


The Study of Leadership for Learning
Improvement

With support from The Wallace Foundation, a team of researchers from the Center for the Study of Teaching and
Policy at the University of Washington has undertaken an investigation of leadership in urban schools and districts
that are seeking to improve both learning and leadership. The study explored the following overarching question:
What does it take for leaders to promote and support powerful, equitable leaming in a school and in the district and
state system that serves the school? The study pursued this question through a set of coordinated investigations,
each with an intensive qualitative or mixed-methods strategy and with overlapping samples, designed to offer
images of what is possible in schools and districts that take learning improvement seriously. Study sites were
chosen to reflect a focus on learning and leadership improvement and varying degrees of progress toward
improvement goals.

B School Leadership investigation: The reconfiguration and exercise of leadership within elemen-
tary, middle, and high schools to enable more focused support for learning improvement

B Resource Investment investigation: The investment of staffing and other resources at multiple
levels of the system, in alignment with learning improvement goals, to enhance equity and leader-
ship capacity

B Central Office Transformation investigation: The reinvention of central office work practices
and relationships with the schools to better support districtwide improvement of teaching and
learning

Separate reports detail the findings of each investigation, and a synthesis report identifies themes connecting the
three study strands.
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The development of these reports was supported by a grant from The Wallace Foundation. Opinions represent those of the authors and not necessarily those of the foundation.



Executive Summary

This report examines the results of a national study of urban school leaders’ work.
In 15 schools located in four contrasting districts, we pursued an intensive quali-
tative study of school leaders—both those with supervisory authority (principals,
assistant principals, department heads) and their nonsupervisory counterparts
(teacher leaders)—and their efforts to improve the quality of teaching and learning.
We selected schools for study that were finding ways to support progress among

a diverse student clientele, share the leadership work among various staff mem-
bers, and align resources with a shared agenda for improving learning across the
school. Our goal was to discover lessons and images of possibility for schools, and
for those who support the work of educators in schools, concerning the ways that
leadership can be focused on the learning of students, staff, and the entire school

community.

Our findings suggest several ways of thinking about and exercising learning-
focused leadership in these schools that may help to explain why they are doing
well, and how others could do so. In particular, our research sheds light on (1)
what it means for leaders to work within a demanding environment; (2) what
supervisory leaders do in these kinds of settings, and (3) what nonsupervisory
leaders do. Though the school and district contexts differed from one another con-
siderably, the following patterns are clear.

Working Within a Demanding Environment

The school leaders we studied fully acknowledged, and took advantage of, the

larger environment surrounding their schools.

m The schools had framed, and were pursuing, a learning improvement agenda
that reflected the larger improvement agenda of their districts as well as school-
specific priorities and values. In most respects, the district and school learning
improvement agendas were aligned, and within the school, staff were generally

aware of and largely in agreement with these agendas.

m School priorities for learning improvement emphasized high expectations for
teaching and student performance; alignment of curriculum, instruction, and
assessment; staff collaboration; and the development of robust instructional
leadership capacity.
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m School leaders had internalized the expectations embedded in the district’s (and
state’s) accountability system, instructional guidance, and expectations for data-
based practice, and they had wedded those to an internal set of expectations
and responsibilities that represent the school’s internal accountability system.
Related to this response, the schools were building and expanding their own
systems for collecting and using data in daily practice, drawing on what the
district or state provided, but often including other forms or representations of

data concerning their students.

m The stance most of the school leaders took to the larger environment was to
treat it as a source of opportunities, resources, and potentially helpful ideas,
rather than a site of roadblocks, unhelpful advice, and unreachable require-

ments.

The leaders’ response to the larger environment had identifiable consequences for

instructional practice.

m Leaders’ efforts were helping to focus and align instruction and, to some extent,

narrow it.

m Leaders appeared to be developing a new language for talking about students
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that emphasizes “gaps,” “gains,” and “moving” students. The language under-
scores a view of student learning that emphasizes measurable progress, often

with regular testing as the metric.

m Picking up a theme pushed by the districts and enabled by more regular use of
data in instructional planning, instructional leadership in these schools was
emphasizing the differentiation of instruction, to serve students’ differing needs,

approaches to learning, and prior schooling histories.

The Work of Principals and Other Supervisory Leaders

Within the school, the instructional leadership work was shared among adminis-
trators with supervisory authority (principals, assistant principals, and department
heads) and a growing cadre of teacher leaders occupying a variety of full- or part-
time positions in which they were expected to work directly and continually with
teachers on improvement issues. Principals and other supervisory leaders have a
central role in this work—as leaders of instructional leadership teams, as much as

individual instructional leaders.
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To lay the groundwork for team-based leadership for learning improvement in the
school, principals and other supervisory leaders concentrated effort on clarifying
learning improvement priorities, building team-oriented cultures, and anchoring

improvement work to data.

m Though operating in different district systems and schools, supervisory lead-
ers promoted certain priorities in common: high expectations for both teaching
practice and student performance; alignment of curriculum, instruction, and
assessments; staff collaboration; and the development of a distributed instruc-

tional leadership capacity.

m To counter the tendencies toward teacher isolation, negative energy, and frag-
mented effort in the school, supervisory leaders were working to develop
team-oriented cultures, where everyone was expected to do their part as mem-

bers of one or more teams working together toward the same goals.

m In leading a learning improvement agenda, supervisory leaders used data exten-
sively to focus and anchor the improvement work. In this regard, they had
learned to ask useful questions of the data, display data in ways that told com-
pelling stories, and use the data to both structure collaborative inquiry among
teachers and provide feedback to students about their progress toward gradua-
tion goals.

m Developing data-based routines in the school that were comfortable and adhered
to was a major task. To take on this work, school leaders were often developing

and managing their own intra-school data systems and in-house expertise.

Supervisory leaders spent energy connecting directly with teachers and class-
rooms, though they varied in how much they did this, reflecting differences in their
expertise and conception of school leadership. Whatever their conception,

m Supervisory leaders adapted their approach to supervision, moving beyond a
relationship with teachers that was bound by a traditional annual evaluation

cycle to one that featured regular informal interactions.

m The point of both the formal and informal interactions between supervisory
leaders and teachers was to generate instructionally specific conversations that
gave teachers a clear sense of what to work on and how.
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