


Advance Praise for 
The New Meaning of Educational Change, Fourth Edition! 

“For many years the first edition of The New Meaning of Educational 
Change was my ‘bible’ for understanding how to improve teaching 
and learning for all students within complex school systems. The 
book’s fourth edition continues and deepens that tradition by 
featuring a knowledge-base that Michael Fullan describes as ‘more 
profound and accessible’ and that blends the achievement of 
meaning with an action orientation. As with earlier editions, I 
particularly appreciate Fullan’s recognition of the important roles 
played in the change process by students, parents, community 
members, teachers, principals, and district administrators.” 

⎯Dennis Sparks, Emeritus Executive Director, 
National Staff Development Council 

“This new edition of a classic and highly influential text significantly 
extends Fullan’s remarkable efforts to synthesize and make useful 
what is known about successful educational change processes.” 

⎯Ken Leithwood, Professor, Policy Studies, 
OISE/University of Toronto 

“When the third edition was published in 2001, I wrote that ‘Those 
who seek to understand the last decade will find no better source. 
Those seeking a view of the terrain for the next will find no surer 
guide.’ I reiterate these views for the fourth edition with even 
stronger conviction. Michael Fullan is at the peak of his knowledge 
and influence on change and reform in education. He has been a 
master of the field for the quarter century in which The New Meaning 
of Educational Change has been published. No writer can draw on 
developments in so many countries, and he has no peer in his 
command of the links between research, policy, and practice. There is 
a sense of urgency in the fourth edition because a system-wide 
breakthrough has not been made at the level of the student and 
classroom, even though the knowledge of how to do it is at hand. 
Those who seek to achieve such a breakthrough must read this 
book.” 

⎯Brian J. Caldwell, Managing Director, 
Educational Transformations Pty Ltd, 

Professorial Fellow, University of Melbourne, 
and Deputy Chair of Board, 

Australian Council for Educational Research (ACER) 



“Twenty five years ago I was privileged to read the first edition of 
The New Meaning of Educational Change in manuscript form. It 
changed my professional life. As a neophyte change worker, Michael 
Fullan’s knowledge of the educational change landscape, his ability 
to add value through analysis, and his unique skill in forecasting the 
future through reflecting on the past, whilst remaining pragmatically 
in the present, enabled me to take some (minimal) control over the 
world of educational change that I was entering. To his great credit, 
Fullan as the archetypical action-oriented intellectual has pulled off 
the same trick with each successive edition of the book. In this fourth 
edition, however, Fullan has excelled himself. Although following a 
similar structure to previous editions, this is no mere updating of a 
tried and tested formula. Here Fullan is in full flow: He offers us a 
view of educational change as comprehensive as the first edition, but 
with a depth and understanding of the complexities that are 
unsurpassed in their authority, vision, and passion.” 

—David Hopkins, HSBC iNet Chair of International Leadership, 
Institute of Education, University of London, 

and Formerly Chief Adviser to the 
Secretary of State for Education, England 

“The New Meaning of Educational Change, first published in 1982, has 
provided insights that have informed and inspired thousands of 
educators. Never one to ‘stand in place,’ Fullan offers new thinking 
and perspectives in the fourth edition. There is a new emphasis on 
‘capacity building with a focus on results.’ Among many things, 
Fullan explains the promise and pitfalls of ‘going deeper,’ creating 
shared meaning, reculturing, using tri-level reform, and bringing 
change to scale. Fullan, once again, centers his work on motivation, 
relationships, and the human dynamics involved in all change 
efforts. As usual, each concept is built on much research and the field 
experience of others; each is clear and resonates with plain common 
sense; each draws from Fullan’s own work as a change facilitator on 
the national, state, and district levels. Michael Fullan’s acclaimed 
work is aptly titled. Change ever changes and we need to understand 
its ever evolving meaning if we are to make a difference in schools.” 

—Lew Smith, Director, 
National Principals Leadership Institute, 

and National School Change Awards, 
Fordham University Graduate School of Education 



The NEW Meaning
of Educational
Change

FOURTH EDITION

MICHAEL FULLAN

Teachers College, Columbia University
New York and London



Published by Teachers College Press, 1234 Amsterdam Avenue, New York, NY
10027

Copyright © 2007 by Teachers College, Columbia University

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced or transmit-
ted in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photo-
copy, or any information storage and retrieval system, without permission
from the publisher.

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

Fullan, Michael.
The new meaning of educational change / Michael Fullan.—4th ed.
p. cm.

Includes bibliographical references and index.
ISBN 978-0-8077-4765-0 (pbk. : alk. paper)
ISBN 978-0-8077-4766-7 (cloth : alk. paper)
1. Educational change—Canada. 2. Educational change—United States.

3. Education and state—Canada. 4. Education and state—United States.
I. Title.

LA412.F85 2007
370.971—dc22 2006038077

ISBN-13: 978-0-8077-4765-0 (paper)
ISBN-13: 978-0-8077-4766-7 (cloth)

Printed on acid-free paper
Manufactured in the United States of America

14 13 12 11 10 09 08 07 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1



To four boys and a girl





Contents

Preface xi

Part I: UNDERSTANDING EDUCATIONAL CHANGE

1. A Brief History of Educational Change 3

The First Attempt Falls Flat 4

The Plan of the Book 12

Prospects for Reform 18

2. The Meaning of Educational Change 20

The General Problem of the Meaning of Change 21

The Subjective Meaning of Educational Change 23

The Objective Reality of Educational Change 29

Shared Meaning and Program Coherence 37

3. Insights into the Change Process 41

The Mysteries of Change 42

The Elements of Successful Change 44

4. Causes and Processes of Initiation 64

The Change Process 65

Factors Affecting Initiation 69

The Dilemmas of Initiation 80

vii



viii Contents

5. Causes and Processes of Implementation
and Continuation 84

Factors Affecting Implementation 86

Factors Affecting Continuation 100

Perspectives on the Change Process 104

6. Planning, Doing, and Coping with Change 107

Why Planning Fails 107

Success Is Possible 117

Planning and Coping 118

Part II: EDUCATIONAL CHANGE AT THE LOCAL LEVEL

7. The Teacher 129

Where Teachers Are 130

Enter Change 138

Professionalism at the Crossroads 152

8. The Principal 155

Where Principals Are 156

The Principal and Change 159

The Complexity of Leadership 167

9. The Student 170

Where Students Are 172

The Student and Change 179

10. The Parent and the Community 188

Parent Involvement in Schools 190

School Boards and Communities 198

Implications 202



Contents ix

11. The District Administrator 206

Where District Administrators Are 206

The District Administrator and Change 211

Implications 228

Part III: EDUCATIONAL CHANGE
AT THE REGIONAL AND NATIONAL LEVELS

12. Governments 235

The Role of Governments 236

The Case of the National Literacy and
Numeracy Strategy 242

The Ontario Literacy and Numeracy Strategy 246

Implications 261

13. Professional Preparation of Teachers 264

The Preparation of Teachers 267

Hiring and Induction 279

14. Professional Learning of Educators 283

Standards of Practice 285

Changing Cultures and Working Conditions 291

The Role of Leadership 293

To Re-create a Profession 297

15. The Future of Educational Change 299

References 305

Index 321

About the Author 338





Preface

This fourth edition of The New Meaning of Educational Change is
different in that it is more action-based and contains more of my
own assessment and interpretation of what is happening. I start
with a key paragraph from each of the prefaces of the three pre-
vious editions. This gives an idea of how the core message has
evolved in the past quarter of a century.

In the original edition (1982) I wrote:

The issue of central interest in this book is not how many new
policies have been approved or how many programs have been
developed, but rather what has actually changed in practice—if
anything—as a result of our efforts and how do we know when
change is worthwhile? What can teachers, administrators, or
policymakers do when they know something is wrong in our
schools? Can rejecting a proposed educational program be more
progressive than accepting it? Why are we so often unclear
about how to put a new program into practice?

In the second edition (1991):

It is essential to understand both the small and the big pictures.
We have to know what change looks like from the point of view
of the teacher, student, parent, and administrator if we are to
understand the actions and reactions of individuals; and if
we are to comprehend the big picture, we must continue to
aggregate knowledge of those individual situations with an
understanding of organizational and institutional factors that
influence the process of change as government departments,
universities, teacher federations, school systems, and schools
interact.

xi
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In the third edition (2001):

An enormous amount has happed in the decade since the last
edition. If anything, “the meaning hypothesis” has been deeply
confirmed. . . . Advances in cognitive science make meaning the
foundation for the new pedagogy of constructivism. Chaos or
complexity theory leads us inevitably to the conclusion that
working on “coherence” is the key to dealing with the frag-
mented demands of overloaded reform agendas.

What is new in 2007? More has happened to further our un-
derstanding of educational change in the 6 years since the previ-
ous edition than in the 20 years spanning the first and third edi-
tions. Meaning has always been about doing. The work that we
are now engaged in has a strong knowledge base because it is
deeply grounded in action. The initiatives are more ambitious,
more comprehensive, and more demanding. Because of the strong
applied nature of this work, the insights are more robust and
more precise. Theory and practice are becoming more fused, to
the benefit of both.

We still have not cracked the code of getting beyond the class-
room door on a large scale, but the questions are more penetrating
and the forces being mobilized in this quest are more powerful
and increasingly harder to ignore.

The core question in this edition is how to combine “mean-
ing” and “action” to achieve continuous improvement on a sus-
tainable scale never before experienced. What is “new” are strong,
actionable concepts in combination: capacity building, learning in
context, lateral capacity building, sustainability, and systems lead-
ers in action—leaders at all levels engaged in changing the sys-
tem, changing their own context. All of these new and powerful
concepts will become clearer in the course of this book.

What is “bad” is the overdosing on standards and assessment
(the failure to get the balance right between assessment and ca-
pacity building); the inability to get inside the classroom; superfi-
cial professional learning communities; and the failure in many
countries to reduce the gap between lower- and higher-achieving
students and schools. Indeed, widening of the income and educa-
tion gap is occurring in some of the richest countries—a sure dan-
ger sign that society is worsening.
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The work on the meaning of educational change has benefited
greatly from the growing number and variety of academics, poli-
cymakers, and practitioners who are partnering to bring about
substantial improvement, as they understand how to go even fur-
ther. I have the privilege of being in a worldwide network of peo-
ple who are morally and intellectually committed to educational
improvement. This is great work, made all the more meaningful
by the collective effort underway in all quarters of the globe. I
wish here to thank the literally hundreds of co-workers and
friends who have been and continue to be on this journey. What
I have learned is contained in the myriad of actions and interac-
tions I have had over the past 40 years.

In this book I plan to show that the knowledge base of change
is becoming more profound and accessible, and that it is abso-
lutely indispensable to leading within the relentless ubiquity of
innovation and reform. The answer to endemic social complexity
is for individuals, especially in interaction with others, to arm
themselves with knowledge of the change process, to engage in
reflective action, and to test what they know against the increas-
ingly available knowledge in the literature on change.

The meaning of change will always be “new” because it is a
human endeavor that is perpetually dynamic. Educational change
has meaning because it pursues moral purpose and does so by
bringing best knowledge to bear on critical issues of the day.
Above all, when it works, it does so because it motivates “a mil-
lion change agents” to find meaning in collective action to im-
prove humankind. Meaningful work, action-based, never finished—
one could spend a lifetime!





PART I

UNDERSTANDING
EDUCATIONAL CHANGE





CHAPTER 1

A Brief History of
Educational Change

Everything must change at one time or another or else
a static society will evolve.

—Anonymous first-year university student on
an English language proficiency test

One person claims that schools are being bombarded by change;
another observes that there is nothing new under the sun. A poli-
cymaker charges that teachers are resistant to change; a teacher
complains that administrators introduce change for their own self-
aggrandizement and that they neither know what is needed nor
understand the classroom. A parent is bewildered by a new prac-
tice in reading and by the relevance of education to future jobs.
Some argue that restructuring schools is the only answer, while
others decry that this too is just a pipe dream diverting our at-
tention from the core curriculum changes that are desperately
needed. One university professor is convinced that schools are
only a reflection of society and cannot be expected to bring about
change; another professor is equally convinced that schools would
be all right if only superintendents and principals had more “vi-
sion” as educational leaders, and teachers were more motivated
to learn new approaches to improving the curriculum. A governor
works hard to get major new legislation passed to reform educa-
tion; a principal thinks, “this too shall pass.” Charter schools are
hailed simultaneously as saving the day and destroying the public
education system. Commercial entities take over school districts
and claim that they can do a better job. States pass dramatic legis-
lation to serve notice to “failing schools” and “failing school dis-
tricts” with corresponding invasive interventions intended to

3



4 Understanding Educational Change

make things right. Standards-based reform is held up as the
answer to our woes.

Amid all this turmoil, agents at all levels wonder how to get
more and more programs institutionalized, while teachers think
that it is these same promoters of change who should be institu-
tionalized, not their programs. Students are too distracted by a
host of other matters to pay much attention to all the uproar.

What are we learning from these mostly aborted and con-
fused attempts at reform? Remarkably, the history of intensive ed-
ucational change is little more than half a century old. I won’t say
much about the 1950s. It was relatively quiet for most of the de-
cade. The big initial development, as Miles (1993) has noted, was
the National Training Laboratories’ (NTL) training in group skills,
shared reflection, diagnosis, and action. For the most part, these
experiences were laboratory-based, detached from the day-to-day
instructional issues and function of schools.

To say that NTL and related projects had limited impact is
not to say that they were on the wrong track. Today, for example,
it is abundantly clear that one of the keys to successful change is
the improvement of relationships (Fullan, 2001)—precisely the focus
of group development. In any case, as it turned out, these early
attempts represented mere tinkering. There were much larger fish
to fry if education was to play a leading role in societal develop-
ment.

THE FIRST ATTEMPT FALLS FLAT

One doesn’t have to believe that Sputnik was the literal cause of
large-scale reform in the United States post-1957, or that all new
ideas started in the 1960s, or that the United States was the only
country engaged in national educational reform, to know that
something very different was in the air in the 1960s. Elmore (1995)
comments on the pre-1950s “progressive period”:

What is most interesting about the progressive period, as com-
pared with other periods of educational reform, is that its aims
included explicit attempts to change pedagogy, coupled with a
relatively strong intellectual and practical base. Noted intellec-
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tuals—John Dewey, in particular—developed ideas about how
schools might be different. (p. 7)

Progressive reformers believed, according to Elmore, that for
the most part “good ideas would travel of their own volition” into
schools and classrooms (p. 18). The strategy, noted Elmore, “turned
inward, toward the creation of exemplary settings” (p. 11), partic-
ularly over time. The result:

We can produce many examples of how educational practice
could look different, but we can produce few, if any, examples
of large numbers of teachers engaging in these practices in large
scale institutions designed to deliver education to most chil-
dren. (p. 11)

Despite these failures, and indeed ignoring their lessons, the
U.S. federal government launched a large-scale national curricu-
lum reform series of initiatives in the late 1950s and throughout
the 1960s. I previously have labeled this the “adoption era” of
reform because the goal was to get innovations out there, as if
flooding the system with external ideas would bring about de-
sired improvements. Huge sums of money were poured into ma-
jor curriculum reforms like PSSC Physics, BSCC Biology, and MACOS
Social Sciences, and organizational innovations such as open-plan
schools, flexible scheduling, and team teaching.

By the early 1970s, there was mounting evidence that the yield
was minuscule, confined to isolated examples. Goodlad, Klein, and
associates’ Behind the Classroom Door (1970), Sarason’s The Culture
of the School and the Problem of Change (1971), and Gross, Giac-
quinta, and Bernstein’s Implementing Organizational Innovations
(1971) all attested to the absence of change at the classroom level.
The term implementation (or more accurately, failed implementation)
came into the vocabulary of reform, and in the first major review
of research, Fullan and Pomfret (1977) documented the massive
failure of reform. Putting ideas into practice was a far more com-
plex process than people realized.

Elmore (1995) states that what these models missed was

the complex process by which local curricular decisions get
made, the entrenched and institutionalized political and com-
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mercial relationships that support existing textbook-driven cur-
ricula, the weak incentives operating on teachers to change their
practices in their daily work routines, and the extraordinary
costs of making large scale, long-standing changes of a funda-
mental kind in how knowledge is constructed in classrooms.
(p. 15)

There was actually great pressure and incentives to become
innovative, and this resulted in many schools adopting reforms
that they did not have the capacity (individually or organization-
ally) to put into practice. Thus, innovations were adopted on the
surface, with some of the language and structures becoming al-
tered, but not the practice of teaching.

Another major force for reform around the Western world in
the 1960s was the various forms of civil rights movements, pin-
pointing scores of inequities. Numerous national initiatives across
the world focused on the disadvantaged. The education system
was thought to be one of the major societal vehicles for reducing
social inequality. To the intrinsic complexity of changing one’s
practice was added the enormous difficulty of tackling the exist-
ing power structure and overcoming the prejudice and ignorance
of ethnic, class, gender, and special differences of all kinds. Nor
is there much evidence that the lives of the disadvantaged have
improved, even in cases where sincere efforts to do so are in evi-
dence (Oakes, Quartz, Ryan, & Lipton, 1999; Oakes & Lipton,
2002). And where gains have been achieved, it has been in isolated
cases, seemingly guaranteed not to go to scale.

Not much progress has been made since the 1960s, despite
renewed interest in the 1980s in large-scale reform focusing on
accountability. The pressure for reform has increased, but not yet
the reality. The good news is that there is a growing sense of ur-
gency about the need for large-scale reform, more appreciation of
the complexity of achieving it, and even some examples of partial
success. The bad news is that in some countries, such as the
United States, we are losing ground—the economic and education
gap has been widening at least since the year 2000 (Berliner, 2005;
Education Trust, 2005; Fullan, 2006). At this point we know what
needs to be done, but there is neither the sense of urgency nor the
strategic commitment to do the hard work of accomplishing large-
scale, sustainable reform.
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The urgent reasons for reform are now familiar. The global
society is increasingly complex, requiring educated citizens who
can learn continuously, and who can work with diversity, locally
and internationally. Although the source of blame varies, it is now
an undeniable conclusion that the education system and its part-
ners have failed to produce citizens who can contribute to and
benefit from a world that offers enormous opportunity, and
equally complex difficulty finding one’s way in it. Rohlen (1999)
makes this case convincingly in his analysis of “social software for
a learning society,” in which he argues:

In essence, the message is that our schools need to teach learn-
ing processes that better fit the way work is evolving. Above
all, this means teaching the skills and habits of mind that are
essential to problem-solving, especially where many minds
need to interact. (pp. 251–252)

We also are beginning to see the large-scale consequences of
failed reform—health and well-being costs rise, economic pros-
perity becomes jeopardized, and the social cohesion of society
weakens to dangerous levels.

For these reasons, we have witnessed a growing intensity in
the efforts at large-scale reform in the 1990s, and even more so
now. We can now conclude accurately, as I will illustrate through-
out this book, that large-scale reform has returned. We are now
less naive than the last time we had such an opportunity, al-
though society and therefore the problem of reform have become
more complex.

The factors reinforcing the status quo are systemic. The cur-
rent system is held together in many different cross-cutting ways.
Confronting the isolationism and privatism of education systems
is a tall order. It requires intensive action sustained over several
years to make it possible both physically and attitudinally for
teachers to work naturally together in joint planning; observation
of one another’s practice; and seeking, testing, and revising teach-
ing strategies on a continuous basis. Reform is not just putting
into place the latest policy. It means changing the cultures of class-
rooms, schools, districts, universities, and so on. There is much
more to educational reform than most people realize. This book
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honors that complexity but also identifies the most powerful lev-
ers for reform at our disposal. These levers must have the strength
to influence complex webs of factors, while having the virtue of
clarity, if not simplicity. We need powerful usable strategies for
powerful recognizable change.

If a healthy respect for and mastery of the change process do
not become a priority, even well-intentioned change initiatives
will continue to wreak havoc among those who are on the firing
line. Careful attention to a small number of key details during
the change process can result in the experience of success, new
commitments, and the excitement and energizing satisfaction of
accomplishing something that is important. More fundamentally,
reducing the number of failures and realizing new successes can
lead to the revitalization of teaching and learning that is so des-
perately needed in the lives of educators and students today.

The problem of meaning is central to making sense of educa-
tional change. In order to achieve greater meaning, we must come
to understand both the small and the big pictures. The small pic-
ture concerns the subjective meaning or lack of meaning for indi-
viduals at all levels of the education system. Neglect of the phe-
nomenology of change—that is, how people actually experience
change as distinct from how it might have been intended—is at
the heart of the spectacular lack of success of most social reforms.
It is also necessary to build and understand the big picture, be-
cause educational change, after all, is a sociopolitical process. This
book will have succeeded or failed to the extent that people who
are involved in education can read the account and conclude that
it makes sense of their individual context, enables them to under-
stand the broader social forces influencing change, and—above
all—points to some action that they and others around them can
take to improve their immediate situation.

In the process of examining the individual and collective set-
tings, it is necessary to contend with both the “what” of change
and the “how” of change. Meaning must be accomplished in rela-
tion to both these aspects. It is possible to be crystal clear about
what one wants and totally inept at achieving it. Or to be skilled
at managing change but empty-headed about which changes are
most needed. To make matters more difficult, we often do not
know what we want, or do not know the actual consequences of
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a particular direction, until we try to get there. Thus, on the one
hand, we need to keep in mind the values and goals and the con-
sequences associated with specific educational changes; and on the
other hand, we need to comprehend the dynamics of educational
change as a sociopolitical process involving all kinds of individual,
classroom, school, local, regional, and national factors at work in
interactive ways. The problem of meaning is one of how those in-
volved in change can come to understand what it is that should
change, and how it can be best accomplished, while realizing that
the what and how constantly interact with and reshape each other.

We are not only dealing with a moving and changing target;
we are also playing this out in social settings. Solutions must
come through the development of shared meaning. The interface
between individual and collective meaning and action in every-
day situations is where change stands or falls.

Large-scale reform failed in the 1960s because it focused pri-
marily on the development of innovations and paid scant atten-
tion to the culture of schools and districts in which innovations
would reside. During the 1970s, large-scale change went under-
ground as the field focused on effective schools, and innovative
schools, which turned out to be sporadically placed. Growing pres-
sure on education systems to improve in a context of global com-
petition led most countries to introduce “accountability schemes”
in the 1980s without much attention to capacities that would be
required at all levels of the systems to actually do the work of
improvement.

As the 1990s unfolded, some countries, most notably England,
started to pay greater attention to continuing “pressure and sup-
port.” In a National Literacy and Numeracy Strategy (NLNS), En-
gland focused on a few core priorities, stepped up the require-
ments for schools and local authorities to concentrate on the daily
teaching of literacy and numeracy in relation to ongoing student
achievement, used external inspection and assessment to buttress
the effort, and invested heavily in the instructional materials, pro-
fessional development, and use of “change agents” (consultants,
lead literacy and numeracy teachers) at all levels of the system.
Although the causes and detailed meaning of the results are still
being debated, England had considerable success (to a point).
From 1977–2001 the percentage of 11-year-olds achieving profi-
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ciency in literacy and numeracy on national assessments moved
from a little over 60% to about 75% (Earl, Fullan, Leithwood, &
Watson, 2003). This represents an impressive accomplishment
given that almost 20,000 primary schools over 150 local authorities
were involved. Aside from the fact that 75% success is still not
good enough, the results “plateaued” in England for several years
following 2001—an issue that is now being addressed.

So, comprehensive systemwide reform, such as the case in En-
gland, is promising but not yet the answer. In the United States,
large-scale reform was addressed in a different way in the 1990s
through the development of comprehensive school reform (CSR)
models, sometimes called whole-school reform (WSR) models.
Whole-school reform models are intended to provide proven
school-wide innovations that would be adopted by schools in
order to improve student achievement, especially among more
disadvantaged and low-performing schools. The most prominent
sponsor of WSR models over the past decade has been New Amer-
ican Schools (NAS)—a private, nonprofit organization whose mis-
sion is to help schools and districts raise student achievement. Since
its inception, NAS has been involved in a development phase
(1992–1993), a demonstration phase (1993–1995), and a scale-up
phase (1995–2002).

The decade-long experience (1991–2001) with whole-school
reform models has been well evaluated by the Rand Corporation
(Berends, Bodilly, & Kirby, 2002; Berends, Chun, Schuyler, Stockly,
& Briggs, 2002), and by independent researchers such as Datnow
and her colleagues (Datnow, Hubbard, & Mehan, 2002; Datnow &
Kemper, 2003). The main conclusion from the Rand research was
that “the initial hypothesis, that by adopting a whole-school de-
sign a school could improve its performance was largely un-
proven” (Berends, Bodilly, & Kirby, 2002, p. xxxvi).

As policymakers realized that WSR models were not the an-
swer, they gravitated to more direct methods of changing the sys-
tem. Much of this new work is contained in the chapters of this
book, so I will not dwell on the post-2000 strategies here. In most
jurisdictions, this work involves stepping up the ante through in-
trusive accountability-based interventions. The United States’ No
Child Left Behind (NCLB) is a prime example, as is England’s Ev-
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ery Child Matters (ECM) legislation. In the words of this book, by
and large the policies and strategies employed have not yet in-
spired widespread “meaning” on the part of the scores of people
that would be necessary for success to occur. Let me frame the
problem.

The main dilemmas in large-scale reform are all a variation
on what I call the too-tight/too-loose problem. Top-down change
doesn’t work because it fails to garner ownership, commitment, or
even clarity about the nature of the reforms. Bottom-up change—
so-called let a thousand flowers bloom—does not produce success
on any scale. A thousand flowers do not bloom, and those that do
are not perennial! The strategies that are needed have a “bias for
action” and pursue this by reconciling and combining top-down
and bottom-up forces for change. In our work, we call this strat-
egy capacity building with a focus on results (Fullan, 2005, 2006; Ful-
lan, Hill, & Crévola, 2006). We will see many practical, large-scale
examples of this strategy throughout the chapters.

The search, then, for large-scale reform that is successful con-
tinues. In this brief history of educational change, let me make one
final point. There is an important distinction to be made between
innovation and innovativeness. The former concerns the content of
a given new program, while the latter involves the capacities of
an organization to engage in continuous improvement. Both are
of interest to us. One can productively focus on a particular inno-
vation and trace its path of success or failure. One also can start
with the culture of a school, district, or other level of the system,
and examine how innovative it is. We will do both in this book,
although I would place the emphasis on how institutions can be-
come innovative on a sustainable basis. Indeed, there is a shift
over the four editions from innovation to innovativeness, and this
current edition continues and deepens the trend.

The meaning of change is one of those intriguing concepts
that seems like so much common sense, but eludes us when we
pursue it on a large scale. The reason that it is so difficult to pin
down is that at the end of the day large-scale reform is about
sharedmeaning, which means that it involves simultaneously indi-
vidual and social change. Socially meaningful change in complex
times will always be intrinsically difficult to accomplish.
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THE PLAN OF THE BOOK

I do not attempt to survey the content or substance of all the latest
educational innovations and reforms. I do, however, use a wide
range of specific innovations to explain the practical meaning of
educational change. Included in the studies on which I draw are
changes in various curriculum areas (e.g., literacy, mathematics,
science, social studies), computers, cooperative learning, special
education, school restructuring, teacher education, school-wide
innovations, district reform, state and national policies, and so on.
Locally initiated changes are well represented along with those
sponsored at the provincial/state and national levels.

The book is divided into three main parts. Part I: Understand-
ing Educational Change (Chapters 1 through 6) provides a de-
tailed overview of how educational change works. We started in
this chapter with a brief history of change in order to get a sense
of the territory. We continue this journey in Chapter 2, which
deals with the subjective reality of coping with change, both invol-
untary and desired change, and makes explicit the objective real-
ity of what we mean when we refer to something as having
changed. This chapter defines what change is. Chapter 3 is brand-
new to this book. It introduces the dynamics of change and offers
key new insights into the inner workings of successful and unsuc-
cessful change processes—ideas essential for all remaining chap-
ters in the book.

Chapter 4 identifies the main factors that relate to adoption or
decisions to initiate change. There are a variety of reasons why
individuals or groups decide to embark on a change—personal
prestige, bureaucratic self-interest, political responsiveness, and
concern for solving an unmet need. This chapter raises questions
about how and why decisions about particular educational changes
are made. The way in which these decisions are made strongly
influences what will happen at the follow-up or implementation
stage.

Implementation and continuation (or the extent to which
change actually occurs and is sustained) are the focus of Chapter
5. Since implementation refers to what really happens in practice
(as distinct from what was supposed to happen), it is a central
theme that runs through the whole book. The history of imple-
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mentation research is not pleasant. It shows that planned change
attempts rarely succeed as intended. As some old sayings go,
“There’s many a slip ’twixt the cup and the lip,” “the proof is in
the pudding,” and “the road to hell is paved with good inten-
tions.” Honorable motives are even more problematic when we
attempt to get others to heaven as well as ourselves—when social
rather than individual change is at stake. In fact, I will show that,
ironically, in many ways the more committed an individual is to
a specific form of change, the less effective he or she will be in
getting others to implement it. While the above sayings have been
around a long time, it is only in the past 30 years that educators
have come to realize that “the proof is in the ‘putting’”: The way
in which change is put into practice determines to a large extent
how well it fares. As we shall see, some of the most recent evi-
dence indicates that we may be getting better at planning and
implementing not only specific innovations, but also more com-
plex policy reforms. Certainly there is greater clarity about what
factors need to be addressed and how to address them.

Chapters 4 and 5 cover the process of change: from how
changes become initiated to how or whether they get put into
practice and become institutionalized. What happens at one stage
has powerful consequences for subsequent stages. In the final
analysis, Chapter 5 provides an overview of the dynamics of how
educational changes get implemented/nonimplemented and insti-
tutionalized/discontinued.

It is one thing to know the events and situations that cause
change or prevent change from happening; it is an entirely differ-
ent question to know what to do about it. Chapter 6 delves into
the complex issues of planning and coping with educational
change. Paradoxically, and entirely consistent with the message of
this book, planning is more about doing (reflective doing) than it
is about pre-action planning. I endorse a bias for action not just
because I am committed to change on the ground, but equally
because it is only through action that we come to understand and
develop the skills and clarity to actually make change successful.
Chapter 6 addresses the perplexing question of “the pathways
problem”—that knowing what constitutes success is not the same
thing as achieving it in a new situation. Many attempts at change
fail because no distinction is made between theories of change
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(what causes change) and theories of changing (how to influence
those causes). And when solutions are attempted, they often cre-
ate their own problems, which are more severe than the original
ones. Chapter 6 contains examples of both failure and success at
planned change.

Part I, then, provides the overall framework for thinking
about and doing something about educational change. It shows,
incidentally, that “rationally planned” strategies are not that ratio-
nal when it comes to dealing with people and the problem of
meaning. Part I does not differentiate in detail what it all means
for the everyday teacher, principal, parent, and so on. This is the
purpose of Part II, Educational Change at the Local Level, which
consists of five chapters (7 through 11) in which I examine what
is known about the role of people in different positions at the local
school and school district levels. In each case, I bring to bear the
body of research knowledge (particularly concrete, experiential
evidence) on a given role in order to address two sets of ques-
tions. The first set concerns the meaning of change for people in
the role under discussion—what their experience is in relation to
the process of educational change. Then, when we have some un-
derstanding of the meaning of change for given role incumbents,
the second set of questions is directed at generating ideas for what
they could or should do about it. These guidelines will range from
general suggestions to specific steps to be taken, depending on
the circumstances.

