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Leadership for 
School Improvement
Nancy Protheroe

With accountability pressures requiring rapid
change, the burden falls on the principal 
to make it happen.

In a recent article about the changing role of the principal,
Shellard describes the principalship as “becoming increas-
ingly complex and pressure-packed” (2003). Nowhere is

this seen more clearly than in schools involved in improvement efforts. While
the ideal approach is one that supports gradual and continuous improve-
ment, the process in many schools over the past few years has been far from
gradual. Accountability pressures and ambitious goals have placed both dis-
tricts and schools in positions requiring rapid and often significant change.
Principals are at the center of this speeded-up process, and their leadership is
the key to successfully navigating change.

I N  B R I E F
The article describes the increasing
pressures on principals to initiate rapid
and significant change. It examines
current research on the leadership
skills needed to effect change, includ-
ing seven critical elements that must
be considered.
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Hallinger and Bridges note that
school leaders can no longer concen-
trate solely on implementing system
policies and rules, but that their roles
must shift toward “supporting and de-
veloping the organization’s capacity for
change” (1997). They must be able to
identify and solve problems; communi-
cate and collaborate with people both
inside and outside the school; take
risks; and encourage others to do the
same (Hallinger and Bridges 1997; 
National Institute 1999). Finally, an 
“effective change agent must not only
be a good leader (someone who has 
vision), but also a good manager
(someone who can help others design
and implement plans)” (Educational
Research Service 1998).

What the Research Says
A recent study on school leadership

identifies “two essential objectives criti-
cal to any organization’s effectiveness:
helping the organization set a defensi-
ble set of directions, and influencing
members to move in those directions.
Leadership is both this simple and this
complex” (Leithwood et al. 2004). The
authors of the study talk about three
sets of practices that make up the core
of good leadership. In their view, with-
out leadership focused on setting di-
rection, developing people, and
redesigning the organization to meet
changing demands, “not much would
happen.” Based on their analysis of
studies of school leadership, they re-
port “successful leadership can play a
highly significant—and frequently un-
derestimated—role in improving stu-
dent learning” (Leithwood et al. 2004).

Educators working on the school im-
provement process in Maryland have
identified five “critical leadership skills
a principal must demonstrate to effec-
tively lead a school in improving stu-
dent achievement” and stress that the
“five areas are not a chronology of
what a principal must do first, second,
and third, but rather are cyclical in 
nature and must be demonstrated 
continuously throughout the school
improvement process” (Seremet et al.
undated). The five skills are:

■ Promoting collaborative problem-
solving and open communication;

■ Collecting, analyzing, and using
data to identify school needs; 

■ Using data to identify and plan
for needed changes in the instruction-
al program;

■ Implementing and monitoring
the school improvement plan; and 

■ Using systems thinking to estab-
lish a clear focus on attaining student
achievement goals (Seremet et al.
undated).

Portin et al. feel that a principal
needs to be a “diagnostician” if schools
are to continuously improve. In their
view, one challenge for principals
stands out above all others:

...the challenge of understanding what
the school needs and deciding how to meet
those needs. This deceptively simple and
straightforward observation defines the need
for a complicated array of actions and tal-
ents on the part of the principal. It requires
the ability to “read” a school’s goals, commit-
ments, context, and resources. It requires un-
derstanding a school’s strengths and
weaknesses. It means setting priorities,
spurring others to act, and thinking long-
term. Understanding what the school needs
and then delivering what is required is the
core job of the principal. The ability to un-
derstand and deliver lies at the heart of
school leadership (Portin et al. 2003).

Leadership and School Change
Cawelti has reviewed research on

schools and districts moving toward
higher levels of school improvement
from the perspective of what it can tell
us about the role of the principal. In
his view, there are four critical—and
interrelated—responsibilities that re-
quire a principal’s personal attention if
a school is to improve:

Sustaining focus on student achieve-
ment. This means working every day 
at keeping the focus of students and
faculty on the standards set for the
school, the learning activities designed
to engage students, and the assess-
ments used to measure them. 

Perfecting a collaborative organization
culture. This includes, for example,
developing processes for people to
work in teams to solve problems, get
help with decision-making, and meet
professional growth needs.

Helping teachers expand their repertoires
to include research-based teaching strategies.
Teachers may need help sorting out
those practices that truly have demon-
strated their value in increasing stu-
dent achievement. 

Developing and sustaining a culture that
encourages experimentation with new ideas
to improve productivity (Cawelti 2004).

Research about school change also
can help principals by providing infor-
mation about critical elements on
which they should focus their attention
during times of change:

Values. These are the principles on
which all decisions and actions should
be based. Commit the school only to
changes that fit with its values and
sense of purpose.

Vision. The principal and his/her
staff must set goals, many of which may
require changing the way the school is
organized or run. It is important to pri-
oritize the school’s goals and plan only
a few improvements at a time. 

Collaboration. It is the responsibility
of the principal, as a change agent, to
help foster a cooperative spirit among
staff members. If they are expected to
support and implement a change, they
should be included in its planning.

Communication. Any collaborative
effort requires effective communica-
tion among participants. Training in
listening and conflict resolution skills
may be helpful.

Encouragement. There’s no denying
that change is stressful. Acknowledging
this, and taking the time to hear and
address anxieties, may help allay fears. 

