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Preface

This document is the work of a research team, home-based at the University of 
Washington in the Center for the Study of Teaching and Policy (CTP), which 
has been commissioned by The Wallace Foundation to design and conduct 
research related to an unfolding leadership improvement initiative. This ini-
tiative represents the most recent in a series of steps taken by the Foundation 
over the last five years to stimulate improvements in the quality of leadership 
and public education in the United States through demonstration projects, 
scholarship, and other activities.

The Foundation’s leadership improvement efforts are taking place at a 
time of intense scrutiny of public education in the United States and of the 
quality of leadership in particular. Converging trends and historical events 
have set great expectations for schools and schooling, while placing new and 
difficult demands on the educators who are there to meet those expectations. 
The situation underscores the central role that educational leaders do and can 
play, while raising questions about whether and how they will be able to meet 
the heavy responsibilities placed on them. 

In this context, The Wallace Foundation has convened six “Leadership 
Issue Groups” in collaboration with three national organizations—the Coun-
cil of Chief State School Officers, the Education Commission of the States, 
and the National Governors Association—to answer some of these questions. 
Each Leadership Issue Group [see boxed insert] is exploring “break-through 
solutions” to central challenges facing educational leaders at the state and local 
level who wish to improve the quality of teaching and learning—in particular, 
state and local policymakers (including school board members), central office 
administrators (superintendents and others with prominent leadership roles), 
school principals or assistant principals, teacher leaders, and coaches offering 
regular operational or instructional guidance. Members of each Leadership 
Issue Group have identified particular projects that will shed light on promis-
ing practices within their respective areas of concern, and they are meeting 
over a three-year period, to share ideas and conduct these projects. 
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The six Issue Group domains represent central, inter-related 

challenges and opportunities facing educational leaders and 

policymakers at the state and local levels. Proactive responses 

to all six, in the Foundation’s view, will create conditions that 

administrators and teachers need to improve the quality of 

instruction in schools. The six issues concern: 

1.	 The use of data and evidence to guide leadership: 

Using data effectively to improve leadership, 

policies, practices, and ultimately teaching and 

learning.

2.	 The (re)allocation of resources and creation of 

incentives to support instructional improvement: 

Developing methods of allocating or reallocating 

resources and changing incentives to encourage 

effective leadership and teaching. 

3.	 The roles, responsibilities, and authority of 

school leaders: Redefining school leaders’ roles 

and responsibilities, and ensuring they have the 

authority to get the job done.

4.	 The assessment of leadership performance: 

Developing ways to assess leadership behavior 

and improve leaders’ performance.

5.	 Improvement of school boards and district 

governance: Redefining roles and responsibilities 

of school boards and improving district 

governance.

6.	 Leadership for transforming high schools: 

Identifying and fostering leadership skills and 

strategies for transforming high school leadership 

and results.

The Wallace Foundation‘s Leadership Issue Group Project
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The work of the research team parallels that of the Leadership Issue 
Groups in several ways. First, the team is developing plans for research that 
will inform the exercise of leadership and the support of leaders’ work in some 
of the same areas that the Groups are exploring. In due course, the team will 
carry out these studies and offer the findings as an independent perspective 
on the improvement of leadership and leadership support, alongside whatever 
products emerge from the Groups’ efforts. Second, to set the stage for that 
work and also to inform the ongoing Foundation initiative, the research team 
has developed a series of “state-of-the-field” reports related to areas of lead-
ership practice in which each Leadership Issue Group’s work resides (see the 
inside cover for a list of these reports). 

This report is a companion to the six “state-of-the-field” reports. It 
offers an integrative framework, based on insights from scholarly litera-
ture, related theory, and practical activity—much of it summarized in the 
six reports—that can inform efforts to improve the quality of leadership and 
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leadership support. The framework also presents a way of understanding how 
the different aspects of leadership and leadership support activity that fall 
within the areas addressed by the six Leadership Issue Groups connect to one 
another. Without a clear sense of these interconnections, efforts to improve 
leadership are at great risk of fixing the parts, but not the whole, of the lead-
ership act. The ultimate goal of the paper is to stimulate thinking and inform 
ongoing attempts to improve the quality of leadership practice, and thereby 
the quality of teaching and learning in the nation’s public schools. 

In framing this overview report as well as the six state-of-the-field 
reports, we have made the assumption that, above all else, educational leader-
ship is ultimately concerned with learning. Efforts to improve leadership prac-
tice, therefore, imply helping leaders—and anything done to support or guide 
leaders’ work—to more effectively address questions of learning improvement. 
In this respect, we are building on a line of thinking that we and others have 
been engaged in over the last five years in which the connections between 
leadership activity and learning events have been more systematically con-
ceptualized and empirically studied.1 In this report, we extend that thinking 
by clarifying certain aspects of the exercise of leadership that seem essential 
to the productive connections between leadership and learning improvement 
and by painting a more specific picture of conditions and activities that affect 
leaders’ work. Here, we make the further assumption that these conditions 
and activities occur at various levels of the educational system, especially at 
state, district, and school levels, and that their joint influence is what matters 
most to the exercise of leadership. We also make the assumption that effective 
leadership is intimately connected to a specific local and state context, and 
that broad principles can guide the leaders’ work only up to a point. From 
there on, the matter rests with local politics, site-specific relationships, and 
the leaders’ responsiveness to the particulars of the communities they serve. 

The paper is intended for a wide audience of practitioners, policymak-
ers, and others who are focused on the quality of leadership in the nation’s 
schools and school systems. Hence, the audiences for this report include (1) 
practicing educational leaders at multiple levels of the educational system; (2) 
state and local policymakers whose efforts target the improvement of leader-
ship or create conditions that affect leaders’ work; and (3) others—for exam-
ple, in professional associations, universities, regional educational units, or 
reform support organizations—who are in positions of supporting or guiding 
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what leaders do and learn to do in schools, districts, or state agencies. For all 
of these audiences (and we count ourselves among them), there is much to 
learn about exercising leadership that can make a difference in educating the 
nation’s young people and about creating the conditions that enable this to 
happen. 

Michael S. Knapp
Michael A. Copland
Margaret L. Plecki
Bradley S. Portin
University of Washington

October 2006
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It is a difficult, yet exciting, time to 
be an educational leader. So much is 
expected of school leaders, district 
officials, school board members, or 
even teachers who are assuming for-
mal or informal leadership respon-
sibilities. State educational leaders 
operating at some distance from the 
classroom face the same high expec-
tations, along with the demands of 
guiding an entire educational system 
toward improved performance. The 
climate of high accountability under-
scores the weight of the expectations 
facing all these leaders. The stakes 
are high. 

The biggest challenge lies in 
visualizing how to connect leader-
ship practice with student learning, 
and then mobilizing others’ ener-
gies and commitment accordingly. 
This challenge implicates not only 
individual leaders, operating from 
their respective vantage points in a 
complicated system, but all of them 
together. How are they to bring 
their collective efforts to bear on 
the task of improving learning for 
all students? And it also implicates 
a larger cast of characters whose 
actions guide or support leadership 

practice. How do they create condi-
tions that prompt and enable leaders 
to constructively influence learning 
outcomes?

This report summary, and the 
longer report of which it is a part, 
offer answers to these questions. 
We do so by mapping out, in broad 
strokes, the leadership activities and 
supporting conditions that enable 
learning-focused leadership to hap-
pen, while suggesting entry points 
whereby leaders who wish to pursue 
learning improvement agendas may 
do so. The report accompanies a 
series of six others that delve more 
deeply into particular dimensions of 
this broad territory. 

The report rests on scholarship 
and practical experimentation that 
reflect an emerging understanding of 
the kinds of leadership and leader-
ship support which meet this chal-
lenge. This view presumes that more 
than student learning is involved. 
Active learning on the part of teach-
ers and administrators and on the 
part of the system as a whole can 
reinforce the process and outcomes 
of improving student learning. In 
schools certain kinds of leadership 

Summary: Leading, Learning, and Leadership Support
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action are likely to enhance the pros-
pects for learning improvement, and 
evidence is emerging that compa-
rable leadership actions at the school 
district level can make a difference 
in learning outcomes. But the fine 
detail of learning-focused leadership 
action and the corresponding leader-
ship support systems have yet to be 
described and studied in ways that 
inform practice. This report begins 
to address that need. 

Activities and Conditions that Prompt and 
Support Learning-Focused Leadership 
A productive way to think about this 
challenge highlights three layers of 
activity that prompt and support 
leaders’ efforts to improve the learn-
ing in public schools. First, some of 
these activities are embedded in the 
exercise of leadership itself, a second 
layer seeks to guide or support lead-
ership practice, while a third layer 
sets broader policies not targeted 

Figure S-1.  Activities and Conditions that Shape Learning-Focused Leadership

 Leadership Support System 
State-local activities that seek to direct, support, 

improve, and assess leadership practice 

Policy Environments: 
Federal-state-local activities that 
affect resources, set reform 
expectations, and allocate authority

The Exercise of Learning-Focused Leadership

Feedback on learning, 
improvement efforts, and performance

Potential
leadership
influences
on student, 

professional,
and system 

learning

Leadership
practice

What leaders 
bring to—
and learn 
from—

their work 
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to leadership per se, yet which can 
powerfully affect leadership practice. 
Separately and together, these  
activities create conditions that shape 
and support what leaders do, think 
to do, and are able to do, in relation 
to learning improvement, schemati-
cally suggested in Figure S-1.

The starting point is leaders’ 
persistent and public commitment 
to focus the school, district, or state 
educational system on the qual-
ity of learning for all students. At 
first glance, standards-based reform 
policies may appear to do just that, 
but interpreted too literally, these 
reforms can easily push educators to 
become preoccupied with achieve-
ment score measures, rather than 
with a broader concept of learning 
and learning improvement. Caught 
up in a compliance mentality, edu-
cators can easily lose sight of the 
professional learning and “system 
learning” that sustainable learning 
improvement under standards-based 
reform implies. 

Activities embedded in the 
exercise of leadership itself. Given 
the intent to exercise learning-
focused leadership, particular kinds 
of activities are implicated in any 
learning improvement strategy—

•  �Redefining leadership roles 
and responsibilities. School 
and district leaders reconstruct 

or assume redesigned leader-
ship roles that keep matters of 
learning improvement in the 
foreground as a central, collec-
tive responsibility. 

•  �Using data, evidence, and 
feedback. Leaders at all levels 
generate, access, and use infor-
mation that helps them pin-
point learning needs, imagine 
solutions, describe the opera-
tion of programs, and assess 
performance. Of particular im-
portance are various forms of 
feedback to leaders concerning 
their own and others’ efforts to 
address learning agendas. 

•  �Focusing resources on learn-
ing. Local and state leaders 
allocate—which often means 
reallocating—resources that 
directly support the learning of 
students, teachers, and others, 
while managing the politics of 
(re)allocation accordingly. In 
addition, rather than treating 
resources as fixed quantities, 
they pay particular attention to 
developing resources, especially 
the human resources—the 
teaching staff and instructional 
support personnel who are in a 
position to serve the full range 
of students’ learning needs. 
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Activities that seek to guide 
or support leadership practice. 
One step removed, other activities 
at the state and local level take 
aim at the way leaders think about 
and approach their work, thereby 
guiding or supporting leaders 
toward more learning-focused forms 
of practice, by—

•  �Developing future leadership 
capacity. As part of formal 
preparation programs, recruit-
ment initiatives, or “home-
grown” leadership development 
arrangements inside school 
districts, a new generation of 
teacher leaders, school ad-
ministrators, district officials, 
instructional improvement 
coaches, or an agency’s leader-
ship cadre can be identified 
and nurtured, who take learn-
ing improvement seriously and 
understand what it means. 

•  �Providing direction or models 
for leaders’ daily work. Cer-
tain state and local policies and 
practices communicate what 
is expected for leaders’ work—
e.g., through widely promul-
gated leadership standards, 
specifications for leadership 
positions, and arrangements 
for administrator supervision. 
Though they often don’t, these 

communications about lead-
ers’ work can speak clearly and 
forcefully about learning-fo-
cused leadership practice. 

•  �Supporting the ongoing profes-
sional learning of practicing 
leaders. Arrangements of many 
kinds, from individual mentor-
ing or coaching to formal pro-
fessional development sessions, 
teach individuals or leadership 
teams what it might mean to 
focus energy more centrally on 
learning improvement.