The five chapters in Part II are designed so that individuals
within these roles can gain greater understanding of their place in
the context of changes around them. These chapters also enable
individuals in one role to gain an understanding of the realities of
participants in other roles and thereby a clearer view of the sociol-
ogy of educational change in the society as a whole.

Chapters 7 to 9 examine change within the school by analyz-
ing the roles of key participants and their organizational relation-
ships. As implementation is the essence of change, it follows that
the teacher as implementer is central. Chapter 7 examines the con-
crete situation of the teacher and shows that change is only one
among many problems the teacher faces—it turns out that the
conditions for change as well as strategies employed by central
policymakers and administrators provide many more disincen-
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tives than benefits. Sociologically speaking, few of us, if placed in
the current situation of teachers, would be motivated or able to
engage in effective change. Obvious strategies do not seem to
work. Professional development of teachers has been ineffective
and wasteful more times than not. Building on earlier chapters,
Chapter 7 explains why many approaches to change do not work
for teachers and suggests some remedies. There have been great
new advances in knowledge in the past few years in understand-
ing professional learning communities and the role they play in
“reculturing” the teachers’ role in improvement.

More lip service than mind service has been given to the piv-
otal role of the principal as gatekeeper or facilitator of change.
However, the research evidence is mounting, and we have much
to go on in sorting out the role of school leadership. Chapter 8
describes the situation of the principal and his or her current role
in facilitating or inhibiting change. As before, to understand what
is, we examine specific evidence and situations. It is only through
specificity that we can go beyond the generalities of leadership
qualities found in much of the literature. In deriving implications
for what the role of the principal could or should be, the emphasis
will be on the formulation of specific guidelines that deal with the
total reality faced by the principal. The principal is absolutely key
when it comes to developing the “school capacity” to manage
change. Ironically, the more that we have recognized the vital im-
portance of the principal, the more we have overloaded the princi-
palship. Today the problem is to figure out how principals can be
supported to become the lead change agent.

People think of students as the potential beneficiaries of
change. They think of achievement results, skills, attitudes, and
the need for various improvements for the good of the children.
They rarely think of students as participants in a process of change.
Consequently, there is limited evidence regarding what students
think about changes and their role regarding them. It is interesting
and worthwhile to attempt to develop the theme of what the role
of students is and what it could be. Naturally there will be differ-
ences according to the age of students, but Chapter 9 will elabo-
rate on the possible meaning of change for children and adoles-
cents. Fortunately, growing attention is being paid to the “voice”
and participation of students in school reform.
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The remaining two chapters of Part II address the local con-
text of schools, namely, parents/community and district infra-
structure. In Chapter 10 the roles of parents, communities, and
school boards are examined. The problem of meaning is especially
acute for these groups, which are vitally concerned with and re-
sponsible for educational decisions but which often have limited
knowledge. Case-study materials and other research evidence will
be used to clarify what communities do vis-à-vis questions of ini-
tiating, rejecting, supporting, or blocking particular changes in
their schools, and will illustrate the dilemma that schools face
about whether to involve parents in decisions about change. I will
take up especially questions regarding the role of the individual
parent in instruction, decision making, and otherwise relating to
the school and to the education of his or her child.

A considerable amount of evidence exists that the superinten-
dent and other district administrators are as crucial for determin-
ing change within the district as is the principal within the school.
Again it will be necessary to examine evidence that will allow us
to determine in which ways this is specifically true. What is it that
the district administrator does? What is the actual process of
events, and what are the results? As interest in large-scale reform
has increased, the role of districts has received greater attention.
The goal is to engage all schools in the district in ongoing reform,
not just a few. Case studies of school districts doing this are dis-
cussed in Chapter 11.

As Part II analyzes what happens at the local level, the four
chapters in Part III turn to the regional and national levels. If we
are to understand the realities of change at the local level, we
must discover how societal agencies, for better or worse, influence
change in schools. The role of government agencies represents an-
other dilemma for understanding educational change. On the one
hand, important social reforms would not be launched without
federal or state/provincial impetus. On the other hand, external
reforms frequently are not successful and are seen as interfering
with local autonomy. We now have enough evidence from gov-
ernmental change efforts since 1960 to understand why this source
of reform is necessary, why it often doesn’t work, and what the
implications are for altering the approach. Common principles
and research findings will be used to analyze how national and
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state agencies function in the realm of education. Chapter 12 as-
sesses these issues and formulates guidelines for governmental ac-
tion. Compared with the previous edition of this book, we now
are able to be much more precise about the role of governments
in large-scale successful reform. We have examples underway that
represent deliberate use of the knowledge base in change in order
to accomplish major reforms.

In Chapters 13 and 14 the education and continuing profes-
sional development of school personnel are examined. Nothing is
more central to reform than the selection and development of
teachers and administrators. The initial preparation of teachers,
including induction, is the purview of Chapter 13. The preservice
education of teachers does not prepare them at all for the com-
plexities of educational change. And until recently, the plight and
the potential of the beginning teacher have been ignored. While
reversal of these traditions is not yet in evidence, I will present
considerable data to demonstrate that teacher education is receiv-
ing some of the critical attention it deserves.

Career-long professional development for teachers and ad-
ministrators, which I take up in Chapter 14, has not fared much
better. Inservice education or ongoing staff development explicitly
directed at change has failed, in most cases, because it is ad hoc,
discontinuous, and unconnected to any plan for change that ad-
dresses the set of factors identified in earlier chapters. Factors af-
fecting change function in interaction and must be treated as such;
solutions directed at any one factor in isolation will have minimal
impact. Chapters 13 and 14 analyze recent developments in the
area of preparation and development of educators, and make the
case that these developments must be linked to other strategies
that focus on changing the cultures or working conditions of edu-
cators.

In the final chapter of the book (Chapter 15) I reflect on the
problem of change in the context of future trends and expectations
for educational change. In many ways we now know what works.
Unfortunately this formulation itself is partly a theory of change
rather than of changing—to know what works in some situations
does not mean we can get it to work in other situations. The basis
for hope, however, lies somewhere beyond the naivete of the
1960s, the cynicism of the 1970s, the partial successes of the 1980s
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and 1990s, and the sobering realization in the 2000s that this is
going to be a lot harder than we thought. Going beyond hope,
this book will identify and point to action steps that each and
every one of us can take to bring about significant improvements.

PROSPECTS FOR REFORM

We have learned over the past decade that the process of educa-
tional reform is much more complex than had been anticipated.
Even apparent successes have fundamental flaws. For example, in
our development work we have been interested in how long it
takes to turn around a poorly performing school or district to be-
come a well- or better-performing system. In the third edition, I
concluded that you can turn around an elementary school in
about 3 years, a high school in about 6 years, and a school district
(depending on size) in about 8 years (Fullan, 2001). Six years later,
we can safely say, based on our recent experience, that by using
the latest change knowledge we can cut these rates in half. None-
theless, we are still not talking about changing the whole system.

The main reason that change fails to occur in the first place
on any scale, and is not sustained when it does, is that the infra-
structure is weak, unhelpful, or working at cross-purposes. By the
infrastructure I mean the next layers above whatever unit we are
focusing on. In terms of successive levels, for example, a teacher
cannot sustain change if he or she is working in a negative school
culture; similarly, a school can initiate and implement successful
change, but cannot sustain it if it is operating in a less than helpful
district; a district cannot keep going if it works in a state that is
not helping to sustain reform.

It is for this reason—the need for whole-system, sustainable
reform—that we recently have turned our attention to tri-level re-
form: what has to happen at the local school and community level
as one of the “tri’s;” at the district level as the mid “tri;” and at
the state or national level as the final “tri” (Barber & Fullan, 2005;
Fullan, 2005).

We also are engaged currently in attempts to realize tri-level
reform. In Ontario, Canada, for example, we are directly involved
in using the knowledge base to transform the entire school sys-
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tem, starting with literacy and numeracy up to the age of 12
(Fullan, 2006). In related work, Fullan, Hill, and Crévola (2006)
have mapped out a comprehensive design for achieving break-
through results (95%+) for all students. I also have raised more
fundamental questions naming income and education gaps as the
real reform agenda (Fullan, 2006). In Turnaround Leadership I argue
that most attempts at turning around failing schools achieve, at
best, superficial, nonsustainable results.

I believe that we are closer than ever in knowing what must
be done to engage all classrooms and schools in continuous re-
form. Knowing what must be done, as this book amply demon-
strates, is not the same thing as getting it done. Meaning is key,
but only if it is shared. And you cannot get shared meaning with-
out purposeful action on many fronts.



CHAPTER 2

The Meaning of
Educational Change

If there is no meaning in it, that saves a world of trou-
ble, you know, as we needn’t try to find any.
—King of Hearts in Alice in Wonderland, after reading

the nonsensical poem of the White Rabbit

We have become so accustomed to the presence of change that we
rarely stop to think what change really means as we are experi-
encing it at the personal level. More important, we almost never
stop to think what it means for others around us who might be in
change situations. The crux of change is how individuals come to
grips with this reality. We vastly underestimate both what change
is (the topic of this chapter) and what factors and processes ac-
count for it (Chapters 4 and 5).

The clarification process that I propose to follow in this chap-
ter has four parts. The first task is to consider the more general
problem of the meaning of individual change in society at large,
not just confined to education. Second, I elaborate on the subjective
meaning of change for individuals in education. Third, I organize
these ideas more comprehensively to arrive at a description of the
objective meaning of change, which more formally attempts to
make sense of the components of educational change. The test of
the validity of this objective description will indeed be whether it
orders and makes sense of the confusion and complexity of educa-
tors’ subjective realities. Fourth, and as a forward link to much of
the rest of the book, I take up the critical related issues of shared
meaning and program coherence. Finally, let me stress at the out-
set that meaning has both moral and intellectual dimensions.
Making a difference in the lives of students requires care, commit-

20
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ment, and passion as well as the intellectual know-how to do
something about it. Moral purpose and knowledge are the two
main change forces that drive success.

THE GENERAL PROBLEM OF THE MEANING OF CHANGE

The titles of some of the more general accounts of individual and
organizational change and reality in modern society provide us
with as succinct an introduction to the problem as any: Loss and
Change (Marris, 1975), Beyond the Stable State (Schön, 1971), The
Social Construction of Reality (Berger & Luckmann, 1967), Thriving
on Chaos (Peters, 1987), Riding the Waves of Change (Morgan, 1989),
The Fifth Discipline (Senge, 1990), Only the Paranoid Survive (Grove,
1996), Competing on the Edge (Brown & Eisenhardt, 1998), Leader-
ship on the Line (Heifetz & Linsky, 2002), Change without Pain (Abra-
hamson, 2004), and Hard Facts, Dangerous Half-Truths and Total
Nonsense (Pfeffer & Sutton, 2006).

While there is a difference between voluntary and imposed
change, Marris (1975) makes the case that all real change involves
loss, anxiety, and struggle. Failure to recognize this phenomenon
as natural and inevitable has meant that we tend to ignore impor-
tant aspects of change and misinterpret others. As Marris states
early in his book, “Once the anxieties of loss were understood,
both the tenacity of conservatism and the ambivalence of transi-
tional institutions became clearer” (p. 2).

According to Marris, “Whether the change is sought or re-
sisted, and happens by chance or design; whether we look at it
from the standpoint of reformers or those they manipulate, of in-
dividuals or institutions, the response is characteristically ambiv-
alent” (p. 7). New experiences are always reacted to initially in
the context of some “familiar, reliable construction of reality” in
which people must be able to attach personal meaning to the ex-
periences, regardless of how meaningful they might be to others.
Marris does not see this “conservative impulse” as incompatible
with growth: “It seeks to consolidate skills and attachments,
whose secure possession provides the assurance to master some-
thing new” (p. 22).

Change may come about either because it is imposed on us
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(by natural events or deliberate reform) or because we voluntarily
participate in or even initiate change when we find dissatisfaction,
inconsistency, or intolerability in our current situation. In either
case, the meaning of change rarely will be clear at the outset, and
ambivalence will pervade the transition. Any innovation “cannot
be assimilated unless its meaning is shared” (Marris, 1975, p. 121,
emphasis added).

I quote at some length a passage from Marris (1975) that is
most revealing and fundamental to our theme.

No one can resolve the crisis of reintegration on behalf of an-
other. Every attempt to pre-empt conflict, argument, protest by
rational planning, can only be abortive: however reasonable the
proposed changes, the process of implementing them must still
allow the impulse of rejection to play itself out. When those
who have power to manipulate changes act as if they have only
to explain, and when their explanations are not at once ac-
cepted, shrug off opposition as ignorance or prejudice, they ex-
press a profound contempt for the meaning of lives other than
their own. For the reformers have already assimilated these
changes to their purposes, and worked out a reformulation
which makes sense to them, perhaps through months or years
of analysis and debate. If they deny others the chance to do the
same, they treat them as puppets dangling by the threads of
their own conceptions. (p. 166)

Schön (1971) has developed essentially the same theme. All
real change involves “passing through the zones of uncertainty
. . . the situation of being at sea, of being lost, of confronting more
information than you can handle” (p. 12). “Dynamic conserva-
tism” in both Marris’s and Schön’s formulation is not simply an
individual but a social phenomenon. Individuals (e.g., teachers)
are members of social systems (e.g., schools) that have shared
senses of meaning.

Dynamic conservatism is by no means always attributable to
the stupidity of individuals within social systems, although
their stupidity is frequently invoked by those seeking to in-
troduce change. The power of social systems over individuals
becomes understandable, I think, only if we see that social sys-
tems provide a framework of theory, values and related tech-



The Meaning of Educational Change 23

nology which enables individuals to make sense of their lives.
Threats to the social system threaten this framework. (Marris,
1975, p. 51)

The implications of the principles and ideas described by
Marris and others are profound in relation to our understanding
of educational change in two senses—one concerning the mean-
ing of change, and the other regarding the process of change. In
the rest of this chapter, I will begin to apply these principles to
specific examples of the meaning of educational change by intro-
ducing concepts pertaining to different dimensions and degrees
of change. In Chapters 4 through 6, the implications for the man-
agement of change will be documented in an examination of a
large body of evidence on the causes and processes of change.

Real change, then, whether desired or not, represents a seri-
ous personal and collective experience characterized by ambiva-
lence and uncertainty; and if the change works out, it can result
in a sense of mastery, accomplishment, and professional growth.
The anxieties of uncertainty and the joys of mastery are central to
the subjective meaning of educational change and to the success
or failure thereof—facts that have not been recognized or appreci-
ated in most attempts at reform.

THE SUBJECTIVE MEANING OF EDUCATIONAL CHANGE

The details of the multiple phenomenologies of the different roles
engaged in the educational enterprise will be taken up in each of
the relevant chapters in Parts II and III. Here, my purpose is to
establish the importance and meaning of the subjective reality of
change. For illustration I will use examples taken from the world
of the teacher, but the reader should refer to Chapter 7 for a more
complete treatment of the teacher’s situation, and to other chap-
ters for the various relevant realities of other participants.

The daily subjective reality of teachers is very well described
by Cohen and Hill (2001), Huberman (1983), Lortie (1975), Rosen-
holtz (1989), Ball and Cohen (1999), Spillane (1999, 2004), and Stig-
ler and Hiebert (1999). The picture is one of limited development
of technical culture: Teachers are uncertain about how to influence
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students, and even about whether they are having an influence;
they experience students as individuals in specific circumstances
who are being influenced by multiple and differing forces for
which generalizations are not possible. Teaching decisions often
are made on pragmatic trial-and-error grounds with little chance
for reflection or thinking through the rationale. Teachers must
deal with constant daily disruptions, both within the classroom,
such as managing discipline and interpersonal conflicts; and from
outside the classroom, such as collecting money for school events,
making announcements, and dealing with the principal, parents,
and central office staff. Teachers must get through the daily grind;
the rewards are having a few good days, covering the curriculum,
getting a lesson across, and having an impact on one or two indi-
vidual students (success stories). Teachers constantly feel the criti-
cal shortage of time. And there are few intensive, ongoing learn-
ing opportunities for teachers individually or in concert to deeply
acquire new learning concepts and skills.

Based on his own investigations and reviews of other re-
search, Huberman (1983) summarizes the “classroom press” that
exerts daily influences on teachers.

• The press for immediacy and concreteness: Teachers engage in an
estimated 200,000 interchanges a year, most of them spontaneous
and requiring action.

• The press for multidimensionality and simultaneity: Teachers must
carry out a range of operations simultaneously, providing materi-
als, interacting with one pupil and monitoring the others, assess-
ing progress, attending to needs and behavior.

• The press for adapting to ever-changing conditions or unpredictability:
Anything can happen. Schools are reactive partly because they
must deal with unstable input—classes have different “personali-
ties” from year to year; a well-planned lesson may fall flat; what
works with one child is ineffective for another; what works one
day may not work the next.

• The press for personal involvement with students: Teachers discover
that they need to develop and maintain personal relationships and
that for most students meaningful interaction is a precursor to
academic learning. (pp. 482–483, emphasis in original)

This “classroom press,” according to Huberman, affects teach-
ers in a number of different ways: It draws their focus to day-to-
day effects or a short-term perspective; it isolates them from other
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adults, especially meaningful interaction with colleagues; it exhausts
their energy; and it limits their opportunities for sustained reflection.

In addition to these day-to-day factors that inhibit learning on
the part of teachers, most strategies for reform focus on structures,
formal requirements, and event-based activities involving, for ex-
ample, professional development sessions. They do not struggle
directly with existing cultures within which new values and prac-
tices may be required. As I have said elsewhere (Fullan, 1993,
1999), restructuring (which can be done by fiat) occurs time and
time again, whereas reculturing (how teachers come to question
and change their beliefs and habits) is what is needed.

Six recent studies, among many I could have selected, show
that going deeper into reculturing is proving far more difficult
than previously realized (Ball & Cohen, 1999; Cohen & Hill, 2001;
Cross City Campaign for Urban School Reform, 2005; Oakes et al.,
1999; Stigler & Hiebert, 1999; Timperley & Parr, 2005).

Ball and Cohen (1999) and Cohen and Hill (2001) talk about
the persistent superficiality of teacher learning: “Although a good
deal of money is spent on staff development in the United States,
most is spent on sessions and workshops that are often intellectu-
ally superficial, disconnected from deep issues of curriculum and
learning, fragmented and noncumulative” (Ball & Cohen, 1999,
pp. 3–4). Teachers do not fare much better on the job, argue Ball
and Cohen: “Teacher learning is usually seen as either something
that just happens as a matter of course from experience or as the
product of training in particular methods or curricula” (p. 4).

Cohen and Hill’s (2001) study of California’s decade-long ef-
fort to change and improve mathematics teaching is another case
in point. Their conclusion is stated up front.

The policy was a success for some California teachers and stu-
dents. It led to the creation of new opportunities for teachers to
learn. Teachers were able to work together on serious problems
of curriculum teaching and learning in short-term professional
communities. The policy also helped to create coherence among
elements of the curriculum, assessment, and learning opportu-
nities for certain teachers. Such coherence is quite rare in the
blizzard of often divergent guidance for instruction that typi-
cally blows over U.S. public schools. Only a modest fraction of
California elementary teachers—roughly only 10 percent—had the
experiences summarized. (p. 9, emphasis added)
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Cohen and Hill also found that norms of collaboration among
teachers were weak, and that collaboration per se did not neces-
sarily result in improvement. It had to be focused and sustained—
a case we make in detail in Breakthrough (Fullan et al., 2006). The
result for the vast majority of teachers is lack of consistency and
coherence, with few opportunities for what Ball and Cohen, and
Cohen and Hill, call practice-based inquiry and teaching for un-
derstanding, in which assessment, curriculum, and opportunities
for teachers to learn about connecting assessment and instruction
are evident on an ongoing basis.

Stigler and Hiebert’s The Teaching Gap (1999) is even more re-
vealing, as it is based on videotapes of an international sample of
8th-grade mathematics teachers. Mathematics lessons were video-
taped in 231 classrooms: 100 in Germany, 50 in Japan, and 81 in
the United States. Experienced mathematicians and mathematics
teachers examined mathematical content with regard to its poten-
tial for helping students understand mathematics as judged in a
blind test. The results showed that 89% of U.S. lessons contained
low-level content, compared with 34% in Germany and 11% in
Japan. Looking further into U.S. classrooms, Stigler and Hiebert
found U.S. teachers said that they were familiar with the National
Council of Teachers of Mathematics’s (NCTM) Professional Stan-
dards for Teaching Mathematics (which is a well-developed vision
of how teaching of mathematics should change in order to raise
student understanding). Despite teachers’ apparent familiarity with
the NCTM Standards, Stigler and Hiebert report:

When we looked at the videos, we found little evidence of re-
form, at least as intended by those who had proposed the re-
forms . . . [moreover], reform teaching, as interpreted by some
teachers, might actually be worse than what they were doing
previously in their classrooms. Teachers can misinterpret re-
form and change surface features—for example, they include
more group work; use more manipulatives, calculators, and
real-world problem scenarios; or include writing in the lesson—
but fail to alter their basic approach in teaching mathematics.
(pp. 106–107)

Next, consider Oakes and associates’ (1999) study of middle
schools implementing Carnegie’s Turning Points agenda intended
to create caring, intellectually productive schools for young ado-
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lescents. Oakes and associates observe that educators often rush
to adopt new structures and strategies without considering their
deeper implications. As one local leader observed:

People jump on the practices. [They say], “Turning Points is hav-
ing teams.” Well, why are we having teams? What is the pur-
pose of teams? “Well it’s just having teams.” Interdisciplinary
curriculum? “Ok, let’s do interdisciplinary curriculum.” But
why are we doing it? What are the purposes of it? What is our
belief system about why we have interdisciplinary [curricu-
lum]? They’ll never have those discussions unless you’ve got
somebody asking questions to prompt that dialogue. They
haven’t had an inquiry approach to making decisions. I think
that we’ve said, “These are the good practices for middle
grades.” So everybody kind of jumps on the bandwagon and
does them without really thinking about the process of change
and how do we make that change happen? And then some peo-
ple think that because they’ve changed the structure, they’re
there. (p. 242)

The Cross City Campaign for Urban School Reform’s (2005)
case studies of district-wide reform in Chicago, Milwaukee, and
Seattle substantially corroborate the theme in this section. The
change strategies put in place seem to have all the trappings of
success: a large influx of new money; a focus on curriculum and
instruction (especially related to literacy, math, and science); sub-
stantial professional development for teachers and principals; and
major political support from the mayor and other community
leaders. What transpired was discouraging. The bottom-line con-
clusion of the three case studies in the words of the authors:

The three districts we studied had decentralized resources and
authority to the schools, and had undergone significant organi-
zational changes to facilitate their ambitious instructional im-
provement plans. The unfortunate reality for many principals
and teachers we interviewed is that the districts were unable to
change and improve practice on a large-scale. (p. 4)

To put it another way, the strategies employed, despite reflecting
in many ways the state of the art of the knowledge base about
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change, were not powerful enough to create new shared meaning,
skills, and commitment across large numbers of educators.

A particularly revealing problem of meaning, or more accu-
rately different worlds of meaning, is contained in Timperley and
Parr’s (2005) research on the national literacy initiative in New
Zealand. The essence of change, they say, revolves around three
concepts (which will be familiar to readers of The New Meaning of
Educational Change): beliefs and values; knowledge and skills; and
outcomes. What their study demonstrates is that the government’s
“theory of change” relative to generating new beliefs, knowledge,
and outcomes was different than the schools’ conceptions. Most
problematic was that the strategy of change employed failed to
engage these two different worlds, and hence failed to produce
positive outcomes. All of this is less a criticism of teachers and
more a problem of the way in which change is introduced, and
especially the lack of opportunity for teachers to engage in deeper
questioning and sustained learning. As a result, meaningful reform
escapes the typical teacher, in favor of superficial, episodic reform
that makes matters worse.

In short, there is no reason for teachers to believe in the value
of proposed changes, and few incentives (and large costs) to find
out whether a given change will turn out to be worthwhile. House’s
(1974) observation over 30 years ago still holds.

The personal costs of trying new innovations are often high . . .
and seldom is there any indication that innovations are worth
the investment. Innovations are acts of faith. They require that
one believe that they will ultimately bear fruit and be worth
the personal investment, often without the hope of immediate
return. Costs are also high. The amount of energy and time
required to learn the new skills or roles associated with the
new innovation is a useful index to the magnitude of resistance.
(p. 73)

Other studies of attempted change show that not all teachers
experience even the comfort of false clarity. Both Gross and asso-
ciates (1971) and Huberman and Miles (1984) found that abstract
goals, combined with a mandate for teachers to operationalize
them, resulted in confusion, frustration, anxiety, and abandon-
ment of the effort. Thus, false clarity occurs when people think
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that they have changed but only have assimilated the superficial
trappings of the new practice. Painful unclarity is experienced
when unclear innovations are attempted under conditions that do
not support the development of the subjective meaning of the
change.

Lack of focus and clarity represents what I referred to earlier
as the “too-loose” problem. Directly addressing this problem, as
many jurisdictions have done, with standards-based reform gets
us into the dysfunctions of the “too-tight” solution. Witness, for
example, McNeil’s (2000) devastating account of the impact of
standardized testing in Texas, or Popham’s (2004) equally tren-
chant dissection of the toxic effects of NCLB in its current form.

We will get to solutions later, but suffice it to say here that
existing strategies fail to get at the day-to-day meaning and moti-
vation of teachers. At this stage I draw two basic conclusions.
First, change will always fail until we find some way of develop-
ing infrastructures and processes that engage teachers in devel-
oping new knowledge, skills, and understandings. Second, it
turns out that we are talking not about surface meaning, but
rather deep meaning about new approaches to teaching and learn-
ing. Meaning will not be easy to come by given this goal and
existing cultures and conditions.

THE OBJECTIVE REALITY OF EDUCATIONAL CHANGE

People do not understand the nature or ramifications of most edu-
cational changes. They become involved in change voluntarily or
involuntarily and in either case experience ambivalence about its
meaning, form, or consequences. I have implied that there are a
number of things at stake—changes in goals, skills, philosophy or
beliefs, behavior, and so forth. Subjectively these different aspects
are experienced in a diffuse, incoherent manner. Change often is
not conceived of as being multidimensional. Objectively, it is possi-
ble to clarify the meaning of an educational change by identifying
and describing its main separate dimensions. Ignorance of these
dimensions explains a number of interesting phenomena in the
field of educational change: for example, why some people accept
an innovation they do not understand; why some components of
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a change are implemented and others not; and why strategies for
change neglect certain essential components.

The concept of objective reality is tricky (see Berger & Luck-
mann, 1967). Reality is always defined by individuals and groups.
But individuals and groups interact to produce social phenomena
(constitutions, laws, policies, educational change programs), which
exist outside any given individual. There is also the danger that
the objective reality is only the reflection of the producers of
change and thus simply a glorified version of their subjective con-
ceptions. As Berger and Luckmann (1967) put it, we can minimize
this problem by following the practice of posing double questions:
“What is the existing conception of reality on a given issue?” Fol-
lowed quickly by, “Says who?” (p. 116). With this caution in
mind, I would now like to turn to the possibility of defining edu-
cational change.

What Is Change in Practice?

The implementation of educational change involves “change in
practice.” But what exactly does this mean? Although change in
practice can occur at many levels—for example, the teacher, the
school, the school district—I will use as an illustration the class-
room or teacher level because this level is closest to instruction
and learning. When we ask which aspects of current practice
would be altered, if given educational changes were to be imple-
mented, the complexity of defining and accomplishing actual
change begins to surface. The difficulty is that educational change
is not a single entity, even if we keep the analysis at the simplest
level of an innovation in a classroom. Innovation is multidimen-
sional. There are at least three components or dimensions at stake
in implementing any new program or policy: (1) the possible use
of new or revised materials (instructional resources such as curric-
ulum materials or technologies), (2) the possible use of new teach-
ing approaches (i.e., new teaching strategies or activities), and (3) the
possible alteration of beliefs (e.g., pedagogical assumptions and
theories underlying particular new policies or programs).

All three aspects of change are necessary because together
they represent the means of achieving a particular educational
goal or set of goals. Whether or not they do achieve the goal is
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another question depending on the quality and appropriateness
of the change for the task at hand. My point is the logical one that
the change has to occur in practice along the three dimensions in
order for it to have a chance of affecting the outcome. As Charters
and Jones (1973) observe, if we do not pay careful attention to
whether change in practice has actually occurred, we run “the risk
of appraising non-events” (n.p.).

It is clear that any individual may implement none, one, two,
or all three dimensions. A teacher could use new curriculum ma-
terials or technologies without altering the teaching approach. Or
a teacher could use the materials and alter some teaching behav-
iors without coming to grips with the conceptions or beliefs un-
derlying the change.

Before we turn to some illustrations of the dimensions, three
difficulties should be noted. First, in identifying the three aspects
of change, there is no assumption about who develops the materi-
als, defines the teaching approaches, and decides on the beliefs.
Whether these are done by researchers, or an external curriculum
developer, or a group of teachers is an open question (see Chap-
ters 4 and 5). Second, and partly related, there is a dilemma and
tension running through the educational change literature in
which two different emphases or perspectives are evident: the fi-
delity perspective and the mutual-adaptation or evolutionary per-
spective. The fidelity approach to change, as the label indicates, is
based on the assumption that an already-developed innovation
exists and the task is to get individuals and groups of individuals
to implement it faithfully in practice—that is, to use it as it is
“supposed to be used,” as intended by the developer. The mutual-
adaptation or evolutionary perspective stresses that change often
is (and should be) a result of adaptations and decisions made by
users as they work with particular new policies or programs, with
the policy or program and the user’s situation mutually determin-
ing the outcome. Third, we can see that it is very difficult to define
once and for all exactly what the objective dimensions of change
are with respect to materials, teaching approach, and beliefs, be-
cause they may get transformed, further developed, or otherwise
altered during implementation. Nonetheless, there is value in con-
ceptualizing change (in order to define it over time) in terms of
the three dimensions. Some examples illustrate this point.
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In considering examples, it should be recognized that individ-
ual innovations or programs vary in terms of whether they entail
significant change on the three dimensions in relation to the cur-
rent practices of particular groups of individuals, but I suggest
that the majority of educational innovations extant in the field in-
volve substantial changes with regard to these criteria. In fact, in-
novations that do not include changes on these dimensions are
probably not significant changes at all. For example, the use of
a new textbook or materials without any alteration in teaching
strategies is a minor change at best. Put in terms of the theme of
this book, real change involves changes in conceptions and behav-
ior, which is why it is so difficult to achieve.

Numerous examples could be used to illustrate the objective
reality of the dimensions of change. I will draw on three exam-
ples—one on a provincewide curriculum for language arts, one
on open education, and one pertaining to new developments in
cognitive science. Considering these innovations in the light of the
dimensions puts us in a better position to argue the desirability of
the content of change because we can argue concretely.

Simms (1978) conducted a detailed study in one of the prov-
inces in Canada on the use of an elementary language arts pro-
gram. A few of the main objectives of the program are stated as
follows:

• developing students’ competencies in receiving information (crit-
ically) through listening, reading, viewing, touching, tasting,
smelling;

• understanding the communication process as well as their role as
receivers, processors or expressers in that process. (quoted in
Simms, 1978, p. 96)

The three dimensions of potential change can be illustrated
by reference to the basic document. For example, implications for
pedagogical beliefs are contained in the following passage:

The basic focus is on the child as a flexible user of language. If
language is to be truly useful (functional) we must begin with
the present experience and competence of the child and fit our
teaching into the natural language situation, which is an inte-
grated, whole situation. It should be emphasized that the devel-



The Meaning of Educational Change 33

oping philosophy is one of total integration of all aspects of
language arts. In this sense, integration refers to the treatment
of all the communication skills as closely interrelated. (pp.
90–91)

References to possible alterations in teaching approaches are
stated throughout the document. Recommended teaching meth-
odologies include providing opportunities for active involvement
of the child, using a variety of resources and techniques (viewing,
reading, speaking, informal drama, mime, photography), and us-
ing “the inductive method frequently in small groups and indi-
vidual teaching situations” (pp. 366–367). We need not describe
the content of curriculum materials and resources—the third dimen-
sion—but the difficulties of clarifying and accomplishing changes
in practice involving the interrelationship of beliefs, teaching ap-
proaches, and resources should be clear.

