for student learning, beginning with the superintendent, senior staff, and principals. The districts have clear expectations for instruction and apply consistent pressure on schools for improved outcomes for students. The superintendent expects excellence by all, monitors performance, and provides feedback. High expectations influence hiring decisions and prompt districts and schools to address issues regarding ineffective teachers.

· How does the district communicate high expectations for adult performance?

· What processes are used in the district for accountability and to provide feedback to staff?

· How does the district monitor reform and change to maintain pressure for improved learning?

Coordinated and Aligned Curriculum and Assessment

In improved districts, curriculum is aligned with standards, assessment, and policies. The districts have a centralized and coordinated approach to curriculum, which is adopted district-wide. Some districts use multiple measures to assess learning.

· Are district learning standards aligned with state standards and assessments?

· Are district policies aligned with curriculum and assessment?
· What are district processes for coordinating curriculum district-wide?
Coordinated and Embedded Professional Development

Improved districts are providers or brokers of high quality professional development programs that are intensive, ongoing, focused on classroom practice, and include on-site coaching. Districts focus their support for professional development based on the teaching and learning needs of the school. Professional learning communities are developed and supported to build teacher knowledge and skills and to change instruction across the system. Central offices also develop as professional learning communities.

· How does the district build capacity in the district and the school to improve instruction and student learning?

· How does the district reflect research-based professional development practices?

· How does the district ensure coherence across professional development, policies, and teaching and learning practices?

Quality Classroom Instruction

Improved districts pay close attention to classroom practice and provide guidance and oversight for improving teaching and learning. Districts emphasize principles of good instruction and communicate clear expectations for what to teach. Districts develop a common vision and understanding of quality teaching and learning. They monitor instruction, curriculum, and changes in instructional practice. Their guidance and improvement efforts require actions such as systemwide approval, interventions and corrective instruction, tutoring, and alignment.

· What is the district-wide vision for “good” instruction?

· How do teachers develop the knowledge and skills described by the vision?

· How are principles of learning implemented in classrooms?

· What guidance for instruction does the district provide to schools?

Support for Systemwide Improvement

Improved districts serve and support student learning by using data effectively, strategically allocating resources, and ensuring policy and program coherence. The themes of support affect all parts of the organization; in improving districts, they clearly support the central focus on student learning. Leadership uses data to make decisions regarding instruction and equitable resource allocation. Improved districts also develop and revise policies and programs to ensure coherence with the central focus on all students learning and to support quality teaching and learning. These three themes are defined below.

Effective Use of Data

Improved districts use data as evidence to monitor results, for making instructional and resource allocation decisions, and for accountability. District staff provides time and training in the use of data and helps schools in gathering and interpreting data. The evidence is used to monitor equity, make decisions about alignment, and target professional development efforts.

· How does the district make data available for use in schools?

· How are school leaders trained to use multiple measures and analyze data?

· How does the district support classroom teachers’ use of data in making instructional decisions about individual students?

Strategic Allocation of Resources

Improved districts provide, allocate, reallocate, and find resources to ensure quality instruction. Districts provide additional resources—financial as well as human and social capital—to support low performers. Districts give schools some autonomy over staffing, schedules, and budgets within parameters that establish their roles and responsibilities.

· How do resource allocations reflect district policies?

· How are human, social, physical, and financial resources developed, managed, and allocated across the district?

· How does the district determine the adequacy of resources needed and provided to improve student learning?
· How does the district ensure equity in allocating resources to close the achievement gap?
Policy and Program Coherence

Improved districts develop and implement policies and strategies that promote equity and excellence, and they review and revise those policies and strategies to ensure coherence among programs and practices linked to district goals. Student learning is central to roles, budget, operating procedures, and personnel practices—all are redefined as needed. All district systems are explicitly included in reinforcing common goals and efforts to attain the goals. The central office monitors coherence of actions and programs to the focus and vision of the district.

· How does the district ensure coherence in policy across district programs and operations?

· How does district policy reflect the goals of equitable and excellent learning?

· How do operational systems in the district reinforce learning goals?

Clear and Collaborative Relationships

Improved school districts have relationships that are collaborative and reflect the needs and strengths of the district, schools, and community stakeholders. Educators in the system develop and nurture a professional culture and collaborative relationships. Improved districts also develop a clear understanding of district and school roles and responsibilities. Finally, these districts interpret and manage the external environment to invite stakeholder participation as well as to buffer the classrooms from disruption and distractions. These last three themes are defined below.

Professional Culture and Collaborative Relationships

Improved districts build a culture of commitment, collegiality, mutual respect, and stability. Professional norms include peer support, collaboration, trust, shared responsibility, and continuous learning for the adults in the system. Districts support school communities of practice and also develop central offices as professional learning communities.

· How is the district building a professional culture that supports high standards for students and adults in the system?

· How does the district build trust, mutual respect, and competence among stakeholders in the system?

· How does the district provide opportunities for peer support and collaboration and develop professional learning communities?
Clear Understanding of School and District Roles and Responsibilities

Improved districts set expectations, decentralize responsibility and support to schools, and serve as change agents enabling schools to improve. Districts restructure central offices to support learning, serve critical roles as mentors, and help seek solutions. Districts balance district authority and school autonomy; they simultaneously empower and control. The central office has responsibility for defining goals and standards; schools have latitude in the use of resources and influence over issues important to school staff.

· How does the district balance district authority and school autonomy?

· What are district responsibilities and prerogatives and how are they determined?

· What are parameters for school-level decision making and how are they determined?

· How are different roles for central office and schools developed, communicated, and monitored?

Interpreting and Managing the External Environment

Improved districts access, analyze, interpret, and mediate state and federal policy with local policy. Districts buffer schools against external disturbances and distractions, mobilize and manage community and business support, and involve family and community as partners.

· How does the district interpret state and federal policy to schools and assist with implementation?

· How does the district enlist the involvement and support of all stakeholders including staff members, union leadership, business leaders, families and community in implementing reform initiatives?

· How does district mobilize community support?

· How does the district involve family and community in school district affairs?

· How does the district balance the need to buffer schools from external distractions while opening schools for family and community involvement?
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