Time. Change takes time to plan and
take root. In fact, some studies suggest
that performance may dip below pre-
vious levels immediately after a change
takes place. For change to be suc-
cessful, participants must remain
committed as initial problems are
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worked through and improvement
begins.

Evaluation. As change begins to
come about, continual feedback
should be sought from staff members.
A certain amount of resistance is nor-
mal, but continued rejection can sig-
nal a need to adjust change practices
(Educational Research Service 1998).

A principal in a Texas elementary
school that significantly improved stu-
dent performance on state-mandated
assessments after only one year of in-
tensive—and often difficult— im-
provement efforts talked about this
aspect of his efforts:

You won’t get total buy-in by staff at the
beginning of the improvement process. The
way to build toward it is to place the movers
and shakers in strategic positions. I learned
early in my career that if you want some-
thing new to work, you need to take a cadre
of teachers with you…And you can’t always
allow people to operate in their comfort

zones—if you do, you will only get more of
the same (Cawelti and Protheroe 2001).

Finally, Burkett adds one more re-
sponsibility for a leader of change:
“Leadership means being
relentless...being single-minded and
purposeful.... Of every action and every
decision we ask a single question: ‘How
does this act support increased student
achievement?’” (Burkett 1998). P

References
Burkett, H. E. “Making Comprehensive

School Reform Work.” Presentation at
Improving America’s Schools Regional
Conference. Portland, Ore., October
1998.

Cawelti, G. “What Is the Role of Principals in
High-performing School Districts?” Journal
for Effective Schools (Fall 2004): 7–12.

Cawelti, G. and Protheroe, N. High Student
Achievement: How Six School Districts
Changed into High-performance Systems.
Arlington, Va: Educational Research
Service, 2001.

Educational Research Service. “Managing
Change in Education.” In ERS Informed
Educator. Arlington, Va.: Author, 1998.

Hallinger, P. and Bridges, E. “Problem-
based Leadership Development:
Preparing Educational Leaders for
Changing Times.” Journal for School
Leadership (November 1997): 592–608.

Leithwood, K.; Louis, K. S.; Anderson, S.;
and Wahlstrom, K. Review of Research:
How Leadership Influences Student
Learning. Minneapolis: Center for
Applied Research and Educational
Improvement; Toronto: Ontario
Institute for Studies in Education; and
New York: The Wallace Foundation,
2004. Retrieved from
http://www.wallacefoundation.org/
WF/KnowledgeCenter/KnowledgeTo
pics/Education

National Institute on Educational
Governance, Finance, Policymaking, and
Management, Office of Educational
Research and Improvement, U.S.
Department of Education. Effective Leaders
for Today’s Schools: Synthesis of a Policy Forum
on Educational Leadership. Washington,
D.C.: Author, 1999. Retrieved from
http://www.ed.gov/pubs/Effective
Leaders/effectiveleadership.html

Portin, B.; Schneider, P.; DeArmond, M.;
and Gundlach, L. Making Sense of
Leading Schools: A Study of the School
Principalship. Seattle: Center on 
Reinventing Public Education, 
2003. Retrieved from http://www.crpe.
org/pubs/pdf/MakingSense_PortinWeb.
pdf

Seremet, C.; Ward, B.; Williamson, C.; and
Seikkaly, L. H. “Indicators for Effective
Principal Leadership in Improving
Student Achievement.” Maryland State
Department of Education, undated.
Retrieved from
http://www.mdk12.org/process/
leading/p_indicators.html

Shellard, E. “Redefining the Role of the
Principal” In ERS Informed Educator.
Arlington, Va: Educational Research
Service, 2003.

Nancy Protheroe is director of special
research projects at the Educational 
Research Service. Her e-mail address is
nprotheroe@ers.org.

W E B  R E S O U R C E S

Asking the Right Questions: A
Leader’s Guide to Systems Thinking
About School Improvement 

This guide is “designed to help
school leaders, particularly princi-
pals, think systematically as they ex-
amine school improvement issues
and make decisions about change.”
It includes chapters on implement-
ing standards and linking staff 
development to student learning. 
www.mcrel.org/topics/product
Detail.asp?productID=82

How Leadership Influences Student
Learning

This research-based report 
addresses the importance of leader-
ship in promoting the learning of
all children and describes the 
essential ingredients of successful
leadership. 
www.education.umn.edu/carei/
Leadership/ReviewofResearch.pdf

Leadership by Walking Around:
Walkthroughs and Instructional
Improvement

This article makes a case for the
need for principals to make fre-
quent, brief, and focused visits to
classrooms to observe the instruc-
tion being provided and the needs
of staff and students. 
www.principalspartnership.com/
feature203.html

Teaching children to ride safely
on elevators, escalators and

moving walks

PASS IT ALONG

Interactive Safety
Program For:

• Health Teachers

• 2nd Grade Teachers

• Librarians

• P.E. Teachers

www.safetrider.org/p.html

The Elevator Escalator Safety Foundation
announces its new interactive program at

www.safetrider.org/p.html

Also available: free classroom package con-
sisting of a teacher’s guide, video, poster, and
material for each child including an activity
book, test, certificate and sticker. 

To order your free package, contact:

362 Pinehill Drive
Mobile, AL 36606
(251) 479-2199
Fax: (251) 479-7099
E-mail: info@eesf.org
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