By employing the distinction between surface curriculum and
deep structure in analyzing open education, Bussis, Chittenden,
and Amarel (1976) have played right into our theme. They found
that open-education teachers differed fundamentally in their use
of open-education dimensions. Some teachers operated at the
level of surface curriculum, focusing on materials and seeing that
students were “busy.” They tried to address open-education goals
literally, but they did not comprehend the underlying purpose. For
example, they wanted to ensure that children were “learning to
share materials, to take turns, to respect the property of others,
and so on—with the focus of concern being the manifestation of
these behaviors rather than concomitant attitudes and under-
standing” (p. 59). It was these teachers who reacted to the prob-
lem of ambiguity by requesting further guidance on “what exactly
has to be covered.” Other teachers developed a basic understand-
ing of the principles of open education and concrete activities that
reflected them. They were “able to move back and forth between
classroom activities and organizing priorities, using a specific en-
counter to illustrate a broader concern and relating broader priori-
ties back to specific instances” (p. 61). Reflectivity, purposefulness,
and awareness characterized these teachers, but not in a linear
way; for example, they would do something out of intuition and
then reflect on its meaning in relation to overall purpose. Assump-
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tions about and orientations to children varied similarly. Teachers
ranged from those who felt that children’s ability to choose was
unreliable and idiosyncratic (some could, others couldn’t) to those
who assumed and experienced that all children have interests and
who were able to relate individualized interests to common edu-
cational goals across the curriculum.

In the pages of quotes from teachers and in their own analy-
sis, Bussis and associates clearly demonstrate (although not using
the same words) the nature of the dimensions of change at work.
Some examples: teachers who saw open education as literally cov-
ering subject content but who had no underlying rationale; those
“who were reasonably articulate in indicating priorities for chil-
dren [but] were more vague in describing concrete connections
between these priorities and classroom activities” (p. 69); still oth-
ers who “may provide the classroom with rich materials on the
faith that they will promote certain learning priorities” (p. 74, em-
phasis in original).

In the words of our dimensions, it is possible to change “on
the surface” by endorsing certain goals, using specific materials,
and even imitating the behavior without specifically understanding
the principles and rationale of the change. Moreover, with refer-
ence to beliefs, it is possible to value and even be articulate about
the goals of the change without understanding their implications
for practice: “Action based on valuing and faith is not very likely
to lead to an enlargement or strengthening of the teacher’s own
understanding. The potential informational support available in
feedback to the teacher is not received because it is not recog-
nized” (Bussis et al., 1976, p. 74).

The third example concerns the deep and expanding work in
cognitive science. We have seen earlier in this chapter that the
conditions for teachers coming to grips with this new knowledge
are severely constrained (Ball & Cohen, 1999; Cohen & Hill, 2001;
Stigler & Hiebert, 1999; see also Spillane, 1999). The best single
source of these new theories is the companion volumes published
by the National Academy Press under the title How People Learn
(Bransford, Brown, & Cocking, 1999; Donovan, Bransford, & Pelle-
grino, 1999). Donovan and associates summarize the key findings
with respect to students and teachers. With respect to students:
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1. Students come to the classroom with preconceptions about
how the world works. If their initial understanding is not
engaged, they may fail to grasp the new concepts and in-
formation that are taught, or they may learn them for pur-
poses of a test but revert to their preconceptions outside
the classroom.

2. To develop competence in an area of inquiry, students
must: (a) have a deep foundation of factual knowledge, (b)
understand facts and ideas in the context of a conceptual
framework, and (c) organize knowledge in ways that facili-
tate retrieval and application.

3. A “metacognitive” approach to instruction can help stu-
dents learn to take control of their own learning by defin-
ing learning goals and monitoring their progress in achiev-
ing them.

Concerning teachers:

1. Teachers must draw out and work with the preexisting un-
derstandings that their students bring with them.

2. Teachers must teach some subject matter in depth, provid-
ing many examples in which the same concept is at work
and providing a firm foundation of factual knowledge.

3. The teaching of metacognitive skills should be integrated
into the curriculum in a variety of subject areas.

Needless to say, the implications for sorting out the beliefs,
pedagogical practices, and learning materials from a meaning per-
spective are absolutely staggering given our starting point. We
could take other educational changes to illustrate the significance
of the different dimensions of change. Virtually every program
change states or implies all three aspects, whether we refer to lit-
eracy, science, school–work programs, technology, early child-
hood, special education, restructuring, or standards-based reform.
Working on the meaning and definition of change is all the more
important these days because larger-scale and more complex re-
forms are being attempted, and thus more is at stake. The point is
that educational change programs have an objective reality that
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may be more or less definable in terms of which beliefs, teaching
practices, and resources they encompass.

Why worry about all three aspects of change? Why not be
content to develop quality innovations and provide access to
them? The answer is simply that such an approach does not ade-
quately recognize how individuals come to confront or avoid be-
havioral and conceptual implications of change. The new policy
or innovation as a set of materials and resources is the most visi-
ble aspect of change, and the easiest to employ, but only literally.
Change in teaching approach or style in using new materials pre-
sents greater difficulty if new skills must be acquired and new
ways of conducting instructional activities established. Changes
in beliefs are even more difficult. They challenge the core values
held by individuals regarding the purposes of education. More-
over, beliefs are often not explicit, discussed, or understood, but
rather are buried at the level of unstated assumptions. And the
development of new understandings is essential because it pro-
vides a set of criteria for overall planning and a screen for sifting
valuable from not-so-valuable learning opportunities. The ulti-
mate question, of course, is how essential are all three dimensions
of change. The use of new materials by themselves may accom-
plish certain educational objectives, but it seems obvious that de-
veloping new teaching skills and approaches and understanding
conceptually what and why something should be done, and to
what end, represents much more fundamental change, and as such
will take longer to achieve but will have a greater impact once
accomplished.

McLaughlin and Mitra (2000) draw a similar conclusion based
on their study of three innovations in which they were concerned
about what it would take to achieve “deep” reform.

The experiences of these three theory-based reforms underscore
the point that the relevant “it” that needs to be embedded in
practice is not the particular activity structures, materials, or
routines of a reform but rather the first principles. The problem
for implementation then, is not only teachers “learning how to
do it,” but teachers learning the theoretical basis . . . absent
knowledge about why they are doing what they’re doing; imple-
mentation will be superficial only, and teachers will lack the
understanding they will need to deepen their practice or to sus-
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tain new practices in the face of changing context. (p. 10, em-
phasis in original)

In other words, changes in beliefs and understanding (first
principles) are the foundation of achieving lasting reform. Put dif-
ferently, the changes referred to by Ball and Cohen, the National
Research Council, Stigler and Hiebert, and McLaughlin and Mitra
are revolutionary because they are based on fundamental changes
in conception, which in turn relate to skills and materials. I will
leave the whole matter of strategies of change until later chap-
ters. How best to deal with conceptions (e.g., beliefs) and behavior
(e.g., teaching approaches) is complicated, but some of the impli-
cations include the need for addressing them on a continuous basis
through communities of practice and the possibility that beliefs
can be most effectively discussed after people have had at least
some behavioral experience in attempting new practices.

In summary, the purpose of acknowledging the objective real-
ity of change lies in the recognition that there are new policies
and programs “out there” and that they may be more or less spe-
cific in terms of what they imply for changes in materials, teach-
ing practices, and beliefs. The real crunch comes in the relation-
ships between these new programs or policies and the thousands
of subjective realities embedded in people’s individual and orga-
nizational contexts and their personal histories. How these subjec-
tive realities are addressed or ignored is crucial for whether po-
tential changes become meaningful at the level of individual use
and effectiveness. It is perhaps worth repeating that changes in
actual practice along the three dimensions—in materials, teaching
approaches, and beliefs, in what people do and think—are essential
if the intended outcome is to be achieved.

SHARED MEANING AND PROGRAM COHERENCE

So far I have understated the collective and organizational re-
quirements related to meaning. Acquiring meaning, of course, is
an individual act, but its real value for student learning is when
shared meaning is achieved across a group of people working in
concert.
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We have long known about the value of collaboration and the
debilitating effects of isolation (see Fullan & Hargreaves, 1992).
Rosenholtz’s (1989) study of teachers’ workplace is a good case in
point. Rosenholtz studied 78 schools in eight districts in Tennes-
see. She classified the schools as “stuck,” “in-between,” or “mov-
ing.” Rosenholtz describes teachers’ subjective construction of
reality as part and parcel of their everyday activities. Her study
indicates that schools in which teachers have a shared consensus
about the goals and organization of their work are more likely to
incorporate new ideas directed to student learning. In contrast,
teachers that worked in “low-consensus schools” more commonly
“skirted the edge of catastrophe alone,” learning the lesson that
they must shoulder classroom burdens by themselves, not impos-
ing on one another. In Rosenholtz’s study, “shared meaning”
among teachers and others characterized those schools that were
continually improving.

Oakes and associates (1999) remind us that teacher exchanges
are likely to be weak unless they are coupled with moral commit-
ments. Many teachers in her study welcomed opportunities to
share ideas about students.

But unless they were bound together by a moral commitment
to growth, empathy, and shared responsibility, teachers were as
likely to replicate the prevailing school culture as to change it.
Unless they applied their collaboration to educative, caring, so-
cially just, and participatory activities they continued to closely
guard their classroom autonomy, be suspicious of the capacity
of teaming to divide and balkanize their faculty, and distrust
collaboration with those outside the school. (p. 285)

In addition to shared moral commitment, the pursuit of mean-
ing involves constantly refining knowledge. Nonaka and Takeu-
chi (1995) talk about the critical importance of knowledge creation
in successful organizations. They found that collaborative cultures
constantly convert tacit knowledge into shared knowledge through
interaction. We also will see in explicit detail in Chapters 7 and 8
how teachers and principals in some elementary and secondary
schools go about creating and acting on best knowledge through
the development of professional learning communities.

Finally, I return to the matter of how multiple, fragmented
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initiatives compound the problem of meaning. Organizationally
speaking, schools must figure out how to achieve program coher-
ence among many pieces. I will address this vexing issue later at
the school (Chapter 8), district (Chapter 11), and state (Chapter
12) levels.

What I have been saying has nothing to do with the intentions
of promoters of change. No matter how honorable the motives,
each and every individual who is necessary for effective imple-
mentation will experience some concerns about the meaning of
new practices, goals, beliefs, and means of implementation. Clear
statements at the outset may help, but do not eliminate the prob-
lem; the psychological process of learning and understanding
something new does not happen in a flash. The presence or ab-
sence of mechanisms to address the ongoing problem of mean-
ing—at the beginning and as people try out ideas—is crucial for
success, because it is at the individual level that change does or
does not occur. Of course, in saying that change occurs at the indi-
vidual level, it should be recognized that organizational changes
are often necessary to provide supportive or stimulating condi-
tions to foster change in practice.

Perhaps the most important conclusion of this chapter is the
realization that finding moral and intellectual meaning is not just
to make teachers feel better. It is fundamentally related to whether
teachers are likely to find the considerable energy required to
transform the status quo. Meaning fuels motivation; and know-
how feeds on itself to produce ongoing problem solving. Their
opposites—confusion, overload, and low sense of efficacy—
deplete energy at the very time that it is sorely needed.

So far I have dwelt on the problem of meaning in relation to
the content of innovations. I have suggested that individuals and
groups working together have to become clear about new educa-
tional practices that they wish (and/or someone else wishes them)
to implement. This is meaning, if you will, about the content and
theory of educational practice. Affecting the likelihood of obtain-
ing meaning about the desirability and workability of specific ed-
ucational practices is the question of how new practices are in-
troduced. The latter concerns the theory of change as a complex
social process in which people have just as many problems under-
standing what is happening and why. I mentioned in Chapter 1
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that educational change involves two main aspects: what changes
to implement (theories of education) and how to implement them
(theories of change). There are dangers in separating these two
aspects, because they interact and shape each other. But it is help-
ful to recognize this distinction in planning or analyzing specific
reform efforts. In short, we have to understand both the change
and the change process.

Once we enter the dynamics of change over a myriad of situa-
tions, things become complex. Over the years, as a result of in-
creasingly grounded and ambitious change initiatives, we have
been better able to identify some of the more detailed and insight-
ful lessons of what makes for successful change processes as mea-
sured by positive impact on student learning. I distill these find-
ings in Chapter 3. Whether one is dealing with a specific change
project, or addressing a change in the culture of an institution;
whether one is situated locally, regionally, or nationally—getting
to understand the dynamics of change processes is absolutely
crucial.

Too many reformers have failed because they “knew” the
right answer. Successful change agents learn to become humble.
Success is not just about being right; it is about engaging diverse
individuals and groups who likely have many different versions
about what is right and wrong. What I have tried to do in this
new edition is to show how we can move through this complexity
within a reasonable time frame. Change cannot be accomplished
overnight, but it also cannot be open-ended. We need to experi-
ence substantial progress within one election period, so to speak.
So, what have we learned over the past 6 years about successful
change processes?



CHAPTER 3

Insights into the Change Process

Would you rather change or die?
—Deutschman (2005, p. 53)

Take any 100 books on change, and they all boil down to one
word: motivation. If you want more words, the holy grail of
change is to know under what conditions hordes of people be-
come motivated to change (because we are talking about whole-
system reform). The answer is not as straightforward as we would
like.

We do know one thing: All successful change processes have
a “bias for action.” There is a reason for this, which is wrapped
up in several related insights. Dewey mentioned it first when he
said that people learn not by doing per se but by thinking about
their new doing. Of course, this is right up our “meaning” alley.
Ultimately it comes down to what is going on in one’s head, but
the stimulation comes from new experiences that give us some-
thing new to think and learn about.

All our insights are connected to this one fact—they stem
from reflective action. This accounts for the related but counterin-
tuitive findings that (1) behaviors and emotions change before be-
liefs—we need to act in a new way before we get insights and
feelings related to new beliefs—and (2) the size and prettiness of
the planning document are inversely related to the amount and
quality of action, and in turn to student achievement (Reeves,
2006), and (3) shared vision or ownership (which is unquestion-
ably necessary for success) is more of an outcome of a quality
change process than it is a precondition for success. All of these
insights are compatible with the pursuit of meaning through re-
flective action (see also Pfeffer & Sutton, 2000, and Mintzberg,
2004). The subjective meaning of change for individuals is at the
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heart of the matter—a point that Jellison (2006) makes as he com-
ments on the early stages of a change process: “Leaders focus on
the future and all the benefits that are going to flow to them and
the organization. The rank and file locks into the present, focusing
on the costs rather than the rewards of change” (p. 42).

THE MYSTERIES OF CHANGE

If people were given a literal choice of “change or die,” do you
think most people would choose change? If you said yes, think
again. Deutschman (2005) writes, “What if a well-informed, trusted
authority figure said you had to make difficult and enduring
changes in the way you think and act, and if you didn’t you
would die soon.” The scientifically studied odds that you would
change, he writes, are nine to one against you. Medical research
shows that 80% of the health care budget is consumed by five
behavioral issues: smoking, drinking, eating, stress, and not enough
exercise. Deutschman quotes Dr. Edward Miller, the dean of the
medical school and the CEO of the hospital at John Hopkins Uni-
versity, who talks about patients with severe heart disease. Miller
says, “If you look at people after coronary-artery bypass grafting,
two years later, 90 percent of them have not changed their life-
style. Even though they have a very bad disease and they know
they should change their lifestyle, for whatever reason, they can’t”
(p. 2).

Deutschman quotes John Kotter of Harvard Business School
as saying, “The central issue is never strategy or structure. [It] is
always about changing the behavior of people.” Then Deutsch-
man observes: “The conventional wisdom says that crisis is a
powerful motivator for change [think turnaround schools]. But se-
vere heart disease is among the most serious of personal crises
and it doesn’t motivate—at least not nearly enough. Nor does giv-
ing people accurate analyses and factual information about their
situations” (p. 2).

Back to our observation that people change their attitudes
when they experience new things, which in turn touch their emo-
tions. Kotter says, “Behavior change happens mostly by speaking
to people’s feelings. In highly successful change efforts, people
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find ways to help others see the problems or solutions in ways
that influence emotions, not just thought” (p. 2). Deutschman then
offers additional useful insights. Fear, as in fear of dying, turns
out not to be a powerful motivator beyond an initial immediate
effect. Similarly, in the United States, fear of not meeting “ade-
quate yearly progress” in No Child Left Behind legislation, with
its increasingly punitive consequences, is not much of a motiva-
tor—perhaps a little, but only in the very short run (see Fullan,
2006, for a full analysis of this point).

In “reframing change,” Deutschman argues that we must fig-
ure out how to motivate people on the basis of their seeing and
experiencing that they can feel better (not, in this case, just live
longer). The key, then, is how to help people feel and be better.

If feelings and emotions are the key factors, one would think
that an appeal to moral purpose in situations of terrible failure
would be a great motivator. Not so. Even in extremely difficult
circumstances, moral purpose by itself is insufficient. One also
must feel and see that there is a means of moving forward.

Howard Gardner (2004) says that the most important thing to
do in changing someone’s mind is to connect to the person’s real-
ity as the point of departure for change. He warns: “Avoid ego-
centrism—being ensnared in one’s own construal of events. The
purpose of a mind-changing encounter is not to articulate your
own point of view but rather to engage the psyche of the other
person” (p. 163).

All change solutions, as I mentioned in the previous chapter,
face the too-tight/too-loose dilemma. If a situation is loosely fo-
cused, as is the case, for example, with schools in need of turn-
around, the natural reaction is to tighten things. Command-and-
control strategies do get results in these circumstances, but only
for a short time and only to a degree. If we then say that we need
to give people more leeway—give them resources and trust them
to do the right thing—the press for change is lost.

In general terms, the solution to motivating people is to estab-
lish the right blend of tightness and looseness, or more accurately
to build both into the interactive culture of the organization. We
will see practical examples of strategies based on these principles
throughout the chapters in this book, but here I would like to
pin down the basic ideas. These ideas are relevant to all change
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situations, but I particularly stress here how we might raise the
bar and close the gap for all students.

THE ELEMENTS OF SUCCESSFUL CHANGE

Drawing on insights from our experience in the past 6 years, we
can construct a more sophisticated set of practical strategies that
mobilize the forces of change—strategies that do not choose be-
tween tightness and looseness but incorporate both. In my view,
there are ten key ideas for focusing our efforts to achieve greater
success on a large scale.

1. Define closing the gap as the overarching goal
2. Attend initially to the three basics
3. Be driven by tapping into people’s dignity and sense of
respect

4. Ensure that the best people are working on the problem
5. Recognize that all successful strategies are socially based,
and action oriented—change by doing rather than change
by elaborate planning

6. Assume that lack of capacity is the initial problem and
then work on it continuously

7. Stay the course through continuity of good direction by
leveraging leadership

8. Build internal accountability linked to external account-
ability

9. Establish conditions for the evolution of positive pressure
10. Use the previous nine strategies to build public confi-

dence

A reminder before proceeding: My colleagues Hargreaves and
Fink (2006) say that lists of this kind are a meal, not a menu. You
need all ten, not any six or seven, because (to stick with the meal
metaphor) they furnish a well-balanced reform agenda.

Define Closing the Gap as the Overarching Goal

Raising the bar and closing the gap cannot just be a slogan. It
captures a host of issues that go to the very core of how a society
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functions. The first thing is to realize that decreasing the gap be-
tween high and low performers—boys, girls; ethnic groups; poor,
rich; special education—is crucial because it has so many social
consequences. The remaining nine strategic focuses are all in the
service of gap closing.

The education component can and must be quite precise
work; it needs to focus on all categories of students and schools.
For example (as I take up in Chapter 12 on governments), of the
approximately 4,000 elementary schools in Ontario, 497 are classi-
fied as having 25% or more students from low-income homes; this
categorization is called low-income cutoff point (LICO) and is based
on Statistics Canada data. At the other end of the scale, there are
1,552 schools with 0–5% LICO. The province has a current target
of reaching 75% achievement in reading, writing, and mathemat-
ics for 6th-grade students. The questions one would want to delve
into include

• Of the 497 schools in the low-income category, how many
are achieving 75% (beating the odds)? What are they doing,
to be so successful? What can the other schools learn from
them?

• Of the 1,552 schools in the high-income category, which
schools are not achieving 75% (squandering the odds)?
What can be done to push them upward? Remember, we
are talking about raising the bar for all, not just closing the
gap.

• What is the gap, comparing the performance of the low-
income group with the high-income group, and other sub-
groups therein? Is it being reduced over time?

We need to remind ourselves that it is not just a matter of being
aware of the gap goal, but working on it diligently day after day,
monitoring progress, and taking corrective action.

Attend Initially to the Three Basics

You need to work on numerous parts of the problem at once, but
the one set of things you absolutely should specialize in is to get
the three basics right by age 12. The three basics are literacy, nu-



46 Understanding Educational Change

meracy, and well-being of students (sometimes called emotional
intelligence, citizenship, character education, safe schools). These
are the three legs of the improvement stool. Well-being serves
double duty. It directly supports literacy and numeracy; that is,
emotional health is strongly associated with cognitive achieve-
ment. It also is indirectly but powerfully part of the educational
and societal goal of dealing with the emotional and social conse-
quences of failing and being of low social status. In this sense,
political leaders must have an explicit societal agenda of well-
being, of which education is one powerful component.

Literacy is not just about reading the words on the page; it
includes comprehension, and the skill and joy of being a literate
person in a knowledge society. Being numerate is about reasoning
and problem solving as much as about being good with numbers
and figures. The knowledge base is such today (and is growing
steadily) that there is no excuse in developed countries for not
reaching 90%-plus proficiency. My colleagues Peter Hill and Car-
mel Crévola and I have written a book on how to do this, and
many of us are working practically on this in entire provinces or
states (see Fullan et al., 2006; Fullan, 2006).

The third basic, well-being, is one we all know about but do
little to invest in, even though it unlocks just about everything
else. A good concrete example of what I am talking about is the
Roots of Empathy program, based in Toronto but spreading across
the world (Gordon, 2005). Roots of Empathy brings a mother and
her baby together with students in a classroom setting in order to
teach children empathy. It is a structured program that has six
strands (neuroscience, temperament, attachment, emotional liter-
acy, communication, and social inclusion). A baby and its mother
come into a class (led by a Roots of Empathy instructor and the
regular classroom teacher) three times a month from September
to June. Students are coached in how to observe the development
of the baby. They are taught how to reflect and are engaged in
interpreting the social and emotional learning of the baby. Chil-
dren develop their empathetic capacity to care. In the course of 1
year, bullying and aggression decrease in the school, empathy and
inclusion of other students increase, and literacy (reading and
writing) increases—because the program works directly on dis-
cussion and writing assignments, and because indirectly emo-
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tional development increases motivation and engagement neces-
sary for cognitive development.

Two independent external evaluations have found that Roots
of Empathy helps children develop the ability to (1) identify oth-
ers’ emotions, (2) understand and explain others’ emotions, and
(3) be emotionally responsive to others. One external evaluation
concluded that “Roots of Empathy program children, relative to
comparison children, exhibited significant increases in emotional
understanding and pro-social behaviors and significant decreases
in aggressive behaviors [in fact, comparison children exhibited
significant increases in aggression over the school year]” (Gordon,
2005, p. 247). Furthermore, “when changes were examined in only
those children demonstrating some form of aggression at pre-test
it was found that [in] 67 percent of Roots of Empathy program
children [aggression] decreased at post-test, whereas [in] 64 percent
of comparison children [aggression] increased” (p. 248, emphasis
in original).

The focus on well-being requires more than Roots of Empa-
thy, but my point is to elevate emotional safety and development
as a crucial foundational goal meshed with cognitive achieve-
ment. Clearly, with respect to well-being, there are a host of non-
schooling policies that must be pursued, ranging from early child
care to improvements in housing, health care, parenting, neigh-
borhoods, and jobs.

In a fundamental and integrated way, England has tackled
the well-being of children through its Every Child Matters (2003)
agenda. After wide consultation with the public, educators, and
yes, children themselves, England formed its new policy around
five basic goals for children: (1) being healthy, (2) staying safe,
(3) enjoying and achieving, (4) making a positive contribution,
and (5) economic well-being. Going beyond rhetoric, England re-
placed Local Education Authorities (school districts) with Local
Authorities within which schools, health care services, and related
social agencies are integrated. Directors (superintendents) of edu-
cation were replaced with new CEOs called Directors of Chil-
dren’s Services. This is a radical and bold move to take well-being
the full distance.

Within schools, my emphasis on the three basics—literacy,
numeracy, and well-being—is not to say, “Do not work on other
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goals.” But the three basics are a priority and can operate as a set.
If you can get them right, a lot of other things will fall into place.
In effect, the three basics are the essential foundations for living
in the knowledge economy of the 21st century.

Be Driven by Tapping into People’s Dignity and Respect

Some students and teachers do not deserve respect, but the reason
I emphasize this goal is that it is the key to people’s feelings and
thus to their motivation. Again, the set of ten is a meal and not
a menu. The ten strategies in concert will help turn disrespect
around.

To take an extreme example, the research literature on vio-
lence clearly shows that the trigger to violent acts is people feeling
they are disrespected and threatened with loss of face. Wilkin-
son’s (2005) brilliant analysis of the impact of social equality on
societies makes this point forcefully. Wilkinson quotes Gilligan
(1996): ”I have yet to see a serious act of violence that was not
provoked by the experience of feeling shamed and humiliated,
disrespected and ridiculed, and that did not represent the attempt
to prevent or undo this ‘loss of face’—no matter how severe the
punishment, even if it includes death“ (p. 110).

As Gilligan says, “disrespect” is so central to modern psycho-
dynamics that it has been abbreviated into the slang term “he
dissed me.” Violence is at the extreme end of the dissing spec-
trum, but there can be no doubt that teachers and students in pub-
licly named failing schools feel dissed; and it is not a motivator to
do good things. Again we leave the detailed solutions until later
chapters. The point in this chapter is what motivates large num-
bers of people to invest their energies in making improvements
and working collectively with others.

An interesting and much neglected take on respect in the
teaching profession is Elizabeth Campbell’s (2005) original contri-
bution in uncovering issues related to unethical behavior among
teachers. Campbell interviewed teachers about their relationship
with colleagues concerning ethical matters regarding treatment of
students. With remarkable directness, she states that the purpose
of her study was “to explore the ubiquitous norms of collegial
loyalty, noninterference, and solidarity that foster school climates
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in which students’ best interests are not necessarily supported”
(p. 207). Ironically, she observes, with all the talk of professional
learning communities, one of the most entrenched norms of colle-
giality “is one which equates ethical treatment of colleagues with
a kind of unquestioned loyalty, group solidarity, and an essential
belief that teachers as professionals should not interfere in the
business of other teachers, criticize them or their practices, or ex-
pose their possibly negligent or harmful behavior even at the ex-
pense of students’ well-being” (p. 209).

Campbell provides numerous examples of teachers witness-
ing unethical behavior on the part of colleagues but not doing
anything about it. She talks about Roger, a middle school teacher
who saw a colleague physically hurt a student intentionally and
then lie about it afterward. Roger’s fear of confronting a colleague
inhibited him from addressing the matter. Campbell says that
many teachers in her sample come to “accept that the best way to
keep out of trouble in schools is to avoid challenging colleagues
on matters of competence and ethical conduct and learn to live
with the guilt over their inaction” (p. 214). Or the student teacher
who recalled how her supervising teacher walked by a grade 5
student who had rather large ears that protruded; the teacher
flicked the student’s ear with a snapping motion that made it turn
pink. The student was quietly sitting at his desk, and all the
teacher said was, “I couldn’t resist,” as the rest of the class
laughed in response. These norms of collegial loyalty serve “to
close down collective and reflective dialogue rather than embrace
it” (p. 215).

My argument here is subtle, so I will be explicit. This is about
dignity and respect as a source of motivation. Clearly, students
who are not respected are not motivated to learn. Jean Rudduck
and her colleagues (1996; Rudduck, in press) consistently have
found that students are more or less motivated according to
whether they are treated with respect (see also Chapter 9). Note
that I also am saying the same thing applies to teachers in terms
of how they are treated by the outside.

This chapter is about motivation, so the solution is not to go
around fingering badly behaved teachers (although in extreme
cases that would be necessary). Like Campbell, I favor a socially
based solution. The set of recommendations I am suggesting in
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this chapter serves to support the conditions for improvement. I
also am saying, with Campbell, that fostering professional learn-
ing communities should include forums for teachers to collec-
tively reflect on and collaborate on the ethical and moral dimen-
sions of their work and behavior. Because these are collective
forums not tied to the latest specific incident, they need not be
threatening. Ethical behavior clearly fits with my emphasis on the
moral imperative (Fullan, 2003). In fact, one of the three compo-
nents of moral purpose that I identified is how we treat one an-
other, including exhibiting “demanding respect” concerning mu-
tual expectations to contribute to the betterment of the school
(Fullan, 2005). The other two aspects of moral purpose concern a
commitment to raise the bar and close the gap, and school leaders’
commitment to improve the social environment by contributing
to the development of other schools in their district.

Professional learning communities, in other words, should
not be confined to latest ideas and innovations. And they should
not be places for well-meaning superficial exchanges. Especially
in schools, where emotions run high, these communities must fos-
ter an open exchange where teachers can explore elements of their
own practice that they see as ethically responsive or problematic.
The goal is to simultaneously show empathy with teachers in dif-
ficult circumstances while calling for and reinforcing higher ethi-
cal standards. Schools that promote trust in this way are more
likely to motivate people all round, and in turn more likely to do
better. Bryk and Schneider’s findings in Trust in Schools (2002) are
similar. Interestingly, they found that the higher the trust in the
school, the more likely action would be taken in relation to teach-
ers who were mistreating students.

Thus, it is not that you never disrespect a given teacher;
rather, the point is that doing so is not a good motivational start-
ing point. In extreme cases, formal disciplinary action is required.
But for most teachers’ daily motivation, good solid social support
is essential. The ten strategic elements used in concert help sort
out those teachers who truly deserve to be disrespected (see espe-
cially the one on positive pressure). The vast majority of teachers
will respond to solutions in which they see students motivated
and engaged for the first time. When they are working with col-
leagues who support them and have good ideas, all the better.
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It is obvious that dignity and respect are crucial for relating
to downtrodden parents and neighborhoods (see Chapter 10). As
schools develop capacities using the elements described here, they
extend their involvement with the outside. The school of the fu-
ture is not autonomous; it will have many forms of engagement
with the outside as part and parcel of improving the system as a
whole.

Ensure That the Best People Are Working on the Problem

Minthrop (2004) and Kanter (2004) both show that when things
go wrong and there is little constructive help from the outside,
the more talented teachers and principals leave the scene. They
have more options, and it is depressing to work in a failing school
that has little chance of becoming good. We also have evidence
that some of the most talented never show up in the first place
because policies and practices work against the flow of teachers
most appropriate for schools in difficulty (Levin, Mulhern, &
Schunck, 2005). The opposite must happen.

