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As state education leaders redesign their school accountability systems 
under the Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA), there’s been a lot of 
attention to the fundamentals of school ratings. That’s a good thing: 
In education, as in almost everything else, what’s measured ends 
up mattering. And rating systems that are careful about prioritizing 
the most important things for students and their futures — and that 
make sure that the performance of vulnerable groups of children 
isn’t swamped by schoolwide averages — are helpful in creating the 
urgency necessary to fuel improvement efforts.

But ratings are only part of the story. States have an obligation to 
prompt improvement in schools that, according to the ratings, are not 
making progress for all students or for a group of students. And while 
ESSA grants states latitude on school improvement, some features of 
the law (as well as current practice) are leading to severely truncated 
thinking, both about the breadth of gains needed to assure that all 
children are prepared for post-high school success and about the 
needed features (beyond school ratings) of an improvement system 
that will produce those gains.  

At this moment, most of the students who are not on track to meet 
state standards for post-high school success do not attend the bottom 
5 percent of schools in the state; they attend the other 95 percent. 
And many of these schools are not currently giving their students 
— especially low-income students, students of color, students with 
disabilities, and English learners — the opportunities to develop the 
critical academic skills they need for success in college and careers. 
Improvement systems must thus be designed to stimulate and 
support broad-based improvements, including in schools that are 
underperforming for individual groups of students.

Here are nine important ideas worth considering:
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PARENTS AND THE PUBLIC HAVE 

A RIGHT TO KNOW WHEN ALL 

IS NOT WELL, EVEN IF ONLY FOR 

ONE GROUP OF STUDENTS.“
Honestly identify all schools that truly 

QHHG�WR�LPSURYH��UDWKHU�WKDQ�DUWLoFLDOO\�
OLPLWLQJ�VXFK�LGHQWLoFDWLRQ�WR�WKH�QXPEHU�
of schools that the state itself has the 

capacity to assist. To do otherwise sends 
a chilling message: that most schools are 

GRLQJ�ňQH�E\�ORZ�LQFRPH�VWXGHQWV��VWXGHQWV�RI�FRORU��
English learners, and students with disabilities; that 
school communities have no capacity or expertise 
that can be summoned to action; that improvement 
itself always requires outside resources; and that state 
employees have all of the requisite expertise. 

Schools in need of improvement vary widely in the 
nature and extent of their challenges and in their 
ability to address those challenges. Yes, a relatively 
small percentage of “chronically underperforming 
schools” (those with multiple, deep-seated problems) 
will require intensive assistance and greater attention 
from the State Education Agency (SEA). But many 
other schools will face a narrower set of challenges 
and have a greater capacity to improve. For example, 
one school might be serving some groups of students 
very well while serving other groups poorly; another 
might have a strong school culture and relatively 
effective leadership but unaddressed weaknesses in its 
academic program.

Parents and the public have a right to know when all 
is not well, even if only for one group of students. 
Moreover, more than a decade of research shows 
that identifying such problems — publicly, through 
VFKRRO�UDWLQJV�DQG�LGHQWLňFDWLRQ�V\VWHPV���KDV�
a galvanizing effect that leads to improvement in 
student achievement and other important outcomes.1

That is not to say that schools with fewer challenges 
or more capacity should just be left to “sink or 
swim.” Rather, states should put in place policies that 
differentiate pressure and support for improvement 
based on schools’ varying levels of challenge and 
need. That begins with putting in place a sound 

LQIUDVWUXFWXUH�WKDW�FDQ�EHQHňW�DOO�VFKRROV�LGHQWLňHG�
for improvement, along with supplemental forms of 
voluntary and mandatory assistance for schools that 
require more resources or outside expertise.1

2
8VH�WKH�\HDU�EHWZHHQ�DGRSWLRQ�RI�D�
QHZ�DFFRXQWDELOLW\�V\VWHP�DQG�WKH�
SURGXFWLRQ�RI�LWV�oUVW�UDWLQJV�WR�FXOO�
through data, identifying schools and 

school leaders that have successfully 

tackled common challenges. That 
includes schools and districts that have successfully 
turned around low performance; those that have 
successfully closed long-standing achievement gaps; 
and those that have reduced chronic absenteeism, 
disproportionate discipline, or any of the other 
measures prioritized in the new rating systems. 
This expertise needs to be mobilized during the 
improvement process and can be leveraged in 
multiple ways.  