•  �Establishing leadership assess-
ment systems. Arrangements 
for generating evaluative data 
about leadership performance, 
either as formative guidance for 
the leaders’ growth or sum-
mative judgments about their 
accomplishments and capac-
ity, can generate data about 
the learning-focused aspects of 
leaders’ practice.

Activities that set broader 
policies not targeted to leadership 
per se, yet which powerfully affect 
leadership practice. Finally, other 
activities in federal, state, and local 
policy environments address facets 
of the educational system that have 
important implications for leaders’ 
work, even though they are not pri-
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marily aimed at leadership practice. 
These activities occur in— 

•  �The authorizing environment, 
generated by governance ar-
rangements (at all levels), col-
lective bargaining and the 
contractual agreements it 
produces, and the interaction 
among educational stakehold-
ers within and around these 
arrangements.

•  �The resource environment, 
including the sources of funds 
and human resources, and also 
the infrastructure for gather-
ing information on and for 
the schools, as well as rules 
governing the use of these 
resources.

•  �The reform policy environment, 
comprising the forces and 
conditions created by state and 
federal policies aimed at en-
hancing the quality of school-
ing, such as standards-based 
reform policies. 

In numerous ways, these 
actions in the policy environments 
invite or command the attention of 
educational leaders. While the par-
ticular policies that come to the fore 
reflect many interests, a concern 
for the quality of learning may be 
infused into the debate and interplay 

that produces these policies. At a 
minimum, participants can look hard 
at what these policies might mean for 
leaders’ ability to focus their ener-
gies on learning improvement; at best, 
participants in policy environments 
can coalesce around actions that will 
make leaders’ jobs easier. 

What It Looks Like in Practice
These broad categories of activity 
beg questions about what people or 
groups located in different positions 
within states, districts, or schools 
actually do in attempting to guide 
or support leadership practice that 
focuses on learning improvement. 
Some examples, developed further in 
the full report and the accompany-
ing six reports, follow.

In schools, a relatively small 
number of educators are implicated 
in the leadership of the school, but 
more than the formal administrators 
(principal, assistant principal) may 
participate in activities that broaden 
the concept of “leadership” and 
focus it on matters of teaching and 
learning in classrooms, as illustrated 
by the activities in Table 1.
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Table 1. Illustrative Activities at the School Level that Prompt or  

Support Learning-focused Leadership

Embedded in the exercise of learning- 
focused leadership itself

Aimed at guiding or supporting leadership practice

•	 Role redefinition: Establishing 
teams within the school which 
take on instructional leadership 
responsibilities

•	 Information use: Setting up systems 
for teachers to examine student 
work in relation to grade-level 
expectations and state standards

•	 Resource reallocation: Reallocating 
time so that teachers can work 
together on instructional planning

•	 Leadership development: Identifying teachers with leadership 
potential and nurturing their growth as a future instructional 
leadership cadre 

•	 Direction for leaders’ daily work: Adopting school-specific 
statements about what is expected of all who exercise 
leadership 

•	 Support for leaders’ professional learning: Creating regular 
occasions for leaders in the school to engage in new learning 
about high-quality teaching 

•	 Leadership assessment systems: Developing a 360-system for 
gaining regular feedback on the principal’s and other leaders’ 
effectiveness 

Table 2. Illustrative Activities at the District Level that Prompt or  

Support Learning-focused Leadership

Embedded in the exercise of learning- 
focused leadership itself

Aimed at guiding or supporting leadership practice

•	 Role redefinition: Creating managerial support 
roles to remove some aspects of the routine work 
of the principalship and enable more of a learning 
focus 

•	 Information use: Creating or locating informational 
tools for school leaders 

•	 Resource reallocation: Making teacher 
professional development, linked to identified 
learning agendas, a resource priority 

•	 Leadership development: Developing a “leadership 
pipeline” strategy for the district, in conjunction 
with a local provider, that seeks to “grow” 
personnel through various stages of leadership 
careers 

•	 Direction for leaders’ daily work: Adapting state 
leadership standards in ways that reflect local 
learning improvement priorities 

•	 Support for leaders’ professional learning: 
Creating a local leadership induction/mentoring 
program, parallel to teacher induction and 
mentoring 

•	 Leadership assessment systems: Creating 
learning-focused criteria to guide leadership 
assessment within the district
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At the district level, a differ-
ent set of individuals come into play, 
who occupy positions that are gener-
ally defined in terms of administra-
tive functions—personnel, budget, 
transportation, community rela-
tions, school administrator supervi-
sion, and so on—only some of which 
are formally related to teaching and 
learning. Left to their own devices, 
their work will often have little to 
do with learning improvement, but  
through intentional action by lead-
ers strategically placed within the 
central office—often the superinten-
dent and administrative cabinet, but 
other mid-level staff as well—district 
central offices can develop new ways 
of relating to schools, implied by 
the activities shown in Table 2, that 
concentrate effort and attention on 
learning improvement goals. 

A more dispersed set of actors 
participate in the state policy envi-
ronments that affect local educational 
leaders’ work. The organizational 
and political cleavages between State 
Education Department, governor’s 
office, legislature (both houses), 
State Board of Education, and other 
players (e.g., professional Standards 
Board) will often mean that common 

ground is hard, or even impossible, 
to find. Yet separately and, when 
possible, together, these players have 
the capacity to make a focus on 
learning and the ramifications for 
leadership support central to their 
respective contributions to the mix 
of policies aimed at schools, as  
Table 3 suggests. 

Not shown in any one of these 
tables is the potentially reinforcing 
effect that activities in one area and 
at one level of the system can have on 
each other. The enduring challenge 
is one of finding coherent, sustain-
able ways to join forces across juris-
dictional or positional boundaries, 
and across levels in the system, in the 
service of learning-focused leadership 
and leadership support. 
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Table 3. Illustrative Activities in the State Policy Environment that Affect  

Leaders’ Ability to Focus on Learning Improvement

Aimed at guiding or supporting leadership practice Aimed at broader policy, not specific to leadership, 
yet with major implications for learning-focused 
practice 

•	 Leadership development: Ensuring that principal 
licensure standards are keyed to learning 
improvement goals 

•	 Direction for leaders’ daily work: Publicly 
promoting instructional leadership and related 
aspects of learning-focused leadership as a 
central responsibility of local educational leaders

•	 Support for leaders’ professional learning: 
Investing state dollars in periodic professional 
development for practicing leaders (e.g., to 
promote instructional leadership), especially for 
school leaders in their first three years

•	 Leadership assessment systems: Linking 
leadership assessment to explicit, learning-
focused standards for leadership practice

•	 Authorizing environment: State governing 
bodies creating occasions for cross-department 
conversation about learning goals 

•	 Resource environment: Creating incentives that 
encourage the relocation of staff to better serve 
unmet student needs 

•	 Reform policy environment: Allowing districts 
flexibility in defining the indicators of success in 
achieving state standards-based reform goals

Entry Points

Emerging practices and some more 
established ones, in educational sys-
tems that show signs of improvement 
(at least, as indicated by test score 
performance), suggest the following 
six entry points in the process of 
nudging educational systems toward 
a greater and better supported focus 
on learning improvement: 

1.  �Establishing a clear and pub-
lic focus on learning improve-
ment priorities for students, 
professionals, and the system 
as a whole. Here, leaders are 
in a position to put all of these 
learning agendas on the table  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
and to encourage action that 
creates mutual reinforcement 
among them. 

2.  �Reconceiving leadership roles 
so that they emphasize learn-
ing improvement, take full 
advantage of the collective 
capacity of staff, and still 
manage basic operational 
needs of schools and dis-
tricts. Here, working together, 
district and school staff have 
numerous ways to distribute 
responsibility for important 
tasks such as instructional 
leadership. They can do so 
differently at elementary, 
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middle, and high school 
levels, if attention is paid to 
the level-specific meaning of 
these leadership roles. 

3.  �Informing leadership action 
with data and inquiry that 
relates to learning needs, 
performance, and conditions 
supporting learning. Here, 
state and local leaders can do 
much more to prompt “cycles 
of inquiry” in schools, dis-
trict central offices, and state 
agencies and as they do so 
encourage “cultures of inquiry” 
in these settings. Building 
robust data infrastructures 
and investing in efforts to 
help leaders develop “data 
literacy,” broadly construed, 
will help support these cycles 
of inquiry.

4.  �Aligning people, money, and 
time as closely as possible 
with learning improvement 
priorities. Because funds, 
staff, and time do not always 
bear a close relation to learn-
ing improvement priorities, 
there are many opportunities 
to bring them more into line, 
though doing so will often 
generate active political resis-
tance or simply have to work 
against the weight of tradi-

tional practice. Reallocating 
funds and staffing incentives 
to support high-needs schools 
is especially important, as is 
the configuration of time that 
will support joint planning 
and professional learning. 

5.  �Providing leaders with regu-
lar feedback about their work 
in relation to learning im-
provement priorities, com-
bined with regular opportuni-
ties to learn about and from 
their work. In a much more 
fine-grained way than an-
nual assessments of student 
learning provide, leaders in a 
variety of school and district 
positions can benefit from 
assessment feedback, both 
formal and informal, that 
helps them know how to 
improve their practice. The 
goal of improving leadership 
practice is more likely to be 
achieved when the feedback is 
tied to opportunities for fur-
ther professional learning in 
the context of daily work (e.g., 
through mentoring systems). 

6.  �Combining clear guidance for 
leaders with sufficient room 
to exercise discretion over 
matters related to learning 
improvement. State and local 
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governing bodies and others 
who define what educational 
leaders are expected to do 
have substantial opportunities 
to communicate more explic-
itly the centrality of learning 
improvement in leaders’ work. 
But the message needs to be 
accompanied by attention 
to the degree of discretion 
leaders need to carry out this 
responsibility. 

These entry points are only 
illustrative, and they are not based 
on a complete and irrefutable evi-
dence base about the development 
and ultimate effectiveness of learn-
ing-focused practice. There is much 
we have yet to learn about how to 
encourage and support these leader-
ship practices, yet the logic is clear 
and compelling, and emerging evi-
dence and images of possibility sug-
gest that the logic is sound.

We close with a hope and 
a caution. The hope is that these 
ideas prompt further efforts to con-
nect different leaders’ efforts with 
one another, especially across lev-
els in the system, in pursuit of a 
more coherent web of support for 
strong, learning-focused leadership 
in schools and school districts. The 
caution is that we avoid placing 

unrealistic expectations on educa-
tional leaders, as if they were solely 
responsible for the learning of the 
nation’s young people. And we also 
caution that partial solutions—that 
attend to one kind of supportive con-
dition while ignoring another—may 
set the stage for leaders and the edu-
cators they lead to fail. Information 
without resources, new roles without 
authority to act, learning-focused 
leadership activity without feed-
back on it—all may fall short of the 
promise that lies in the attempt to 
renew and refocus leadership prac-
tice in education. 
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Introduction

For most of the last century, views of what constituted high-quality educa-
tional leadership centered mainly on time-tested ideas about managing orga-
nizations, often through generic exhortations reminiscent of those found in 
private-sector management literature. Applying such conceptions to education 
arguably served a purpose in the development of schooling as an enterprise in 
the United States, fostering bureaucracies that efficiently made routine many 
of the conditions that surround teaching and learning. 

But history is evolving, with profound implications for the exercise of 
educational leadership and how we think about it. To put the matter bluntly, 
the leadership we have had in public P–12 education is not helping us attain 
what matters most to the current constituents for public education: that all 
children, regardless of race, ethnicity, language background, or family circum-
stances, learn challenging content and habits of mind that equip them equita-
bly for fulfilling intellectual, occupational, and civic futures. Though exam-
ples of inspired leadership in schools and school districts exist and always have, 
the basic premises on which many educational leaders’ work is based and their 
typical enactment in schools have failed to produce education that routinely 
delivers on this foundational promise of schooling in the United States. 

Finding ways to deliver on the central promise of schooling has prop-
erly preoccupied reformers for decades. Yet, despite two decades of state and 
federal education policy instituting learning standards and accountability 
measures, accompanied by rhetoric advocating a high-quality equitable edu-
cation for all students, the quality of educational leadership writ large is nei-
ther uniformly high, nor focused to a great extent on learning.2 This state of 
affairs is understandable. Expectations of leadership practice have often been 
unrealistically high, too low, or simply mixed and confusing. The variety of 
individuals who do or can share responsibility for the direction of school-
ing—state and local policymakers (including school board members), central 
office administrators (superintendents and others with prominent leadership 
roles), school principals or assistant principals, teacher leaders—have often 
been poorly prepared for their roles, and not well supported once in them. 
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This state of affairs can be changed. But change implies more than 
standards, accountability, and rhetoric. It means understanding in detail how 
leaders and leadership teams bring effective influence to bear on teaching and 
learning issues while developing coherent conditions of support for leader-
ship practice that takes improvement of learning as its central goal. Drawing 
on what is known from existing research, theory, and practical experimenta-
tion, this paper identifies the activities and events that create such conditions. 
Our appraisal of the current educational landscape is that in many states and 
districts steps are being taken, or could be taken, to guide or support lead-
ers more effectively. But often these efforts do not work in concert with each 
other nor do they emphasize learning as the central responsibility of educa-
tional leadership.