The more talented teachers and principals are needed pre-
cisely because the challenges are greater. Governments and dis-
tricts can foster incentives and other resources for principals and
teachers to work in challenging circumstances. If the right combi-
nation of strategies and support is marshaled, problematic sit-
uations can become successful, and this could be where the best
educators get their satisfaction. In England, for example, the gov-
ernment has just asked its National College of School Leadership
to develop a proposal and program based on identifying effective
school principals who would form a cadre of National School
Leaders, to be given incentives and support to work in the most
challenging circumstances. This approach also must furnish incen-
tives for attracting the best teachers in numbers to work with
school leaders. The idea is to make it prestigious in the profession
to help improve the most difficult situations—getting the best
people to work on the problem. I am not advocating this particu-
lar English solution, but the concept of getting the more talented
principals and teachers on the scene rather than the less talented
(the situation in many difficult schools) is critical. In other words,
reverse the current incentive system.
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It is obvious that leadership is crucial in all of this. Kanter
(2004) captures this well when she says, “The fundamental task of
leaders is to develop confidence in advance of victory, in order to
attract the investments that make victory possible—money, talent,
support, empathy, attention, effort, or people’s best thinking” (p.
19). Once you start gaining on the close-the-gap problem, there
will be fewer cases of extreme challenge. In countries where the
gap is not as great as in others, circumstances are already more
favorable. In Ontario, for example, there are only 497 (of 4,000)
elementary schools with highly challenging circumstances as mea-
sured by percentage of students living in poverty, and some of
these schools already are performing well. What if there was a
concerted effort to get some of the best educators along with
strong policy and resource support to tackle the situation? What
is needed is to turn around momentum in a way that creates a
new, continuous winning streak.

I need to make a more fundamental point here. Through use
of the strategies I am suggesting, the overall talent in the system
increases. The talent in the system improves as people’s potential
is unlocked; some may leave, and others are attracted to the pro-
fession. Motivated people get better at their work.

Recognize That All Successful Strategies Are
Socially Based and Action Oriented

Wilkinson (2005) found that the most important determinants of
health (and I should say motivation to do good things) include
“the nature of early childhood experience, the amount of anxiety
and worry we suffer, the quality of our social relationship, the
amount of control we have over our lives, and our social status”
(p. 9). A core strategy, then, must be to improve relationships. All
successful change initiatives develop collaboration where there
was none before. When relationships develop, trust increases, as
do other measures of social capital and social cohesion.

This represents a difficult challenge, but again the set of ten
elements working together makes it possible. The fact that all suc-
cessful strategies are socially based is reinforced all the time when
we develop professional learning communities (PLCs) that were
not there before (Dufour, Dufour, Eaker, & Many, 2006; Dufour,
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Eaker, & Dufour, 2005). This is why Kanter (2004) identifies col-
laboration as one of three key elements in confidence and winning
streaks (the other two are accountability and initiative, both of
which are reinforced by collaboration). Restoring people’s confi-
dence, says Kanter, requires four kinds of action:

1. Getting connected in new ways through conversation
2. Carrying out important work jointly
3. Communicating respect
4. Demonstrating inclusion (that everyone is part of the pic-
ture) (p. 241)

This is why Deutschman, in his “Change or Die” article (2005),
found that the only situation under which heart patients improved
was when the change process was “buttressed with weekly sup-
port groups” (p. 4). Socially based strategies can help with another
huge problem, one that all researchers on school improvement
know about but hardly anybody acts on with any intensity. I
speak here of the well-known research finding that variations in
student achievement are greater across classrooms within a school
than across schools. Once you factor out the role of input qualities
(that is, once you start to measure the value added by the school),
the biggest factor at work is the individual teachers, and they dif-
fer from classroom to classroom within a school.

In a carefully controlled experiment in which teachers were
randomly assigned classrooms, Nye, Konstantopoulos, and Hedges
(2004) found that

The differences among teachers [within a school] is substantial
in comparison to the variance between schools. In reading, the
between-teacher variance component is over twice as large as
[the] between-school variance component at grade two and
over 3 times as large at grade three. This suggests that naturally
occurring teacher effects are larger than naturally occurring
school effects. (p. 247)

I return shortly to the phrase “naturally occurring.”
Put more starkly, students’ learning and achievement differ

greatly depending on whether a student gets an effective or an
ineffective teacher. It is noteworthy that the range of effectiveness
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in low-SES schools is greater. In both high-SES and low-SES
schools, between-teacher variance is greater than between-school
variance, but in low-SES schools the pattern is more pronounced. As
Nye and colleagues put it, “In low SES schools, it matters more
which teacher a child receives than it does in high SES schools” (p.
254, emphasis in original).

Where does this lead? Let’s merge three things: (1) class-to-
class variations in teacher effectiveness within schools are large
and most consequential; (2) these variations exist in naturally
occurring ways, that is, they persist if you do nothing explicitly
to alter them; and (3) all effective change strategies are socially
based. As a consequence, we must focus on reducing bad varia-
tion (i.e., poor teaching) within schools (and, I say later, bad varia-
tion across like schools—apple-to-apple comparisons). Thus, the
more you develop active professional learning communities with-
in schools in which teachers observe one another’s teaching, and
work with school leadership to make ongoing improvements, the
greater the consistency and quality of teaching across the whole
school, at which point all students in the school benefit and keep
on benefiting. And the more you do this, the more shared mean-
ing and commitments, and related capacities, get generated. To
say the least, this is easier said than done.

To start with intraschool variance, the goal has to be to find
what motivates teachers to work on this problem. We are finding
that this is going to be a lot harder than it sounds. One puzzle is
to ask why so many teachers everywhere are disgruntled with
their work, despite a high level of intrinsic commitment to it. We
need, in other words, to change working conditions that get at
and leverage intrinsic motivation to open classroom doors, ini-
tially within the school, in order to develop quality with greater
consistency across classrooms within schools. At first glance, strat-
egies based on developing professional learning communities
look like the answer, and I do support their directional value. But
a lot of the evidence indicates that PLCs (and other strategies) are
not making their way with any substance and continuity inside
the classroom. It may happen here and there, but not on any scale
we need if we are to close the gap. We learned from Campbell
(2005) how supremely difficult it is to change teacher norms of
autonomy and loyalty. The Cross City Campaign for Urban School
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increasing consistency. Teachers and teacher leaders will have to
take some risks here. It is one area that is both powerful and
within the control of teachers: break down the autonomy of the
classroom so that greater consistency of effective practice can be
achieved. Really, compared with the status quo, there is little risk.
In this more focused and intense work, teachers learn every day.
They learn in context. There is nothing that better motivates peo-
ple to make more investments of time, energy, and commitment
than to grow better at something that has importance. Failure may
be the initial motivator, but it is increased competence that leads
us to do more and more.

We have suggested in Breakthrough (Fullan et al., 2006) a plan
for systematically involving all schools and school systems in im-
proving elementary school reform. It requires a full press toward
intensive and focused improvement of all classrooms and schools
in a given system. We think that this is achievable within our life-
time.

My initial focus as above was on within-school variation across
classes, but the big solution is not just about intraschool improve-
ment. We have found that collaboration across schools and dis-
tricts—what we call lateral capacity building—pays enormous
dividends in relation to new knowledge and wider commitments
(Fullan, 2005, 2006). This network or cluster-based strategy can do
double duty. The impact of school cluster networks can be used
to reduce both intraschool classroom-to-classroom variations as
well as school-to-school differences. We need to focus on reducing
what I called “bad variation,” whether it occurs within or between
schools.

Socially based strategies such as collaboration and support,
when combined with the other nine elements, become demand-
ingly interactive. There is no stronger accountability than when it
is reinforced daily with peers working on important problems in
which internal and external transparency is evident.

Several of our guidelines reinforce the notion that purposeful
action is the route to new breakthroughs. Socially based strategies
mean that the emphasis is on doing rather than elaborate plan-
ning. This point is brought home powerfully in Doug Reeves’s
(2006) study. Reeves found that the size of the planning document
is inversely related to the amount and quality of implementation!



Insights into the Change Process 57

In a large sample involving 280,000 students and 300 schools,
schools were scored on 17 separate indicators related to adherence
to the state or district formal requirements in the school improve-
ment plans. The scores were then related to student achievement
results: “The stunning finding is that the prettiness of the plan is
inversely (or should we say perversely?) related to student achieve-
ment” (p. 64). Of those schools having high conformity with plan-
ning requirements, 25.6% of students scored proficient or higher
on assessments, compared with 46.3% achievement for schools
with low conformity to planning requirements.

This is not a message that says to abandon all planning (see
Chapter 6). It means to reduce the distance between planning and
action—formal planning documents are less important (indeed in-
terfere with) implementation, execution, and monitoring. Put an-
other way, the planning is built into the doing, feedback, and cor-
rective action.

Reeves’s finding was brought home in our own recent work
in Ontario, where we are implementing a provincewide strategy
to improve literacy and numeracy for all 72 districts and 4,000
elementary schools. We recently conducted case studies of eight
districts that seemed to have sound strategies (along the lines in
this book) and were getting results as measured by 3-year trends
in student achievement (Campbell & Fullan, 2006). One of the
cases is a francophone board just outside Ottawa—Conseil des
Écoles Catholique de Langue Francaise du Centre-Est (CECLFCE).
Prior to the initiation of our new capacity-building strategy,
CECLFCE engaged in the practice of requiring school improvement
plans that listed all activities that were to be held throughout the
year, resulting in documents 50 pages thick or more—Reeves calls
this the disease of “documentarianism.” In the new era, the dis-
trict emphasized a few key standards tied to action that would
address student achievement. The written plans are now brief,
less formal, and geared to action, monitoring, rapid feedback, and
focused instructional improvement, including teachers learning
from one another, and schools and the district working interac-
tively. After years of bureaucratic requirements and stagnated stu-
dent achievement scores, the CECLFCE is now on the move with
increased student achievement in each of the past 3 years and
more to come.
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Assume That Lack of Capacity Is the Initial Problem
and Then Work on It Continuously

Another guideline that is action based, and powerful, is capacity
building. In a sense, all ten elements address capacity building,
which I define as a policy, strategy, or action taken that increases
the collective efficacy of a group to improve student learning
through new knowledge, enhanced resources, and greater motiva-
tion on the part of people working individually and together.

The emphasis here is to rein in judgment at the early part of
an improvement effort in favor of working on capacity building.
Assume, in other words, that one reason the situation is not work-
ing is that people do not know how to improve it, or they do not
believe it can be improved. At this stage, judgment is not a good
motivator and is not perceived as fair (at later stages, judgment
can be ramped up, so to speak, once it can be positioned as fair).
The reason we want to spark the motivation of all or the majority
of people is that this is what it will take for sustainable success—
the wisdom and commitment of the crowd.

This emphasis on capacity building at the early stages is con-
sistent with our knowledge about how people change. To secure
new beliefs and higher expectations—critical to improvement—
people first need new experiences that lead them to different be-
liefs. The review of research on social movements by Bate, Bevan,
and Robert (2005) led them to conclude that “radical change often
involves a collective, interrelational, and emergent process of learn-
ing and sense making” (p. 24). More explicitly, they concluded:

Just as early studies in employee participation showed, workers
did not have a high propensity to participate prior to the experi-
ence of participation; this came after, not before the experience.
Put idiomatically, people cannot want “it” until they have tried
it. The concrete experience of participating in a movement is
crucial, meanings and value being formed after the experience not
before it. (p. 31, emphasis added)

This is another reason why action is more important than devel-
oping elaborate planning documents.

All of this is consistent with Reeves (2006), our own work on
change (behaviors change before beliefs), and Pfeffer and Sutton’s
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findings (2000) on the barriers to closing the knowing–doing gap.
Capacity building first, and judgment second—because this is
what will motivate more people. Learning in context and learning
every day are the keys. Capacity-building experiences develop
skills, clarity (as you become more skilled, you become more spe-
cifically clear), and motivation. Since these are generated collec-
tively, that is, shared by the group, they become potent new forces
for breakthrough improvement.

Another reason capacity-building strategies work is that they
give people concrete experiences that improvement is possible.
People need proof that there is some reality to the higher expecta-
tions. Kanter (2004) says that pep talks or inspiring speeches are
not convincing, or at least not for long: “That’s why winning [new
experiences that work]—or its closer approximation—is often
necessary before people believe they can win” (p. 40). Positive ex-
perience is what is motivating.

Stay the Course Through Continuity of Good Direction
by Leverage Leadership

In situations of poor performance, tightening the focus through great-
er control (but again, being low on judgment) is necessary at the
beginning of the turnaround process. Often, however, there is little
continuity for building on initial partial success in order to go
deeper (Minthrop, 2004). Staying the course means that careful at-
tention is paid to developing the leadership of others in the organi-
zation in the interests of continuity and deepening of good direction.

Leaders developing other leaders is at the heart of sustainabil-
ity. This is Hargreaves and Fink’s (2006) third principle, that “sus-
tainable leadership spreads: It sustains as well as depends on the
leadership of others” (p. 95). It is the last of my own eight princi-
ples of sustainability: “the long lever of leadership” (Fullan, 2005,
p. 27). It is why I have concluded, for example, that the main mark
of a principal at the end of his or her tenure is not just the impact
on the bottom line of student achievement, but equally, how
many good teachers the principal leaves behind who can go even
further. You have to be around for a while to accomplish that, and
the system must develop leadership succession policies with this
goal in mind.



60 Understanding Educational Change

Build Internal Accountability Linked to
External Accountability

Richard Elmore (2004b) defines internal accountability in terms of
situations where individual responsibility, collective expectations,
and accountability data within the school are aligned. The identi-
cal data look very different if the organization has the capacity
for internal accountability. Data can be empowering or disabling;
details, metrics, measurements, analyses, charts, tests, assessments,
performance evaluations, report cards, and grades are the tools of
accountability, but they are not neutral tools. They do not restore
confidence by themselves. What matters is the culture that sur-
rounds them. For losers, this is another sign that they are watched
too closely, not trusted, and about to be punished. For winners,
they are useful, even vital, means for understanding and improv-
ing performance. People embrace tools of accountability when
they are in control—when the information empowers them and
helps them succeed (Kanter, 2004).

External accountability does not work unless it is accompanied
by development of internal accountability. This is why assessment
for learning is such a powerful, high-yield strategy (Black, Harrison,
Lee, Marshall, & William, 2003; Stiggins, 2005). It helps people clar-
ify goals and where they are in relation to achieving them, and it
gives them a tool for improvement because it links performance
data with changes in instruction needed to increase achievement.

As educators become more assessment literate, they not only
become more comfortable with specific data, they also seek and
use assessment data. It is at this point that external accountability
becomes more accepted, more transparently available, and more
readily used for summative conclusions and judgments.

Establish Conditions for Evolution of Positive Pressure

Positive pressure is pressure that motivates. It is pressure that works
both ways—government to schools and vice versa—and it is pres-
sure that is seen as fair and reasonable. If some schools are per-
forming poorly while facing highly challenging circumstances,
governments are responsible (should be held accountable) for in-
vesting in greater capacity building. If schools receive more re-
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sources, they should feel the pressure to improve. Collaborative
cultures lend support but also contain powerful peer pressure.

The evolution of positive pressure means taking all the ex-
cuses off the table. As we add resources, new capacities, and ex-
amples of other (similar) schools that are being more successful,
and reduce the distractors (unnecessary paperwork, ineffective
bureaucratic procedures, bad industrial relations with unions, and
so on), being judgmental relative to a situation of persistent bad
or mediocre performance eventually is justified.

The idea is for a system to evolve to where there is no legiti-
mate reason left to be unsuccessful. Put another way, once you
strip away all the possible legitimate excuses, most people should
consider it fair and reasonable to ask whether it is the quality of
leadership and the quality of teaching that are to blame in a given
problematic situation. Once you establish conditions where the
vast majority of people are motivated to improve things, the prob-
lems worth being judgmental about are more obvious. In the final
analysis, positive pressure should be irresistible.

Build Public Confidence

You know that you are being successful when public confidence
soars. Confidence is not granted by requesting it in advance of
performance. It is a chicken-and-egg problem: We need support
to perform better, and better performance garners further support.
The social contract with society is, on the one hand, for education
to do its utmost to reduce the gap of performance across its
schools and subgroups as part of creating a more equal society;
and on the other hand for society to invest more in education,
tentatively and provisionally at first but willingly once progress
is evident and continuous. Some of the public confidence I have
in mind is local, a direct result of partnering with the community.
Other endorsements are more societal, as when people generally
value the public school system for its role in closing the educa-
tional gap as a crucial part of improving economic and health con-
ditions for all.

Kanter (2004) calls the presence of external confidence “a net-
work to provide resources”: ”Winning makes it easier to attract
financial backers, loyal customers, enthusiastic fans, talented re-
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cruits, media attention, opinion leader support, and political
goodwill. Continuing to win stimulates the network to grow in
size, scope, and magnitude of investment“ (p. 30). Or later: ”The
ultimate work of leaders lies in the connection between their
groups and the wider network that provides support, loyalty, rev-
enues, or capital. Leaders must prove to those in the wider circle
that their investments are warranted“ (p. 341).

Even more directly for us: ”Public school leaders had to build
credibility with elected officials, school boards, parents, neigh-
borhood groups, and the press by showing that stakeholders’
goals and needs would help shape plans for turning around low-
performing schools“ (p. 342). To accomplish this, leaders must use
the ten elements of successful change discussed in this chapter to
motivate and obtain the individual and collective involvement of
everyone in the organization.

What this accomplishes is to create the conditions under
which the vast majority of teachers will be motivated to invest in
success. Such motivation is contagious because you literally get
more support and pressure, both technically (knowledge) and emo-
tionally. My colleague Ken Leithwood (2005) recently completed
an excellent synthesis of research evidence on the theme of teacher
working conditions that matter. The eight factors he identified
that affect teachers’ motivation and performance are entirely com-
patible with our discussion.

1. Individual sense of professional efficiency
2. Collective sense of professional efficacy
3. Organizational commitment
4. Job satisfaction
5. Stress and burnout
6. Morale
7. Engagement or disengagement from the school and the profes-
sion

8. Pedagogical content knowledge (p. 2)

The relationship between Leithwood’s list and my ten ele-
ments is that he is reporting on research findings, while I am pro-
posing strategies to produce the positive end of each of his factors.

One final and fundamental point. In our successful cases, we
see a deep shift from “my” to “our.”
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• In the school, individual teachers stop thinking about “my
classroom” and start thinking about “our school.”

• In the districts, individual school leaders stop thinking
about “my school” and start thinking about “our schools or
districts.”

• Across districts, individual district leaders stop thinking
about “my district” and start thinking about “our districts,
or state, or province.”

• Across states or provinces, state leaders stop thinking about
“my state” and start thinking about “our country.”

This is “meaning writ large.” And it is what the new meaning
of change is all about. As we take up subsequent chapters, think
about this larger sense of meaning and keep the ten elements of
change in mind. Many a great idea gets lost in the dynamics of
poor or inadequate change processes.



CHAPTER 4

Causes and Processes
of Initiation

The pressures [for change] seem to subside with the
act of adoption followed by the appearance of imple-
mentation.

—Berman and McLaughlin (1979, p. 1)

There is no shortage of recommendations about how the ills of
education should be rectified. But the remedies remain pie in the
sky as long as competing “shoulds” fight it out without an under-
standing of how to get started and how to keep going. This chap-
ter and the next one contain a description of the educational change
process and an explanation of why it works as it does.

The number and dynamics of factors that interact and affect
the process of educational change are too overwhelming to com-
pute in anything resembling a fully determined way. We do know
more about the processes of change as a result of research of the
past 40 years, which has shown that there are no hard-and-fast
rules, but rather a set of suggestions or implications given the
contingencies specific to local situations. In fact, Clark, Lotto, and
Astuto (1984), Huberman and Miles (1984), and I (Fullan, 1999)
suggest that the uniqueness of the individual setting is a critical
factor—what works in one situation may or may not work in an-
other. This is not to say that there are not guidelines, and we will
get to them. Research findings on the change process should be
used less as instruments of “application” and more as means of
helping practitioners and planners “make sense” of planning, im-
plementation strategies, and monitoring. It is also important to
say that this is a possible task: “Schools, classrooms, and school
systems can and do improve and the factors facilitating improve-
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ment are neither so exotic, unusual, or expensive that they are be-
yond the grasp of . . . ordinary schools” (Clark et al., 1984, p. 59).

There are two basic ways to look at educational reform. One
is to examine and trace specific innovations to see how they fare,
and to determine which factors are associated with success. Let us
call this the innovation-focused approach. The second way is to turn
the question on its head and ask how we develop the innovative
capacity of organizations and systems to engage in continuous im-
provement. I shall refer to this as the capacity-building focus. These
are not mutually exclusive approaches, as each can feed on the
other. It is more a matter of which emphasis fits one’s interest at
a particular point in time. If you are concerned with a specific
innovation, it helps to be able to design a strategy that takes into
account each stage of development in its use. If you are trying to
change a culture, such as establish a professional learning commu-
nity, it is better to start with the institution.

THE CHANGE PROCESS

In this chapter and Chapter 5 we take the innovation focus. Most
researchers now see three broad phases to the change process:

Phase I—variously labeled initiation, mobilization, or adop-
tion—consists of the process that leads up to and includes
a decision to adopt or proceed with a change.

Phase II—implementation or initial use (usually the first 2 or
3 years of use)—involves the first experiences of attempt-
ing to put an idea or reform into practice.

Phase III—called continuation, incorporation, routinization,
or institutionalization—refers to whether the change gets
built in as an ongoing part of the system or disappears by
way of a decision to discard or through attrition (see Ber-
man & McLaughlin, 1977; Huberman & Miles, 1984).

Figure 4.1 depicts the three phases in relation to outcomes, espe-
cially whether or not student learning is enhanced, and whether or
not experiences with change increase subsequent capacity to deal
with future changes.
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Reform (2005) study, despite tens of millions of dollars and a lot
of the right strategies, in the final analysis could not penetrate the
classroom door.

Richard Elmore (2004a, 2004b) has been telling us for years
that current strategies are not getting at the core of improving
instructional practice in the classroom. Elmore laments:

Educators equate professionalism with autonomy—getting to
use their own judgment, to exercise discretion, to determine the
conditions of their own work in classrooms and schools. In fact,
professionalism outside of education is exactly the opposite of
this definition. Professionals gain their social authority not by
exercising autonomy, but by subscribing to an externally-
validated body of knowledge, by agreeing to have their discre-
tion limited by that knowledge, and by facing sanctions if they
operate outside that body of knowledge. (2004a, p. 3)

If the threat of death does not motivate people who are ill,
what on earth is going to motivate teachers to change? The answer
has to be deep engagement with other colleagues and with men-
tors in exploring, refining, and improving their practice as well as
setting up an environment in which this not only can happen but
is encouraged, rewarded, and pressed to happen. This begs part
of the question of how to do so, but let us finally admit that there
is no other way. My conclusion is similar to Elmore’s as he com-
ments on some of the work he is doing with practitioners, helping
them to get inside instructional practice.

The theory of action behind [this process of examining practice]
might be stated as follows: The development of systematic
knowledge about, and related to, large-scale instructional im-
provement requires a change in the prevailing culture of admin-
istration and teaching in schools. Cultures do not change by
mandate; they change by the specific displacement of existing
norms, structures, and processes by others; the process of cul-
tural change depends fundamentally on modeling the new val-
ues and behavior that you expect to displace the existing ones.
(2004a, p. 11)

The only way we can accomplish the changes we need is
through intense focus on improving classroom practice. We can
do it by declaring that this is the focus: reduce bad variation by
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FIGURE 4.1. A Simplified Overview of the Change Process
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In simple terms, someone or some group, for whatever rea-
sons, initiates or promotes a certain program or direction of change.
The direction of change, which may be more or less defined at the
early stages, moves to a phase of attempted use (implementation),
which can be more or less effective. Continuation, or institutional-
ization, is an extension of the implementation phase in that the
new program is sustained beyond the first year or two (or what-
ever time frame is chosen). Outcome, depending on the objectives,
can refer to several different types of results and can be thought
of generally as the degree of school improvement in relation to
given criteria. Results could include, for example, improved stu-
dent learning and attitudes; new skills, attitudes, or satisfaction
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on the part of teachers and other school personnel; or improved
problem-solving capacity of the school as an organization.

Figure 4.1 presents only the general image of a much more
detailed and snarled process. First, there are numerous factors op-
erating at each phase. Second, as the two-way arrows imply, it is
not a linear process but rather one in which events at one phase
can feed back to alter decisions made at previous stages, which
then proceed to work their way through in a continuous interac-
tive way. For example, a decision at the initiation phase to use a
specific program may be substantially modified during imple-
mentation, and so on.

The third set of variables, which are unspecified in Figure 4.1,
concerns the scope of change and the question of who develops
and initiates the change. The scope can range from large-scale ex-
ternally developed innovations to locally produced ones. In either
of these cases the teacher may or may not be centrally involved in
development and/or decisions to proceed. Thus, the concept of
“initiation” leaves open the question of who develops or initiates
the change. The question is taken up at various places in the re-
mainder of this chapter and in relevant chapters on particular
roles.

The fourth complication in Figure 4.1 is that the total time
perspective as well as subphases cannot be precisely demarcated.
The initiation phase may be in the works for years, but even later,
specific decision making and preimplementation planning activi-
ties can be lengthy. Implementation for most changes takes 2 or
more years; only then can we consider that the change has really
had a chance to become implemented. The line between imple-
mentation and continuation is somewhat hazy and arbitrary. Out-
comes can be assessed in the relatively short run, but we would
not expect many results until the change had had a chance to be-
come implemented. In this sense, implementation is the means to
achieving certain outcomes; evaluations have limited value and
can be misleading if they provide information on outcomes only.

Fifth, and finally, given our concern with meaning, it cannot
be assumed that people understand what they are getting into
when a so-called “adoption" decision is made. This cuts both ways.
If a school’s teachers, for example, vote to adopt a particular inno-
vation, let’s say a comprehensive school reform model, they may



68 Understanding Educational Change

not know what they don’t know (Datnow, Hubbard, & Mehan,
2002; Murphy & Datnow, 2003). Similarly, if an administrator
forges ahead with a given innovation in the face of ambivalence
from staff, it may turn out that commitment gets generated during
implementation. This is to say, then, that we need to keep an open
mind about the process of change. In some ways the message of
this book is that it matters less where the innovation comes from
than it does what happens during the process of change. Our in-
sights about the change process, discussed in the previous chap-
ter, essentially endorse a ready-fire-aim mind-set. Ready is im-
portant. You have to work on key problems and establish basic
conditions, but it is necessary to get to action (fire) sooner rather
than later because that is where knowledge, skills, understandings,
and commitments get sorted out (see Chapter 6 on planning).

The total time frame from initiation to institutionalization is
lengthy; even moderately complex changes take from 2 to 4 years,
while larger-scale efforts can take 5 to 10 years, with sustaining
improvements still problematic. Greater use of the change knowl-
edge embedded in policy and strategy will reduce the timeline for
successful initiation and implementation. In any case, the single
most important idea arising from Figure 4.1 is that change is a pro-
cess, not an event—a lesson learned the hard way by those who
put all their energies into developing an innovation or passing a
piece of legislation without thinking through what would have to
happen beyond that point.

So far we have been talking as if schools adopt one innovation
at a time. This single innovation perspective can be useful for ex-
amining individual innovations, but the broader reality, of course,
is that schools are in the business of contending simultaneously
with multiple innovations, or innovation overload. Thus, when we
identify factors affecting successful initiation and implementation,
we should think of these factors operating across many innova-
tions—and many levels of the system (classroom, school, district,
state, nation). This multiplicity perspective inevitably leads one to
look for solutions at the level of individual roles and groups,
which I do in the chapters in Part II. This is so because it is only
at the individual and small-group level that the inevitable de-
mands of overload can be prioritized and integrated. At the same
time, we should try to achieve greater policy alignment at the
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state level (see Chapter 12), but won’t hold our breath waiting for
this to occur.

What happens at one stage of the change process strongly af-
fects subsequent stages, but new determinants also appear. Be-
cause the processes are so entangled, I will endeavor to identify a
list of the main factors and to describe their influence at each
stage. The ideas in this chapter and Chapter 5 will be used to
help explain why the processes of initiation, implementation, and
continuation function as they do. It also should be understood
that all three phases should be considered at the outset. As one
goes about the initiation of change, implementation planning
must already be underway. The moment that initiating begins is
the moment that the stage is being set for implementation and
continuation.

FACTORS AFFECTING INITIATION

Initiation is the process leading up to and including the decision
to proceed with implementation. It can take many different forms,
ranging from a decision by a single authority to a broad-based
mandate. At a general level, we might assume that specific educa-
tional changes are introduced because they are desirable accord-
ing to certain educational values and meet a given need better
than existing practices do. As we have seen, however, this is not
the way it always or even usually happens.

There are countless variables potentially influencing whether
a change program is started. Figure 4.2 depicts eight sources af-
fecting initiation, which have been derived from recent literature.
I make no claim that the list is exhaustive, only that there is evi-
dence of support across many studies. The order is not important,
although different combinations are. For example, community
pressure combined with a problem-solving orientation will have
quite different consequences than community pressure combined
with a bureaucratic orientation. The main point is that innovations
get initiated from many different sources and for different rea-
sons. The matter of the need for change can be embedded in any
one or several of the factors, depending on whose viewpoint one
takes.
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FIGURE 4.2. Factors Associated with Initiation
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Existence and Quality of Innovations

Educational innovations exist in plentiful numbers. The question
is what innovations are out there. It is well beyond the scope of
this book to investigate the world of invention and development.
Therefore, it will be impossible to draw systematic data-based
conclusions about the content of available changes. The answer
probably is that there are all kinds of innovations in existence,
which could address a wide range of values, as we would expect
in any pluralistic or heterogeneous society. And this number is
rapidly and constantly expanding in an increasingly sophisticated
technologically driven knowledge society.

Since 1983 the struggle between standardization and restruc-
turing has produced changes that both limit (or focus, depending
on your viewpoint) and liberate change possibilities. Relative to
the former, for example, many states have begun to prescribe text-
books and link them to standardized state tests (McNeil, 2000;
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Wise, 1988). Restructuring initiatives also have resulted in numer-
ous local efforts as well as several high-profile national projects in
the United States, including Success for All, the Coalition of Es-
sential Schools School Development Program, and many more (see
American Institutes of Research, 1999; Berends, Chun, et al., 2002).

Along with the question of what innovations are available is
the issue of the quality of new programs. Program clarity and
quality have been a major problem since the innovation boom of
the 1960s. The situation has improved over the past decade and a
half (i.e., there are better quality innovations “out there”), but it
also has served notice with respect to how complicated decisions
about innovation are in practice. A good example is the compre-
hensive school reform models mentioned earlier. I will leave the
main conclusion about CSRs until Chapter 5 because it is ulti-
mately an implementation and impact question. For now, let’s just
set the table.

The CSR models are intended to provide proven school-wide
innovations that would be adopted by schools in order to improve
student achievement, especially among more-disadvantaged and
low-performing schools. New American Schools—a private, non-
profit organization whose mission is to help schools and districts
raise student achievement—has supported the development of
the use of school reform designs. Since its inception, NAS has
been involved in a development phase (1992–1993), a demonstra-
tion phase (1993–1995), and a scale-up phase (1995–2002). In addi-
tion, federal funding supported the use of reform models for
school-wide improvement when Congress enacted the Compre-
hensive School Reform Demonstration (CSRD) program in 1997
and included it under Title 1. In the original legislation, 13 reform
models were listed as recommended CSR designs, as well as the
suggestion that schools could implement home-grown models. In
the more recent No Child Left Behind legislation, reform models
were not listed as a focus of the legislation, and more principles
around issues of school-wide improvement were included. The
decade-long experience (1991–2001) with whole-school reform
models has been well evaluated by the Rand Corporation (Be-
rends, Bodilly, & Kirby, 2002; Berends, Chun, et al., 2002) and by
independent researchers such as Datnow and her colleagues (Dat-
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now et al., 2002; Datnow & Kemper, 2003; Ross, Wang, Sanders,
Wright, & Stringfield, 1999; Murphy & Datnow, 2003). We will
draw on these studies when we examine implementation.