EFFECTIVE SCHOOLS AND 

EDUCATORS ... REPRESENT THE 

SINGLE LARGEST UNTAPPED 

RESOURCE FOR IMPROVEMENT 

IN AMERICAN EDUCATION. 
“

Effective schools and educators — getting strong 
outcomes for low-income students, students of color, 
English learners, and students with disabilities — 
represent the single largest untapped resource for 
improvement in American education. Most states have 
policies in place to identify top performers, but most do 
little to leverage that expertise to help others improve. 

Here are nine important ideas worth considering:
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That’s a mistake. Recent research from England shows 
that “performance partnerships” between carefully 
matched higher and lower performing schools 
FDQ�VLJQLňFDQWO\�LPSURYH�VWXGHQW�RXWFRPHV�2 Such 
partnerships work best when both schools perceive 
EHQHňWV�DQG�ZKHQ�WKH\�FROODERUDWH�RQ�D�OLPLWHG�DQG�
FOHDUO\�GHňQHG�VHW�RI�LPSURYHPHQW�FKDOOHQJHV�

Tapping into existing expertise addresses two of the 
biggest challenges in school improvement:  First is 
the long-recognized lack of capacity among SEAs and 
VWDWH�IXQGHG�HQWLWLHV�WR�VHUYH�DOO�VFKRROV�LGHQWLňHG�IRU�
improvement; second is a less-recognized “credibility 
gap” often faced by external assistance providers. 
Research and experience have taught us that educators 
LQ�VFKRROV�LGHQWLňHG�IRU�LPSURYHPHQW�UHVSRQG�EHVW�
to external coaching provided by current or recent 
peers who have achieved credible success in similar 
geographic and socioeconomic circumstances.3 The 
credibility gap is one reason often-expensive external 
H[SHUWV�IDLO�WR�KHOS�JHQHUDWH�VLJQLňFDQW�LPSURYHPHQW�
in client schools.  

States can leverage latent expertise in other ways as 
well. For example, states can ramp up the credibility 
and impact of their regional assistance centers by 
VWDIňQJ�WKHP�ZLWK�VFKRRO�OHDGHUV�DQG�HGXFDWRUV�
who have recent track records of success in the local 
region.4 Or they can leverage economies of scale 
WR�FRQQHFW�QHWZRUNV�RI�VFKRROV�IDFLQJ�D�VSHFLňF�
challenge — such as closing achievement gaps or 
reducing chronic absenteeism — with one or more 
schools that have successfully solved that challenge.5 
They could even enlist high-performing teachers from 
high-performing schools — getting strong outcomes 
for low-income students, students of color, English 
learners, and students with disabilities — to serve 
as peer reviewers to provide feedback on samples of 
school improvement plans.

+ROG�GLVWULFWV�DFFRXQWDEOH��WRR���EXW�
don’t treat them as if they are just 

ELJ�VFKRROV��)RU�WKH�ňUVW�WLPH��(66$�
squarely involves school districts in the 
improvement of their own schools. But 
it doesn’t implicate them in the success 

3

of those efforts. State leaders should. For years, the 
weight of accountability has fallen mostly on schools 
��QHJOHFWLQJ�WKH�VLJQLňFDQW�UROHV�WKDW�GLVWULFWV�SOD\�
�LQFOXGLQJ�VWDIňQJ�DQG�IXQGLQJ��LQ�WKHLU�TXDOLW\��DQG�
DOORZLQJ�GLVWULFW�OHDGHUV�WR�SRLQW�WKH�ňQJHU�RI�EODPH�
at the school (or the children). That needs to change, 
with districts evaluated at least in part by the progress 
of schools that need improvement.  