The report fulfills its purpose, first, by offering a scenario that reveals 
opportunities for exercising and for supporting leadership focused on learn-
ing improvement. Following that, we describe the nature of these opportuni-
ties in the exercise of learning-focused leadership, in efforts that seek to guide 
and support it, and in the policy environments that surround it. Next, we 
take a practical look at these same elements, noting the kinds of activities that 
leaders at different levels of the educational system can take to bring influence 
to bear more directly on learning. Finally, we revisit the initial scenario, char-
acterizing what it might look like if efforts were more coherently directed to 
learning improvement agendas. 
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Leading, Learning, and Leadership Support in Hector’s School

Creating conditions that guide and support leaders who wish to improve the 
quality of learning implies clarity about what constitutes the actual work of 
learning-focused leadership. This is no small task, as the work is complex and 
takes place in an active social and political context which both enables and 
constrains what leaders can do. We start with an example of a school, similar 
to many, in which leadership as well as the support and guidance for leader-
ship practice have yet to focus coherently on the improvement of learning. At 
the outset, the story is one of constraints and missed opportunities, but in it 
lie the seeds of more potent leadership and learning outcomes.

The scenario we sketch below builds on one we created in an earlier 
effort to identify how leadership can affect learning in schools and school 
districts.2 The earlier scenario related the story of a young middle school stu-
dent named Hector who was struggling in mathematics, and his teacher, Mr. 
G, who had little idea how to help Hector, let alone a diverse classroom of 
students, learn the beginning steps in algebra (see Appendix A). The school 
in which they worked served a student population divided almost equally 
between Latino and white youngsters, with two thirds of the student popula-
tion coming from low-income homes. We used this vignette to surface central 
dimensions of the puzzle confronting school as well as district leaders, among 
them, the challenges associated with: 

•	 “Seeing” what is happening in particular classrooms and across a 
school or district, as students and teachers interact over content, 

•	 Helping struggling students and teachers gain mastery of challenging 
curricula,

•	 Creating incentives and supports for improving performance,

•	 Motivating and supporting the professional learning of both teachers 
and administrators, alongside student learning, and

•	 Addressing these matters equitably, so that all students have access to 
high-quality learning opportunities. 
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A Closer Look at Leadership in Hector’s School
To understand these leadership challenges more fully—and to visualize more 
specifically what it would mean to enable leaders to address them—we pay 
another visit to Hector’s school. 

A Glimpse of Leadership in Hector’s School

The place in which Hector is struggling to learn algebra, and Mr. 
G is struggling to teach him, is itself considered a “struggling 
school.” This is the second year in which the school is unlikely 
to meet the Adequate Yearly Progress (AYP) targets set for it by 
the district, and it wasn’t even close in the first year. The new 
principal, Ms. W—the third principal in four years—is facing a 
puzzling staffing configuration, with seven new teachers, two of 
whom transferred in from other schools due to seniority arrange-
ments, and five newly hired from teacher preparation programs. 
Three of the first-year teachers and one veteran transfer (who has 
“five years left” and no great love of what he is doing) are a big 
concern. Ms. W has been working overtime to get the “new kids” 
settled in their teaching roles and to minimize the damage that 
appears to be happening in the transferred teacher’s classroom. 
Veteran teachers like Mr. G are off this principal’s radar screen, 
and students like Hector, who are not a discipline problem, are 
hardly noticed, although his low performance in mathematics is 
one more data point in the less-than-stellar assessment results 
from the last spring’s testing—and a further indication of the 
systematic differences between different groups of students.

Staff morale is low at present, and it has been low much of the 
year—since the November meeting at which last year’s assess-
ment results were reviewed. That meeting confirmed the stark 
disparities between achievement scores of Anglo and Latino 
youngsters, and left many teachers, especially the veterans, shak-
ing their heads. An attempt to convene subject-area discussions 
around the assessment results went nowhere, and in the interven-
ing months, staff went back to their individual classrooms, each 
resolving to “do what they could,” but without great hope that 
this year’s assessment results would look much different. Mean-
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while the drumbeat of accountability requirements, voiced both 
by district officials and pronouncements from the state, contin-
ues. No one is enjoying much the prospect of the upcoming April 
assessment period, least of all Ms. W, who senses what it may do 
to the already-low morale in the building. In moments when she 
could look ahead, the principal has been trying to figure out how 
to nudge a meager school discretionary budget to bring in an 
additional remediation specialist, but is finding that the relevant 
decisions about both money and people are largely out of her 
hands. As she is quickly recognizing, the task of “turning around” 
this school—an explicit charge from her superintendent—is not 
going to be easy.

This principal is not the only person with a formal leadership 
role in the school. Ms. W’s leadership team includes an assistant 
principal, who is fully occupied with disciplinary issues, team 
leaders responsible for the four academic teaching teams in the 
building, and individuals who convene subject-area conversations 
periodically. But Ms. W has found it harder than she expected 
to get regular substantive conversations going among these indi-
viduals about the quality of teaching and learning in the building. 
Truth to tell, such conversations are not her highest priority at the 
moment …3

This scenario, perhaps familiar, begins to clarify the picture of Hector’s 
mathematics learning we painted in earlier documents. The attention and 
resources that would be needed for the school’s leadership team to notice 
Hector’s and his teacher’s needs, and to mobilize efforts to address them, have 
yet to be directed to these needs—and, by extension, to a wide range of stu-
dent and teacher needs in this school building. Similarly, at the district level, 
recognizing, diagnosing, and addressing the nature of mathematics teaching 
for Latino or Anglo students is not an explicit priority, even though everyone 
would like the math test scores to go up, and the test score gap to go away. 
Instead, local leaders are preoccupied with immediate symptoms, aggregate 
measures that hint at deeper problems, while not getting at what lies beneath 
the surface, nor what might lead to different outcomes. 
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In this case, while leadership is rhetorically being exercised at state, 
district, and school level to improve the quality of education for all students, 
Hector included, these efforts risk missing the mark. Ms. W and her leader-
ship team are currently preoccupied with problems other than the teaching 
and learning of mathematics. The district officials are hoping for a “quick 
fix,” even though they know that aggregate measures of achievement may not 
turn around so quickly. Perversely, by drawing attention to the gap in achieve-
ment between Latino and white students, the standards-oriented accountabil-
ity system at work in this state and district may only solidify the impression 
that Hector and his Latino classmates “don’t have what it takes.”4 And the 
more draconian steps of school take-over and reconstitution that lurk on the 
horizon offer even less appealing prospects for solving the problem.5 Absent 
high-quality professional support, which neither the accountability system 
nor the district provides, it is possible that the state and district pressure will 
do little more than reinforce an unsatisfying status quo.

The Lens of Learning-Focused Leadership
The first step in understanding how leaders might address the challenges in 
this school—and in the larger landscape of educational leadership and lead-

ership support that 
surrounds it—begins 
with clarifying the 
work itself. The 
notion of “learning-
focused leadership,” 
a concept we have 
described in detail 
elsewhere, offers a 
particular helpful 
lens for viewing the 
situation.6 In the sim-
plest terms, as repre-
sented in Figure 1, 

this approach to leadership pays close attention to the connections between 
what educational leaders bring to their work—in particular, their knowledge 
and skills, their core values, their “theories of action,” and their images of 

Figure 1.  The Exercise of Leadership in Relation to Learning
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purpose and possibility—their leadership practice itself, and the potential con-
nections between this practice and learning. 

This way of thinking about educational leadership presumes that the 
attempt to improve student learning necessarily involves two other learning 
agendas: the professional learning of both teachers and administrators and 
what we have called system learning—which we define as “assembling and 
interpreting information about the system as a whole … plus developing new 
policies, practices, and structures that alter and hopefully enhance perfor-
mance.”7 What is more, all three learning agendas are potential targets of 
leadership influence, and if approached coherently, can have reinforcing effects 
on the learning of young people and adults within an entire educational sys-
tem—such as a school district or county school system, even a whole state. 

Leaders are more likely to address these learning agendas, by this argu-
ment, if they have developed “theories of action” and related skill-sets that 
help them see and realize these connections between leadership and learning. 
Over time, with careful attention to the organization in which they work, the 
families and communities they serve, and the policies that impact to their 
work, these leaders can fashion learning improvement strategies that have 
good prospects of being achieved. 

This set of ideas about leadership in schools and districts affords a start-
ing place for considering what leaders like Ms. W and her district-level coun-
terparts can do to bring influence to bear on the improvement of teaching and 
learning. Yet this framing leaves unspoken some important practical dimen-
sions of how learning-focused leadership might be exercised, on the one hand, 
and what might guide or support it, on the other. In particular, this frame 
does not put leadership in Hector’s school—or any school or district—in the 
context of a larger set of conditions that guide and support learning-focused 
leadership. 
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Enabling and Supporting Learning-focused Leadership 

How, then, to go about creating conditions that can produce and serve lead-
ers who would help Hector and his school? Various aspects of the exercise of 
educational leadership affecting Hector’s education, or the ways that leader-
ship is developed and supported, are potentially at play. By sharpening the 
lens of learning-focused leadership noted earlier, one can see three “layers” of 
activity that contribute to the current state of affairs and to possible alterna-
tive futures:

1.	 Specific leadership activities in schools and districts that enable edu-
cators to focus on, and mobilize efforts toward, the improvement of 
learning,

2.	 Related activities that seek to support or guide leadership practice 
toward greater attention to issues of learning and how to improve it, 
and

3.	 The creation of policy environments that affect how, and how well, 
leaders concentrate effort on learning priorities.

Activities that Enable the Exercise of Learning-Focused Leadership
A first set of activities, undertaken by school and district leaders especially, 
directs attention and energy to the three learning agendas noted earlier. Of 
central importance within them are three kinds of leadership actions, as sug-
gested by Figure 2:

•	 Redefining leadership roles and responsibilities: Making or taking 
leadership roles that keep matters of learning improvement in the 
foreground as a central responsibility. 

•	 Using data, evidence, and feedback: Generating, accessing, and using 
information that helps leaders pinpoint learning needs, imagine solu-
tions, describe the operation of programs, and assess performance. 
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Of particular importance are various forms of feedback to leaders 
concerning their own and others’ efforts to address learning agendas. 

•	 Focusing resources on learning: Developing and allocating—which 
often means reallocating—resources that directly support the learn-
ing of students, teachers, and others. 

These three kinds of leadership actions are essential components of the 
specific learning improvement strategies that leaders fashion to address a par-
ticular improvement goal, such as strengthening middle school mathematics 
teaching, introducing balanced literacy instruction in the elementary grades, 
or incorporating technology into classroom teaching at the high school. 

Our prior work on learning-focused leadership gives clues about the 
specific kinds of things that leaders might be doing in pursuing such a learn-
ing improvement strategy.8 In this regard, school and district leaders or lead-
ership teams who are assuming a learning-focused approach to their work 
would be taking action in all or most of these areas:

Figure 2.  Bringing Leadership to Bear on Learning Improvement
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•	 Establishing a persistent, public focus on learning—for example, 
by regularly visiting classrooms, initiating or guiding conversations 
about student learning, or communicating frequently about student 
learning to parents, the community, or the media. 

•	 Building professional communities in the school and district that 
place a high priority on learning—for example, by creating structures 
for regular staff interaction about learning and teaching issues, and 
by modeling or facilitating participation in professional communities 
that value learning.

•	 Engaging groups in the external environment that matter for 
learning—for example, by creating occasions for regular interaction 
with parents about learning issues, forming partnerships with relevant 
neighborhood groups, and seeking out external resource groups that 
can offer relevant expertise.

•	 Developing shared leadership strategies along a variety of pathways 
that can influence learning—for example, by selecting “ripe pathways” 
of activity where significant leverage can be exerted on the pressing 
problems of practice, and by distributing leadership along these path-
ways. 

