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School leaders must articulate and communicate a clear vision and direction for rapid and sustained school 
improvement through all levels of the system. Research shows that leaders must develop consensus around 
achievable but ambitious goals that address the performance of all students within the district. School lead-
ers at all levels (state, district, and school) must make the case for rapid school improvement through the 
use of multiple communication forums, seeking input from all constituents within the school community 
to build support for and inform the improvement process, and sharing priorities with faculty, parents and 
students to build consensus toward achievement goals within the school. Progress towards improvement 
goals should be also be shared with stakeholders, and successes shared and celebrated throughout every level 
of the system.

Rapid and continuous school improvement requires a systems approach in which a school’s actions are com-
plemented by coherent and guided research-based district and state practices (The Center on School Turn-
around, 2017). These research-based practices take place within four key domains: turnaround leadership, 
talent development, instructional transformation, and a culture shift towards student learning and effort 
(The Center on School Turnaround, 2017). Effective turnaround leadership includes district and school 
leaders prioritizing school improvement and communicating its urgency to all members of the school com-
munity by:

• Setting the strategic direction for turnaround and establishing clear policies, structures, and expec-
tations for ambitious improvement goals;
• Both articulating, and advocating fiercely for, a commitment to turning around the lowest-per-
forming schools; and,
• Closely monitoring, discussing, reporting, and acting upon school improvement progress. (The
Center on School Turnaround, 2018)

District leaders must develop frameworks of support that equip principals and schools with the capacity 
to implement effective practices as they progress through the improvement process. The Southern Region-
al Education Board suggests that districts align their efforts within a framework of support that includes 
establishing and securing support for a clear vision and direction for the district and the district’s schools 
(Bottoms & Schmidt-Davis, 2010). The district’s leadership, including school boards and the superintendent, 
must help its schools articulate this vision and/or mission for children’s education, and organize support for 
that vision/mission by communicating improvement priorities to all stakeholders within the system (Hitt & 
Meyers, 2017; The Center on School Turnaround, 2017). Communicating improvement priorities and keep-
ing stakeholders (including faculty and staff, students, and the broader community) apprised of progress 
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should not be a one-shot effort, but should involve an explicit and sustained process (Hitt & Tucker, 2016). This brief will 
summarize the research literature that addresses best practices to help school leaders develop routine practices to commu-
nicate improvement priorities to all stakeholders within the school community.

School leaders, including district administrators, exert a powerful influence on student learning and play a significant role 
in taking student learning successes to scale (Hitt & Tucker, 2016; Louis et al., 2010). Effective district leadership includes 
developing a shared vision and consensus around achievable goals, monitoring progress, and ensuring that these goals 
remain at the forefront of district and school decision-making (Herman et al., 2017; Hitt & Tucker, 2016; Leithwood, 2010; 
Leithwood & Sun, 2012; Marzano, Waters, & McNulty, 2005). Educators at all levels, including teachers, should be actively 
involved in the goal-setting process to ensure that the school improvement design is strengthened, and to increase sup-
port and buy-in from all educators (Sebring, Allensworth, Bryk, Easton, & Luppescu, 2006). This process of discerning 
goals and objectives brings the vision to life and can foster shared meaning among educators; it is critical also that these 
shared goals are clearly communicated throughout the district’s schools (Leithwood, 2012). One study of district leaders of 
“odds-beating” economically disadvantaged schools that achieved higher than expected performance on Common Core 
State Standards (CCSS)-aligned assessments, found that they used a variety of “bridging” strategies to enable communica-
tion with teachers and schools about the CCSS initiative (Durand, Lawson, Wilcox, & Schiller, 2016). For example, dis-
trict-level leaders in odds-beating schools placed an “emphasis on timely, responsive communications… [and]…spoke of 
regular and informal meetings with school leaders for the purposes of goal setting, curriculum and instructional develop-
ment, vision alignment, and professional development” (Durand et al., 2016, p. 58). School improvement results should 
be also shared both internally and externally with the public (Hitt & Meyers, 2017). Parents and other stakeholders who 
share details about school reforms in everyday conversations are powerful vehicles for obtaining further stakeholder sup-
port and investment (Straus & Miller, 2016).

The Center on School Turnaround (2018) suggests several examples for communicating improvement 
priorities to school stakeholders at each level of the system:

• State: State leaders advocate the social and moral imperative of school turnaround through multiple public fo-
rums; leveraging communication and other strategies to garner parent and community support;
• District: The superintendent articulates the need for turnaround, connecting the state’s championing of it to local 
contexts and inviting local community members to further inform implementation efforts, policy, and resource 
distribution; and,
• School: Leaders at the school share turnaround priorities with students, faculty, and the school community, le-
veraging local media outlets to announce the school’s commitment to change and to enlist parent and community 
partners in the effort.