A second good example of well-designed programs comes
from Hill and Crévola’s (1999) description of standards-based re-
form in Victoria, Australia, focusing on literacy. They claim that
improvement requires all of the critical elements of the school and
of the school system working out what needs to change in order
for them to operate effectively and in alignment. This model en-
compasses:

Standards and targets
Monitoring and assessment
Classroom teaching programs
Professional learning teams
School and class organization
Intervention and special assistance
Home, school, and community partnerships
Leadership and coordination

Over the past year we have taken Hill and Cŕevola’s model
and developed it into a full-blown model for getting “break-
through” results in literacy (see Fullan, Hill, & Cŕevola, 2006). Nu-
merous other examples of increased clarity and quality of instruc-
tional innovations can be identified, such as Good and Kaminski
(2002) and Tomlinson (1998). The point here is not that well-
designed reforms and similar programs provide the solution (see
the concluding section of this chapter, on initiation dilemmas), but
that the design and quality of innovations have improved dramat-
ically over the past few years.

Access to Information

A second factor related to initiation is the selectivity that occurs
as a result of differential access to information. The primacy of
personal contact in the diffusion of innovations has been known
for years (Katz, Lewin, & Hamilton, 1963), and its importance in
education is concisely summarized by House (1974, chap. 1). Dis-
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trict administrators and other central office personnel such as co-
ordinators and consultants spend large amounts of time at confer-
ences and workshops within ongoing professional networks of
communication among their peers. Part and parcel of the develop-
ment of innovations has been the proliferation of networks, part-
nerships, collaboratives, and other agencies that have transformed
the infrastructure of opportunities to access and work interac-
tively with others on common themes over a period of years.
Without doubt, in recent years availability of innovative networks
has grown by leaps and bounds, which is not to say that enough
schools take advantage of them or that they implement programs
well when they do.

Beyond schools, parents and communities, especially those
whose members have limited formal education, are at a double
disadvantage: They are unfamiliar with and not confident about
technical matters, and they have almost no personal contact (or
time and energy to develop contact) with even a small part of the
educational universe. School boards have more direct responsi-
bility in this realm but also are dependent on central administra-
tors.

Finally, access to innovations, as is obvious but rarely empha-
sized, depends on an infrastructure of communication—ease of
transportation, resources, and density of population and ideas in
the geographical area. In this respect, urban and large school dis-
tricts enjoy favorable conditions; rural and small school districts
do not.

In sum, there is no doubt that the development of innovations
will continue to grow dramatically in the world, and access will
become more and more available. The remaining problem—the
theme of this book—will be whether individuals and institutions
have the capacity to operate effectively in this complex, messy
system.

Advocacy from Central and/or School Administrators

Initiation of change rarely occurs without an advocate, and one of
the most powerful is the chief district administrator, with his or
her staff, especially in combination with school board support or
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mandate. In some cases, district leadership may not be interested
in innovation, and little may happen. But when there is an inter-
est, for whatever reason—mandate from a board, or a reform-
minded or career-oriented administrator—it is the superintendent
and central staff who combine access, internal authority, and re-
sources necessary to seek out external funds for a particular
change program and/or to obtain board support. Numerous stud-
ies have found this to be the case: the Rand Change Agent study
(Berman & McLaughlin, 1977); Berman, McLaughlin, and associ-
ates’ (1979) more intensive study of five school districts; Huber-
man and Miles’s (1984) case studies of 12 districts; LaRocque and
Coleman’s (1989) study of district ethos in British Columbia; El-
more and Burney’s (1999) study of District 2 in New York City;
Supovitz’s (2006) case study of Duval County, Florida; and our
own work on district-wide reform (Fullan, Bertani, & Quinn, 2004;
Sharratt & Fullan, 2006). All of these studies show that the chief
district administrator and central district staff are an extremely
important source of advocacy, support, and initiation of new pro-
grams.

For example, Huberman and Miles (1984) found that “central
office administrators were at the locus of decision-making in 11 of
the 12 cases” (p. 55). Hidden in these findings is the message that
district administrators are often an important source of district-
wide changes that favor groups that otherwise might be neglected.
In Chapter 11 we also will see, in the case of districts, that the
superintendent is crucial in maintaining a focus on which innova-
tive directions to pursue (namely, those that are aligned and
tuned to sustained instructional improvement for all schools in
the system). At the same time, superintendents can be a source of
overload if they take on too many disconnected innovations.

Meanwhile, at the school level, the principal has become in-
creasingly important. The principal has always been the “gate-
keeper” of change, often determining the fate of innovations com-
ing from the outside or from teacher initiatives on the inside. With
the advent of site-based management across the world, more and
more onus for initiative has landed at the principal’s doorstep.
Principals are now expected to lead change, and thus they have
become a critical source of initiation (Marzano, Waters, & Mc-
Nulty, 2005).
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Teacher Advocacy

While teachers as a group have less opportunity to come into con-
tact with new ideas and less time and energy to follow through
on those that they do become aware of, most teachers do innovate.
In fact, the “innovation paradigm,” which in effect traces the de-
velopment and implementation of formally initiated innovations,
is biased because it misses the thousands of small innovations that
individual and small groups of teachers engage in every day.
There is a strong body of evidence that indicates that teachers are
often the preferred source of ideas for other teachers. On the other
hand, the evidence is equally strong that opportunities for teach-
ers to interact with one another are limited, and that when good
ideas do get initiated by one or more teachers, the support of oth-
ers is required if the ideas are to go anywhere.

When schools establish professional learning communities,
teachers constantly search for new ways of making improve-
ments. Rosenholtz (1989), as we saw, found this to be the case in
her study involving 78 schools, as did Newmann and Wehlage
(1995), McLaughlin and Talbert (2006), and many others. All these
researchers, however, also conclude that the working conditions
of teachers in the vast majority of schools are not conducive to
sustained teacher innovation (Leithwood, 2005).

On a larger scale, national, state, and local teacher unions in
some cases are becoming strong advocates of reform (see Con-
sortium of Educational Change, 2000; Shanker, 1990). Indeed, a
teacher union in Toronto is the initiator and sponsor of ourWhat’s
Worth Fighting For trilogy (Fullan, 1997; Fullan & Hargreaves,
1992; Hargreaves & Fullan, 1998). While it is true that most
teacher unions in the public’s eye are known more for what re-
forms they are against, rather than what they favor, teacher
unions can be powerful initiators when they do decide to lead
reform.

These findings, taken together, indicate that many teachers
are willing to adopt change at the individual classroom level and
will do so under the right conditions (e.g., an innovation that is
clear and practical, a supportive district administration and prin-
cipal, opportunity to interact with other teachers, advocacy from
the union, and outside resource help). There are several qualifiers:
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Most teachers do not have adequate information, access, time, or
energy; and the innovations they do adopt are often individualis-
tic, on a small scale, and unlikely to spread to other teachers.

External Change Agents

Change agents or facilitators external to the district—that is, in
regional, state, or national roles—play an important part in initiat-
ing change projects. Many roles at these levels are formally
charged with the responsibility for stimulating and supporting
change. The importance of these roles, especially at the initiation
stage, has been documented over a number of years. What is new
in the past decade is the enormous presence on a large scale of
not-for-profit foundations and business partnerships. Much of the
innovative money and opportunities for large-scale reform are
made possible through foundations. Still, no matter how you dice
it, strong leadership internal to the school or the district is a cru-
cial variable. Without quality internal leadership, you end up not
with limited innovation, but rather its opposite—too many frag-
mented, uncoordinated, flavor-of-the-month changes, something
that Tom Hatch (2000) captured in his study “when multiple im-
provement initiatives collide.”

Community Pressure/Support/Opposition/Apathy

Since communities vary and characteristics of school districts dif-
fer greatly, different combinations of factors will result in various
initiation patterns—a perennial problem in understanding change
processes. But when some of the main combinations are exam-
ined, we can make sense of the paradox that some communities
support innovation, others block it, most are apathetic, and even
more are all of those things at one time or another.

In general terms, and depending on the circumstances, com-
munities can either (1) put pressure on district administrators (di-
rectly or through school boards) to “do something” about a prob-
lem, (2) oppose certain potential adoptions of which they become
aware, or (3) do nothing (passive support or apathy). The mean-
ing of these patterns is clarified by considering some evidence.

The most predictable initial pressure for change from the



Causes and Processes of Initiation 77

community is likely to come as a result of population shifts. The
Berman, McLaughlin, and associates (1979) study of five school
districts demonstrates that major demographic changes (rapid
growth in population or a change in composition that results in
different social-class and cultural mixes) lead to the development
of community efforts and demands for change. How the demands
are handled depends very much on the problem-solving versus
bureaucratic orientations to be discussed below. In other words,
demands may or may not result in initiation, depending on a com-
bination of factors. But the point is that communities can instigate
educational change. (In one of the Berman and McLaughlin cases,
for example, population growth led to community activism in a
previously stagnant school system, the election of new board mem-
bers, the hiring of an innovative superintendent, and the facilita-
tion of change by other central staff, principals, teachers, and so
forth.) And, as we shall see in Chapter 10, rapport between schools
and communities is a powerful force for productive change.

Schaffarzick’s study of 34 San Francisco Bay Area districts is
also very revealing. He found that 62% of the curriculum decision
cases in his sample did not involve lay participation (cited in
Boyd, 1978, p. 613). Community apathy and indifference charac-
terized these decisions. However, in the 19 cases that involved
conflict and bargaining, the community groups nearly always pre-
vailed. Concerning the selective role of communities, Daft and
Becker (1978) found that highly educated ones correlated substan-
tially with the adoption of innovations for college-bound students,
but less-well-educated communities did not correlate with the
greater likelihood of programs of benefit to high school terminat-
ing students. Bridge (1976) makes a similar point: “It is easier to
organize parents, particularly lower class parents, to resist per-
ceived threats than it is to organize them to achieve long term
positive goals” (p. 370).

In putting these findings together, we can conclude that the
role of the community in the initiation process is not straightfor-
ward, but it is understandable when we break it down into the
following components:

1. Major demographic changes create turbulence in the envi-
ronment, which may lead to initiation of change or irrecon-
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cilable conflict, depending on the presence of other factors
listed in Figure 4.2.

2. Most communities do not actively participate in change de-
cisions about educational programs.

3. More highly educated communities seem to put general
pressure on their schools to adopt high-quality, academic-
oriented changes. They also can react strongly and effec-
tively against proposed changes that they do not like.

4. Less-well-educated communities are not as likely to initiate
change or put effective pressure on educators to initiate
changes on their behalf. They are also less likely to oppose
changes because of lack of knowledge, but once activated,
they too can become effective.

New Policy and Funds

Increasingly, state and provincial governments are mandating new
requirements, especially standards-based reforms. Indeed, the big-
gest change since the third edition of this book is the introduction
of mandated reform by governments. We will examine these in
more detail in terms of their consequences (strengths and weak-
nesses) in later chapters. Since we are talking here about “causes
of adoption,” we need only note that state and federal policymak-
ers initiate many new social change programs that otherwise
would never be formally adopted. Many major educational initia-
tives are generated through government policy making and legis-
lation in areas in the greatest need of reform, such as special
needs, desegregation, literacy and numeracy initiatives, teacher
education, and the like. By and large, governments are becoming
more insistent about the nature and accountability of educational
reforms. If accompanied by sound strategies (i.e., actions based on
solid change knowledge), they can have strong positive impact in
relatively short order, as the case examples of England, and On-
tario, Canada, show in Chapter 12.

Problem-Solving and Bureaucratic Orientations

The orientation that school districts take to external policy and
funds is another story. Berman and McLaughlin (1977) discovered
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3 decades ago that adoption decisions of school districts were
characterized by either an opportunistic (bureaucratic) or a prob-
lem-solving orientation. Districts welcome external funds and/or
policies either as an opportunity to obtain extra resources (which
they use for other purposes and/or which represent a symbolic
act of appearing to respond to a given need) or as a chance to
solve particular local problems. Many schools and districts are, in
the words of Bryk, Sebring, Kerbow, Rollow, and Easton (1998),
“Christmas tree” organizations in which acquiring new projects is
the name of the game.

We do not know the proportions of problem solvers versus
bureaucrats in the school districts of North America. Pincus (1974)
would have us believe that the properties of public school systems
qua systems make them more bureaucratic than problem oriented.
Pincus claims that compared with competitive firms

1. public schools are less motivated to adopt cost-reducing innova-
tions unless the funds so saved become available for other pur-
poses in the district;

2. they are less likely to adopt innovations that change the resource
mix or the accustomed authority roles (e.g., that involve behav-
ioral changes in role); and

3. they are more likely to adopt new instructional processes that do
not significantly change structure, or to adopt new wrinkles in
administrative management, because such innovations help to
satisfy the demands of the public without exacting heavy costs.
(pp. 117–118)

That is, in terms of the multidimensionality of implementa-
tion (see Chapter 2), schools are more likely to implement superfi-
cial changes in content, objectives, and structure than changes in
culture, role behavior, and conceptions of teaching.

Three factors favorable to adoption are identified by Pincus
(1974):

1. bureaucratic safety, as when innovations add resources without re-
quiring behavioral change;

2. response to external pressure (in which “adoption” may ease the
pressure); and

3. approval of peer elites (in the absence of clearly defined output cri-
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teria, whatever is popular among leading professional peers is
sometimes the determining criterion). (p. 120)

Thus, “schools tend voluntarily to adopt innovations which
promote the schools’ self-image” as “up-to-date . . . efficient . . .
professional . . . responsive” (p. 122). Stated differently, it is rela-
tively easy for schools to adopt complex, vague, inefficient, and
costly (especially if someone else is paying) innovations as long
as they do not have to implement them.

Bureaucratically speaking, then, the political and symbolic
value of initiation of change for schools is often of greater signifi-
cance than the educational merit and the time and cost necessary
for implementation follow-through. However, the symbolic value
is not unimportant. Such decisions may be necessary for political
survival, may be needed first steps that set the preconditions for
real change in practice, or may represent the only change possible
in certain situations.

On the positive side, there are more examples recently of
problem-solving initiatives at the school, district, and government
levels, as we will witness in the relevant chapters. There are two
trends that are putting pressure on systems to act differently. One
is the standards-based reform strategies that are intensifying pres-
sure and support with the goal of maximizing follow-through,
that is, these strategies assume that adoption is only the begin-
ning. The other is the capacity-building stances of local entities in
which initiation begins at the grassroots level and reaches out to
exploit state policies. In other words, the goal is to build capacities
at the school and district levels so that schools and districts act in
a problem-solving rather than a bureaucratic manner. The answer
lies in combining top-down and bottom-up change forces, which
now appears to be more possible (see the discussion of this di-
lemma in Chapter 12, p. 262).

THE DILEMMAS OF INITIATION

We have presented an amalgam of different factors that influence
the initiation of change projects. The first message is that change
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is and always will be initiated from a variety of different sources
and combination of sources. This presents constant opportunity
for pursuing innovations or for the imposition of change, depend-
ing on the innovation and one’s role in the process. As I said
above, in many ways it matters less who initiates the change and
more what the subsequent quality of the change process is.

There is no easy answer as to what represents successful initi-
ation because, as with so many aspects of the change process,
those contemplating change are faced with a series of dilemmas.
Should we have a short or long time period for starting? Should
we go for internal development or import external innovations?
Should we work with volunteers or a more representative group?
Should we go with large numbers or small numbers? Should we
focus on instruction or on the organization, or on both? Should
we try major change or start with minor change? Should we have
lots of participation at the early stages or not?

The main leadership dilemma at the initiation stage is whether
to seek majority agreement before proceeding versus being asser-
tive at the beginning. The fact is that there is a great deal of inertia
in social systems, requiring high energy to overcome. We know
that top-down change doesn’t work. But we also are finding out
that bottom-up initiatives either fail to result in much or, when
they do get off to a promising start, often fail to connect to the
authority structure.

Even when there is a requirement of “buy in” by teachers,
agreement can be superficial and uninformed. In Datnow and
Stringfield’s (2000) review of innovative programs, the authors
observe:

In several of our studies we found that educators adopted re-
form models without thinking through how the model would
suit their school’s goals, culture, teachers or students . . . even
when opportunities to gather information were available, edu-
cators seldom made well-informed choices about reform de-
signs.

Policy and political decisions at state and district levels also
often influenced schools’ adoption of external reform designs,
which also caused some local educators to adopt models
quickly and without careful consideration of “fit.” (p. 191)
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Similarly, Hatch (2000) observes that adoption may be more
likely to reflect how effective the campaigns for and against a pro-
posed program have been rather than to demonstrate whether or
not a school actually has learned enough about a program to make
an informed choice or to embark on successful implementation.

And what about low-performing schools that fail to do any-
thing or explicitly reject potentially effective innovations, so that
no new initiatives are undertaken? Clearly they cannot be allowed
to continue their inaction on the grounds that grassroots decisions
are the only way to go (see Fullan, 2006).

Our temporary answer to these dilemmas is this: Local capac-
ity is developed at the school level (see Chapters 7 and 8) to the
point that schools actually do know how to go about sorting out
and acting on required improvements. Some schools—a minor-
ity—currently are this good. Less than ideally, but necessary in
cases of persistently low-performing or otherwise stuck schools,
assertive leadership (including teacher leaders) is required. To put
it one way, a principal or superintendent can get away with top-
down or assertive leadership under two conditions: first, in situa-
tions where it turns out the idea is good; and second, when asser-
tive initiation is combined with empowerment and choices as the
process unfolds. The criterion here is eventual motivation to put
energy into the reform direction—ownership, if you like. But note
that ownership is something that develops over time if the ideas
are good and if people have the capacity and opportunity to make
informed judgments, which they may not be able to do early on.

Thus, the initiation of change does represent difficult dilem-
mas. The relationship between initiation and implementation is
loosely coupled and interactive. The process of initiation can gen-
erate meaning or confusion, commitment or alienation, or simply
ignorance on the part of participants and others affected by the
change. Poor beginnings can be turned into successes depending
on what is done during implementation. Promising startups can
be squandered by what happens afterward.

At this point we know that initiation decisions occur all the
time and come from a variety of sources. We have some inkling
that, depending on the sources, the process followed, and the
combination of contextual conditions in the situation, what hap-
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pens after the initiation phase will be all over the map. We can
now turn to the next critical phase in the process. Implementation
is where the action is. The three key questions are: What is the
relationship between the initiation process and subsequent imple-
mentation? What other factors emerge during implementation
that determine which changes in practice actually occur? And
what are the dynamics of continuation or discontinuation?



CHAPTER 5

Causes and Processes of
Implementation and Continuation

Well, the hard work is done. We have the policy
passed; now all you have to do is implement it.
—Outgoing deputy minister of education to colleague

Educational change is technically simple and socially complex.
While the simplicity of the technical aspect is no doubt overstated,
anyone who has been involved in a major change effort will intu-
itively grasp the meaning of and concur with the complexity of
the social dimension. A large part of the problem of educational
change may be less a question of dogmatic resistance and bad
intentions (although there is certainly some of both) and more a
question of the difficulties related to planning and coordinating a
multilevel social process involving thousands of people.

As I described in Chapter 4, a great majority of policies and
innovations over the past 35 years did not get implemented even
where implementation was desired. Implementation consists of
the process of putting into practice an idea, program, or set of
activities and structures new to the people attempting or expected
to change. The change may be externally imposed or voluntarily
sought; explicitly defined in detail in advance or developed and
adapted incrementally through use; designed to be used uniform-
ly or deliberately planned so that users can make modifications
according to their perceptions of the needs of the situation.

In this chapter I identify those factors that affect whether or
not an initiated or decided-upon change happens in practice. The
processes beyond adoption are more intricate, because they in-
volve more people, and real change (as distinct from verbal or

84
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“on-paper” decisions) is at stake. Many attempts at policy and
program change have concentrated on product development, leg-
islation, and other formally expressed changes in a way that ig-
nored the fact that what people did and did not do was the crucial
variable. This neglect is understandable, for people are much
more unpredictable and difficult to deal with than things. They
are also essential for success.

The positive side is that the persistence of people-related
problems in educational change has forged greater knowledge
about what makes for success. If we constantly remind ourselves
that educational change is a learning experience for the adults in-
volved (teachers, administrators, parents, etc.) as well as for chil-
dren, we will be going a long way in understanding the dynamics
of the factors of change described in this chapter.

We must start by restating where implementation fits and
why it is important. The simple implementation question is: What
types of things would have to change if an innovation or a reform
were to become fully implemented? As discussed in Chapter 2,
several definable aspects of classroom or school life would be al-
tered. Sticking with the classroom for the sake of simplicity, we
suggested that changes would likely occur in (1) curriculum mate-
rials, (2) teaching practices, and (3) beliefs or understandings about
the curriculum and learning practices. Implementation is critical
for the simple reason that it is the means of accomplishing desired
objectives. Recalling Charters and Jones’s (1973) concern about the
risk of appraising “nonevents,” implementation may turn out to
be nonexistent (i.e., no real change in the desired direction), super-
ficial, partial, thorough, and so on. In a word, implementation is
a variable, and if the change is a potentially good one, success
(such as improved student learning or increased skills on the part
of teachers) will depend on the degree and quality of change in
actual practice.

It is not quite that simple, but the logic of the change process
depicted earlier, in Figure 4.1, is essentially straightforward. How-
ever changes get initiated, they proceed (or not) to some form of
implementation and continuation, resulting in some intended
and/or unintended outcomes. In this chapter we are interested in
the factors and processes that affect implementation and continua-
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tion. Our goal is to identify the critical factors that commonly in-
fluence change in practice and to obtain insights into how the im-
plementation process works.

FACTORS AFFECTING IMPLEMENTATION

The idea of implementation and of the factors affecting actual use
seems simple enough, but the concept has proven to be exceed-
ingly elusive. Examples of successful improvement described in
the research of the past 30 years seem to make common sense.
More and more, the evidence points to a small number of key
variables, although, as we shall see, the question of what to do
remains exceedingly complex. Intrinsic dilemmas in the change
process, coupled with the intractability of some factors, the unique-
ness of individual settings, and variations in local capacity, make
successful change a highly complex and subtle social process. Ef-
fective approaches to managing change call for combining and
balancing factors that do not apparently go together—simultane-
ous simplicity–complexity, looseness–tightness, strong leadership–
user participation, bottom-up/top-downness, fidelity–adaptivity,
and evaluation–nonevaluation. More than anything else, effective
strategies for improvement require an understanding of the pro-
cess, a way of thinking that cannot be captured in any list of steps
or phases to be followed (Fullan, 1985; see also the Change Forces
series, Fullan, 1993, 1999, 2003).

We should keep in mind that we are interested in factors to
the extent that they causally influence implementation (or more
specifically, the extent to which teachers and students change
their practices, beliefs, use of new materials, and corresponding
learning outcomes) in the direction of some sought-after change.
If any one or more factors are working against implementation,
the process will be less effective. To put it positively, the more
factors supporting implementation, the more change in practice
will be accomplished. Finally, we should avoid thinking of sets of
factors in isolation from one another. They form a system of variables
that interact to determine success or failure. Educational change is
a dynamic process involving interacting variables over time, re-
gardless of whether the mode of analysis is factors or themes.
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Figure 5.1 lists nine critical factors organized into three main
categories relating to (1) the characteristics of the innovation or
change project, (2) local roles, and (3) external factors. In describ-
ing the roles, I have tried to emphasize aspects that can be altered
rather than those that are fixed or givens. The list is necessarily
oversimplified. Each factor could be “unpacked” into several sub-
variables, as I do in later chapters. At this time the goal is to ob-
tain an overview and feel for the main dynamics in the change
process.

Factors Related to Characteristics of the Change

We start with four factors related to the characteristics of innova-
tions themselves, namely, need, clarity, complexity, and quality.

FIGURE 5.1. Interactive Factors Affecting Implementation

A. CHARACTERISTICS
     OF CHANGE

1. Need
2. Clarity
3. Complexity
4. Quality/Practicality

B. LOCAL
     CHARACTERISTICS

5. District
6. Community
7. Principal
8. Teacher

IMPLEMENTATION

C. EXTERNAL
     FACTORS

9. Government and 
    other agencies
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We saw in Chapter 4 that these issues cannot be resolved at the
initiation stage. This lack of resolution carries over into implemen-
tation and becomes much more visible.

Need. As noted earlier, many innovations are attempted with-
out a careful examination of whether or not they address what are
perceived to be priority needs. Teachers, for example, frequently
do not see the need for an advocated change. Several large-scale
studies in the United States confirm the importance of relating
need to decisions about innovations or change directions. In the
Experimental Schools project, Rosenblum and Louis (1979) found
that “the degree to which there was a formal recognition within
the school system of unmet needs” (p. 12) was one of the four
“readiness factors” associated with subsequent implementation.
The Rand Change Agent study (Berman & McLaughlin, 1977) iden-
tified problem solving/orientation (i.e., identification of a need
linked to selection of a program) as strongly related to successful
implementation. The question of determining whether needs are
agreed upon is not always straightforward. Datnow (2000) talks
about one school’s adoption of a New American School model:
“In spite of the fact that the majority of teachers voted for the
change, this was not a genuine vote, nor was it based on a process
of critical inquiry into current practices at the school and what
might need to change” (pp. 167–168).

Thus, while the importance of perceived or felt need is obvi-
ous, its role is not all that straightforward. There are at least three
complications. First, schools are faced with overloaded improve-
ment agendas. Therefore, it is a question not only of whether a
given need is important, but also of how important it is relative
to other needs. Needless to say, this prioritizing among sets of
desirables is not easy, as people are reluctant to neglect any goals,
even though it may be unrealistic to address them all. Second,
precise needs are often not clear at the beginning, especially with
complex changes. People often become clearer about their needs
only when they start doing things, that is, during implementation
itself. Third, need interacts with the other eight factors to produce
different patterns. Depending on the pattern, need can become
further clarified or obfuscated during the implementation process.

In summary, the “fit” between a new program and district
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and/or school needs is essential, but it may not become entirely
clear until implementation is underway (see Bodilly, 1998, and
Bodilly & Berends, 1999, for evaluation of the New American
Schools, which also emphasizes the need for fit). Huberman and
Miles (1984) similarly remind us that by this early implementation
stage, the people involved must perceive both that the needs being
addressed are significant and that they are making at least some
progress toward meeting them. Early rewards and some tangible
success are critical incentives during implementation.

Clarity. Clarity (about goals and means) is a perennial prob-
lem in the change process. Even when there is agreement that
some kind of change is needed, as when teachers want to improve
some area of the curriculum or improve the school as a whole, the
adopted change may not be at all clear about what teachers
should do differently. Problems related to clarity appear in virtu-
ally every study of change, from the early implementation studies
when Gross and associates (1971) found that the majority of teach-
ers were unable to identify the essential features of the innovation
they were using, to present studies of reform in which finding
clarity among complexity remains a major problem (Fullan, 2003).
And the more complex the reform the greater the problem of clar-
ity. In short, lack of clarity—diffuse goals and unspecified means
of implementation—represents a major problem at the implemen-
tation stage; teachers and others find that the change is simply not
very clear as to what it means in practice.

There is little doubt that clarity is essential, but its meaning is
subtle; too often we are left with false clarity instead. False clarity
occurs when change is interpreted in an oversimplified way; that
is, the proposed change has more to it than people perceive or
realize. For example, an approved textbook easily may become
the curriculum in the classroom yet fail to incorporate significant
features of the policy or goals that it is supposed to address. Reli-
ance on the textbook may distract attention from behaviors and
educational beliefs critical to the achievement of desired out-
comes. In Canada, new or revised provincial curriculum guide-
lines have been dismissed by some teachers on the grounds that
“we are already doing that”; but this is another illustration of false
clarity if the teachers’ perceptions are based only on the more su-
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perficial goal and content aspects of the guidelines to the neglect
of beliefs and teaching strategies. Similarly, many curriculum
guidelines in Canada contain greater specificity of objectives and
content than did previous guidelines, with the result that teachers
and others welcome them as “finally providing direction.” How-
ever, these guidelines may be used in a literal way without the
realization that certain teaching strategies and underlying beliefs
are essential to implementing the guidelines effectively. Worse
still, teachers introducing reforms superficially may actually make
matters worse, as Stigler and Hiebert (1999) found in their video
analysis of grade 8 mathematics lessons in three countries.

On the other hand, I have cited evidence above that not every-
one experiences the comfort of false clarity. Unclear and unspeci-
fied changes can cause great anxiety and frustration to those sin-
cerely trying to implement them. Clarity, of course, cannot be
delivered on a platter. Whether or not it is accomplished depends
on the process. Nor is greater clarity an end in itself: Very simple
and insignificant changes can be very clear, while more difficult
and worthwhile ones may not be amenable to easy clarification.

Finally, another dilemma in the era of standardization is at-
tempting to solve the clarity problem at the outset through pre-
scribed solutions. Hargreaves (2003) rejects prescription as down-
right dangerous: having cult-like qualities; being applied mainly
to districts serving poorer communities, with better-off communi-
ties being able to pursue richer and deeper learning goals while
poor communities become mired in drabness. We also have writ-
ten about the prescription trap, but offering that it is possible (and
necessary) to become precise without being rigid (Fullan et al.,
2006). The key is to work on clarity all through the implementa-
tion process.

Complexity. Complexity refers to the difficulty and extent of
change required of the individuals responsible for implementa-
tion. The actual amount depends on the starting point for any
given individual or group, but the main idea is that any change
can be examined with regard to difficulty, skill required, and ex-
tent of alterations in beliefs, teaching strategies, and use of materi-
als. Many changes, such as open education (Bussis et al., 1976),
teaching mathematics for understanding (Stigler & Hiebert, 1999),
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breakthroughs in cognitive science (Bransford et al., 1999), effec-
tive schools (Sammons, 1999), parent involvement (Epstein et al.,
2002), and so on, require a sophisticated array of activities, struc-
tures, diagnoses, teaching strategies, and philosophical under-
standing if effective implementation is to be achieved.

While complexity creates problems for implementation, it may
result in greater change because more is being attempted. Berman
and McLaughlin (1977) found that “ambitious projects were less
successful in absolute terms of the percent of the project goals
achieved, but they typically stimulated more teacher change than
projects attempting less” (p. 88). Those changes that did occur
were more thorough as a result of the extra effort that the project
required or inspired. As Berman (1980) stated elsewhere, “little
ventured, nothing gained.” As noted in “The Return of Large
Scale Reform" (Fullan, 2000), we are seeing even more complex
and ambitious reforms, which require a greater understanding of
“the big picture” as well as one’s place in it. There is more to gain
and correspondingly more to lose.

In summary, simple changes may be easier to carry out, but
they may not make much of a difference. Complex changes prom-
ise to accomplish more, which is good news given the kinds of
changes in progress these days, but they also demand more effort,
and failure takes a greater toll.