•	 Creating coherence among the various activities that are directed at 
learning improvement—for example, by linking disparate activities 
to common commitments, by making data widely available on a va-
riety of school programs, or by aligning resources across schools or 
units within the school.

While the specific choices about activity in and across each of these 
areas will vary with the context, certain dynamics of leadership roles, infor-
mation use, and resource allocation practices are likely to be common to all. 
We comment on each of these below. 

Redefining leadership roles and responsibilities.9 Leaders in formal or 
informal leadership roles operate from some understanding of what they are 
expected or encouraged to do. When these expectations—their own or others’ 
—prioritize learning improvement in relation to other aspects of their roles 
(such as operational management of a school or district), then they are more 
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likely to make this aspect of their work more central. But for many, doing 
so represents a substantial role shift. School leaders’ roles, for example, have 
long been wide-ranging, embracing everything from facilities management 
and community relations to personnel management and strategic planning.10 
The imperative to spend more time and energy on matters related to teaching 
and learning can be experienced as adding to an already full plate. Whether 
constructed by the leaders themselves, or defined by others and subsequently 
taken, learning-focused leadership roles are likely to embrace a wide range of 
responsibilities, more than can be comfortably managed by a single individ-
ual. In this regard, schools are likely to pursue more distributed arrangements, 
especially for instructional leadership, whereby various individuals besides the 
principal (e.g., teacher leaders, coaches, department heads, and team leaders) 
assume shared responsibility for the leadership of learning. A corresponding 
distribution of responsibilities can occur at the district central office level. 

Using data, evidence, and feedback.11 Given roles that emphasize 
learning improvement, leaders and leadership teams are likely to seek out 
information of all kinds that will help them locate and define learning-related 
problems, consider options, and assess whether they are making progress 
toward solutions. At a minimum, data-informed leadership of this sort fea-
tures feedback on learning needs and current organizational performance as a 
basic input to decisions and improvement strategies. Making data integral to 
leadership practice may also involve the assessment of leadership performance 
itself, through a variety of means that can be aligned with an emphasis on 
learning improvement, even though many current assessment systems do not 
pay much attention to learning.12 

Educational leaders are not all equally ready for this aspect of their 
practice. How leaders gather or generate information and how they analyze 
and use it reflects their own comfort with data, as well as their access to 
it. The degree of support for data-informed practice among their colleagues 
reflects the presence of a “culture of inquiry” in the school, district, or agency. 
This aspect of leadership practice also involves an important shift—from a 
more intuitive, unreflective, or individualized approach to the leadership chal-
lenges in schooling to one in which colleagues work together to figure out 
how to address these challenges. 

Focusing resources on learning priorities.13 Leadership strategies aimed 
at learning improvement imply the allocation, reallocation, and alignment of 
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resources (people, time, and money) to pursue improvement goals. Often the 
attempt to lead for learning raises deep and troubling questions about the 
equity of current allocations. In such instances, reallocation is more easily said 
than done when resources are scarce and when existing allocations and com-
mitments emphasize other matters. Furthermore, it may not be clear exactly 
what funding, time, or other valued resources are being invested in, nor how 
well these resources are being used (good data may be helpful here). Especially 
with human resources, which are arguably the most central resources an edu-
cational leader has to work with, the real issue may have as much to do with 
the development of the resource (e.g., in strengthening the teaching capabilities 
of a hard-to-staff school) as with its allocation or distribution.

These three—leadership roles, information use, and resource 
(re)allocation practices—work together in potentially powerful ways. As is 
beginning to emerge from descriptive research on high-performing schools 
and districts, a basic “inquiry and action cycle” is often in place, whereby 
leaders and their colleagues (e.g., a principal, several teacher leaders, and an 
in-house staff developer in a school; a task force connected to the superin-
tendent’s cabinet at the district central office) ask questions about the depth 
or scope of learning needs, generate and interpret information about those 
needs, and frame the challenges in potentially productive ways.14 Subsequent 
actions based on this framing identify resources of various kinds, and gener-
ally seek to redirect these resources to aspects of the learning improvement 
challenge that the leadership team has identified, with consequent adjustments 
in the strategy and the ways the challenges are understood. The whole cycle 
of activity presumes that the participants assume a collective leadership role 
in which learning improvement—and learning how to make it happen—is 
the central goal. Needless to say, schools and districts differ greatly in their 
capacity to engage in this learning, often reflecting internal factors and exter-
nal conditions.

Reconsidering the exercise of leadership in Hector’s school. Consider-
ing the roles leaders play, their resource allocation practices, and their use of 
information, in relation to identified or implied learning needs, sheds light on 
what is or could be going on in Hector’s school. Though experienced in some 
respects, Ms. W, the new principal of this school, is also new to the task of 

“turning around” a struggling school. And though it is very early in her tenure 
at this school, it is not too soon to wonder: 
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•	 Whether Ms. W and other school leaders have developed and shared 
an explicit theory of action for taking on this complex task,

•	 How and whether their experience in formal preparation programs 
(Ms. W and her assistant principal have attained formal administra-
tive credentials) or other, less formal professional development relat-
ed to school reform matters (there has not been much of this) has 
equipped them for the work, and

•	 Whether Ms. W or her colleagues think of their own professional 
learning, not to mention that of their staff, as a potential target of 
their efforts to address the school’s poor performance. 

It is probably safe to say that the leaders in this school have yet to visu-
alize a set of strategic activities that would engage the whole school staff in 
support of learning improvement, or even a set of learning targets that go 
beyond the student test scores with which so many are preoccupied. Such a 
vision might help her to align her staffing and other resources more purpose-
fully with learning improvement priorities. More familiarity with the basic 
notion of learning-focused leadership might prompt Ms. W to consider what 
information would allow her and her staff to inquire into the performance 
of the school more deeply than their surface knowledge of test score perfor-
mance, and whether this information was readily available or could be gener-
ated quickly. As she did so, she would have begun a process of redefining her 
role within the school as a proactive problem-solver rather than crisis-man-
ager, as learner and leader all at once. 

State and Local Activities that Seek to Support and Improve Leadership Practice
A different set of activities, one step removed from the immediate exercise 
of leadership in Hector’s school, has equally profound consequences for the 
prospects of addressing Hector’s learning of math, Mr. G’s math teaching, 
and Ms. W’s capacity to guide or support teaching and learning. These activi-
ties aim instead at leadership practice itself—in this instance, at shaping the 
ways that Ms. W and her leadership team members go about their daily work. 
As displayed in Figure 3, these activities at district and state levels include

•	 Activities to develop future leadership capacity: Efforts mounted 
as part of formal preparation programs, recruitment initiatives, or 
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“homegrown” leadership development arrangements inside school dis-
tricts, to identify and nurture the next generation of teacher leaders, 
school administrators, district officials, instructional improvement 
coaches, or an agency’s leadership cadre. 

•	 Activities that provide direction or models for leaders’ daily work: 
Explicit communication of expectations for leaders’ work, through 
such means as widely promulgated leadership standards to leadership 
position specifications or supervisory expectations.

•	 Support for the ongoing professional learning of practicing leaders: 
Arrangements of many kinds, from individual mentoring or coaching 
to formal sessions aimed at teaching groups or teams of leaders new 
things about their work.

Figure 3.  Activities that Seek to Support and Improve Leadership Practice
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•	 Leadership assessment systems: Arrangements for generating evalua-
tive data about leadership performance, either as formative guidance 
for the leaders’ growth or summative judgments about their accom-
plishments and capacity.

In principle, these four sets of activities can have much to do with how 
schools and school systems are led and how that leadership might evolve. Even 
though, in practice, relatively little may be done to take advantage of them or 
to connect them with one another, these activities comprise a potentially pow-
erful set of conditions for guiding and supporting learning-focused leadership 
practice. 

This second set of leadership support activities can often be intimately 
connected to the first. Consider, for example, district instructional reform 
initiatives that target the development of principals’ instructional leadership 
capacity as a central piece of a strategy for improving teaching and learning.15 
In such instances, the medium for improving leadership practice is immersion 
in the problem of teaching and learning itself. In the view of some observers, 
such an immersion is the only way to ensure that leaders at all levels of the 
system gain enough expertise and maintain sufficient “presence” in instruc-
tional reform matters to make a difference in the quality of teaching. In such 
instances, leaders learn by doing and by receiving various degrees of guidance 
as they do so. 

A closer look at these four components of leadership support demon-
strates how, separately and together, they might exert influence on leaders to 
undertake learning improvement agendas. 

Development of aspiring leaders for formal and informal, learning-
focused roles.16 Leaders move into leadership roles, both formal and informal, 
through a series of state and local actions that determine who exercises lead-
ership and what they are supposed to know for this purpose. For one thing, 
recruitment processes, formal preparation, and (re)certification, along with 
selection, hiring, and assignment arrangements, bring particular individuals 
into administrative positions in school and district settings. Often reflecting 
some set of leadership standards, the criteria that operate in these developmen-
tal processes may highlight aspects of leadership work, roles, and responsibili-
ties that concern learning improvement.17 A similar, though less formalized set 
of processes tends to operate in the development of teacher leaders and other 
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individuals who assume non-administrative leadership positions, with parallel 
implications for the distributed exercise of learning-focused leadership.

Directing leaders’ daily work toward learning improvement. Various 
actions at state and local levels offer specific direction to practicing leaders 
and leadership teams. For one thing, explicit leadership standards, increas-
ingly embraced by both states and districts, provide broad statements of desir-
able practice for leaders.18 Specific expectations appear in hiring agreements, 
job descriptions, and collective bargaining contracts, not to mention the direc-
tives that occur in the process of leadership supervision (where this function 
is conceived of as organizational control). In principle, the expectations for 
leadership practice from all these sources can (though they generally don’t) 
emphasize learning improvement as a central—indeed, the central—business 
of leaders’ daily work. 

Support for the ongoing professional learning of practicing leaders. 
Given the wide range of demands on contemporary educational leaders, no 
practicing leader could learn everything he or she needed to know before 
taking on such roles. While joining forces in distributed leadership arrange-
ments may appear to mitigate this problem, even teams of leaders have lots to 
learn about effective collective practice aimed at learning improvement.19 The 
sources of support for ongoing professional learning—among them, mentor-
ing arrangements, professional development of various kinds, the formative 
aspects of leadership supervision (where this function is conceived as a sup-
portive activity), feedback from leadership assessment systems (if conceived 
of as serving a formative purpose), and interactions with networks of peers—
take on a great deal of importance. To the extent that these sources offer con-
crete help with frameworks and techniques for pursuing learning improve-
ment goals, they may encourage or equip many leaders to assume a more 
learning-focused approach to leadership.

Assessment of leadership practice.20 Without some form of feedback on 
their work, leaders and leadership teams—not to mention their supervisors 
or others who oversee leadership practice—are left guessing about the actual 
effects of leaders’ efforts and whether these have anything to do with learning 
improvement. While astute leaders are likely to be gathering informal feed-
back all the time, the development of formal leadership assessment systems 
can offer a systematic way to gauge what leadership activities accomplish and 
how they might be improved. Traditionally, narrowly conceived performance 
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evaluation approaches have tended to rate practicing leaders on leadership 
traits, parents’ complaints, or aggregate achievement scores for the school 
or district. Yet as the sophistication of such systems grows, so does their 
potential application to the learning-related aspects of leadership.21 Coupled 
with an explicit intention to inform leaders’ own efforts, such systems are an 
important complement to the “inquiry and action cycle” described earlier. 

Leadership development (both preservice and inservice), direction, sup-
port, and assessment are closely related to one another—at least they can be—
if leaders at state and local levels try to maximize the synergies among them. 
Linking leadership standards that explicitly target learning improvement to 
leadership assessment systems, for example, represents one potentially pow-
erful way that leaders in the state-local system of schooling can begin to 
encourage more connections between leadership practice and learning out-
comes. Coupled with job descriptions that articulate a leader’s responsibilities 
for student, professional, and system learning, and contractual agreements 
or other ways of codifying and communicating intentions for leaders’ work, 
standards and assessments can begin to weave a reinforcing web of support 
for learning-focused leadership practice. 