Superintendents and district leaders can then use school reform successes to build momentum and spur progress through-
out the district (Herman et al., 2008; Public Impact, 2007). Celebration of these early successes with all stakeholders (stu-
dents, families, teachers and leaders), particularly those relating to student learning outcomes, fosters an expectation for 
further success and creates confidence in the competence of teachers and school leadership (Kowal, Hassel, & Hassel, 2009; 
Center on School Turnaround, 2017). Superintendents should also encourage building leaders to regularly celebrate stu-
dent success through practices such as holding weekly celebrations for students who achieve classroom stretch standards 
and using data walls to chart progress (Robinson & Buntrock, 2011).

References

Bottoms, G., Schmidt-Davis, J. (2010). The three essentials: Improving schools requires district vision, district and state support, and prin-
cipal leadership. Southern Regional Education Board. https://www.sreb.org/sites/main/files/file-attachments/10v16_three_essentials.
pdf



The Center on School Turnaround. (2017). Four domains for rapid school improvement: A systems framework. [The Center for School 
Turnaround at WestEd]. WestEd. http://centeronschoolturn-around.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/02/CST_Four-Domains-Frame-
work-Final.pdf

The Center on School Turnaround. (2018). Four domains for rapid school improvement: Indicators of effective practice. [The Center for 
School Turnaround at WestEd]. WestEd. https://centeron-schoolturnaround.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/04/CST_Indictors-Effec-
tive-Practice-Four-Domains.pdf

Durand, F. T., Lawson, H. A., Wilcox, K. C., & Schiller, K. S. (2016). The role of district office leaders in the adoption and imple-
mentation of the Common Core State Standards in elementary schools. Educational Administration Quarterly, 52(1), 45–74. 
doi:10.1177/0013161X15615391

Herman, R., Dawson, P., Dee, T., Greene, J., Maynard, R., Redding, S., & Darwin, M. (2008). Turning around chronically low-perform-
ing schools. Institute of Education Sciences: U.S. Department of Education. https://ies.ed.gov/ncee/wwc/Docs/PracticeGuide/Turn-
around_pg_04181.pdf

Herman, R., Gates, S. M., Arifkhanova, A., Barrett, M., Bega, A., Chavez-Herrerias, E. R., … Wrabel, S. L. (2017). School leadership in-
terventions under the Every Student Succeeds Act: Evidence review. Rand Corporation. https://www.rand.org/content/dam/rand/pubs/
research_reports/RR1500/RR1550-3/RAND_ RR1550-3.pdf

Hitt, D. H., & Tucker, P. D. (2016). Systematic review of key leader practices found to influence student achievement: A unified frame-
work. Review of Educational Research, 86(2), 531–569.

Hitt, D. H., & Meyers, C. V. (2017). Promising leadership practices for rapid school improvement that lasts. WestEd. http://centeron-
schoolturnaround.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/03/CST_Promising-Practices-2_15_17.pdf

Kowal, J., Hassel, A., & Hassel, B. C. (2009, September 15). Successful school turnarounds: Seven steps for district leaders. The Center for 
Comprehensive School Reform and Improvement (Issue Brief). https://files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/ED507589.pdf

Leithwood, K. (2010). Characteristics of school districts that are exceptionally effective in closing the achievement gap. Leadership and 
Policy in Schools, 9, 245–291. doi:10.1080/15700761003731500

Leithwood, K. (2012). Ontario Leadership Framework with a discussion of the leadership foundations. Institute for Education Leadership, 
OISE.

Leithwood, K., & Sun, J. (2012). The nature and effects of transformational school leadership: A meta-analytic review of unpublished 
research. Educational Administration Quarterly, 48(3), 387–423.

Louis, K. S., Leithwood, K., Wahlstrom, K. L., Anderson, S. E., Michlin, M., Mascall, B., Gordon, M., Strauss, T., Thomas, Ed., & Moore, 
S. (2010). Learning from leadership: Investigating the links to improved student learning. Final Report of Research to the Wallace Foun-
dation. http://www.wallacefoundation.org/knowledge-center/Documents/Investigating-the-Links-to-Improved-Student-Learning.
pdf

Marzano, R. J., Waters, T., & McNulty, B. A. (2005). School leadership that works: From research to results. Association for Supervision 
and Curriculum Development.

Player, D., & Katz, V. (2016). Assessing school turnaround: Evidence from Ohio. The Elementary School Journal, 116(4), 675–698.
Public Impact. (2007). School turnarounds: A review of the cross-sector evidence on dramatic organizational improvement. Center on 

Innovation and Improvement. http://www.centerii.org/survey/downloads/Turnarounds-Color.pdf
Robinson, W. S., & Buntrock, L. M. (2011). Turnaround necessities. The School Administrator, 68(3). http://www.aasa.org/SchoolAd-

ministratorArticle.aspx?id=18230
Sebring, P. B., Allensworth, E., Bryk, A. S., Easton, J. Q., & Luppescu, S. (2006). The essential supports for school improvement. Consor-

tium on Chicago School Research.
Straus, C., & Miller, T. D. (2016, March 2). Strategies to improve low-performing schools under the Every Student Succeeds Act: How 3 

districts found success using evidence-based practices. Center for American Progress. https://cdn.americanprogress.org/wp-content/
uploads/2016/03/01075517/NonCharterSchools-report.pdf