Quality and Practicality of the Program. The last factor asso-
ciated directly with the nature of change concerns the quality and
practicality of the change project—whether it is a new curriculum,
a new policy, or a restructured school. The history of the quality
of attempted changes relative to the other three variables (need,
clarity, complexity) is revealing. To say that the importance of the
quality of the change is self-evident is to underestimate how initi-
ation decisions are made (see Pfeffer & Sutton, 2006). Inadequate
quality and even the simple unavailability of materials and other
resources can result when adoption decisions are made on the
grounds of political necessity, or even in relation to perceived
need without time for development. Put differently, when adop-
tion is more important than implementation, decisions frequently
are made without the follow-up or preparation time necessary to
generate adequate materials. Ambitious projects are nearly always
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politically driven. As a result, the time line between the initiation
decision and startup is often too short to attend to matters of
quality.

Part and parcel of the return of ambitious reform has been the
realization that “large-scale” change requires greater attention to
front-end quality. This attention to developing and continually re-
fining “proven” innovations is what has driven Success for All
(Slavin & Madden, 1998), New American Schools (Kearns & Har-
vey, 2000), and National Literacy and Numeracy (Barber, 2000;
Earl et al., 2003). In many ways the big curriculum projects of
the 1960s gave the role of curriculum materials a bad name. Since
implementation was neglected, people concluded that curriculum
materials were less important. We now draw a different conclu-
sion.

To achieve large scale reform you cannot depend on people’s
capacity to bring about substantial change in the short run, so
you need to propel the process with high quality teaching and
training materials (print, video, electronic). There is still the
problem of superficial implementation when new materials are
in use, and even new practices in evidence, without the deeper
understanding required for substantial and sustained imple-
mentation. But you get farther, faster by producing quality ma-
terials and establishing a highly interactive infrastructure of
pressure and support. Finally, the materials do not have to be
treated as prescriptive. Many judgments can and should be
made during implementation as long as they are based on evi-
dence linking teacher practices with student performance. (Ful-
lan, 2000, p. 23)

In short, it is possible, indeed necessary, to combine ambitious
change and quality. I have maintained that it is what people de-
velop in their minds and actions that counts. People do not learn
or accomplish complex changes by being told or shown what to
do. Deeper meaning and solid change must be born over time.
Good change is hard work; yet engaging in a bad change or
avoiding needed changes may be even harder on us. The goal,
then, is to attempt substantial reform and do it by persistently
working on multilevel meaning across the system over time.
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Local Factors

This section analyzes the social conditions of change; the organi-
zation or setting in which people work; and the planned and un-
planned events and activities that influence whether or not given
change attempts will be productive. The local school system rep-
resents one major set of situational constraints or opportunities
for effective change. The same program is often successful in one
school system and a disaster in another. Some districts have a
track record of continual innovative achievement; others seem to
fail at whatever they attempt.

The individual school may be the unit of change, but fre-
quently change is the result of system initiatives that live or die
based on the strategies and supports offered by the larger orga-
nization. This is especially true of multilevel, complex system-
oriented innovations where what is being changed is the organi-
zational culture itself.

The School District. We have seen evidence that adoption de-
cisions frequently are made without adequate follow-through,
and that the difficulties (subjective realities) inherent in the pro-
cess of change are not well understood. Most attempts at collec-
tive change in education seem to fail, and failure means frustra-
tion, wasted time, feelings of incompetence and lack of support,
and disillusionment. Since introducing innovations is a way of life
in most school systems, districts build up track records in manag-
ing change. Whatever the track record at a given point in time,
it represents a significant precondition relative to the next new
initiative. The importance of the district’s history of innovation
attempts can be stated in the form of a proposition: The more that
teachers or others have had negative experiences with previous
implementation attempts in the district or elsewhere, the more
cynical or apathetic they will be about the next change presented,
regardless of the merit of the new idea or program. Districts,
provinces or states, and countries can develop an incapacity for
change as well as a capacity for it.

Nothing is more gratifying psychologically than attempting a
change that works and benefits students. Success can beget more
success. If the subjective meaning of change is so central, it is
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worth stressing that people carry meanings from one experience
to the next. This psychological history of change is a major deter-
minant of how seriously people try to implement new programs.
To predict and to understand individuals’ and groups’ responses
to particular innovative programs, one must know their immedi-
ate past history.

The role of the district administration and central staff is the
subject of Chapter 11, and we have some very clear new examples
of what makes for district-wide success (Campbell & Fullan, 2006;
Fullan et al., 2004; Sharratt & Fullan, 2006; Supovitz, 2006). To
comment briefly here, individual teachers and single schools can
bring about change without the support of central administrators,
but district-wide change will not happen. Although it has always
been said that the superintendent and the principal are critical to
educational change, it is only recently that we are beginning to
understand more specifically what that means in practice. All of
the research cited in Chapter 11 shows that the support of central
administrators is critical for change in district practice. It also
shows that general support or endorsement of a new program by
itself has very little influence on change in practice (e.g., verbal
support without implementation follow-through). Teachers and
others know enough now, if they didn’t 20 years ago, not to take
change seriously unless central administrators demonstrate through
actions that they should.

All major studies show that the local implementation process
at the district level is essential if substantial improvement is the
goal. The chief executive officer and other key central administra-
tors set the conditions for implementation to the extent that they
show specific forms of support and active knowledge and under-
standing of the realities of attempting to put a change into prac-
tice. To state it most forcefully, district administrators affect the
quality of implementation to the extent that they understand and
help to manage the set of factors and the processes described in
this chapter.

Board and Community Characteristics. It is very difficult to
generalize about the role of communities and school boards vis-à-
vis implementation. Smith and Keith (1971) and Gold and Miles
(1981) tell the painful sagas of what happens when middle-class
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communities do not like the innovations they see in their schools.
School boards can indirectly affect implementation by hiring or
firing reform-oriented superintendents. Demographic changes of-
ten put increasing pressure on schools to adopt, if not implement,
new policies. Major conflicts sometimes incapacitate districts in
bringing about actual change; in a sense, certain adoption deci-
sions have to be settled before energy can be turned to implemen-
tation. In situations where the school board and the district are
actively working together, substantiated improvements can be
achieved, compared with conflictful or uninvolved boards (La-
Rocque & Coleman, 1989). At the local school level, as we will see
in Chapter 10, virtually all successful schools in the past decade
have strong parent–school relationships that they have painstak-
ingly developed (Coleman, 1998; Epstein et al., 2002). There is also
an increasing number of incidents where school boards are taken
over by the mayor or the state.

With respect to the role of school boards, Hess’s (1999) depic-
tion of “spinning wheels and policy churn” is still closer to the
truth in many situations, although, as I have said, we have seen
some examples of effective district-wide reform: All cases of suc-
cess involve district/school board rapport and partnership (Mc-
Adams, 2006). All in all, the role of communities and school
boards is quite variable, ranging from apathy to active involve-
ment—with the latter varying from conflictual to cooperative
modes, depending on the conditions.

The Principal. As we shift from the district to the school
level, the meaning of the phrase “the school is the unit or center
of change” will become evident. All major research on innovation
and school effectiveness shows that the principal strongly influ-
ences the likelihood of change, but it also indicates that most prin-
cipals do not play instructional or change leadership roles. Ber-
man and McLaughlin (1977) found that “projects having the active
support of the principal were the most likely to fare well” (p. 124,
emphasis in original)—a finding replicated time and time again
over the past 30 years. Principals’ actions serve to legitimate
whether a change is to be taken seriously (and not all changes are)
and to support teachers both psychologically and with resources.
Berman, McLaughlin, and associates (1979) note that one of the
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best indicators of active involvement is whether the principal at-
tends workshop training sessions. If we recall the earlier dimen-
sions of change (beliefs, teaching behavior, curriculum materials),
we might speculate that unless the principal gains some under-
standing of these dimensions (not necessarily as an expert or an
instructional leader), he or she will not be able to understand
teachers’ concerns—that is, will not be able to provide support for
implementation. Such understanding requires interaction.

There is an abundance of other new evidence cited in Chapter
8 that describes how and why the principal is necessary for effec-
tive implementation. The principal is the person most likely to be
in a position to shape the organizational conditions necessary for
success, such as the development of shared goals, collaborative
work structures and climates, and procedures for monitoring re-
sults. The new evidence reveals that effective principals help ad-
dress “multiple innovations” by working on program coherence.
We will see in Chapter 8 many of the specific actions that princi-
pals take to influence improvement—actions so well documented
in the most recent research (Leithwood, Louis, Anderson, & Wahl-
strom, 2004; Marzano, Waters, & McNulty, 2005).

The subjective world of principals is such that many of them
suffer from the same problem in implementing a new role as facil-
itator of change as do teachers in implementing new teaching
roles: What the principal should do specifically to manage change
at the school level is a complex affair for which the principal often
has little preparation. The psychological and sociological prob-
lems of change that confront the principal are at least as great as
those that confront teachers. Without this sociological sympathy,
many principals will feel exactly as teachers do: Other people sim-
ply do not seem to understand the problems they face.

The Role of Teachers. Both individual teacher characteristics
and collective or collegial factors play roles in determining imple-
mentation. At the individual level, Huberman (1988) and others
have found that a teacher’s psychological state can make him or
her more or less predisposed toward considering and acting on
improvements. Some teachers, depending on their personality
and influenced by their previous experiences and stage of career,
are more self-actualized and have a greater sense of efficacy,
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which leads them to take action and persist in the effort required
to bring about successful implementation.

One’s psychological state can be a permanent or changeable
trait, depending on the individual and on the conditions. Several
researchers have found that some schools have a much higher
proportion of change-oriented teachers than do others, as we will
see in our analysis of professional learning communities in Chap-
ters 7 and 8. Some of this is no doubt through selection, but it also
seems to be the case that the culture or climate of the school can
shape an individual’s psychological state for better or for worse.

In the final analysis it is the actions of the individual that
count. Since interaction with others influences what one does, re-
lationships with other teachers is a critical variable. The theory of
change that has been evolving in this book clearly points to the
importance of peer relationships in the school. Change involves
learning to do something new, and interaction is the primary basis
for social learning. New meanings, new behaviors, new skills, and
new beliefs depend significantly on whether teachers are working
as isolated individuals or are exchanging ideas, support, and posi-
tive feelings about their work. The quality of working relation-
ships among teachers is strongly related to implementation. Colle-
giality, open communication, trust, support and help, learning on
the job, getting results, and job satisfaction and morale are closely
interrelated. There is a vast difference between the “learning-
impoverished” schools and the “learning-enriched” schools de-
scribed by Rosenholtz (1989). Only 13 of the 78 schools in Ros-
enholtz’s sample were classified as learning enriched, but they
provide powerful models of work environments that stimulate
continuous improvements.

Twenty-five years ago, Little (1981) made the best case for
how teachers and principals work together in accomplishing
meaningful reform.

School improvement is most surely and thoroughly achieved
when: Teachers engage in frequent, continuous and increas-
ingly concrete and precise talk about teaching practice (as dis-
tinct from teacher characteristics and failings, the social lives of
teachers, the foibles and failures of students and their families,
and the unfortunate demands of society on the school). By such
talk, teachers build up a shared language adequate to the com-
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plexity of teaching, capable of distinguishing one practice and
its virtue from another.

Teachers and administrators frequently observe each other
teaching, and provide each other with useful (if potentially
frightening) evaluations of their teaching. Only such observa-
tion and feedback can provide shared referents for the shared
language of teaching, and both demand and provide the preci-
sion and concreteness, which makes the talk about teaching
useful.

Teachers and administrators plan, design, research, evalu-
ate and prepare teaching materials together. The most prescient
observations remain academic (“just theory”) without the ma-
chinery to act on them. By joint work on materials, teachers and
administrators share the considerable burden of development
required by long-term improvement, confirm their emerging
understanding of their approach, and make rising standards for
their work attainable by them and by their students. Teachers
and administrators teach each other the practice of teaching. (pp.
12–13, emphasis in original)

Only two of the six schools in Little’s study evidenced a very
high percentage of these practices, but no more convincing picture
of the conditions for developing meaning on the part of individual
teachers and administrators could be portrayed than in the pas-
sage just quoted. Little’s observations were prescient, as develop-
ing interactive communities of practice has turned out to be one
of the leading strategies for reform. We see the modern manifesta-
tion of the power of teacher interaction in current attempts to pro-
liferate professional learning communities. PLCs are becoming
more prominent and more sharply defined, as we shall see in
Chapters 7 and 8 (see also Dufour et al., 2006; Dufour, Eaker, &
Dufour, 2005).

External Factors

The last set of factors that influence implementation places the
school or school district in the context of the broader society. In
Canada this means primarily the offices of the department or min-
istry of education of each province, faculties of education, and
other regional institutions. In the United States the main authori-
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ties consist of state departments of education and federal agencies.
Agencies such as regional R&D laboratories and centers, philan-
thropic foundations, universities, and other external partners also
attempt to support educational implementation across the coun-
try, although I do not take up the roles of nongovernment agen-
cies explicitly in this book.

What does the larger society think of its education system?
Provincial/state and national priorities for education are set ac-
cording to the political forces and lobbying of interest groups,
government bureaucracies, and elected representatives. Legisla-
tion, new policies, and new program initiatives arise from public
concerns that the education system is not doing an adequate job
of teaching literacy and mathematics, developing career-relevant
skills for the economic system, producing effective citizens, meet-
ing the needs of at-risk children—children of poverty, recent im-
migrants, children with special needs—and so on. These “sources”
of reform put pressure on local districts (sometimes to the point
of force) and also provide various incentives for changing in the
desired direction. New provincial guidelines are established as
policy, new federal and state legislation is passed, new nationally
sponsored projects are developed. Whether or not implementation
occurs will depend on the congruence between the reforms and
local needs, and how the changes are introduced and followed
through.

Government agencies have been preoccupied with policy and
program initiation, and until recently they have vastly underesti-
mated the problems and processes of implementation. We have a
classic case of two entirely different worlds—the policymakers on
the one hand and the local practitioner on the other hand (“diver-
gent worlds,” as Cowden & Cohen, 1979, call them). To the extent
that each side is ignorant of the subjective world of the other, re-
form will fail—and the extent is great. The quality of relationships
across this gulf is crucial to supporting change efforts when there
is agreement, and to reconciling problems when there is conflict
among these groups: between provincial ministries and local
school boards, administrators, and teachers; between state depart-
ments and local districts; and between federal project officers and
local authorities.

The most straightforward way of stating the problem is to say
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that local school systems and external authority agencies have not
learned how to establish a processual relationship with each other.
The relationship is more in the form of episodic events than pro-
cesses: submission of requests for money, intermittent progress
reports on what is being done, external evaluations—paperwork,
not people work. More recently, through greater accountability,
standardization, and closer monitoring, departments of education
have had some direct influence on accomplishing specific learning
outcomes (see Chapter 12). Mostly, however, lack of role clarity,
ambiguity about expectations, absence of regular interpersonal fo-
rums of communication, ambivalence between authority and sup-
port roles of external agencies, and solutions that are worse than
the original problems combine to erode the likelihood of imple-
mentation.

The difficulties in the relationship between external and inter-
nal groups are central to the problem and process of meaning.
Not only is meaning hard to come by when two different worlds
have limited interaction, but misinterpretation, attribution of mo-
tives, feelings of being misunderstood, and disillusionment on
both sides are almost guaranteed.

Government agencies have become increasingly aware of the
importance and difficulty of implementation and are allocating
resources to clarifying standards of practice, to requiring account-
ability-based assessments, to establishing implementation units, to
assessing the quality of potential changes, to supporting profes-
sional development, to monitoring implementation of policies,
and to addressing other factors discussed in this chapter.

In any case, with the increased focus on larger-scale reform,
some government agencies are becoming more adept at combin-
ing “pressure and support” forces in order to stimulate and follow
through in achieving greater implementation. But this is subtle
because it requires integrating pressure and support in a seamless
manner (Chapter 12).

FACTORS AFFECTING CONTINUATION

Implementation is the big hurdle at the level of practice, but the
question of the continuation of initiated reforms should be consid-
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ered in its own right. In a sense, continuation represents another
adoption decision, which may be negative, and even if it is posi-
tive, may not get implemented. Berman and McLaughlin (1977)
found that projects that were not implemented effectively were
discontinued, as would be expected; but they also found that only
a minority of those that were well implemented were continued
beyond the period of federal funding. The reasons for lack of con-
tinuation were in the main the same ones that influenced imple-
mentation, except that their role became more sharply defined.
Lack of interest or inability to fund “special projects” out of dis-
trict funds and lack of money for professional development and
staff support for both continuing and new teachers signaled the
end of many implemented programs. Lack of interest and support
at the central district office (e.g., on the part of those who had
taken on the project for opportunistic reasons) was another reason
for noncontinuation. Similarly, at the school level:

The principal was the key to both implementation and continu-
ation. After the end of the federal funding, the principal influ-
enced continuation in direct ways. Often because of turnover in
the original cadre of project leaders, projects would have de-
cayed without active efforts by the principal to bring on new
staff. It was extremely difficult for teachers to go on using proj-
ect methods or materials without the principal’s explicit sup-
port. (Berman & McLaughlin, 1977, p. 188)

Berman and McLaughlin identified a small number of cases
in which continuation was sustained. In addition to the specific
factors just cited (e.g., active leadership, professional develop-
ment), the authors noted:

District officials paid early attention to mobilizing broad-based
support for the innovation. And after federal funding ended,
mobilization efforts were increased to pave the way for the proj-
ect’s transition from its special status to its incorporation into
key areas of district operations: the budget, personnel assign-
ment, curriculum support activities, and the instruction pro-
gram. In short, the groundwork and planning for sustaining a
change agent project had the early, active, and continued atten-
tion of school district managers. (p. 20)



102 Understanding Educational Change

The problem of continuation is endemic to all new programs
irrespective of whether they arise from external initiative or are
internally developed. Huberman and Miles (1984) stress that
continuation or institutionalization of innovations depends on
whether or not the change (1) gets embedded or built into the
structure (through policy, budget, timetable, etc.); (2) has, by the
time of the institutionalization phase, generated a critical mass of
administrators and teachers who are skilled in and committed to
the change; and (3) has established procedures for continuing as-
sistance (such as a trained cadre of assisters), especially relative to
supporting new teachers and administrators.

Problems of continuation, even in the face of initial successful
implementation, persist to this day. In their longitudinal set of
studies, Datnow and Stringfield (2000) talk about the problem of
“longevity of reform.” In one study of eight schools that had im-
plemented given reform models, only three “had clearly moved
toward institutionalizing their reforms” (p. 196). In another study
of one district, Datnow and Stringfield report:

By the third year of our four-year study, only one of thirteen
schools were still continuing to implement their chosen reform
designs. Reforms expired in six schools. A significant challenge
to the sustainability of reforms . . . was the instability of district
leadership and the politics that accompanied it. In 1995–1996
[the] then superintendent actively, publicly promoted the use
of externally developed reforms. During his tenure, the district
created an Office of Instructional Leadership to support the de-
signs’ implementation. The following year, however, a new dis-
trict administration eliminated this office, and district support
for many of the restructuring schools decreased dramatically.
(p. 198)

The entire set of research on whole school reform models re-
flects the problems of both implementation and continuation. The
major study of the implementation of reform models over the first
decade of implementation by Berends and associates (2002) identi-
fies the main points.

• About half the sample sites were implementing at a level
consistent with the designers of reform models.
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• Within-school variance of implementation was greater than
between-school variance, and increased over time.

• Rates of implementation of school reform models declined
over time (i.e., over a 5–6-year period).

• School capacity to implement the models varied a great
deal. Revealingly, principal leadership focusing on instruc-
tion and learning was more important for improving school
performance than the models used. For example, in San An-
tonio there was no difference in student achievement in
schools adopting reform models compared with those schools
that did not adopt reform models. Principal leadership was
linked to student performance in both types of schools.

• District context was a critical variable both in terms of the
direct assistance and support provided for schools, and
with respect to introducing other initiatives that clashed or
were misaligned with reform designs.

• State context aggravated the district context problem by
presenting high-stakes accountability requirements that con-
flicted with and/or diverted attention away from WSR
model implementation.

In more detailed case studies, Datnow and her colleagues
(2002) conducted a longitudinal study of 13 schools using whole-
school reform models. At the end of 6 years only four of the 13
schools were still implementing the chosen reform designs (not to
mention questions pertaining to quality of implementation and
impact on student learning), leading the researchers to ask and
answer the question: “Do reforms that are transplanted last? Most
often the answer in this study was no" (p. 232).

One last caution: We talk about continuation as the third
phase in a planned change process, but it should be clear that the
process is not simply linear and that all phases must be thought
about from the beginning and continually thereafter. For example,
one of the most powerful factors known to undermine continua-
tion is staff and administrative turnover. Very few programs plan
for the orientation and inservice support for new members who
arrive after the program is started. And arrive they do—chipping
away, however unintentionally, at what is already a fragile pro-
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cess (or if used positively, they can help establish the critical mass
to support new directions).

PERSPECTIVES ON THE CHANGE PROCESS

By way of conclusion, let us revisit the familiar problems of ob-
taining shared meaning on a large scale. The first is the tendency
to oversimplify. Once you think you have a good idea, and you
are facing urgent problems, there is a great vulnerability to legis-
lating the solution. These ready-made remedies make matters
worse, as they narrow the curriculum and in effect try to control
the uncontrollable. There are no shortcuts to achieving shared
meaning, including providing it on a platter.

Second, even if we identify the right set of factors, there is a
devil of a time getting them in place in new situations. This is the
pathways problem. To know what success looks like, and even to
know how it works in one situation, is not the same thing as get-
ting it in place in another situation. Success is about one-quarter
having the right ideas and three-quarters establishing effective
processes that sort out and develop the right solution suited to
the context in question.

Third, implementation and continuation are not just technical
problems. Even the best technical ideas, in the absence of passion
and commitment, do not go very far. Oakes and associates (1999)
are very clear about this point. Schools that had multiyear proj-
ects, good technical support, and commitment were not successful
over time. Oakes and associates found that “unless [teachers]
were bound together by a moral commitment to growth, empathy,
and shared responsibility, [they] were as likely to replicate the
prevailing school culture as to change it” (p. 825).

In short, the broad implications of the implementation and
continuation process have several interrelated components. The
first is that the crux of change involves the development of mean-
ing in relation to a new idea, program, reform, or set of activities.
Meaning has both cognitive (knowledge) and affective (moral) di-
mensions. Both must be cultivated and connected. And it is indi-
viduals working in interaction with others who have to develop new
meaning, and these individuals and groups are insignificant parts



Causes and Processes of Implementation and Continuation 105

of a gigantic, loosely organized, complex, messy social system that
contains myriad different subjective worlds.

The causes of change also become more easily identifiable and
understood once we possess an underlying conception of what
constitutes change as a process over time. The factors of imple-
mentation and continuation reinforce or undercut each other as
an interrelated system. Single-factor theories of change are doomed
to failure. Arguments that product quality is more important than
teacher attitude, or that external factors are more important than
internal ones, or that teachers are more central than administra-
tors, are pointless. Effective implementation depends on the com-
bination of all the factors and themes described in this chapter. The
characteristics of the change, the makeup of the local district, the
character of individual schools and teachers, and the existence
and form of external relationships interact to produce conditions
for change or nonchange. It takes a fortunate combination of the
right factors—a critical mass—to support and guide the process
of relearning, which respects the maintenance needs of individu-
als and groups and at the same time facilitates, stimulates, and
prods people to change through a process of incremental and dec-
remental fits and starts on the way to institutionalizing (or, if ap-
propriate, rejecting) the change in question.

So, now we know why implementation and continuation are
so difficult. Datnow and Stringfield (2000) summarize:

Our research has documented that reform adoption, implemen-
tation, and sustainability, and school change more generally,
are not processes that result from individuals or institutions act-
ing in isolation from one another. Rather, they are the result of
the interrelations between and across groups in different con-
texts, at various points in time. In this way, forces at the state
and district levels, at the design team level, and at the school
and classroom levels shape the ways in which reforms fail or
succeed. (p. 199)

If the theory of change emerging at this point leads us to con-
clude that we need better implementation plans and planners, we
are embarking on the infinite regress that characterizes the pursuit
of a theory of “changing.” To bring about more effective change,
we need to be able to explain not only what causes it but how to
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influence those causes. To implement and sustain programs suc-
cessfully, we need better implementation plans; to get better im-
plementation plans, we need to know how to change our planning
and follow-through process; to know how to change our plan-
ning process, we need to know how to produce better planners
and implementers, and on and on. Is it any wonder that the plan-
ning, doing, and coping with educational change is the “science
of muddling through” (Lindblom, 1959)? But it is a science. All of
which is another way of saying that Chapter 6 is ready to begin.



CHAPTER 6

Planning, Doing, and Coping
with Change

Few, if any, strategies can be purely deliberative, and
few can be purely emergent. One suggests no learning,
the other, no control.

—Mintzberg (1994, p. 25)

For the growing number of people who have attempted to bring
about educational change, “intractability” is becoming a household
word. Being ungovernable, however, is not the same as being im-
pervious to influence. And the inability to change all situations
we would ideally like to reform does not lead to the conclusion
that no situation can be changed.

The short scoop on the role of planning is to design strategies
that zero in on capacity building with a focus on results, have a
bias for action, and refine and strengthen the strategy through
close interaction with the field using evidence-based decisions as
you go. I pursue this theme in three sections: “Why Planning Fails,”
“Success Is Possible,” and “Planning and Coping.”

WHY PLANNING FAILS

We trained hard but it seemed every time we were beginning
to form up into teams we were reorganized. I was to learn later
in life that we tend to meet any situation by reorganizing, and
what a wonderful method it can be for creating the illusion of
progress while producing confusion, inefficiency, and demoral-
ization.

—Gaius Petronius, A.D. 66, cited in Gaynor (1977, p. 28)

107
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Understanding why most attempts at educational reform fail
goes far beyond the identification of specific technical problems
such as lack of good materials, ineffective professional develop-
ment, or minimal administrative support. In more fundamental
terms, educational change fails partly because of the assumptions
of planners and partly because solving substantial problems is an
inherently complex business. These two issues are explored in the
next two subsections.

Faulty Assumptions and Ways of Thinking About Change

There are three interrelated reasons why most planning fails. It
fails to take into account local context and culture; it is danger-
ously seductive and incomplete; and, paradoxically, too much em-
phasis is placed on the planning relative to the action part. In a
word, the assumptions of policymakers are frequently hyperratio-
nal (Pfeffer & Sutton, 2000, 2006; Wise, 1977, 1988).

One of the initial sources of the problem is the commitment
of reformers to see a particular desired change implemented.
Commitment to what should be changed often varies inversely with
knowledge about how to work through a process of change. In fact,
strong commitment to a particular change may be a barrier to set-
ting up an effective process of change, and in any case they are
two quite distinct aspects of social change. The adage, “Where
there’s a will there’s a way,” is not always an apt one for the
planning of educational change. There is an abundance of wills,
but they are in the way rather than pointing the way. As we have
seen, a certain amount of vision is required to provide the clarity
and energy for promoting specific changes, but vision by itself
may get in the way if it results in impatience, failure to listen, and
so on. Stated in a more balanced way, promoters of change need
to be committed to and skilled in the change process as well as in
the change itself.

Lighthall’s (1973) incisive critique of Smith and Keith’s (1971)
famous case study of the failure of a new open-concept elemen-
tary school provides strong support for the hypothesis that leader-
ship commitment to a particular version of a change is negatively
related to the ability to implement it. Lighthall states, as I do
throughout this book, that educational change is a process of com-
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ing to grips with the multiple realities of people, who are the main
participants in implementing change. The leader who presup-
poses what the change should be and acts in ways that preclude
others’ realities is bound to fail. Lighthall describes Superinten-
dent Spanman’s first speech to the Kensington school faculty.

Spanman’s visit to Kensington School was to make a presenta-
tion to the 21-member faculty. It was not for the purpose of
discussing with them their joint problems of creating a whole
new kind of education. His purpose was to express to the fac-
ulty parts of his reality; it was not to exchange his for theirs.
Inasmuch as it was the faculty who were to carry the educa-
tional goals and images of his reality into action—that is, to
make much of his reality their realities, too—and inasmuch as
no person responds to realities other than his own, Spanman’s
selection of a one-way form of communication was self-defeat-
ing. In order for his reality to become part of theirs he would
have to have made part of theirs his. (p. 263)

Innovators who are unable to alter their realities of change
through exchange with would-be implementers can be as authori-
tarian as the staunchest defenders of the status quo. This is not to
say that innovators should not have deep convictions about the
need for reform or should be prepared to abandon their ideas at
the first sign of opposition. Rather, for reasons that should be very
clear from Chapters 2 through 5, innovators need to be open to
the realities of others: sometimes because the ideas of others will
lead to alterations for the better in the direction of change, and
sometimes because the others’ realities will expose the problems
of implementation that must be addressed and at the very least
will indicate where one should start.

Lighthall (1973) documented how the superintendent and
principal at Kensington continually imposed only their own reali-
ties and how their stance led in a relatively short time to disas-
trous results. Lighthall observed:

The tendency is widespread for problem-solvers to try to jump
from their private plans to public implementation of these plans
without going through the [number of realities] necessary to
fashion them in accordance with problems felt by the adult hu-
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mans whose energy and intelligence are needed to implement
the plans. (p. 282)

Sarason (1971) states it another way: “An understandable but un-
fortunate way of thinking confuses the power (in a legal or organi-
zational chart sense) to effect change with the process of change”
(p. 29). In short, one of the basic reasons why planning fails is that
planners or decision makers of change are unaware of the situa-
tions faced by potential implementers. They introduce changes
without providing a means to identify and confront the situational
constraints and without attempting to understand the values,
ideas, and experiences of those who are essential for implement-
ing any changes.

But what is wrong with having a strong belief that a certain
aspect of schooling should be changed? Is it not appropriately ra-
tional to know that a given change is necessary, and to make it
policy, if one is in a position to do so? Aside from the fact that
many new programs do not arise from sound considerations, there
are other more serious problems. The first problem is that there
are many competing versions of what should be done, with each
set of proponents equally convinced that its version is the right
one. Forceful argument and even the power to make decisions do
not at all address questions related to the process of implementa-
tion. The fallacy of rationalism is the assumption that the social
world can be altered by seemingly logical argument. The problem,
as George Bernard Shaw observed, is that “reformers have the
idea that change can be achieved by brute sanity.”

Wise (1977) also describes several examples of excessive ra-
tionalization, as when educational outcomes are thoroughly pre-
scribed (e.g., in competency-based education) without any feasible
plan of how to achieve them. Wise characterizes the behavior of
some policymakers as wishful thinking.

When policy makers require by law that schools achieve a goal
which in the past they have not achieved, they may be engaged
in wishful thinking. Here policy makers behave as though their
desires concerning what a school system should accomplish,
will in fact, be accomplished if the policy makers simply decree
it. (p. 45)
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Wise goes on to argue that even if rational theories of education
were better developed—with goals clearly stated, means of imple-
mentation set out, and evaluation procedures stated—they would
not have much of an impact, because schools, like other social
organizations, do not operate in a rational vacuum. Some may say
that they should, but Wise’s point is that they do not, and wishing
them to do so shows a misunderstanding of the existing culture
of the school.

The second missing element is the failure of reformers to go
to the trouble of treating local context and culture as vital. Mickle-
thwait and Wooldridge (1996) remind us that policymakers often
impose ideas without taking into account local context and are
vulnerable to adopting quick fixes. Senge and associates (1999)
make a similar point: “The fundamental flaw in most innovators’
strategies is that they focus on their innovations, on what they are
trying to do—rather than on understanding how the larger cul-
ture, structures, and norms will react to their efforts” (p. 26).