Reconsidering support for improving leadership practice in and 
around Hector’s school. In principle, what is done to develop, direct, sup-
port, and assess leadership comes from many sources—the district central 
office and board, the state education agency, professional associations, local 
universities, and external resource organizations, to name a few of the most 
obvious sources. All of these interact with one another in ways that directly 
affect whether and how leaders like Ms. W or other leaders in Hector’s school 
focus on improving learning. Once again, we can ask: What was the char-
acter of available leadership development opportunities, either in the pipe-
line that brought Ms. W and her assistant principal to their positions or in 
their vicinity as they worked in school administrative roles? How much, if at 
all, did these opportunities sensitize them or other potential leaders to learn-
ing-related issues? Did the district central office visualize a role for itself in 
increasing the leadership capacity of the school? In what ways were leadership 
standards considered (if at all) by state and local policymakers and, if so, did 
these standards explicitly highlight the leaders’ responsibilities for learning 
improvement? 
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In the case of Hector’s school, the answers to these questions are likely 
to underscore missed opportunities more than roads taken. The principal 
preparation program in a nearby university which Ms. W attended, for one 
thing, did little to prepare her for the linguistic diversity her school now faces, 
nor for using data to pinpoint student learning needs or the school’s progress 
in meeting these needs. While she had a mentoring relationship with a retired 
principal during her first principalship six years ago, it was short-lived and it 
concentrated primarily on the techniques of smooth management of the school 
building, not on what it meant to concentrate on instructional leadership in 
a time of high accountability. This district’s concern has long been with the 
induction of new principals more than the support of more experienced ones. 
These and other features of this scene reflect a relatively weak, and sometimes 
nonexistent, system of support for the improvement of leadership practice. 

Policy Environments that Affect Leadership and Leadership Support
Beyond what is done to develop, direct, support, or assess leadership prac-
tice are other forces and conditions in the policy environment of schools that 
have substantial influence on leaders’ work. Three environments—or more 
precisely, dimensions of the federal, state, and local policy environment—dis-
played in Figure 4, have important implications for whether, and how, school 
or district leaders focus on learning improvement: 

•	 The authorizing environment, generated by governance arrangements 
(at all levels), collective bargaining and the contractual agreements it 
produces, and the interaction among educational stakeholders within 
and around these arrangements.

•	 The resource environment, including the sources of funds and hu-
man resources, and also the infrastructure for gathering information 
on and for the schools, as well as rules governing the use of these 
resources.

•	 The reform policy environment, comprising the forces and conditions 
created by state and federal policies aimed at enhancing the quality of 
schooling. 

While these environments may seem static from the vantage point of 
a school or district leader, they are in fact dynamic and continually created 
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through intentional actions by leaders and policymakers, as well as by the 
interaction among many groups, who may or may not agree with one another, 
all within a broad context of economic, political, and social conditions. In 
ways that are both overt and subtle, they have great effect on the leaders’ 
desire and ability to pursue learning improvement agendas.

Authorizing environment.22 The structure of governing bodies (e.g., 
boards of education, professional standards boards) and governance pro-
cesses at state and local levels set the stage for the work of leaders in schools 
and districts by representing the pluralistic interests of the public in decisions 
that govern the affairs of schools. These decisions often translate into spe-
cific expectations for leaders’ work, as do the results of collective bargaining 
between school districts and associations representing teachers and administra-
tors. Along with the broader interplay among stakeholder groups—especially 
those representing the business community and advocacy interests—groups 
that govern public education can shape many aspects of the leaders’ work. 
Thus, governing bodies may weigh in on the aspects of learning improvement 

Figure 4.  Policy Environments that Affect Leadership and Leadership Suppot
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that count the most (e.g., test scores?), the roles that leaders are expected to 
play (e.g., compliance monitors or entrepreneurs?), and how much discretion 
leaders in different positions are supposed to exercise (e.g., authority over 
budget at the school level?). 

Resource environment.23 In addition to revenue from formula and 
categorical funds or other revenue sources such as philanthropy, the world 
around the school yields a variety of human and informational resources, all 
of which can affect the capacity of school leaders to focus effort on learning 
improvement. Most obviously, funding is in chronic short supply in many 
of the school districts that serve the most challenging student populations, 
posing for school and district leaders the challenge of either making do with 
less than they need or seeking new revenue sources. But as important as the 
availability of these resources, which varies across settings and time, are the 
rules that govern access to and use of resources. Here, the evolution of cat-
egorical program rules is a case in point, posing for school and district lead-
ers both a constraint and an opportunity affecting instructional services for 
educationally disadvantaged youngsters. The timing of state-level budgetary 
information is another feature of the resource environment that affects what 
leaders can do to plan coherently for local programs. To an extent, these mat-
ters (accounting rules, budgetary guidelines) arise in response to political or 
bureaucratic imperatives, with little regard for their implications for learning 
improvement efforts. Yet policymakers can make incremental adjustments in 
the flow of resources or guidance for their use that take learning improvement 
into account (e.g., through salary incentives to encourage teachers to work in 
hard-to-staff schools). 

Reform policy environment. Finally, state and federal standards-based 
reform policies are a central fact of life for leaders at both the school and dis-
trict level. By defining learning standards and setting expectations for instruc-
tion, creating ways to measure progress toward these standards, and assign-
ing consequences to assessment results, policies such as No Child Left Behind 
and its counterparts at the state level pervade the daily practice of school 
and district leadership. Leaders ignore these matters at their peril. Nominally, 
such policies are often about learning improvement and equity, and in that 
sense set the stage for learning-focused leadership practice, yet their imple-
mentation can be rigid at times, or punitive, and ultimately counterproduc-
tive.24 In short, blind or unthinking adherence to the dictates of standards-



31Le a ding , Le a r n ing , a nd Le a dership Support

based reform policies may not help leaders serve the specific learning needs of 
the school’s or district’s population.

The three policy environments establish basic conditions under which 
the practice of learning-focused leadership and efforts to guide or support it 
might take place. While the environments are generally not coordinated with 
one another in an intentional or rational way, some degree of linkage may be 
possible. Reform policies, for example, often seek to affect the level or nature 
of resources invested in the schools, as well as determining rules or incentives 
affecting the use of resources, and even the allocation of authority to different 
stakeholders or participants in reform. 

Reconsidering policy environments affecting leadership practice in 
and around Hector’s school. Attending to authorizing, resource, and reform 
policy environments adds another way of understanding how leadership in 
Hector’s school and district might be developed, exercised, and supported. 
Ms. W is quite mindful of these environments in some respects—the specter 
of annual AYP calculations, the availability of qualified teachers in the dis-
trict’s hiring or transfer pool, and the availability of discretionary money for 
additional remedial staff, for example, are visible preoccupations. The avail-
ability of certain fiscal and human resources, as well, has something to do 
with how and whether Ms. W addresses her school’s improvement needs. And 
the timing and form of student assessment data, to mention only one aspect 
of the state and local data infrastructure, leaves much to be desired from the 
principal’s point of view: The data with which she is flooded come in forms 
that are untimely and hard to query. In short, it is not obvious that state and 
district leaders have orchestrated informational resources in ways that would 
help Ms. W focus effort on learning improvement. 
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What States, Districts, and Schools Do to Enable and  
Support Learning-Focused Leadership

The case of leadership in Hector’s school reminds us that a series of important, 
interacting elements relate to the prospects for learning-focused leadership to 
be exercised in a school. Taken together, these elements and their relation to 
one another constitute both a vital set of conditions under which leadership 
is exercised and the means for bringing leadership to exert more construc-
tive influence on student, professional, and system learning. The overarching 
concern for a given state-local educational system, then, is whether and how 
coherently these elements can be linked to one another. The pressing concern 
for individuals and groups within that system is to understand the implications 
of their own actions for others’, and vice versa, especially across levels in the 
system. They do so both to align efforts, where it makes sense to do so, or to 
proceed in a more “adaptive” way when alignment makes little sense or is polit-
ically infeasible, given the natural incoherence of most educational systems. 

To understand the prospects for such coherence or adaptive behavior, 
we need to look more specifically at what actors at different levels of the edu-
cational system might do to pursue a learning improvement agenda, and how 
their actions might interact with one another. We do so by considering once 
again the three layers of activity—the exercise of leadership aimed directly 
at the improvement of learning in classrooms, activities aimed at supporting 
and improving leadership practice, and activities within the relevant policy 
environments—to see what these layers would mean for educators or others 
located at the state, district, and school level. 

How Leadership Roles, Resources, and Information Enable Learning Improvement
In this section we take a closer look at how leaders assume (or create) leader-
ship roles that are focused on learning, align resources with learning improve-
ment priorities, and use information to guide learning-focused actions. What 
specific activities in these realms enable leaders to pursue coherent leadership 
activity at school and district levels? (While the state is also a potential player 
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in these matters, it exerts its influence primarily through the other two layers 
of leadership activity, which will be explained later.) 

In schools or districts, various leadership actions and conditions, such 
as those highlighted in Figure 5, allow school leaders to assume or create roles 
that are focused on learning improvement. The entries in the table are selec-
tive rather than exhaustive; they illustrate common and realizable activity for 
leaders at each level. The arrows in the table convey that the activities have 
implications for one another, and can be intentionally connected or aligned. 
Leaders at different levels, or different positions within a level, will find it 
difficult to act in isolation from one another. Instead, if their goal is to focus 
energy on the improvement of learning, they are more likely to engage each 
other across levels and over time, as they address matters related to leadership 
roles, information use, or resource allocation. 

Thus, for school leaders to assign others to take on school manage-
ment roles to free up their own time for instructional leadership may require 
permission or other enabling actions at the district level. Such is the case in 
the School Activities Management (SAM) program, currently underway in 
Louisville, KY, and several other sites, in which school leadership roles have 
been formally differentiated into a principal’s position, mainly concerned 
with instructional improvement, and a school management position, mainly 
concerned with operational, noninstructional matters.25 The SAM example 
illustrates one other essential idea, signaled by the horizontal arrows in the 
table. One area of leadership activity, e.g., role differentiation to maximize 
leaders’ instructional leadership time, implies others, such as the reallocation 
of funds or human resources necessary to create the new school management 
positions.26 

These interconnections across levels and areas of leadership activity are 
illustrated by a different example, a district that created new management 
structures aimed at encouraging the use of data in decision making:



34 I mprov ing Le a dership for Le a r n ing

Figure 5. Illustrative Activities that Enable School and  

District Leaders to Focus on Learning Improvement

Leadership 
activity…

Assuming or creating 
learning-focused  
leadership roles

Aligning resources  
with learning  

priorities

Using information to  
assess needs, fashion 
strategies, and assess 

progress 

… in schools

•	 Assigning others to take 
on school management 
so principals have more 
time for instructional 
leadership

•	 Scheduling daily blocks 
of time in classrooms 
observing and working 
with teachers

•	 Establishing teams 
within the school who 
take on instructional 
leadership 

•	 Investing discretionary 
funds in coaching 
resources

•	 Reallocating time so 
that teachers can work 
together on instructional 
planning

•	 Assigning experienced 
and accomplished 
teachers to work with 
classes that have the 
most needy students

•	 Disaggregating 
student performance, 
attendance, and 
disciplinary data to 
pinpoint areas of need 

•	 Setting up systems for 
teachers to examine 
student work in 
relation to grade-level 
expectations and state 
standards

•	 Modeling the formative 
assessment of 
instruction with walk-
throughs 

… in districts

•	 Granting school 
leaders authority over 
hiring (e.g., through 
school board action) 
to enable selection of 
teachers who “fit” with 
the school’s learning 
agenda

•	 Creating the means 
for school leaders to 
differentiate their roles 
according to the level, 
size, and needs of their 
schools, in service of 
identified learning goals

•	 Creating managerial 
support roles to remove 
some aspects of the 
routine work of the 
principalship and enable 
more of a learning focus

•	 Creating monetary 
or added support 
incentives that 
encourage teachers 
to seek placements in 
struggling schools

•	 Reallocating resources 
to particular learning 
improvement priorities 
(e.g., the education of 
ELL students) 

•	 Aligning the curriculum 
renewal cycle with state 
learning standards

•	 Making teacher 
professional 
development, linked 
to identified learning 
agendas, a resource 
priority

•	 Providing analytic 
expertise to schools, on 
request, to facilitate 
data-informed 
instructional planning 

•	 Conducting formative 
reviews of district 
instructional initiatives 

•	 Prompting and 
participating in 
instructionally focused 
walkthroughs

•	 Creating or locating 
informational tools for 
school leaders
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Data-Informed, Distributed Leadership at the District and School Level

[The district designed and supported a] school improvement plan-
ning process, teacher-led action research, administrative moni-
toring of practice, and program evaluation. Under the school 
improvement process, for example, schools must create Student 
Focused Action Teams (SFATs) for areas that the data reveal to be 
problematic. Staff on these teams must conduct research on the 
problem, collect data, and develop a work plan. The district also 
requires each school to select at least one in-house data analyst 
and pays the analyst(s) a stipend. The district’s professional devel-
opment division, in conjunction with a local university, provides 
these people with three years of data analysis training. Finally, the 
superintendent offers additional support and uses informal incen-
tives to focus schools’ attention on data. For example, although 
neither the state nor the district identifies low-performing schools, 
the superintendent assigns district staff to schools performing 
poorly on the state assessment to help with improvement planning. 
A principal has also been removed from one of these sites … 

The principal and chair of the school improvement team in another 
Title I school have enthusiastically embraced the data-oriented 
philosophy. Although new district policy does not mandate full 
staff involvement, this principal requires all of his teachers to 
be involved in one of the SFATs in order to nurture a profes-
sional community committed to data and research. In addition, 
the school moves beyond the analysis of student achievement 
data and other information collected by local or state officials to 
research its own problems and develop solutions …27

Here, a data-informed school improvement planning process is set in 
motion by district actions that direct energy and effort to areas where the school’s 
performance is low, as defined by school- or district-supplied data. The district 
allocates resources to this purpose, and the action teams created in each school 
are asked to develop work plans, which may encourage further (re)allocation 
of resources to pursue the learning improvement agendas that arise. The whole 
process implies a new conception of the principal’s role, one that includes guid-
ing data-based planning; it may also create opportunities for teachers to assume 
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leadership in conjunction with the planning teams (unless team members treat 
the SFATs as an exercise in compliance rather than leadership). 