Massachusetts state leaders showed one way to do 
that in the educational accountability system they 
DGRSWHG�LQ�������ZKLFK�HVWDEOLVKHG�D�ňYH�OHYHO�
rating framework.6�,Q�GHňQLQJ�WKLV�QHZ�V\VWHP��
Massachusetts joined only a small number of states 
that rated districts as well as schools and — uniquely 
— directly tied district-level ratings to school-level 
ratings. For the most part, districts received the 
same performance rating as their lowest performing 
school. For example, if a school was rated Level 4 
(the state’s “turnaround” designation for chronically 
underperforming schools), its district received the 
Level 4 rating until it had successfully exited the 
school from turnaround status. And one criterion 
for exiting a school from turnaround status required 
the district to demonstrate that it had the capacity 
to continue to help the school improve.7 This policy, 
which implicated rather than merely involved districts 
in school improvement, was based on a stated 
philosophy that “districts are only as strong as their 
weakest school.”8

DISTRICTS ARE ONLY AS STRONG 

AS THEIR WEAKEST SCHOOL.“Recognizing that districts vary in their own capacity to 
support serious school improvement, Massachusetts 
also provides support to districts. In addition to 
monitoring district efforts and providing direct support 
through the SEA, Massachusetts provides technical 
assistance and coaching through a network of regional 
District and School Assistance Centers. Through 
DSACs, successful recently retired superintendents 
partner with district leaders to use the state’s “District 
Standards and Indicators” for self-assessment, 
planning, and supporting school improvement efforts.
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An external study of several cohorts of turnaround 
VFKRROV�LQ�0DVVDFKXVHWWV�LGHQWLňHG�LQFUHDVHV�LQ�GLVWULFW�
capacity as an important factor. “Districts are moving 
away from monitoring school improvement plans 
to monitoring actions that drive improvement,” the 
research found. “Districts now have systems capable 
of effectively monitoring and supporting schools and 
increasing the spread of innovative ideas and strategies 
across schools and among district leaders.”9

Such an approach to district accountability and 
LPSURYHPHQW�RIIHUV�D�SRZHUIXO�ZD\�WR�VLJQLňFDQWO\�
expand a state’s capacity to support school 
improvement well beyond what SEAs and SEA 
contractors can provide. “We’re not structured and 
staffed to intervene in scores [of schools] throughout 
the state,” Commissioner Mitchell Chester explained 
to Education Week in 2015. The chances of a successful 
turnaround “are greatly diminished if a school district 
isn’t part of that capacity and effort.”10

$GRSW�D�IUDPHZRUN�IRU�HIIHFWLYH�
schooling to drive and focus 

improvement efforts. Over the past 
two decades, independent researchers 
have amassed considerable insights into 
the key organizational features necessary 

for schools to improve, allowing education leaders 
to really focus on what turns out to be a set of pre-
conditions for improvement. Just as most states have 
GHňQHG�D�UHVHDUFK�EDVHG�IUDPHZRUN�IRU�HIIHFWLYH�
WHDFKLQJ��LW�PDNHV�VHQVH�WR�GHňQH�D�UHVHDUFK�EDVHG�
framework for effective schooling and to embed that 
framework in all elements of school improvement 
policy, from diagnostics to support to monitoring.  

Experience suggests that by adopting an evidence-
based framework for effective schooling, states 
can help avoid two of the biggest pitfalls that 
doom school improvement efforts from the start: 
providing so little guidance that “anything goes” or 
micromanaging the improvement process through a 
highly scripted set of required activities. A framework 
RI�WKLV�VRUW�DOORZV�VFKRROV�ŉH[LELOLW\�WR�DGGUHVV�
their own unique needs while guaranteeing they 
don’t ignore the most basic fundamentals for school 

4

improvement and performance, such as strong 
leadership, positive climate, and schoolwide supports 
for effective teaching and learning.