InWhat’s Worth Fighting for Out There, Hargreaves and I (1998)
argued that we need to take a very different planning approach
to so-called resisters because (1) they may have some good ideas,
and (2) you ignore them at your peril if they stay around for im-
plementation. There are, in other words, good technical and politi-
cal reasons for taking resisters more seriously. In some cases, re-
sistance may be a source of learning. Resisters may be right. They
may have “good sense” in seeing through the change as faddish,
misdirected, and unworkable (Gitlin & Margonis, 1995). Thus, re-
sistance to change can be instructive. As Maurer (1996) observes:

Often those who resist have something important to tell us. We
can be influenced by them. People resist for what they view as
good reasons. They may see alternatives we never dreamed of.
They may understand problems about the minutiae of imple-
mentation that we never see from our lofty perch atop Mount
Olympus. (p. 49)

In a similar vein, according to Heifetz (1994), a counterintu-
itive rule of thumb is required in order to reject “one’s emotional
impulse to squash those in the community who raise disturbing
questions. Consequently, an authority should protect those whom
he [or she] wants to silence. Annoyance is often a signal of oppor-
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tunity” (p. 271). It is a mistake for principals to support only like-
minded innovators. As Elmore (1995) puts it: “Small groups of
self-selected reformers apparently seldom influence their peers”
(p. 20). They just create an even greater gap between themselves
and others that eventually becomes impossible to bridge. This is
not to say that resistance should carry the day, but rather that we
need more powerful and sensitive strategies to help instigate the
learning and commitment that are necessary for actual implemen-
tation and sustained impact.

Another serious flaw concerns the seductive nature of plan-
ning when one is aching for a clear solution to urgent problems.
Our first guideline for action for principals (and all leaders) is
“steer clear of false certainty” (Hargreaves & Fullan, 1998, p. 105).
In times of great uncertainty there is an understandable (but dan-
gerous) need to want to know what to do.

Stacey (1996a), the “complexity theorist,” explains why.

We respond to the fact that situations are uncertain and conflic-
tual with a rigid injunction that people be more certain and
more consensual. . . . This denial of uncertainty itself allows us
to sustain the fantasy of someone up there being in control and,
perhaps, of things turning out for the best if we simply do what
we are told, and so it protects us for a while from anxiety. How-
ever, because that defensive response involves dependency and
a flight from reality, it hardly ever works. (pp. 7–8)

Management, leadership, and change gurus can bring about
especially seductive kinds of dependency. Their charismatic au-
thority promises people a way out of the chaos that they feel. Gu-
rus cultivate dependent disciples rather than independent think-
ers. In his study of the guru phenomenon, psychiatrist Anthony
Storr (1997) notes that this is because gurus need the reassurance
and sense of certainty that having disciples gives them so they
can cope with and put aside their own inner doubts. What disci-
ples get out of the relationship is the comfort of someone else
taking responsibility for their decisions. Storr eloquently warns us
that “the charisma of certainty is a snare which entraps the child
who is latent in us all.” Disciples of modern gurus, he concludes,
are “looking for what they want in the wrong place” (p. 223). I
think this is also what Peter Drucker was getting at when he al-
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legedly said, “People refer to gurus because they don’t know how
to spell charlatan.”

False certainty also occurs when you think you have a good
idea, but it turns out that it is incomplete. In Hill and Celio’s
(1998) words, reform theories often have “zones of wishful think-
ing”; that is, for the reform to be successful, certain things have to
happen “that the reform needs, but cannot cause” (p. 2). In further
work, Hill, Campbell, and Harvey (2000) analyze seven compet-
ing reform proposals: standards-based, teacher development, new
school designs, decentralization and site-based management, char-
ter schools, school contracting, and vouchers—all of which repre-
sent incomplete and wishful-thinking theories of reform.

In addition to the problem of multiple, disconnected innova-
tions, Hill, Campbell, and Harvey conclude:

We learned that there is a plausible case for each of the propos-
als: each addresses a real problem and would probably cause
real changes in public education if fully implemented. But we
also found that none of the proposals was sufficient because
none could deliver all of the changes its proponents intended
unless other changes which the proposal itself could not de-
liver, occurred at the same time. For example, reforms based
on teacher training do not create incentives to overcome some
teachers’ reluctance to put in the time and effort to improve
their knowledge and skills. In a similar vein, reforms such as
vouchers do not in themselves guarantee that there will be a
plentiful supply of high-quality independent school providers
or that enough teachers and principals to run such schools exist.
(p. 23)

Finally, planning fails paradoxically because too much em-
phasis is placed on planning and plans. Pfeffer and Sutton (2000,
2006) provide the definitive analysis of the too-much-planning
problem. In The Knowing–Doing Gap (2000) they identified five
main barriers to action in their research on businesses, which are
equally applicable to reform in school systems:

1. When talk and planning substitute for action. The researchers
found a tendency in companies to treat talking about some-
thing, gathering data, and writing plans as equivalent to



114 Understanding Educational Change

doing something. If you believe in “ready-fire-aim,” this is
the equivalent of “ready-ready-ready.” In this sense the
size of the planning or strategy document is inversely re-
lated to the amount and quality of action.

2. When memory substitutes for new action. People in unthink-
ing organizations keep on doing what has always been
done without reflecting on why they are doing it. They
thus do not question existing practices, and they are poor
at reacting to external changes. Decisions are made on im-
plicit, untested, and inaccurate models of behavior and
performance.

3. When fear prevents acting on knowledge. Fear-based approaches
to management presume that unless people are under pres-
sure and fearful for their futures, they won’t work dili-
gently. Pfeffer and Sutton found two negative consequences
in organizations that were governed by fear: (l) it drove
employees to focus only on the short term, often causing
problems for the long term; and (2) it created a focus on
individual survival, not the collective good. Punishing peo-
ple for making mistakes leads to coverup, safe short-term
choices, and playing it safe.

4. When measurement obstructs good judgment. A preoccupation
with measurement results in systems of monitoring that (a)
are too complex with too many separate measures, (b) are
highly subjective in implementation, and (c) often miss im-
portant elements of performance. No matter what the in-
tention, complex measurement and monitoring systems can
result in overload and confusion. Either people’s behavior
is unaffected, or they become overwhelmed and demoral-
ized, or the wrong behavior is encouraged.

5. When internal competition turns friends into enemies. Who is
the enemy? People inside the firm or external competitors?
If internal competition is the management philosophy, it
(a) fosters disloyalty to peers and the firm as a whole, (b)
undermines teamwork, and (c) inhibits knowledge sharing
and the spread of best practices.

Pfeffer and Sutton (2006) examine these problems more deeply
in their new book on “evidence-based management.” They iden-
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tify three basic harmful tendencies: casual benchmarking in which
organizations borrow superficial aspects of best practices—the
product—rather than coming to grips with the underlying philos-
ophy; doing what (seems to have) worked in the past; and follow-
ing deeply held yet unexamined ideologies. It seems obvious to
say, but one of the key high-yield capacities that has emerged in
the past 5 years is the ability to use data to guide decisions, com-
pounded by the fact that there is a surfeit of information bom-
barding us (see also Fullan et al., 2006). What is difficult to master,
say Pfeffer and Sutton, is wisdom—“the ability to act with knowl-
edge while doubting what you know” (p. 174).

Doug Reeves (2006) in education also has fingered detached
planning as worse than doing nothing at all: “Exquisitely format-
ted planning documents are worse than a waste of time. They are
in fact inversely related to student achievement” (p. ix). Echoing
the themes across the chapters in this book, Reeves says that what
works for both equity and excellence “are monitoring, evaluation,
values, beliefs, and implementation—not one more stack of beau-
tifully bound documents” (p. ix).

Complex Problems

Solving complex problems on a continuous basis is enormously
difficult because of the sheer number of factors at play. It is fur-
ther complicated because the sine qua non of successful reform is
whether relationships improve; in fact, we have to learn how to
develop relationships with those we might not understand and
might not like, and vice versa (Fullan, 2001).

Chaos or complexity theorists put it best.

Most textbooks focus heavily on techniques and procedures for
long-term planning, on the need for visions and missions, on
the importance and the means of securing strongly shared cul-
tures, on the equation of success with consensus, consistency,
uniformity and order. [However, in complex environments] the
real management task is that of coping with and even using
unpredictability, clashing counter-cultures, disensus, conten-
tion, conflict, and inconsistency. In short, the task that justifies
the existence of all managers has to do with instability, irregu-
larity, difference and disorder. (Stacey, 1996b, pp. xix–xx)



116 Understanding Educational Change

Stating the case more fully (and dauntingly), Stacey (1996b)
argues:

A complexity theory of organization is built on the following
propositions:
• All organizations are webs of nonlinear feedback loops connected
to other people and organizations (its environments) by webs of
nonlinear feedback loops.

• Such nonlinear feedback systems are capable of operating in states
of stable and unstable equilibrium, or in the borders between
these states, that is far-from-equilibrium, in bounded instability at
the edge of chaos.

• All organizations are paradoxes. They are powerfully pulled to-
wards stability by the forces of integration, maintenance controls,
human desires for security and certainty, and adaptation to the
environment on the one hand. They are also powerfully pulled to
the opposite extreme of unstable equilibrium by the forces of divi-
sion and decentralization, human desires for excitement and inno-
vation, and isolation from the environment.

• If the organization gives in to the pull to stability it fails because
it becomes ossified and cannot change easily. If it gives in to the
pull to instability it disintegrates. Success lies in sustaining an or-
ganization in the borders between stability and instability. This is
a state of chaos, a difficult-to-maintain dissipative structure.

• The dynamics of the successful organization are therefore those
of irregular cycles and discontinuous trends falling within qualita-
tive patterns. Fuzzy but recognizable categories taking the form
of archetypes and templates.

• Because of its own internal dynamics, a successful organization
faces completely unknowable specific futures.

• Agents within the system cannot be in control of its long-term fu-
ture, nor can they install specific frameworks to make it successful,
nor can they apply step-by-step analytical reasoning or planning or
ideological controls to long-term development. Agents within the
system can only do these things in relation to the short term.

• Long-term development is a spontaneously self-organizing pro-
cess from which new strategic directions may emerge. Spontane-
ous self-organization is political interaction and learning in groups.
Managers have to use reasoning by analogy.

• In this way managers create and discover their environments and
the long-term futures of the organizations. (p. 349)



Planning, Doing, and Coping with Change 117

The positive side or, if you like, the “solution” involves devel-
oping learning organizations. In their field book, Senge and col-
leagues (2000) argue that fiat or command can never solve com-
plex problems; only a learning orientation can.

This means involving everyone in the system in expressing
their aspiration, building their awareness, and developing their
capabilities together. In a school that’s learning, people who tra-
ditionally may have been suspicious of one another—parents
and teachers, educators and local business people, administra-
tors and union members, people inside and outside the school
walls, students and adults—recognize their common stake in
the future of the school system and the things they can learn
from one another. (p. 5)

Complex indeed! Anything else is tinkering.

SUCCESS IS POSSIBLE

Recognizing the limitations of planning is not the same thing as
concluding that effective change is unattainable. But in order to
determine if planned educational change is possible, it would not
be sufficient to locate situations where change seemed to be work-
ing. We would need to find examples where a setting had been de-
liberately transformed from a previous state to a new one that repre-
sented clear improvement. We need to know about the causes and
dynamics of how change occurs.

Over the past decade we and others have been using com-
plexity theory and related action-orientated strategies to achieve
successful change on an increasingly large scale (Barber & Fullan,
2005; Fullan, 2006; Fullan et al., 2006). There have been a number
of clear examples of how school districts and schools improved
the quality of education through a process of deliberate change.
The good news is that we have well-documented cases at the
school level (see Chapters 7 and 8), at the district level (Chapter
11), and recently at the state level (Chapter 12). The bad news is
twofold. First, the successful examples are still in the minority in
the sense that only a small proportion of schools, districts, and
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states have been successful in their attempts. The second worry is
more disturbing. There is reason to believe that hard-won suc-
cesses over a period of 5 to 10 years cannot be sustained under
current conditions; furthermore, it appears that the accomplish-
ments are real, but not deep. In other words, even the successful
cases cannot be expected to last or to be deep. Sustainability re-
mains problematic, although we are getting a better handle on the
problem (Fullan, 2005; Hargreaves & Fink, 2006).

Be that as it may, successful change is possible in the real
world, even under difficult conditions. And many of the reasons
for the achievements can be pinpointed. There are classrooms,
schools, communities, districts, and states that have altered the
conditions for change in more favorable, workable directions. Not
every situation is alterable, especially at certain periods of time;
but it is a good bet that major improvements can be accomplished
in many more settings than is happening at present.

PLANNING AND COPING

We have come to the most difficult problem of all. What can we
actually do to plan for and cope with educational change? This
section contains an overview of the assumptions, elements, and
guidelines for action. Additional specific implications for particu-
lar roles and agencies (e.g., teacher, principal, superintendent, and
federal or state/provincial agencies) are left for the appropriate
chapters in Parts II and III. First, I introduce the topic by indicat-
ing some of the basic issues and by noting that advice will have
to vary according to the different situations in which we find our-
selves. Second, I provide some advice for those who find that they
are forced to respond to and cope with change introduced by oth-
ers. Third, the bulk of the section is addressed to the question of
how to plan and implement change more effectively.

In general, there are four logical types of change situations we
could face as individuals. These are depicted in Figure 6.1. There
are many different specific roles even within a single cell that can-
not be delineated here, but people generally find themselves in
one of the four situations depending on whether they are initiat-
ing/promoting a change or are on the receiving end, and whether
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FIGURE 6.1. Change Situations According to Authority Position
and Relation to the Change Effort

Relation to
change effort

Initiator
or promoter

Recipient
or responder

I
Planner
(e.g., policymaker)

III
Coper
(e.g., principal)

II
Planner
(e.g., developer)

IV
Coper
(e.g., teacher)

Authority position

YES NO

or not they are in authority positions. I start with coping, or being
on the receiving end of change (cells III and IV), because this is
the most prevalent situation.

Coping with Change

Those in situations of having to respond to a particular change
should assume neither that it is beneficial nor that it is useless;
that much is clear from the previous analysis. The major initial
stance should involve critical assessment, that is, determining
whether the change is desirable in relation to certain goals and
whether it is “implementable”—in brief, whether it is worth the
effort, because it will be an effort if it is at all worthwhile. Several
criteria would be applied: Does the change address an unmet
need? Is it a priority in relation to other unmet needs? Is it in-
formed by some desirable sense of vision? Are there adequate (not
to say optimal) resources committed to support implementation
(such as technical assistance and leadership support)? If the condi-
tions are reasonably favorable, knowledge of the change process
outlined in previous chapters could be used to advantage—for
example, pushing for technical assistance, opportunities for inter-
action among teachers, and so on. If the conditions are not favor-
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able or cannot be made to be favorable, the best coping strategy
consists of knowing enough about the process of change so that
we can understand why it doesn’t work, and therefore not blame
ourselves; we also can gain solace by realizing that most other
people are in the same situation of nonimplementation. In sum,
the problem is one of developing enough meaning vis-à-vis the
change so that we are in a position to implement it effectively or
reject it, as the case may be.

Those who are confronted with unwanted change and are in
authority positions (cell III) will have to develop different coping
mechanisms from those in nonauthority positions (cell IV). For the
reader who thinks that resisting change represents irresponsible
obstinacy, it is worth repeating that nonimplementable programs
and reforms probably do more harm than good when they are
attempted. The most responsible action may be to reject innova-
tions that are bound to fail and to work earnestly at those that
have a chance to succeed. Besides, in some situations resistance
may be the only way to maintain sanity and avoid complete cyni-
cism. In the search for meaning in a particular imposed change
situation, we may conclude that there is no meaning, or that the
problem being addressed is only one (and not the most important
or strategic) of many problems that should be confronted. The ba-
sic guideline is to work on coherence by selecting and connecting
innovations, thereby reducing disjointed overload while increas-
ing focus (see Chapter 8 for how principals can do this, and Chap-
ter 11 for how district administrators can do it).

We should feel especially sorry for those in authority positions
(middle management in district offices, principals, intermediate
government personnel in provincial and state regional offices)
who are responsible for leading or seeing to implementation, but
do not want or understand the change—either because it has not
been sufficiently developed (and is literally not understandable)
or because they themselves have not been involved in deciding
on the change or have not received adequate orientation or train-
ing. The psychiatrist Ronald Laing captures this situation in what
he refers to as a “knot.”

There is something I don’t know
that I am supposed to know.
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I don’t know what it is I don’t know,
and yet am supposed to know,
And I feel I look stupid
if I seem both not to know it
and not know what it is I don’t know.
Therefore, I pretend I know it.
This is nerve-wracking since I don’t
know what I must pretend to know.
Therefore, I pretend I know everything.
—R. D. Laing, Knots (1970)

This is a ridiculous stance, to be sure, as painful as it is unsuc-
cessful. It can, of course, be successful in the sense of maintaining
the status quo. Depending on one’s capacity for self-deception, it
can be more or less painful as well. In any case, teachers know
when a change is being introduced or supported by someone who
does not believe in it or understand it. Yet this is the position
in which many intermediate managers find themselves, or allow
themselves to be. Those in authority have a need for meaning, too,
if for no other reason than that the change will be unsuccessful if
they cannot convey their meaning to others.

Planning and Implementing Change

The implications for those interested in planning and implement-
ing educational change (cells I and II) are very important, because
we would all be better off if changes were introduced more effec-
tively. It is useful to consider these implications according to two
interrelated sets of issues: What assumptions about change should
we note? How can we plan and implement change more effec-
tively?

The advice about effective planning and implementation is
consistent. It all amounts to focus, persistence, implementation,
monitoring, corrective action, and humility in the face of change.
Reeves’s (2006) leadership for learning framework embodies these
elements. As does my own “capacity building with a focus on
results” set of strategies, which have been applied at the district
(Campbell & Fullan, 2006; Sharratt & Fullan, 2006) and system
levels (Fullan, 2006).
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Pfeffer and Sutton (2006, chap. 9) reinforce these ideas with
their own nine implementation principles for profiting from evi-
dence-based management.

1. Treat your organization as an unfinished prototype.
2. No brag, just facts.
3. Master the obvious and the mundane.
4. See yourself and your organization as outsiders do.
5. Power, prestige, and performance make you stubborn, stu-
pid, and resistant to valid evidence.

6. Evidence-based management is not just for senior execu-
tives (it must permeate all levels of the organization).

7. Like everything else, you still need to sell it.
8. If all else fails, slow the spread of bad practices.
9. The best diagnostic question: What happens when people
fail?

Relative to the ninth principle, Pfeffer and Sutton state that
“if you look at how the most effective systems in the world are
managed, a hallmark is that when something goes wrong, people
face the hard facts, learn what happened and why, and keep using
those facts to keep on getting better” (p. 232).

Planning and implementation are about one’s theory of ac-
tion, or the assumptions one makes about how to go about effec-
tive change. The same tool or instrument can be a great success in
one situation, and a failure in another, not for the obvious reason
that contexts differ, but because of the underlying philosophy or
thinking about change held by those leading. These assumptions
are powerful and frequently subconscious sources of actions.
When we begin to understand what change is as people experi-
ence it, we begin also to see clearly that assumptions made by
planners of change are extremely important determinants of
whether the realities of implementation get confronted or ignored.
The analysis of change carried out so far leads me to identify ten
“do” and “don’t” assumptions as basic to a successful approach
to educational change.

1. Do not assume that your version of what the change
should be is the one that should or could be implemented.
On the contrary, assume that one of the main purposes of
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the process of implementation is to exchange your reality of
what should be with the realities of implementers and
others concerned, through interaction with them. Stated
another way, assume that successful implementation con-
sists of some transformation or continual development of
initial ideas. Have good ideas, be inspirational, but en-
gage others in their realities.

2. Assume that any significant innovation, if it is to result in
change, requires individual implementers to work out
their own meaning. Significant change involves a certain
amount of ambiguity, ambivalence, and uncertainty for
the individual about the meaning of the change. Thus, ef-
fective implementation is a process of clarification. It is also
important not to spend too much time in the early stages
on needs assessment, planning, and problem definition
activities—school staff have limited time. Clarification is
likely to come in large part through reflective practice.

3. Assume that conflict and disagreement are not only inevi-
table but fundamental to successful change. Since all groups
of people possess multiple realities, any collective change
attempt will necessarily involve conflict. Assumptions 2
and 3 combine to suggest that all successful efforts of sig-
nificance, no matter how well planned, will experience an
implementation dip in the early stages. Smooth imple-
mentation is often a sign that not much is really changing.

4. Assume that people need pressure to change (even in di-
rections that they desire), but it will be effective only un-
der conditions that allow them to react, to form their own
position, to interact with other implementers, to obtain as-
sistance, to develop new capacities, and so on. It is all
right and helpful to express what you value in the form
of standards of practice and expectations of accountabil-
ity, but only if coupled with capacity-building and prob-
lem-solving opportunities.

5. Assume that effective change takes time. It is a process of
“development in use.” Unrealistic or undefined time lines
fail to recognize that implementation occurs developmen-
tally. Significant change in the form of implementing spe-
cific innovations can be expected to take 2 or 3 years;
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bringing about institutional reforms can take 5 or 10 years.
At the same time, work on changing the infrastructure
(policies, incentives, and capacity of agencies at all levels)
so that valued gains can be sustained and built upon.
Don’t expect change overnight but do press for significant
results in the foreseeable future (within one election pe-
riod, as I frequently put it).

6. Do not assume that the reason for lack of implementation
is outright rejection of the values embodied in the change,
or hard-core resistance to all change. Assume that there
are a number of possible reasons: value rejection, inade-
quate resources to support implementation, poor capacity,
insufficient time elapsed, and the possibility that resisters
have some good points to make.

7. Do not expect all or even most people or groups to
change. Progress occurs when we take steps (e.g., by fol-
lowing the assumptions listed here) that increase the num-
ber of people affected. Our reach should exceed our grasp,
but not by such a margin that we fall flat on our face.
Instead of being discouraged by all that remains to be
done, be encouraged by what has been accomplished by
way of improvement resulting from your actions.

8. Assume that you will need a plan that is based on the
above assumptions and that addresses the factors known
to affect implementation. Evolutionary planning and prob-
lem-coping models based on knowledge of the change
process are essential. Remember Pfeffer and Sutton’s (2006)
definition of wisdom: “the ability to act with knowledge
while doubting what you know” (p. 174).

9. Assume that no amount of knowledge will ever make to-
tally clear what action should be taken. Action decisions
are a combination of valid knowledge, political considera-
tions, on-the-spot decisions, and intuition. Better knowl-
edge of the change process will improve the mix of re-
sources on which we draw, but it will never and should
never represent the sole basis for decision.

10. Assume that changing the culture of institutions is the
real agenda, not implementing single innovations. Put an-
other way, when implementing particular innovations, we



Planning, Doing, and Coping with Change 125

should always pay attention to whether each institution
and the relationships among institutions and individuals
are developing or not. Capacity for selective change as a
sustainable resource is what success is all about.

In other words, do not be seduced into looking for the silver
bullet. Given the urgency of problems, there is great vulnerability
to off-the-shelf solutions. But most external solutions have failed.
The idea is to be a critical consumer of external ideas, while work-
ing from a base of understanding and altering local context. There
is no complete answer “out there.”

We conclude, then, as Mintzberg, Ahlstrand, and Lampei
(1998) have, that “strategy formation is complex space.”

Strategy formation is judgmental designing, intuitive reasoning,
and emergent learning; it is about transformation as well as per-
petuation; it must involve individual cognition and social inter-
action, cooperation as well as conflict; it has to include analyz-
ing before and programming after as well as negotiating
during; and all of this must be in response to what can be a
demanding environment. Just try to leave any of this out and
watch what happens! (pp. 372–373)

It is time now to fill some of this complex space with people.
The chapters in Part II portray the social realities and possibili-
ties of those most directly involved and affected by educational
reform.





PART II

EDUCATIONAL CHANGE
AT THE LOCAL LEVEL





CHAPTER 7

The Teacher

Low morale, depressed, feeling unfairly blamed for the
ills of society? You must be a teacher.

—Times Education Supplement (1997, p. 1)

Educational change depends on what teachers do and think—it’s
as simple and as complex as that. It would all be so easy if we
could legislate changes in thinking. Classrooms and schools be-
come effective when (1) quality people are recruited to teaching,
and (2) the workplace is organized to energize teachers and re-
ward accomplishments. The two are intimately related. Profes-
sionally rewarding workplace conditions attract and retain good
people. Using sustained improvement as the criterion, this chapter
progresses from the negative—the situation for most teachers—to
glimpses of the positive. Progress has been made, but teaching
remains an underdeveloped profession.

The conditions of teaching, with pockets of exceptions, appear
to have deteriorated over the past 2 decades. Reversing this trend,
as I argue in this chapter, must be at the heart of any serious
reform effort. Teacher stress and alienation are at an all-time high,
judging from the increase in work-related illness, and from the
numbers of teachers leaving or wanting to leave the profession.
The range of educational goals and expectations for schools and
the transfer of family and societal problems to the school, coupled
with the imposition of multiple, disconnected reform initiatives,
present intolerable conditions for sustained educational develop-
ment and satisfying work experiences.

I start in this chapter with a sketch of where most teachers
are. From there I move to the phenomenon of the introduction of
change—in nine out of ten cases a gross mismatch, as far as the
world of the teacher is concerned. But change is a double-edged
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sword, and in one out of ten cases we will see what makes for
success. We also will see the promise, and the problems of estab-
lishing on a large scale professional learning communities as a
solution. Finally, I take up the matter of professionalism at the
crossroads, for teaching is at a critical juncture in its evolution as
a profession.

WHERE TEACHERS ARE

Starting where teachers are means starting with multifaceted di-
versity, overload, and limits to reform, because this is the situation
for most teachers. As we shall see, there are notable exceptions to
this modal pattern, which represent hints of what could be. For
most teachers, however, daily demands crowd out serious sus-
tained improvements.

It is clearly not possible to describe in a few pages the school
lives of 3 million teachers in diverse settings across North America,
let alone across the world. The following, written by a teacher,
provides a composite picture that, despite the flamboyance of the
language, captures the experience of many high school teachers:

Teachers routinely have to teach over 140 students daily. On
top of that, we have lunch duty, bus duty, hall duty, home
room duty. We go to parents’ meetings, teachers’ meetings, in-
service meetings, curriculum meetings, department meetings,
county-wide teachers’ meetings, school board meetings, and
state teachers’ conferences. We staff the ticket booths and con-
cession stands at football and basketball games. We supervise
the production of school plays, annuals, newspapers, dances,
sports events, debates, chess tournaments, graduation ceremo-
nies. We go on senior trips. We go on field trips to capital build-
ings, prisons, nature centers, zoos, courtroom trials. We choke
down macaroni and cheese and USDA peanut butter at lunch
(and have to pay for it). We search lockers during bomb threats.
We supervise fire drills and tornado alerts. We write hall passes,
notes to the principal, the assistant principal, parents and our-
selves. We counsel. We wake up every morning to the reali-
zation that the majority of our students would far rather be
someplace else. On top of that everyone’s yelling at us—state
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legislatures, parents, and SAT scores. To add injury to insult,
colleges and universities are getting all huffed up and grumpy
and indignant over the increasingly poor preparation of the stu-
dents we’re sending them. Well, just who do they think taught
us how to teach? How much support and prestige do they ac-
cord their own schools of education? (Wigginton, 1986, p. 191)

The situation of elementary school teachers is different, but
no more attractive. Most urban teachers in North America, for ex-
ample, increasingly face ethnic and language diversity, children
with special needs, one-parent families, and a bewildering array
of social and academic expectations for the classroom. After re-
viewing the goals of education—mastery of basic skills, intellec-
tual development, career education, interpersonal understandings,
citizenship participation, enculturation, moral and ethical char-
acter development, emotional and physical well-being, creativity
and aesthetic self-expression, and self-realization—Goodlad (1984,
chap. 2) concludes we want it all.

Teachers all over the world are feeling beleaguered. Teachers
in England express their reactions to impending high-stakes in-
spection of their school, and to the detailed paper accountability
that it demands.

Whatever criticism they make, it’s going to feel, however stupid
it is, that the last 20 years have been for nothing. It’s not about
what progress schools have made in the last 15 years. It’s
“Schools fail.” “Head [principal] to be removed.” “Hit team go-
ing in.” It doesn’t matter what you look at. It’s about failure in
schools.

I don’t want to lose my optimism. People always say that I am
optimistic but I am beginning to lose it. I don’t want to be nega-
tive, for I enjoy some parts, but I’m worrying about the level of
support for others I can sustain [as a teacher leader] as I see
them suffering more and more. We seem to have become [whin-
ers] but that is not really who we are. (Jeffrey & Wood, 1997,
p. 330)

The widespread introduction in the past 5 years of “turn-
around” policies and requirements for failing schools has exacer-
bated the plight of teachers without furnishing the conditions for
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more fundamental, sustained reform in those situations. The nam-
ing of failed schools and the fishbowl atmosphere of turnaround
schools, along with external assistance, have produced much
agony and some temporary improvement, but have failed to cre-
ate lasting solutions for the students and teachers in failing schools
(Fullan, 2006; Minthrop, 2004).

The circumstances of teaching, including the added pressure
of accountability, ask a lot of teachers in terms of daily mainte-
nance and expectations for student success for all, and give back
little in the time needed for planning, constructive discussion,
thinking, and just plain rewards and time for composure. The cen-
tral tendency of these conditions, as I will describe in this section,
is decidedly negative in its consequences. (As readers will know,
this observation does not mean we should do away with pressure,
but rather calls for finding the right blend of “positive pressure”—
pressure that motivates; see Chapters 3 and 12).

Let us start 3 decades ago with one of the most respected and
widely quoted studies of what teachers do and think—Lortie’s
classic study School Teacher (1975). After reviewing Lortie’s conclu-
sions, I will ask, What, if anything, has changed over the years?
Lortie based his study on 94 interviews with a stratified sample
of elementary and secondary school teachers in the greater Boston
area (called the Five Town sample), questionnaires to almost 6,000
teachers in Dade County, Florida, and various national and local
research studies by others. His findings can best be summarized
as follows:

1. Teacher training (see also Chapter 13) does not equip
teachers for the realities of the classroom. Nor could it be
expected to do so in light of the abruptness of the transi-
tion. In September, the young teacher (who typically was a
student in June) assumes the same responsibility as the 25-
year teacher veteran. For both the beginning and experi-
enced teacher, issues of classroom control and discipline
are one of the major preoccupations. Lortie claims that for
most teachers there is always a tension between the task-
oriented controlling aspect of a teacher’s role and the rela-
tional reaching-the-student aspect.

2. The cellular organization of schools means that teachers
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struggle with their problems and anxieties privately, spend-
ing most of their time physically apart from their col-
leagues.

3. Partly because of the physical isolation and partly because
of norms of not sharing, observing, and discussing one an-
other’s work, teachers do not develop a common technical
culture. The picture is not one of “colleagues who see
themselves as sharing a viable, generalized body of knowl-
edge and practice” (Lortie, 1975, p. 79). In many ways stu-
dent learning is seen as determined either by factors out-
side teachers’ control (such as family background) or by
unpredictable and mysterious influences. According to Lor-
tie, the lack of a technical culture, an analytic orientation,
and a serious sharing and reflection among teachers creates
ambiguity and ad hocness: “The teacher’s craft is marked
by the absence of concrete models for emulation, unclear
lines of influence, multiple and controversial criteria, ambi-
guity about assessment timing, and instability in the prod-
uct” (p. 136). A teacher is either a good teacher or a bad
one; a teacher has either a good day or a bad one. It all
depends.