The strategy embraces activity at two levels of the system, which intro-
duces the issue of variability across schools. In schools where principals have 
already visualized such a role for themselves and have built a culture of inquiry 
among their staff, this new requirement will be easily met. In other schools, 
it will take time and significant new learning on the part of all participants, 
especially the principal, to see how to make the process work. 

In these and other instances, the different areas of leadership activity 
are related to each other in predictable ways:

•	 Data use and the leaders’ role. To make extensive use of learning-
related data in district- or school-based planning, leaders who guide 
this activity must visualize this as part of their roles, whether they are 
administrators or teachers who act in a leadership capacity. Explicit 
expectations for the work of leaders and leadership teams in this re-
gard are likely to help them engage in such work.

•	 Resource (re)allocation and data use. Aligning resources with learn-
ing improvement implies good data about current resource use and 
availability, potential needs, and alternatives for deployment. Though 
far from exact science, data concerning funds, time, and staffing can 
help leaders pinpoint where the resources are needed the most.

•	 Resource (re)allocation, leaders’ roles, and the authority to act. Espe-
cially at the school level, leaders need to be granted sufficient control 
over relevant resources, not to mention access to the resources them-
selves, to make it possible to address significant learning improvement 
challenges, once those have been identified, and a coherent theory of 
action developed. 

The discussion here does not begin to exhaust the possibilities for 
coherently linked leadership activities, within and across levels, to influence 
the quality of student, professional, or system learning. (Readers may explore 
these matters further in the reports on which this document is based.)28 And, 
in particular, the discussion does not yet illuminate the various possible sup-
ports for leadership practice itself. To visualize the events, conditions, and 
activities that might encourage leaders to focus attention effectively on learn-
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ing improvement in these or other ways, we need to widen the focus to include 
attempts by states and districts, universities, professional associations, and 
external support organizations to guide and support leadership practice.

How States and Districts Guide and Support Leadership Practice
Schools, districts, states, and other institutions (like universities or regional 
education units) are all potentially implicated in the development, direction, 
support, and assessment of leadership. All focus explicitly on leadership prac-
tice, though they may also aim simultaneously at learning improvement issues. 
Consider what is happening in the following district:

A District Leadership Development and Support System

The superintendent of a district serving a suburban population of 
approximately 16,000 students has invested in the development 
of his leadership cadre extensively over the ten years of his ten-
ure. First, he personally selects individuals who he believes have 
leadership potential and then nurtures their growth into lead-
ership roles. Having developed a relationship with a local uni-
versity, he encourages and partially funds these individuals’ par-
ticipation in a principal preparation program, and subsequently 
(for those he sees as having central office potential) to a doctoral 
program emphasizing system-level leadership roles. His leader-
ship development efforts are not restricted to school and district 
administrators. Over the past five years he has aggressively sup-
ported teachers’ attempts to attain National Board Certification, 
and by now well over 80 of his teachers have done so and are 
engaged in a variety of teacher leadership activities. Reflecting a 
philosophy that emphasizes the principal’s role in instructional 
leadership, he mandates that they spend two hours a day or more 
in classrooms and conduct at least 90 observation and feedback 
cycles in a school year, far more than the traditional once-a-year 
supervisory evaluation of teachers’ work. This radical alteration 
of the principal’s job description is coupled with several forms of 
ongoing professional development for the school leaders, some 
of it achieved through support for an active peer network among 
members of the principal cadre and some of it through formal 
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workshops and continuing education, once again guided by the 
university. An informal leadership evaluation system generates 
regular feedback to the principal cadre regarding their work. 
Overarching all of these activities is a clear theory of action con-
cerning the improvement of teaching and learning, built around 
the development of an ambitious, uniform curriculum for the 
district, and coupled with proactive forms of professional devel-
opment for all involved.29

This brief vignette highlights one way of connecting leadership devel-
opment efforts, directives that define (instructional) school leadership roles, 
opportunities to get feedback on leadership practice, and support for ongo-
ing professional development of leaders. These activities create an integrated 
and coherent set of conditions guiding leadership practice within the district. 
Other ways of doing so could also be imagined, less tied to a single curricu-
lum specified by the district office. However configured, the set of supportive 
conditions guide leaders to put energy into learning improvement, and as they 
do so, to assume a different kind of school leadership role, consider relevant 
data, and redirect time and human resources. 

The example above highlights the relationship between a district and 
schools, and features activities set in motion by the district’s leader. The state 
can also be a consequential player in the leadership support system, for exam-
ple, through policies, incentives, the bully pulpit, standards development, cer-
tification guidelines, licensure assessments, and the investment of resources 
in leadership support, as suggested in Figure 6. Furthermore, these different 
dimensions of state leadership support activity are potentially linked to one 
another. Not all of the activities would be feasible or desirable in a given 
state, but they represent possibilities that state policymakers might consider. 
Beyond regulating programs in the pipeline preparing individuals for formal 
leadership positions, which all states do, states could undertake a wider array 
of actions to prompt or encourage local efforts to support current leadership 
practice. And in cases such as the district described above, where an elaborate 
array of leadership support activities is already in place, state activity in this 
realm could have a validating or reinforcing effect.
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Figure 6. Illustrative Activities at the State Level that  

Target the Improvement of Leadership Practice

Dimension of the leader-
ship support system

Illustrative activities by state actors  
(e. g., legislatures, agency policymakers, professional associations)

Development of  
aspiring leaders

•	 Reconsidering accreditation standards for programs that prepare educational 
leaders, to emphasize learning improvement

•	 Creating further leadership categories (e.g., Master Principal) in a continuum of 
growth stages for practicing leaders

•	 Linking “leadership pipeline” programs to explicit standards for leadership 
practice that emphasize learning improvement

•	 Ensuring that licensure standards are keyed to learning improvement goals

Direction of leaders’  
daily work

•	 Adopting, adapting, or developing explicit leadership standards that highlight 
learning improvement

•	 Publicly promoting instructional leadership and related aspects of learning-
focused leadership as a central responsibility of local educational leaders

Support for leaders’  
ongoing professional 
learning

•	 Enabling local leadership induction or mentoring programs, parallel to teacher 
induction and mentoring

•	 Investing state dollars in periodic professional development for practicing 
leaders (e.g., to promote instructional leadership)

Assessment of  
leadership 
performance

•	 Creating leadership assessment systems keyed to learning improvement and 
mandating their use by districts and schools

•	 Establishing criteria for locally developed leadership assessment systems

•	 Including leadership assessment data of some kind in accountability system 
(e.g., school “report cards”) 

•	 Linking leadership assessment to explicit standards for leadership practice 

Looking across levels in the leadership support system, one can see a 
number of ways that state and local efforts can stimulate or reinforce each 
other. For example: 

•	 Conscious attention to the leadership pipeline. Starting with teacher 
leadership roles and onward through roles with ever-widening lead-
ership responsibilities, steps can be taken to broaden the definition 
of leadership and who can exercise it, identify individuals who have 
potential to fill newly conceived leadership roles (both formal and 
informal), select individuals who might assume these roles, and create 
staged systems of leadership development that help individuals con-
tinually expand their horizons. Here, state-level requirements and re-
sources interact with district efforts to develop the pipeline.
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•	 Specification of leaders’ work. Leaders occupying a variety of formal 
and informal leadership positions, as well as leadership teams, can 
benefit from explicit statements of desirable practice (such as leader-
ship standards offer) and clear expectations for what they are to ac-
complish (as in job descriptions and performance goals). Here state 
standards may stimulate districts to adopt these standards and gener-
ate their own, while offering general guidelines for more specific local 
formulations of leaders’ work. 

•	 Focused attention to leaders’ learning, often guided by explicit 
teaching or coaching to help them master aspects of their work. This 
happens in a variety of ways and implicates actors at various levels, 
among them, peers in parallel administrative roles, individuals in the 
district central office, state training specialists, and external collabo-
rators. State and local resources can combine to support such coach-
ing systems. 

•	 Creation and use of leadership assessment and feedback systems. As-
sessment systems can help pinpoint where leaders or leadership teams 
could improve their work. The existence of such systems augments 
the kinds of information potentially available to leaders for decision 
making about school and district programs, while at the same time 
informing questions of administrator assignment, professional de-
velopment, compensation, and the like. States can be instrumental 
in underwriting the substantial costs of developing valid assessment 
systems and encouraging their use, while districts fine-tune or adapt 
these systems to their own local needs. 

Once again, the different areas of leadership support activity have 
many potential connections with one another. Consider the intricately linked 
activities that support leaders’ professional learning—and ultimately their 
work with teachers or administrative subordinates—in a district described 
below that serves a diverse and underperforming urban student population 
of 16,000. In this setting, in response to the district’s efforts to develop the 
instructional support capabilities of its leadership cadre, one can see district 
leaders struggling to learn how to support instructional reform effectively at 
the same time that they are leading the reform effort. 
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Supporting District Leaders’ Learning about Systemwide Instructional Improvement

In this urban district, now in partnership with an external resource 
organization and a local university, central office leaders are regu-
larly involved in a series of intensive professional learning experi-
ences that are meant to sharpen the leaders’ capacity for instruc-
tional leadership, a role that is relatively unfamiliar. Through 
an intensive ongoing seminar, regular work with consultants in 
schools observing teachers and debriefing what they saw, and the 
construction of regular “instructional advice letters” to principals, 
these individuals are engaged in repeated cycles of “learning while 
leading.” The work proceeds from the premise that “You can’t 
lead what you don’t know” (or are struggling to know). The five-
person central office leadership team (directors of elementary and 
secondary education, assistant superintendent for instruction, and 
a professional development coordinator), now in the third year of 
this work, is becoming more knowledgeable about the nature of 
excellent instruction and already showing confidence in its work 
with others. The team has formed into a tight professional com-
munity that provokes and supports continual learning.

The central office leaders’ learning parallels, and is closely linked 
to, a set of activities involving school principals. These school 
leaders are expected to devote a larger proportion of their time to 
instructional leadership, once again a role that not all felt comfort-
able with when the district embarked on this renewal initiative. 
Principals have found their diet of professional guidance and sup-
port activities to be a good source of new learning regarding what 
excellent literacy teaching looks like. They experience, frequent 
modeling of excellent instruction and associated coaching, make 
regular classroom walkthroughs with district leaders and consul-
tants, and write letters offering instructional advice to the school 
staff in much the same way as their district leaders write memos 
to them. Among other things, these activities provide the school 
leaders with a regular source of feedback on their own perceptions 
and ideas about working with teachers—in other words a form of 
regular, informal leadership assessment.30
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This example illustrates a multilevel leadership support system that 
aggressively promotes ideas about what is considered powerful, learning-
focused leadership. It places the improvement of teaching and learning center 
stage in the working lives of participating school leaders, offers concrete guid-
ance to district and school leaders, and provides regular feedback on and sup-
port for their efforts to put into practice what they are learning. The vignette 
is also reflective of some purposeful attempts undertaken by a superintendent 
to recruit and select individuals for the central office who would be predis-
posed to learning about and assuming an active instructional leadership role 
at district level. 