However, experience has also shown that it’s not 
enough just to adopt and recommend that schools 
use such a framework. To maximize its power, states 
must be sure the framework is put to active use by 
embedding it in multiple policies and programs 
across the state’s school improvement infrastructure. 
Among other steps, states should:

• Create a self-assessment tool based on the 
framework and require it to be used during the 
needs assessment stage, either by the school itself 
or by external diagnostic teams;

• Require that improvement plans address needs 
LGHQWLňHG�EDVHG�RQ�WKH�IUDPHZRUN�

• Monitor whether schools are adequately 
addressing the fundamentals of the framework 
GXULQJ�WKH�ňUVW�\HDUV�RI�WKH�LPSURYHPHQW�SURFHVV�

• In addition to substantial gains in student 
achievement, consider evaluations based on the 
framework when determining whether schools 
VKRXOG�QR�ORQJHU�EH�LGHQWLňHG�DV�QHHGLQJ�
improvement under ESSA; and

• Use the framework as a basis for pairing 
and focusing school-to-school performance 
partnerships of the kind described above.

States can rely on an abundance of readily available 
research on school performance and improvement to 
create such a framework. Short-staffed state leaders 
could shortcut the process by borrowing a high-
quality framework from another state.  

TWO OF THE BIGGEST 

PITFALLS THAT DOOM SCHOOL 

IMPROVEMENT EFFORTS FROM 

THE START: PROVIDING SO LITTLE 

GUIDANCE THAT “ANYTHING 

GOES” OR MICROMANAGING THE 

IMPROVEMENT PROCESS. 

“
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Later in the process, some states might also want to 
conduct in-state research as a basis for supplemental 
frameworks that provide additional credibility and 
UHOHYDQFH�IRU�GLIIHUHQW�W\SHV�RI�VFKRROV�LGHQWLňHG�IRU�
improvement. For example, after adopting a statewide 
“Conditions for School Effectiveness” framework 
in 2010, Massachusetts commissioned researchers 
WR�WUDFN�DQG�VWXG\�LWV�ňUVW�FRKRUW�RI�FKURQLFDOO\�
XQGHUSHUIRUPLQJ�WXUQDURXQG�VFKRROV�LGHQWLňHG�WKH�
same year. The researchers capitalized on variation 
in progress to understand why some schools made 
VLJQLňFDQW�LPSURYHPHQW�DQG�XOWLPDWHO\�PHW�H[LW�
criteria while other schools stagnated.  

Based on that research, the state then developed an 
additional framework called “Turnaround Practices,” 
which is now used for needs assessment, planning, 
assistance, and monitoring of turnaround schools. 
While no state has yet done so, states could conduct 
VLPLODU�FRKRUW�VWXGLHV�RI�VFKRROV�LGHQWLňHG�IRU�7DUJHWHG�
Support and Improvement under ESSA as the basis for 
developing frameworks that address how such schools 
can squarely and effectively address equity issues and 
raise performance for groups of students.

Enrich the needs assessment phase of 

school improvement. Unlike No Child 
Left Behind (NCLB), which required 
struggling schools to craft and implement 
improvement plans almost immediately, 
ESSA provides a year for a needs 

assessment and planning process. But state leaders 
would be wise not to leave what happens during that 
year to the whims of schools and districts, instead 
designing needs assessment and planning tools that 
support thoughtful planning with richer information 
and that are organized around critical pre-conditions 
for improvement.

To be successful, school improvement efforts must 
be based on a needs assessment that frankly and 
DFFXUDWHO\�GLDJQRVHV�VSHFLňF�SUREOHPV�DQG�FKDOOHQJHV�
causing underperformance.  Unfortunately, too often 
needs assessments have been conducted in only a 
cursory or incomplete way, creating a diagnostic 
gap that undermines the improvement process at its 

5

VWDUW���)RU�H[DPSOH��RQH�VWXG\�RI�VFKRROV�LGHQWLňHG�
for improvement under NCLB found that “only one 
RI�WKH����VFKRROV�VSHFLňFDOO\�DGGUHVVHG�WKH�TXHVWLRQ�
of ‘why are we failing?’ by clearly identifying problem 
areas that may lead to low-performance outcomes 
and linking these to the [improvement] initiatives.” 
Often the schools engaged in circular thinking by 
considering low test scores themselves the “cause” of 
underperformance.11

OFTEN THE SCHOOLS ENGAGED 

IN CIRCULAR THINKING BY 

CONSIDERING LOW TEST SCORES 

THEMSELVES THE ‘CAUSE’ OF 

UNDERPERFORMANCE.
“

An effective needs assessment begins with student 
achievement information, then digs deeper to 
understand patterns in student progress across grade 
levels and classrooms and over time — both overall 
and for individual student groups. And it widens the 
lens to assess core educational factors that matter 
for student learning: aligned curriculum, effective 
instruction, strong leadership, supports for students 
and for teachers, a positive learning climate, family 
and community engagement, and equitable access 
to resources — including strong teachers. Research 
consistently shows that, even within schools, some 
groups of students are less likely to have access to 
expert teachers, a positive learning environment, and 
an appropriately challenging curriculum.12

ESSA provides a new opportunity for states to provide 
schools with the time, the tools, and the support to 
get needs assessments right. State leaders can:

• Require a comprehensive needs assessment 
IRU�DOO�VFKRROV�LGHQWLňHG�IRU�LPSURYHPHQW��
LQFOXGLQJ�VFKRROV�LGHQWLňHG�IRU�7DUJHWHG�6XSSRUW�
and Improvement;

• Establish criteria for conducting a thorough needs 
assessment, including the types of educational 
factors that must be examined to identify school- 
and district-based “root causes”;



 9 IDEAS FOR STIMULATING SCHOOL IMPROVEMENT UNDER ESSA  |  March 20176

• Provide tools, templates, or practical guidance to 
help districts and schools identify between-school 
and within-school inequities in each of the key 
areas described above; 

• Make available research-based survey instruments 
that support needs assessments (such as the 
University of Chicago’s 5Essentials or Tripod 
Education Partners’ 7Cs surveys), and/or provide 
IRU�H[WHUQDO�GLDJQRVWLF�UHYLHZV�RI�LGHQWLňHG�
schools; and

• Ensure that districts and schools have timely 
access to all necessary data for a thorough 
needs assessment.

Make planning less frustrating and 

PRUH�XVHIXO�E\�DGRSWLQJ�VHQVLEOH�
timelines and replacing multiple 

UHTXLUHG�SODQV�ZLWK�D�VLQJOH�
improvement plan. If schools and 
districts take the full planning year 

DOORZHG�XQGHU�(66$��PDQ\�ZRQ
W�ňQLVK�LPSURYHPHQW�
planning until after they make critical springtime 
GHFLVLRQV�UHJDUGLQJ�QH[W�\HDU
V�EXGJHW��VWDIňQJ��
and scheduling; and students will have to wait yet 
another year for meaningful change. By adopting 
sensible timelines and streamlining multiple plan 

requirements, states will allow schools to focus their 
efforts and create improvement plans that can inform 
key annual decisions about time and resources.

 
School leaders traditionally have had good cause 
for complaint about policies and procedures 
for improvement planning. Schools needing 
LPSURYHPHQW�KDYH�EHHQ�W\SLFDOO\�LGHQWLňHG�LQ�
August, after which leaders had about a month to 
create a plan — often when teachers and parents 
were not available. Schools have been expected to 
implement plans immediately, even though critical 
decisions about the school budget, personnel, 
and master schedules had already been made the 
preceding spring. And federal and state requirements 
meant they have sometimes had to write multiple 
plans to cover different programs or funding streams.