How Policy Environments Affect Leaders’ Efforts and Capacity to Improve Learning 
Different activities undertaken within the state and local policy environments 
surrounding leaders’ work have important implications for what leaders do 
and think. For example, reform-minded legislators pass laws that affect pro-
fessional certification of teachers or graduation requirements for high school 
students. The State Education Agency reinterprets federal accountability leg-
islation and sets new targets for annual school improvement. Annual state 
and local budgets are passed that bolster some programs while zeroing out 
others. The local school board creates new district-wide policies on student 
promotion and retention as part of an accountability system keyed to state 
standards. In a separate action, the local board establishes guidelines for 
school improvement planning. Unlike those discussed in a previous section, 
these activities do not focus on leadership practice per se, but they still create 
conditions that are of central importance to leaders’ work. In particular, these 
conditions influence 

•	 Learning improvement priorities.

•	 The availability of resources and how they are used.

•	 The kinds of information to which leaders have access.

•	 The “allocation of authority” to school and district leaders that deter-
mines their range of discretion.

These conditions can guide, enable, or constrain leaders’ efforts to pur-
sue a learning improvement agenda.
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Here, once again we can identify particular activities in the policy envi-
ronments at each level of the system that are likely to affect leaders’ ability 
and motivation to concentrate their efforts on learning improvement. Take, 
for example, activities within the state-local resource environment, as shown 
in Figure 7. These activities can occur simultaneously at both the state and 
local levels, not necessarily taking each other into account. However, poten-
tial connections exist between the state and local levels and among the differ-
ent kinds of activities, signaled by the horizontal and vertical arrows—con-
nections that may or may not be recognized or exploited by participants in a 
given state-local system of education.

Figure 7. Illustrative State and Local Activities Within the Resource  

Environment for Learning-focused Leadership

Level of  
policy  
activity …

Activities related  
to the availability  
and use of fiscal  

resources

Activities related  
to the deployment  

of staff and  
allocation of time

Activities related  
to the availability  

of data for leaders’  
decision making

… in states

•	 Creating discretionary 
funding sources 
related to professional 
development, coaching, 
and other means 
to enhance leaders’ 
professional learning 
(as well as teachers’)

•	 Creating incentives 
that encourage the 
relocation of staff to 
better serve unmet 
student needs

•	 Designating (and 
funding) days 
for professional 
development of leaders 
(and teachers)

•	 Developing data 
infrastructures that 
enable leaders at 
all levels to inquire 
about organizational 
performance

 •	 Creating unified 
student databases 
which enable flexible, 
relational analyses

•	 Connecting databases 
concerned with 
students and teachers

… in districts

•	 Creating student-
weighted funding 
formulas to equalize 
resources across the 
district’s schools

•	 Generating new 
external funding 
sources earmarked for 
specific teaching and 
learning improvement 
work

•	 Changing the rules that 
guide how school staff 
can use staff resources, 
to enable more 
flexibility in assignment 
to particular student 
needs

•	 Changing school and 
district calendars to 
enable leaders and 
staff to work together 
on pressing issues 

•	 Augmenting state 
databases with 
locally collected data 
elements, pertinent 
to local learning 
improvement priorities

•	 Building partnerships 
with external groups 
that can augment the 
districts’ expertise with 
data
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One can quickly see the implications of these activities for the exercise 
of learning-focused leadership. Unified student databases at the state level 
which are readily accessible to local leaders, for example, give these leaders 
a new resource for considering student needs, accomplishments, and issues. 
State-funded professional development days, to take another example, rep-
resent a minimum investment in professional development, giving districts 
the incentive and the wherewithal to address the professional learning needs 
of their staffs. The state actions may or may not have been conceived with a 
clear focus on learning, yet they still can have profound effects on what lead-
ers are able to do in relation to learning improvement.

A similar display of activities at different levels could be constructed for 
the reform policy environment and the authorizing environment. Each envi-
ronment, and all three together, present leaders with conditions that shape 
leaders’ range of discretion, what they have to work with, and even what 
they imagine doing, to address learning improvement needs. Take the range 
of strategies for altering, and hopefully improving, the governance of school 
districts. In some instances, changes in governance might be attempted by 
altering board composition or scope of responsibilities, in other instances, 
by seeking to bolster the expertise of board members. Another option is to 
reallocate decision making authority to governing entities at a different level 
in the educational system.31 Among such strategies, mayoral takeovers of the 
school board have tended to generate the most attention, but with mixed suc-
cess. More radical interventions, as in the system-wide delegation of decision 
making authority to the school site in Chicago or the combination of state 
and private sector takeover of the Philadelphia school system, have the poten-
tial to alter the learning improvement priorities substantially at the same time 
that they introduce new dimensions to leaders’ work.32 Other less radical 
attempts to change the authorizing environment can also change the resource 
picture in consequential ways, as in this district: 

The superintendent educated the school board about the achieve-
ment gap in the district by teaching the board to ask critical ques-
tions of student achievement data. The board, in turn, created 
a policy to differentiate funding in favor of equitable outcomes 
while allocating resources unequally to schools. The board also 
chose to focus on literacy and differentiated funding for liter-
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acy with the expectation that all schools would concentrate on 
improving literacy for all students. Student performance has been 
improving in this site.

The experience in Kentucky is also instructive. There, school-based deci-
sion making was introduced as part of Kentucky’s standards-based reform in 
the early 1990’s, orchestrated by a wide-reaching state restructuring initia-
tive. In the early years of this governance reform, though the arrangement did 
not necessarily succeed in addressing curriculum and instructional issues, it 
fundamentally changed the way school leaders in particular approached their 
jobs—especially, the way they attended to teachers’ and parents’ concerns 
and the way they sought to address learning-related matters.33 

The authorizing environment can also be the scene of a new set of inter-
actions among educational stakeholders, as is happening in many states associ-
ated with the State Action for Educational Leadership Project (SAELP) funded 
by The Wallace Foundation.34 In these states, interaction among tradition-
ally “siloed” players in the state educational policy community constitutes, in 
effect, an alternative form of governance deliberation which has made it possi-
ble to develop leadership support activities that are more fully aligned with one 
another. The state of Delaware exemplifies this possibility. There, the interac-
tions among the participants at the state level have supported the development 
of a more comprehensive leadership assessment system that aligns state policy, 
leadership preparation, administrator licensure, and in-service administra-
tor assessment.35 The state has developed a single, comprehensive leadership 
assessment tool for all to use, but districts select which parts of the tool to use 
depending on the particular interests of a school leader.

Kentucky and Delaware illustrate a set of dynamics in complex systems 
that are unusual in education, but are not without precedent, as state attempts 
to address teacher quality have demonstrated.36 In essence, the political con-
figuration emerges or is orchestrated in such a way that the issue of educational 
leadership can come to the fore, alongside and in relation to other attempts 
to improve the quality of teaching and learning. Under such conditions, new 
forms of support for leadership practice can emerge, as can new expectations 
of and pressures on educational leaders. The primary caution is that such con-
ditions do not single out school and district leaders, in effect setting them up 
for blame when ambitious expectations of the schools are not met. 
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Conclusion: Leading, Learning, and Leadership Support

As the preceding discussion has indicated, leading, learning, and leadership 
support are intricately connected to one another. The connections are fostered 
through formal agreements and arrangements at multiple levels of the educa-
tional system, and through hundreds of informal interactions among individu-
als, both those who hold administrative positions and others who participate 
in leadership. In a sense, a web of activities supporting learning-focused lead-
ership is being created and recreated all the time. The web is fragile, and there 
are many forces and conditions that threaten it. Yet, given a sufficient number 
of actors with commitment to learning improvement and a sense of how to get 
there, there is a real possibility of counteracting these barriers.

Learning-Focused Leadership in Hector’s District
The possibilities are illustrated by returning to the district in which Hector is 
being educated, this time with a different school in view. At the high school 
level, a series of circumstances has brought resources and reform energy to 
the task of revitalizing a large comprehensive high school that had been at low 
ebb for some time. The catalyst has been a grant supporting the conversion of 
this 1700-student school into a series of five semi-autonomous mini-schools, 
each with a distinctive thematic character, to which students apply according 
to their interests:

A Glimpse of Leadership in the High School Hector Will Attend

Hector is not yet a high school student, but he soon will be (if he 
does not drop out). What he already knows about the high school 
from his sister Marita, who is a 10th grader, suggests that it will 
be different from the school where he now is getting educated. 
Marita has always been a successful student who has made the 
most of each level of schooling she has encountered, often in spite 
of the teaching she has experienced. But now, Hector notices, she 
comes home enthusiastic from high school every day. He hears 
from her that she is in Gateway, one of five “learning communi-
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ties” or small schools within the old high school building. She 
talks a lot about the teacher team, instructors she has had for 
nearly two years now, and she talks excitedly. She has brought 
home interesting project work from an integrated math and sci-
ence course investigating pollution in the valley. Last year she was 
in a small play that she wrote together with some friends. As 
part of a social studies segment on the Middle East, she has been 
learning to create slide shows with narrated sound tracks chroni-
cling her journey as a Muslim on a pilgrimage from Damascus to 
Mecca.

The Gateway teaching team of nine is led by a teacher who is tak-
ing on this kind of leadership role for the first time in his career, 
though he has been a well-known leader of professional develop-
ment in the district and once considered applying for National 
Board Certification. He understands his role to be focused on 
instructional leadership, and he gets a lot of support from the prin-
cipal, a woman who has done a great deal to nurture the develop-
ment of leadership across the school. Those attending bi-weekly 
gatherings of what she calls The Leadership Community, which 
includes the five small-school leaders plus several others, devote 
a good deal of time to instructional issues, often focused on evi-
dence of student learning, and sometimes evidence of leadership 
and program effectiveness. She is particularly proud of her Master 
Schedule, which she describes as a “collaborative work of art,” 
that protects significant blocks of time both within and across the 
small schools for meetings of The Leadership Community and 
what she calls the “School Community Forums”—weekly gather-
ings of each small school’s faculty to discuss issues of teaching, 
learning, and student support. Several of the small schools share 
a Business Manager, an individual who takes care of a lot of the 
logistics of managing small school affairs, including the intricate 
logistics of sharing school-wide resources. The system is not per-
fect; however, it has allowed the small-school staff to keep their 
eyes on an ambitious agenda of instructional improvement. 
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The school’s conversion to small schools, now at the end of its 
third year, has its share of unresolved problems. Not all of the 
small schools have as cohesive a staff as Gateway, nor are all of 
the small-school leaders equally adept at instructional leadership. 
Furthermore, the five schools are not equal in their ability to 
attract students. State assessment results were distinctly uneven 
last year, too, though in three of the small schools the differences 
in test performance between Latino and white students were 
much less than had been expected, and noticeably reduced from 
the year before. And staff members are not looking forward to 
the end of the small school conversion grant, which will signifi-
cantly reduce some kinds of support that the participants have 
come to value … .

Though there is much work to do to address the unevenness in this set-
ting, this small school and the large school complex of which it is a part suggest 
more possibilities for educating a diverse population than the school Hector 
now attends. Noticeably, the quality of leadership appears to be a central part 
of the story. In microcosm, the leadership cadre within the school is focused 
on instruction, something that is often missing when large high schools are 
converted to a set of semi-autonomous small schools, given the general preoc-
cupation in such settings with structural changes.37 Steps have been taken to 
differentiate leadership roles so that operational management, which could 
easily distract the small-school leaders from their instructional support func-
tion, is taken care of by others. Furthermore, these leaders do not “go it alone”; 
rather, they are part of a regular within-school support system that nurtures 
their growth as leaders and acknowledges their need for continued learning 
in their new roles. Above all, the school is characterized by a new willingness 
to talk through major issues within and across the small schools (such as last 
year’s issue about racial “segregation” in two of the five schools) in ways that 
would have been difficult if not impossible five years ago. 

The evidence of learning-focused leadership and leadership support 
within this high school complex and the small schools within it is not yet 
matched by a parallel set of conditions and supports in the district or the state, 
and so the viability of the current arrangement over the long term is not yet 
assured. Despite rhetoric concerning fundamental change in the high school, 
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neither the district nor the state have yet put significant resources into some of 
the support functions that are now covered by the conversion grant from a pri-
vate philanthropic source, albeit temporarily. The funding arrangement there-
fore raises questions about longer-term resource allocation. The local school 
board is watching warily, too, its debates over the treatment of Latino students 
at the high school temporarily on hold as it watches the outcome of the current 
small school experiment. The superintendent has blessed the experiment and 
is basically sympathetic to its aims, but he was never involved in any way in 
the grant development process, nor has the grant involved any of the central 
office staff. He has no strong opinions on the nature or quality of teaching and 
learning at the school, although he has been hearing some good things. 