6WDWH�OHDGHUV�FDQ�EHJLQ�WR�ň[�WKLV�PHVV\�VWDWH�RI�DIIDLUV�
by adopting a sensible timeline for schools to write 
and submit their improvement plans. States should 
DGRSW�D�WLPHOLQH�WKDW�LGHQWLňHV�VFKRROV�E\�WKH�HQG�
of August; engages stakeholders in a rigorous needs 
assessment during September and October and in 
drafting a plan during November and December; 
permits the plan to be shared for community 

6

AUGUST SEPTEMBER OCTOBER NOVEMBER DECEMBER JANUARY FEBRUARY MARCH APRIL MAY JUNE

Needs 
Assessment

Improvement Planning Review Period Decisions for Next School Year

District support

State IDs school

Bring together 
school/ families/
community 
stakeholders

Needs 
assessment 
begins

Share needs 
assessment 
with broader 
community

Improvement 
planning begins

Share plan 
with broader 
community

School/district 
submits plan

District/state 
approves plan

Figure 1: A Sensible Timeline for a School's Improvement Planning Process

District support District support
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feedback and internal review during January and 
February; obtains state approval by the end of March 
at the latest; and uses the plan to inform key budget, 
VWDIňQJ��DQG�VFKHGXOLQJ�GHFLVLRQV�PDGH�GXULQJ�$SULO�
through June (Figure 1).

At the same time, states should look for every 
opportunity to reduce the number of plans schools 
must submit under different federal and state 
policies and programs, streamlining planning 
requirements into a single (or at least fewer) required 
documents. They also should provide plan templates 
that support and encourage school teams to create 
diagnostically driven, evidence-based plans that 
focus on meaningful change, rather than a laundry 
list of disconnected activities. For example, states 
could direct district and school leaders to the new 
Evidence for ESSA website developed by the Center 
for Research and Reform in Education.13 Finally, they 
should establish clear criteria for plan approval and 
provide annotated examples of high-quality plans 
that meet those criteria.

6WUHWFK�WKH�LPSURYHPHQW�GROODU�E\�
leveraging all sources of funding. ESSA 
requires that 7 percent of Title I funding be 
set aside to support school improvement. 
Wise use of these dollars will certainly 
help support improvement in the lowest 

SHUIRUPLQJ�VFKRROV��EXW�WKH\�DUH�LQVXIňFLHQW�IRU�
broader improvement efforts. State leaders should 
provide clear guidance and assistance on how to 
leverage other federal funds to support improvement 
plans in both the lowest performing schools and 
schools that are consistently underperforming for one 
or more groups. 

ESSA’s “7 percent set-aside” amounts to more than 
���ELOOLRQ�QDWLRQDOO\�DQG�SURYLGHV�VLJQLňFDQW�ODWLWXGH�
in how states make subgrants to Local Education 
Agencies (LEAs). Over the past 15 years, many states 
distributed the similar 4 percent set aside under NCLB 
as a straightforward formula subgrant program with 
little thought to quality control or oversight; others 
targeted funds more strategically by constraining how 
formula subgrants could be spent or by distributing 

7

ENCOURAGING SMARTER USE 

OF EXISTING FEDERAL DOLLARS, 

ESPECIALLY TITLE I AND TITLE 

II FUNDS, TO SUPPORT SCHOOL 

IMPROVEMENT PLANS IS JUST 

AS IMPORTANT.

“
funds through competitive subgrants aligned with 
state priorities for school improvement. Before 
defaulting to a straightforward formula approach, 
states should consider whether their prior approaches 
worked and at least consider other options.

Moreover, ESSA makes clear that nothing in the 
law restricts states from allocating subgrants to 
consortia of districts or to regional education 
service agencies that are considered LEAs. Therefore, 
states could distribute a portion of the set-aside 
funds through competitive subgrants, giving 
priority to consortia of LEAs that focus on a 
particular improvement challenge (such as closing 
achievement gaps or tackling chronic absenteeism) 
and partner with higher performing schools or 
credible assistance providers.

Finally, states should consider making second-year 
allocations contingent on demonstrated progress 
documented by leading indicators of improvement. 
And they can ensure that districts avoid funding 
“cliffs” by requiring that local applications include 
a budget for both the period of the subgrant and 
for subsequent years — with clear explanations of 
how other federal funds will be leveraged to support 
planned improvement activities.

Encouraging smarter use of existing federal dollars, 
especially Title I and Title II funds, to support 
school improvement plans is just as important as 
any decision states make about the 7 percent set-
aside. Unfortunately, too many schools still do not 
XQGHUVWDQG�WKH�JUHDW�ŉH[LELOLW\�WKH\�KDYH�WR�XVH�7LWOH�
,�DQG�7LWOH�,,�IXQGV�WR�DGGUHVV�SUREOHPV�LGHQWLňHG�
during the needs assessment and improvement 
planning process. The disconnect is so bad and so 
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wasteful that both the U.S. Department of Education 
DQG�WKH�&RXQFLO�RI�&KLHI�6WDWH�6FKRRO�2IňFHUV�
have issued multiple documents encouraging states 
to address the problem over the past three years. 
According to the CCSSO, some states even place 
unnecessary — and often unintended — restrictions 
on the spending of federal funds that further limit 
their usefulness for improvement.14

The Title I, Part A Schoolwide Program option is the 
ELJJHVW��PRVW�DSSOLFDEOH��DQG�PRVW�ŉH[LEOH�VRXUFH�RI�
federal dollars to support school improvement plans. 
It requires a needs assessment and a schoolwide 
improvement plan, allowing Title I dollars to be spent 
on a wide range of improvement activities (from 
school climate interventions to family engagement 
to non-academic supports for students) as long 
as they align with the needs assessments.15 Many 
VFKRROV�LGHQWLňHG�IRU�LPSURYHPHQW�ZLOO�PHHW�WKH�
federal criteria to spend Title I dollars in a schoolwide 
program, and ESSA even provides states with new 
ŉH[LELOLW\�WR�ZDLYH�WKRVH�FULWHULD�IRU�RWKHU�VFKRROV�
with good cause.

*LYH�OHDGHUV�LQ�LGHQWLoHG�VFKRROV�WKH�
authority to staff schools effectively. 
The newest and least effective teachers and 
leaders are disproportionately assigned to 
children in low-performing and/or high-
poverty schools. That won’t change unless 

districts put proven leaders in place and ensure 
they have the authority to build the leadership 
and teaching team they need to create a culture of 
responsibility and improvement.

Extensive research demonstrates that school 
improvement requires strong leadership; indeed, it 
is second only to teaching in its impact on student 
learning.16 One of the most important things 
effective school leaders can do is to create a culture 
and climate where teachers want to work, thus 
attracting an effective, stable teaching staff. Teachers 
want to work in schools with strong leaders who 
create a strong instructional culture that allows 
teachers to collaborate on continuously improving 
their teaching.17 

8

ONE OF THE MOST IMPORTANT 

THINGS EFFECTIVE SCHOOL 

LEADERS CAN DO IS TO 

CREATE A CULTURE AND 

CLIMATE WHERE TEACHERS 

WANT TO WORK.

“

Recognizing the importance of school leadership, 
districts around the country are working on 
improving the way they recruit, train, induct, 
evaluate, and support their leaders.18 The importance 
of quality professional development should not be 
underestimated: New research conducted in Ohio 
shows that a thoughtful program of professional 

development and support can help existing leaders of 
underperforming schools improve their skills in ways 
that boost school outcomes.19

However, even the most effective principals need 
VXIňFLHQW�DXWKRULW\�RYHU�SHUVRQQHO�GHFLVLRQV�WR�
ensure that every student is taught by an effective 
teacher. First, although staff replacement is not always 
necessary, research suggests that, in schools where it 
is necessary, it can lead to higher rates of successful 
school improvement. A study of schools in California 
receiving federal School Improvement Grants found 
that most of the improvement was concentrated 
among those using the turnaround option, which 
required replacing the principal plus at least half 
of the teaching staff.20 And a study of turnaround 
schools in Massachusetts revealed that high-gain 
schools were much more likely than stagnating 
schools to replace at least 45 percent of teachers 
GXULQJ�WKH�ňUVW�\HDU�RI�WXUQDURXQG�21

Second, leaders need the authority to recruit and hire 
WKH�PRVW�HIIHFWLYH�WHDFKHUV�ZKR�DUH�D�JRRG�ňW�IRU�WKH�
school’s individual needs and mission. States can help 
by promoting two proven mechanisms: early hiring 
and mutual consent. A good example comes from 
Boston. Prior to 2014, the district required schools 
to accept existing teachers who had lost positions at 
other Boston schools through “forced placement,” 
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which frequently prevented principals from hiring 
more promising candidates. Most new hires were 
made during July, August, or after the beginning of 
the school year, when the best candidates had already 
taken positions elsewhere. 