The dynamics and possibilities in this scenario differ markedly from 
the one with which this report began. In the high school conversion scenario, 
leaders have: 

•	 Established and maintained a persistent focus on the improvement of 
instruction;

•	 Constructed leadership roles that embodied this focus on instruction, 
and filled them with individuals who came with a similar commitment;

•	 Orchestrated the use of time and human resources so that the partici-
pants could work intensively on instructional issues over time; and 

•	 Paid regular attention to data concerning student performance and 
the nature of high-quality work as they developed their program. 

Yet at the same time, clues to the possible demise of these promising 
changes in the school are evident, especially in the system of leadership sup-
port and environmental conditions that surround the school. In both the dis-
trict office and in relevant state-level bodies, the need for leadership support 
goes largely unrecognized and a vision of how it might be provided is absent. 
The district central office, the local university, and the state are largely unin-
volved bystanders in this school reform drama. And no one is asking what 
the implications of this reform story are for possible renewal at elementary 
and middle school levels. To make this school work over the long term, more 
players located in different positions within the educational system—not just 
within the school itself—will need to develop the vision and commitment to 
address these matters in a more systematic, learning-focused way. 
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Entry Points 
How might the players in other schools in Hector’s district, at the central 
office, and also the state level start developing the vision and commitment to 
learning-focused leadership and its support? The scenarios and argument of 
this report, along with more detailed work in the companion reports, high-
light a number of entry points. 

These entry points are not an exhaustive list, nor would they all be 
applicable in a given setting. But they are generative and connect with each 
other, and they address the different layers of leadership and leadership sup-
port activity that can make learning-focused leadership a reality:

1.	 Establishing a clear and public focus on particular learning im-
provement priorities for students, professionals, and the system 
as a whole. Learning-focused leadership begins with a declaration 
by leaders that particular aspects of teaching and learning in the 
school, district, or state as a whole—middle school science learning, 
the teaching of writing across the secondary school curriculum, the 
development of problem-solving skills among students within the 
primary grades, or whatever—deserve sustained attention.38 These 
aspects may or may not be well understood at the outset, but the 
commitment must be made publicly to address them, and subse-
quently to explore possibilities for addressing them, frame the na-
ture of the challenge, and start identifying pathways of potential 
influence on them. It will help if governing bodies as well as po-
sitional leaders can be part of the public commitment to learning 
improvement, even though it is possible to proceed without full or 
unequivocal support from governing bodies.39 

2.	 Reconceiving leadership roles to emphasize learning improve-
ment, while managing other basic operational needs.40 In relation 
to learning improvement priorities, state and local leaders and their 
partners in leadership development programs can: 

•	 Encourage distribution of leadership responsibilities, e.g., 
among teacher leaders, especially in areas directly related to the 
improvement of instructional practice;
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•	 Differentiate expectations for leaders’ work, and the corre-
sponding arrangements for getting work done in elementary, 
middle, and high schools, and for different individuals engaged 
in distributed leadership arrangements; and

•	 Expand opportunities for alternative, learning-focused leadership 
roles, that allow aspiring and practicing leaders to explore or devel-
op alternatives to roles that emphasize operational management.

3. 	 Informing leadership activity with data and inquiry that relates to 
learning needs, performance, and conditions supporting learning.41 
Presuming that leadership roles encourage or even demand a focus 
on learning improvement, and with particular learning improve-
ment priorities in mind, state and local leaders can:

•	 Support or prompt cycles of inquiry in schools, district central 
offices, and state agencies, and take steps to develop the organi-
zational cultures that support such inquiry over time;

•	 Help leaders and leadership teams bolster their “data literacy” 
through targeted professional development conducted with their 
own data clearly in view; and

•	 Build robust information infrastructures, both at the state and 
local level, that respond to the data needs of local leaders.

4.	 Aligning people, time, and money as closely as possible with learn-
ing improvement priorities.42 Mindful of resource availability, 
political realities, and state and district policies, legislators, state 
agency officials, and local administrators can take action to con-
nect resources to learning improvement in various ways. They can 
also look beyond the allocation of resources to the development or 
strengthening of existing resources, especially human resources. For 
example, given an attempt to enhance equitable learning opportuni-
ties, leaders can:

•	 Reallocate funds so that student needs are equitably addressed, in 
contrast to many current arrangements that inadvertently allo-
cate more funding to schools serving a more affluent population;
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•	 Create staffing incentives designed to attract high-quality teach-
ers into difficult-to-staff schools and subject areas;

•	 Rearrange time so that staff can plan and learn collaboratively, 
for example, by granting flexibility in state-level time alloca-
tion (e.g., “days” set aside for professional development), district 
guidance regarding time structures in school, and the arrange-
ment of school master schedules; and

•	 Developing human resources, through targeted, coordinated 
investments in supports for the professional learning of both 
teaching staff and administrators.

5.	 Providing leaders with feedback about their work, in relation to 
learning improvement priorities, combined with regular opportu-
nities to learn from and about their practice.43 Through systematic, 
growth-oriented assessments of organizational and leadership per-
formance and through structures that offer leaders opportunities to 
learn based on assessment feedback, states and districts in collabo-
ration with external partners can:

•	 Define measurable expertise associated with learning-focused 
leadership roles, under various conditions, especially instruc-
tional leadership expertise, but also other areas of expertise;

•	 Construct or expand leadership assessment systems aligned 
with learning improvement priorities and offer leaders regular 
feedback on their performance;

•	 Connect leadership assessment with leadership growth cycles 
and associated learning opportunities.

6.	 Combining clear guidance for leaders with sufficient room to exer-
cise discretion over matters related to learning improvement.44 To 
clarify professional and public expectations for leaders’ work, while 
ensuring sufficient authority to exercise discretion in developing 
their programs, state-local governing bodies can:
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•	 Construct explicit agreements about school and district lead-
ers’ discretion over matters related to learning improvement, in 
relation to school board discretion and that of others involved in 
governance (the central office, unions, state boards);

•	 Support school board members’ learning about their roles in 
relation to the roles of others and their constituents’ interests in 
a context of high accountability.

In no single state-local system of public education would educators be 
likely to attempt all or even most of these. The overall challenge to learning-
focused leadership, then, is to seize the opportunities afforded by such entry 
points and to do so in a way that maximizes the connections among different 
activities in the web of support for learning-focused leadership. 

The result of such connections would be greater coherence within a lead-
ership support system that, in its natural state, is more likely to be incoherent. 
Coherence in this instance reflects not only alignment of one element with 
another, but also alignment with compelling ideas about learning improve-
ment, accompanied by sufficient working consensus among participants so 
that learning improvement outcomes are likely to result.45 At the same time, 
the practical difficulties in attaining alignment, compelling visions, and work-
ing consensus are such that the system will need a measure of resilience as 
well. And therefore, the measure of the system’s quality may ultimately reside 
in how resilient and adaptable it is. Given incoherence, unpredictable contin-
gencies, and the fact that a massive educational system is too complex to ever 
control or fully understand, leaders will do their jobs well if they keep an eye 
on the ultimate target, keep open to unexpected opportunities and possibili-
ties, and keep learning as they go along. But in many states and local settings 
it will often be possible to do more: As more leaders and other stakeholders 
come to visualize what learning-focused leadership entails and how to sup-
port it, the prospect of contributing to substantial improvements in learning 
becomes more real.
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Appendix A

Hector’s Mathematics Lesson—Reprise
For those readers who are unfamiliar with the original vignette to which 
this report refers, we present below an excerpt from Leading for Learning: 
Reflective Tools for School and District Leaders where the vignette originally 
appeared.

Hector’s Mathematics Lesson 

It is Friday, and the Period 2 Mathematics class is about to begin. 
Hector and his classmates, a mixture of Anglo and Latino chil-
dren, crowd in from the busy hallway, find seats, and fumble 
for their homework sheets. Some never find them; a few—pri-
marily a handful of boys located at seats around the edge of the 
room—pay little attention to what is going on. The teacher, Mr. 
G, appears not to notice (for the moment, the nonparticipants are 
quiet). Today, Hector is feeling confident; his older sister Marita, 
who excels at math, spent time at home to help him complete the 
assignment, the first he has finished this week. 

The teacher uses the next 15 minutes to review the 35 assigned 
problems in solving simple equations with one unknown vari-
able. Mr. G stands in front of the class and asks for the answer 
to each problem and provides it if no one volunteers promptly. 
Twice, Hector tentatively raises his hand, as if to offer an answer; 
the teacher does not recognize him. The students correct their 
sheets and report how many they got right. The class shifts to a 
15-minute presentation by Mr. G at the blackboard on the finer 
points of solving one-variable algebraic equations. Hector begins 
to fidget during the explanation; his non-participating classmates 
are becoming louder and more noticeable. “I’m not very good 
at math,” he explains in our later conversation, “Maybe Marita 
will help me.” 
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The class ends with a period of seatwork—more practice solving 
for x. Seated at his desk near the rear of the room, Mr. G enters 
homework scores into his gradebook. Hector works sporadically 
at the seatwork task, but appears distracted by the small con-
tingent of nonparticipating boys who spend the time engaged in 
unrelated talk. Mr. G pays little attention, except to broadcast a 
general “shh” now and again. At one point, Hector quietly seeks 
assistance from a nearby classmate, questioning her in Spanish. 

“No talking, please,” says the teacher. Shortly, Hector and his 
classmates are headed out the door for Period 3.

This lesson, typical of many in American classrooms, presents the 
school or district leader with fundamental challenges for improving learning 
and teaching. While the teacher is experienced and fully certified and most 
students are engaged in academic tasks, students are not probing deeply into 
content and some are disengaged from the classwork. A cursory visit to Mr. 
G’s classroom wouldn’t raise alarms; nearby classrooms reveal more obvi-
ous management concerns, and many students appear to be learning to solve 
math problems by following instructions from the teacher and their textbook. 
But for Hector, and even for Mr. G, something is missing.

Mr. G’s reflection

After school, Mr. G stands near the bus line, his typical Friday 
afternoon duty. He exchanges friendly barbs with some of the 
students waiting in line, and wishes each child a “good weekend” 
as they board. Walking back to the classroom, he reflects on the 
math lesson that transpired earlier. “Most of that class just doesn’t 
seem to get it,” he explains. A probe about strategy indicates 
uncertainty on his part about his game plan for teaching kids to 
solve for x. “Repeating the thing till they get it just doesn’t seem 
to cut it.” When questioned about the progress of the nonpartici-
pating group in the math class, Mr. G intimates that he has tried 
hard to involve them and they “just don’t respond; they don’t 
seem to care about learning. I’m puzzled about how you make 
algebra mean something to them.” But he feels an obligation to 

“plow ahead”; the state test is only three months away …
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Though personable with most of his students, this teacher’s reliance on 
a drill-and-practice approach to instruction undermines his ability to achieve 
a high level of math learning among all his students. The content of instruc-
tion is a far cry from what the district and state standards call for. However, 
Mr. G. has few opportunities to learn content and instructional strategies of 
standards-based mathematics education, nor has he sought them out. He is 
reluctant to change a career-long teaching repertoire that seems to work for 
many students. Furthermore, he hasn’t yet focused on the instructional chal-
lenges posed by the growing population of students who struggle to simulta-
neously master subject content, language, and school demands. 

Mr. G’s School and District

Administrators in Mr. G’s school and district, for the most part, 
are too preoccupied with other things to take notice what is tak-
ing place in his classroom. The school’s administrators are trying 
to work out problems with the new schedule for this year-round 
school, while attending to the recent arrival of several emergency 
certified teachers who are struggling. As in many schools, the 
new teachers and Mr. G operate in isolation from one another, 
and the year-round structure exacerbates this fact. 

The district central office is trying to manage political tensions 
between the city’s large low-income Latino community and the 
mostly middle-class Anglo community, as well as accountabil-
ity pressures from the state and from the federal No Child Left 
Behind policy. District administrators also are negotiating the 
next teachers’ contract, and are finding themselves at odds with 
the union over a number of issues. 

(Knapp, Copland, & Talbert, 2003, pp. 7–8)
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In Hightower, A., Knapp, M. S., Marsh, J. A., & McLaughlin, M. W. (Eds.), School 
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