In 2014, Boston Public Schools adopted a Human 
Capital Initiative that allowed schools to start 
hiring in March and replaced “forced placement” 
with a requirement that teachers can only be hired 
with mutual consent of the teacher and the school 
leadership team. Late hires have since dropped from 
65 percent to 25 percent. Teachers hired before 
June are twice as likely to receive an “exemplary” 
evaluation rating than those hired later, while 
those hired after June are three times more likely be 
evaluated as underperforming.22

Ensure that students attending the 

ORZHVW�SHUIRUPLQJ�VFKRROV�JHW�WKH�
high-quality instruction they need 

to succeed. School improvement is 
challenging, and it takes time. But the 
students in the lowest performing schools 

don’t have time to spare. State and district leaders thus 
must ask themselves the question: “What can we do 
for the students in low-performing schools right now, 
while the improvement effort gets fully underway?” 

School choice is by no means a panacea, and in 
many places, it is not an option at all. But where 
within- or cross-district public parental option 
programs exist, state and district leaders should 
make absolutely sure that children who attend 
the lowest performing schools get top priority for 
admission to higher performing schools. Some 
states already have open enrollment policies 
that require or encourage districts to give top 
admissions priority to students in low-performing 
schools.23 Over 100 districts around the country 
are acting on the extensive evidence that attending 
socioeconomically diverse schools improves long-
term outcomes for low-income students (with no 
QHJDWLYH�LPSDFW�RQ�RXWFRPHV�IRU�DIŉXHQW�VWXGHQWV��
by implementing enrollment strategies to increase 
school diversity.24 And when NCLB was in effect, 

9

the parents of students in Title I schools labeled 
as “needing improvement” had the right to choose 
another public school for their children. But 
the NCLB process typically occurred after most 
GLVWULFWV�KDG�DOUHDG\�ňOOHG�DYDLODEOH�VHDWV�DW�WKHLU�
higher performing schools, and few parents availed 
themselves of that choice.  

To make public school choice a viable option for 
students in the lowest performing schools, state 
leaders must notify parents of their options before 
WKH�RIňFLDO�HQUROOPHQW�SHULRG�EHJLQV��SURYLGH�WKHP�
with the achievement and opportunity data they need 
to make an informed decision, and ensure that these 
VWXGHQWV�KDYH�kňUVW�GLEVw�RQ�DQ\�RSHQ�VHDWV�LQ�KLJKHU�
performing schools. Moreover, the state or district 
must cover all transportation expenses. 

But students shouldn’t have to move schools to get 
a better education. Whether switching schools is 
an option or not, states and districts should offer 
students supplemental instruction to help accelerate 
learning. While NCLB’s “supplemental services” 
provisions were often not well-administered, the 
basic idea is the right one: When students who are 
behind get the extra instruction they need, it helps 
them catch up. Research shows that high-quality 
supplemental instruction that is aligned with the 
school or district curriculum can help accelerate 
learning for students who are behind. Properly 
organized, this could be a powerful use of the up-to-3 
percent set-aside for Direct Student Services.25 

The bottom line is that there isn’t one best way to get 
immediate help to the students who need it. But there 
is a worst way: not getting them any help at all.  

THE BOTTOM LINE IS THAT 

THERE ISN’T ONE BEST WAY 

TO GET IMMEDIATE HELP TO 

THE STUDENTS WHO NEED IT. 

BUT THERE IS A WORST WAY: 

NOT GETTING THEM ANY HELP 

AT ALL.  

“
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