4. When teachers do get help, the most effective source tends
to be fellow teachers, and second, administrators and spe-
cialists. Such help is not frequent and is used on a highly
selective basis. For example, teachers normally do not re-
late objectives to principles of instruction and learning out-
comes of students. Rather, “they describe the ‘tricks of the
trade’ they picked up—not broader conceptions that un-
derlie classroom practice” (p. 77). As to the frequency of
contact, 45% of the Five Town teachers reported “no con-
tact” with other teachers in doing their work, 31% reported
“some contact,” and 24% reported “much contact” (p. 193).
There is some indication that teachers desire more contact
with fellow teachers—54% said that a good colleague is
someone who is willing to share (p. 194). Again, this refers
more to “tricks of the trade” than to underlying principles
of teaching and to the relationship of teaching to learning.

5. Effectiveness of teaching is gauged by informal, general ob-
servation of students—50% of the teachers in Dade County
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responded in this vein. The next most frequent choice re-
lated to the results of tests—a very distant 13.5%. In short,
teachers rely heavily on their own informal observations.

6. The greatest rewards mentioned by teachers were what
Lortie labels “psychic rewards”: “the times I reached a stu-
dent or group of students and they have learned” (p. 104).
Over 5,000 (86%) of the 5,900 teachers in Dade County
mentioned this source of gratification. The next most fre-
quent response—respect from others—was selected by 2,100,
or 36% of the sample.

7. Lortie also found that “striking success with one student”
here and one student there was the predominant source of
pride (as distinct from raising test scores of the whole
group) (p. 121). For secondary school teachers, the success
stories often did not become visible until one or more years
after graduation, when a former student returned to thank
a teacher. In comparing single successes with group re-
sults, it is revealing that 64% of the Five Town teachers
mentioned the former category, and only 29% mentioned
the latter, as a major source of satisfaction.

8. One of the predominant feelings that characterize the psy-
chological state of teachers and teaching is uncertainty—
teachers are not sure whether they have made any differ-
ence at all. Intangibility, complexity, and remoteness of
learning outcomes, along with other influences (family,
peer, and societal) on students, make the teacher’s assess-
ment of his or her impact on students endemically uncer-
tain (Lortie, 1975, chap. 6). Of the Five Town teachers, 64%
said that they encountered problems in assessing their
work; two thirds of them said the problems were serious
(p. 142).

9. Of particular relevance to innovation, when Lortie asked
teachers how they would choose to spend additional work
time, if they received a gift of 10 hours a week, 91% of the
almost 6,000 teachers in Dade County selected classroom-
related activities (more preparation, more teaching with
groups of students, more counseling). “It is also interest-
ing,” writes Lortie, “that 91 percent of the first choices are
individualistic; they are all tasks which teachers normally
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perform alone” (p. 164, emphasis added). Second, the lack
of time and the feeling of not having finished one’s work
are a perennial problem experienced by teachers. Unwant-
ed or unproductive interruptions, Lortie observes, “must
be particularly galling” (p. 177). Among the Five Town
teachers, Lortie found that 62 of the 98 reasons for com-
plaints given by teachers “dealt with time erosion or the
disruption of work flow” (p. 178). One can see immediately
how unwanted innovations can be another source of an-
noyance.

So, what has changed over the past 30 years? Not much! For
example, a decade later Goodlad (1984) and his colleagues studied
a national sample in the United States of 1,350 teachers and their
classrooms. His conclusions about the modal patterns of class-
room life are not inspiring.

• The dominant pattern of classroom organization is a group to
which the teacher most frequently relates as a whole.

• Each student essentially works and achieves alone within a group
setting.

• The teacher is virtually autonomous with respect to classroom de-
cisions—selecting materials, determining class organization, choos-
ing instructional procedures.

• Most of the time the teacher is engaged in either frontal teaching,
monitoring students’ seatwork, or conducting quizzes. Relatively
rarely are students actively engaged in learning directly from one
another or initiating processes of interaction with teachers.

• There is a paucity of praise and correction of students’ perfor-
mance, as well as of teacher guidance in how to do better next
time.

• Students generally engage in a rather narrow range of classroom
activities—listening to the teacher, writing answers to questions,
and taking tests and quizzes.

• Large percentages of the students surveyed appeared to be pas-
sively content with classroom life.

• Even in the early elementary years there was strong evidence of
students not having time to finish their lessons or not understand-
ing what the teacher wanted them to do.

• The teacher has little influence or involvement in schoolwide and
other extra-classroom matters. (pp. 123–124, 186)



136 Educational Change at the Local Level

Goodlad proceeds to analyze the conditions under which teach-
ers work. The theme of autonomous isolation stands out. Although
teachers functioned independently, “their autonomy seemed to be
exercised in a context more of isolation than of rich professional
dialogue” (p. 186). Inside schools, “teacher-to-teacher links for
mutual assistance or collaborative school improvement were weak
or nonexistent” (p. 186). A large majority said that they never ob-
served another teacher teaching, although 75% at all levels of
schooling stated that they would like to observe other teachers at
work (we shall return to the potential of this latter finding later in
this chapter). Teachers also reported that they were not involved
in addressing school-wide problems. Outside the school, aside
from casual contacts at inservice workshops and meetings, Good-
lad found that “there was little to suggest active, ongoing ex-
changes of ideas and practices across schools, between groups
of teachers, or between individuals even in the same schools”
(p. 187).

A few years later, Rosenholtz’s (1989) study of 78 schools in
Tennessee corroborated many of Goodlad’s observations. The ma-
jority of schools (65 of the 78) were classified by Rosenholtz as
relatively “stuck” or “learning impoverished” for both teachers
and students. She described these schools as showing little or no
attention to school-wide goals. These schools also were character-
ized by isolation among teachers, limited teacher learning on the
job, teacher uncertainty about what and how to teach, and low
commitment to the job and the school. This constellation of factors
functioned in these schools as a vicious negative cycle to suppress
teacher and student desire for achievement. Rosenholtz says “stuck
schools” are characterized by

little attachment to anything or anybody. Teachers seemed
more concerned with their own identity than a sense of shared
community. Teachers learned about the nature of their work
randomly, not deliberately, tending to follow their individual
instincts. Without shared governance, particularly in managing
student conduct, the absolute number of students who claimed
teachers’ attention seemed greater . . . teachers talked of frustra-
tion, failure, tedium and managed to transfer those attributes to
the students about whom they complained. (p. 208)
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Rosenholtz explains that isolation and uncertainty are associated
with settings where teachers are able to learn little from their col-
leagues and therefore are not in a strong position to experiment
and improve.

Fast forward another decade from Goodlad and we find Har-
greaves (1994) talking about “the intensification of teachers’ work,”
in which demands have increased relentlessly.

• Intensification leads to reduced time for relaxation during the
working day . . .

• Intensification leads to lack of time to retool one’s skills and keep
up with one’s field

• Intensification creates chronic and persistent overload . . .
• Intensification leads to reductions in the quality of service, as cor-
ners are cut to save on time. (pp. 118–119, emphasis in original)

More recently, in a study of teachers in four countries (Aus-
tralia, New Zealand, the United Kingdom, and the United States),
Scott, Stone, and Dinham (2000) found that teachers still point to
the psychic rewards of “seeing children progress” and “making a
difference in young people’s lives,” but they also found a promi-
nent negative theme across the four countries, which the authors
labeled “the erosion of the profession” (p. 4). This domain in-
cluded decrease in status and recognition of the profession; out-
side interference in and deprofessionalization of teaching, pace,
and nature of educational change; and increased workload. In the
teachers’ words:

Teaching isn’t like it used to be and the money isn’t worth the
abuse we cop day in and day out (Australia).

Classroom teachers are bombarded with paperwork. We spend
so much time on useless paperwork that planning, evaluating
and teaching time are seriously impacted (U.S.).

Teachers feel like puppets—other people pull our strings. There
is little vision left in the teaching profession—it’s been weeded
out over the last 10 years (U.K.). (p. 8)

But wait, you say, what about the increasing presence of profes-
sional learning communities? Surely they represent the kind of
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direction espoused in this book. The answer is yes, but only poten-
tially, because they are proving to be difficult to establish with any
depth and spread.

ENTER CHANGE

Of course, change has already entered, and the question is, How
can we deal with it and turn it to our and others’ advantage?
Aside from being inevitable, change is needed. It is necessary be-
cause high proportions of students are alienated, performing
poorly, or dropping out. Students’ lives in school are far less than
they should be.

But here we are talking about teachers. In a direct sense, change
is needed because many teachers are frustrated, bored, and burned
out. Lortie’s teachers were not exactly thriving on psychic rewards,
primarily because they did not have access to new ideas and had
few opportunities for growth. As Sarason (1971) observes, “If
teaching becomes neither terribly interesting nor exciting to many
teachers, can one expect them to make learning exciting to stu-
dents?” (pp. 166–167).

In an indirect sense, teachers need to increase their capacity
for dealing with change because if they don’t, they are going to
continue to be victimized by the relentless intrusion of external
change forces.

Examining Teacher Interaction

Teacher isolation and its opposite—collegiality—provide the best
starting point for considering what works for the teacher. It may
be recalled from Chapter 5 that at the teacher level, the degree of
change was strongly related to the extent to which teachers inter-
act with one another and to others providing technical help and
peer support and pressure. Within the school, collegiality among
teachers, as measured by the frequency of communication, mutual
support, help, and so forth, was a strong indicator of implementa-
tion success. Virtually every research study on the topic has found
this to be the case. And it does make eminent sense in terms of
the theory of change espoused in this book. Significant educa-
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tional change consists of changes in beliefs, teaching style, and
materials, which can come about only through a process of per-
sonal development in a social context. As Werner (1980) observes
in explaining the failure of social studies curriculum in Alberta:

Ideally, implementation as a minimum includes shared under-
standing among participants concerning the implied presuppo-
sitions, values and assumptions which underlie a program, for
if participants understand these, then they have a basis for re-
jecting, accepting or modifying a program in terms of their own
school, community and class situations. To state the aim another
way, implementation is an ongoing construction of a shared real-
ity among group members through their interaction with one
another within the program. (pp. 62–63)

There is no getting around the primacy of personal contact. Teach-
ers need to participate in skill-training workshops, but they also
need to have one-to-one and group opportunities to receive and
give help and more simply to converse about the meaning of change.
Under these conditions teachers learn how to use an innovation
as well as to judge its desirability on more information-based
grounds; they are in a better position to know whether they
should accept, modify, or reject the change. This is the case with
regard to both externally developed ideas and innovations de-
cided upon or developed by other teachers. Purposeful interaction
is essential for continuous improvement.

Fortunately, over the past decade, research has provided a
much more specific picture of how purposeful interaction oper-
ates within successful schools. The key term is “professional learn-
ing community,” or what we refer to as “collaborative work cul-
tures” (Fullan & Hargreaves, 1992). The most recent work on
PLCs is especially strong, at least on paper (see Dufour et al., 2006;
Dufour, Eaker, & Dufour, 2005; Stoll et al., 2006).

I start with Rosenholtz’s (1989) description of the collabora-
tive work culture of the 13 “moving” or “learning-enriched” work
environments in her study. Figure 7.1 contains an adapted sum-
mary of the main school-based elements associated with the suc-
cessful schools in Rosenholtz’s research. There are other factors
influencing the six themes, the interactions among which are mul-



140 Educational Change at the Local Level

FIGURE 7.1. Learning-Enriched Schools
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tifaceted, but the composite picture of how successful collabora-
tive schools work is clear and convincing.

As Rosenholtz observes, teacher uncertainty (or low sense of
efficacy) and threats to self-esteem are recurring themes in teach-
ing (Ashton & Webb, 1986). In learning-enriched schools, com-
pared with learning-impoverished schools, Rosenholtz found that
teachers and principals collaborated in goal-setting activities (or
vision building) that “accentuated those instructional objectives
toward which teachers should aim their improvement efforts” (p.
6), and that shared goals served to focus efforts and mobilize re-
sources in agreed-upon directions. Principals and teacher leaders
actively fostered collegial involvement: “Collective commitment
to student learning in collaborative settings directs the definition
of leadership toward those colleagues who instruct as well as in-
spire awakening all sorts of teaching possibilities in others” (p.
68). In effective schools, collaboration is linked with norms and
opportunities for continuous improvement and career-long learn-
ing: “It is assumed that improvement in teaching is a collective
rather than individual enterprise, and that analysis, evaluation,
and experimentation in concert with colleagues are conditions un-
der which teachers improve” (p. 73). As a result, teachers are more
likely to trust, value, and legitimize sharing expertise, seeking ad-
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vice, and giving help both inside and outside of the school. They
are more likely to become better and better teachers on the job:
“All of this means that it is far easier to learn to teach, and to
learn to teach better, in some schools than in others” (p. 104).

Becoming better teachers means greater confidence and cer-
tainty in deciding on instructional issues and in handling prob-
lems. Rosenholtz (1989) found that

Where teachers request from and offer technical assistance to
each other, and where school staff enforces consistent standards
for student behavior, teachers tend to complain less about stu-
dents and parents. Further, where teachers collaborate, where
they keep parents involved and informed about their children’s
progress, where teachers and principals work together to con-
sistently enforce standards for student behavior, and where
teachers celebrate their achievements through positive feedback
from students, parents, principals, colleagues, and their own
sense, they collectively tend to believe in a technical culture and
their instructional practice. (p. 137)

Teacher certainty and teacher commitment feed on each other,
as Rosenholtz found, increasing teachers’ motivation to do even
better. All of these factors served to channel energy toward stu-
dent achievement. Teachers in the learning-enriched schools were
less likely to conform to new state or district policies that they
judged ill-conceived or as directing energies from classroom prior-
ities, and more likely to assess innovations in terms of their actual
impact on students.

Newmann and his colleagues (Kruse, Louis, & Bryk, 1995;
Newmann & Wehlage, 1995) have gone ever further in tracing the
link between professional learning community, teacher learning,
and student performance. In essence, their argument about the
internal workings of successful schools is that professional com-
munities make the difference because, in their words:

• Teachers pursue a clear purpose for all students’ learning.
• Teachers engage in collaborative activity to achieve the purpose.
• Teachers take collaborative responsibility for student learning.

[And]
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• Schoolwide teacher professional community affected the level of
classroom authentic pedagogy, which in turn affected student per-
formance.

• Schoolwide teacher professional community affected the level of
social support for student learning, which in turn affected student
performance. (Newmann & Wehlage, 1995, pp. 30, 32)

What happens in these schools is that teachers as a group and
as subgroups examine together how well students are doing, re-
late this to how they are teaching, and then make improvements.
We have called this the need for teachers to become “assessment
literate” (Hargreaves & Fullan, 1998; see also Black et al., 2003;
Stiggins, 2005). Assessment literacy involves

1. The capacity to examine student performance data and re-
sults, and to make critical sense of them.

2. The capacity to act on this understanding by developing
classroom and school improvement plans in order to make
the kinds of changes needed to increase performance.

3. The capacity of teachers to be effective players in the ac-
countability arena by being proactive and open about school
performance data, and by being able to hold their own in
the contentious debate about the uses and misuses of
achievement data in an era of high-stakes testing.

Our full-blown model for being continuously assessment liter-
ate is contained in Fullan, Hill, and Crévola (2006), but for now
let us continue down the path of research (and eventually devel-
opment) on collaborative schools. Bryk and colleagues (1998) traced
the evolution of reform in the Chicago school system. After 10
years of monitoring the results and beginning to see success in
more and more elementary schools, Bryk and colleagues drew the
following conclusion:

In schools making systemic changes, structures are established
which create opportunities for such interactions to occur. As
teachers develop a broader say in school decision making, they
may also begin to experiment with new roles, including work-
ing collaboratively. This restructuring of teachers’ work signi-
fies a broadening professional community where teachers feel
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more comfortable exchanging ideas, and where a collective sense
of responsibility for student development is likely to emerge.
These characteristics of systemic restructuring contrast with
conventional school practice where teachers work more autono-
mously, and there may be little meaningful professional ex-
change among co-workers. (p. 128)

Bryk and Schneider’s (2002) work in Chicago on “trust in
schools” continued and deepened the theme of the consequences
of collaboration or its opposite. Using longitudinal data, they
identified “trust” as a crucial variable. They defined trust as con-
sisting of four components: respect, competence, personal regard
for others, and integrity. They traced how trust played itself out
in the key relations of principal–teachers, teachers–teachers, teach-
ers–students, and school professionals–parents. Because they had
data across years, Bryk and Schneider were able to assess the im-
pact of high and low trust. What they found was

Schools reporting strong positive trust levels in 1994 were three
times more likely to be categorized as improving in reading
and mathematics than those with very weak trust reports . . . all
schools with weak trust reports in both 1994 and 1997 had vir-
tually no chance of showing improvement in either reading or
mathematics. (p. 111)

Bryk and Schneider show that relational trust facilitates teach-
ers’ efforts to be innovative in the classroom and to reach out to
parents, fosters problem solving, undergirds a system of group
accountability, and creates a moral resource for improvement due
to the “development of strong personal attachments to the organi-
zation and beliefs in its mission” (p. 117).

Virtually identical findings come from James, Connolly, Dun-
ning, and Elliot’s (2006) in-depth study of 12 “very effective pri-
mary schools” in Wales, United Kingdom. They found that highly
effective schools dealing successfully with disadvantaged stu-
dents had, to use their words, a central characteristic and six key
supporting elements. They describe the central characteristic as “a
productive, strong, and highly inclusive culture that focuses on
ensuring effective and enriched teaching for pupils and improv-
ing and further enriching teaching for learning for all pupils” (pp.
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78–79). The six supporting characteristics are: leadership depth
and intensity; the mindset of being empowered, proactive, and
optimistic; a teaching team modus operandi; the engagement of
pupils and their parents; a very efficient and effective organiza-
tion and management; and mutual support, validation, and valu-
ing between the school and the community. The overall effect was
a highly motivating and energized collaborative culture in which
people were passionate about their work together and deeply fo-
cused on making and continuing to make changes that would get
results. Of particular significance in James and colleagues’ study,
is how “system leadership” flourished in the 12 schools—lead-
ership at the school, community, district, and larger levels. Engag-
ing the entire system is at the heart of fundamental reform (Ful-
lan, 2005, 2006).

We are getting a common message here, but the balance point
is that these strong, productive cultures are difficult to develop
and maintain, and remain in the minority. Let us continue to pur-
sue this line of discussion. McLaughlin and Talbert (2001) con-
ducted a study of the role of professional learning communities
in 16 high schools in California and Michigan. What they found
was confirmatory and revealing as they got inside complex high
schools more specifically than have other researchers. They sug-
gest that there are three patterns of teaching practice.

1. Enacting traditions of practice (in which traditional subject-
based teaching occurs, and only traditional students suc-
ceed)

2. Lowering expectations and standards (in which teachers
water down subjects in the face of low-motivated students,
which has limited success)

3. Innovating to engage learners (in which subjects and teach-
ing are considered dynamic in order to involve all stu-
dents, which leads to greater learning by all)

In lowering expectations, for example, teachers tend to locate
the problem in the student, as in the following comment from a
math teacher:

Oh man, you just sit here and you think how can anybody be
that stupid . . . how can they be this damn stupid. The kid is



The Teacher 145

where the problem is today. There is nothing wrong with the
curriculum. If I could just get people that wanted to learn, then
I could teach and everything would be wonderful. (McLaughlin
& Talbert, 2001, p. 13)

By contrast, innovating to engage students involves:

teachers [who] move beyond or outside established frames for
instruction to find or develop content and classroom strategies
that will enable students to master core subject concepts. . . .

An English teacher uses writing groups; a math teacher cre-
ates groups of three [“no more than that,” he advises], a science
teacher has all but abandoned texts to connect students through
lab-based group projects. (pp. 17, 20)

Dovetailing with the theme of this chapter, McLaughlin and
Talbert found that “a collaborative community of practice in which
teachers share instructional resources and reflections in practice
appears essential to their persistence and success in innovating
classroom practice” (p. 22). In other words, teachers who were
successful with all students, especially those traditionally turned
off by school, were constantly figuring out and sharing what works
(much like Stigler and Hiebert’s [1999] Japanese teachers). More
to the point here, these teachers “taught in schools and depart-
ments with a strong professional community engaged in making in-
novations that support student and teacher learning and success”
(p. 34, emphasis in original).

Overall, McLaughlin and Talbert found that most high school
departments lacked a culture of sharing and jointly developing
practice. But they found some exceptions, such as differences be-
tween departments within the same school. For example, “Oak
Valley’s English department has the strongest technical culture of
any department in our sample while the same school’s social stud-
ies department ranks among the weakest” (p. 47). A veteran En-
glish teacher at Oak Valley comments:

It’s everyday practice that teachers are handing [out] sample
lessons they’ve done, or an assignment that they’ve tried, and
[discussed] when it worked [or] how they would do it differ-
ently. Or a new teacher joins the staff and instantly they are
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paired up with a couple of buddies . . . and file drawers and
computer disks and everything are just made readily available.
(p. 50)

In contrast, teachers in the Social Studies department speak of
“my materials” but never mention their colleagues as resources.
Most revealing is that teachers talk about students with radically
different assumptions about learning. English teachers’ comments
are uniformly positive: “We have excellent students, cooperative,
and there’s good rapport with the teachers.” A Social Studies
teacher in turn says, “The kids—there’s no quest for knowledge.
Not all, but that’s in general it’s not important to them. They just
don’t want to learn.” Note that these teachers are talking about
the same students!

McLaughlin and Talbert sum up Oak Valley’s two depart-
ments.

In the Social Studies department, autonomy means isolation
and reinforces the norms of individualism and conservatism.
In the English department, professional autonomy and strong
community are mutually reinforcing, rather than oppositional.
Here collegial support and interaction enable individual teach-
ers to reconsider and revise their classroom practice confidently
because department norms are mutually negotiated and under-
stood. (p. 55)

McLaughlin and Talbert show what a dramatic difference these
experiences have for the motivation and career commitments of
teachers.

When teachers from the Oak Valley English and Social Studies
departments told us how they feel about their job, it was hard
to believe that they teach in the same school. Oak Valley En-
glish teachers of all pedagogical persuasions express pride in
their department and pleasure in their workplace: “Not a day
goes by that someone doesn’t say how wonderful it is to work
here,” said one. In contrast, social studies teachers, weary of
grappling alone with classroom tensions, verbalize bitterness
and professional disinvestment. Several plan to leave the school
or the profession. (pp. 83–84)
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McLaughlin and Talbert proceed with similar analyses that
we need not report in detail here. For example, they compare two
math departments in different schools, one with a well-developed
professional community, the other steeped in isolationism. Across
all 16 schools, they found only three school-wide learning com-
munities.

In short, weak departments contain teachers who disengage
from their jobs, while strong departments evidence teachers who
see themselves as lifelong learners. It is not just any kind of pro-
fessional learning community that counts. Collaboration is power-
ful, which means it can be powerfully bad as well as powerfully
good. Little (1990) warned us about this problem more than 15
years ago.

The content of teachers’ values and beliefs cannot be taken for
granted in the study or pursuit of teachers’ collegial norms of
interaction and interpretation. Under some circumstances, greater
contact among teachers can be expected to advance the pros-
pects for students’ success; in others, to promote increased
teacher-to-teacher contact may be to intensify norms unfavor-
able to children. (p. 524)

And

Bluntly put, do we have in teachers’ collaborative work the cre-
ative development of well-informed choices, or the mutual rein-
forcement of poorly informed habit? Does teachers’ time to-
gether advance the understanding and imagination they bring
to their work, or do teachers merely confirm one another in
present practice? What subject philosophy and subject peda-
gogy do teachers reflect as they work together, how explicit and
accessible is their knowledge to one another? Are there collabo-
rations that in fact erode teachers’ moral commitments and in-
tellectual merit? (p. 525)

In a wonderfully insightful summary diagram, McLaughlin
and Talbert make the same point (see Figure 7.2). Weak profes-
sional communities are bad, no matter how you cut it. Strong
teacher communities can be effective or not depending on whether
they collaborate to make breakthroughs in learning or whether
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FIGURE 7.2. Communities of Practice and the Work of
High School Teachers
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they reinforce methods that do not get results. In other words,
when teachers collaborate to reinforce one another’s bad or inef-
fective practices, they end up making matters worse.

Developing Professional Learning Communities

We are now in a position to zero in on professional learning com-
munities. On the research side, Kruse and her colleagues (1995)
made the case most succinctly. They note that there are five criti-
cal elements that underpin effective PLCs: reflective dialogue, de-



The Teacher 149

privatization of practice, collective focus on student learning, col-
laboration, and shared norms and values. Then they identify two
major sets of conditions. One is “structural”—in particular, time
to meet and talk, physical proximity, interdependent teaching
roles, communication structures, and teacher empowerment and
school autonomy. The other condition is what Kruse and her col-
leagues call “social and human resources” (or what we refer to as
culture) and includes openness to improvement, trust and respect,
cognitive and skill base, supportive leadership, and socialization
(of current and incoming staff). They claim, as I do, that the struc-
tural conditions are easier to address than the cultural ones. They
conclude by observing: “Professional community within schools
has been a minor theme in many educational reform efforts since
the 1960s. Perhaps it is time that it became a major rallying cry
among reformers, rather than a secondary whisper” (p. 6).

Well, it has become a rallying cry for many and certainly has
spread in popularity, especially in the past 5 years. It also has
served to bring to the fore two conflicting forces: We now know
what PLCs should look like (and do look like in the minority of
cases); at the same time, we are finding out how very difficult
they are going to be to establish on a wide scale. Before turning
to the details, let me furnish my own three reasons why PLCs are
running into difficulty. These three reasons conspire to prevent
progress. First, policymakers do not believe in, do not invest in,
or otherwise fail to focus on their development. Indeed, a case
could be made that certain policies in vogue, such as narrow ac-
countability schemes, create conditions that inhibit collaboration
(see Hargreaves, 1994). Second, when it gets right down to it,
many teachers silently play the privatization card, that is, they
find privatization a lot less risky than opening the doors of the
classroom, even or especially to colleagues. Third, and an amal-
gam of the previous two, the large-scale development of PLCs is
hard—very hard because we are talking about changing culture,
one that has endured for at least a century.

When you look at actual cases, the promise and pitfalls of
PLCs become evident. I consider two here (McLaughlin & Talbert,
2006; Supovitz, 2006), along with some promising practical re-
sources for developing PLCs on the ground (Dufour et al., 2006;
Dufour, Eaker, & Dufour, 2005; Stoll et al., 2006).
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Drawing on several of their studies of schools pursuing PLCs,
McLaughlin and Talbert (2006) find that these cultures serve to
develop three interrelated functions: “they build and manage
knowledge; they create shared language and standards for prac-
tice and student outcomes; and they sustain aspects of their school
culture vital to continued, consistent norms and instructional prac-
tice” (p. 5). While providing clear detailed examples of teacher
learning communities in action that produce learning results for
students, McLaughlin and Talbert ultimately lament, “Why are
teacher learning communities rare?” (p. 113). Their answer is simi-
lar to mine (developing such communities represents a complex
cultural change that is hard to do and is not appealing to policy-
makers who want a quick fix), although I don’t think they give
enough attention to teacher resistance to deprivatizing the class-
room.

Supovitz’s (2006) fine case study of Duval County school dis-
trict in Florida, which we take up in Chapter 11, supplies another
close look at the perils of PLCs even when they are strongly and
explicitly promoted over time. Duval County’s “Framework for
Implementation” consisted of five elements in concert: high per-
formance management through standards, safe schools, use of
data, learning communities, and accountability. With 5 years of
sustained and focused effort, student achievement did increase
moderately in many of Duval’s 150 schools, but it was not at all
clear what the learning communities strategy actually meant in
practice. At one point Supovitz finds teacher autonomy as a phe-
nomenon “quite astounding” (p. 123). It is not a blame statement
aimed at teachers when he observes:

The terrain on which teachers act autonomously is as wide open
as the Mohave Desert. There are currently no boundaries that
allow leaders to distinguish between legitimate and illegitimate
forms of teacher autonomy. In such an environment, it seems
that all expressions of autonomy are legitimate because no clear
distinctions can be made. (p. 123)

Despite learning communities being an explicit strategy in the
district, and despite many structural mechanisms for enacting
strategies for sharing practices and using data for improvement,
after 5 years Supovitz found that “the possibilities created by pro-
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fessional learning communities—rigorous inquiry into the prob-
lems and challenges of instructional practice and the support of
that practice—seemed only to be occurring in pockets of the dis-
trict” (p. 174).

When it comes to PLCs, the strong and clear statements of
worth seem to be more normative (what should happen) than
real, except in the minority of cases. Fortunately the press for
PLCs and the resources to aid and abet them are becoming in-
creasingly explicit. The work by Dufour and colleagues (2006) is
especially powerful. Having led the development of PLCs in both
elementary and secondary schools, and now being associated with
pockets of successful examples across all levels, they essentially
“take all the excuses off the table” for policymakers and prac-
titioners alike. Their guide to action for creating PLCs starts with
the definition of the core elements of PLCs now familiar to us.
Dufour and colleagues define PLCs as consisting of six interre-
lated elements: a focus on learning, a collaborative culture with a
focus on learning for all, collective inquiry into best practice, an
action orientation (learning by doing), a commitment to continu-
ous improvement, and a focus on results. In addition to showing
how these six elements work in their own right and interdepen-
dently, Dufour and colleagues furnish a rubric that is aimed at
assessing one’s culture in terms of 12 dimensions (more detailed
than the six) according to four stages: preinitiation, initiation, de-
veloping, and sustaining. Most important of all, they go deeply
into the realities of developing collaborative cultures. They reveal
that conflict is inevitable and show how to confront it construc-
tively. Above all, their handbook draws two conclusions—devel-
oping and maintaining PLCs is damn hard work, and there are no
excuses for not getting on with it.

Another very helpful set of resources arises from a research
study of PLCs in England by Stoll and her associates (2006). Start-
ing with an investigation of professional learning communities,
Stoll and her team identified a now-familiar list of characteristics:
shared values, collective responsibility for learning, collaboration
focused on learning, group as well as individual learning, reflec-
tive professional inquiry, openness/networks/partnerships, in-
clusive membership, and mutual trust/respect/support. Based on
their findings, they have produced 13 small booklets (typically 10
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pages or less) as source materials, ranging from “creating and sus-
taining an effective professional learning community” to “decid-
ing where you are as professional learning community” to “as-
sessing the impact of your professional learning community.”

One final set of cautions. First, I have used the shorthand term
PLCs. Do not be misled by this. I am not talking about implement-
ing an innovation or program called “Professional Learning Com-
munity.” In our own work we don’t use the term very much,
preferring to go straight to capacity building and collaborative
cultures within and across the three levels of school and commu-
nity, district, and state. So make no mistake about it, transforming
the culture of schools and the systems within which they operate
is the main point. It is not an innovation to be implemented, but
rather a new culture to be developed.

Second, in the spread of PLCs, we have found that the term
travels a lot faster than the concept, a finding common to all inno-
vations. The concept is deep and requires careful and persistent
attention in thorough learning by reflective doing and problem
solving.

Third, it is a grave mistake to think of PLCs as only an intra-
school phenomenon. PLCs should not, ironically, become isolated
collaborative cultures. I know of more than one superintendent
who has lamented that he or she has one or more PLCs but they
don’t talk to each other across schools. As we will see in Chapter
11, all schools in the district need to develop in concert. As dis-
tricts foster collaborative cultures, cross-school learning, or what
we call lateral capacity building, is crucial. In large-scale reform,
isolated PLCs are verboten. In fact, we use lateral capacity building
as a strategy to foster PLCs on a wider scale. Both intra- and inter-
school learning are required for system transformation.

PROFESSIONALISM AT THE CROSSROADS

Teaching needs to become a highly intellectual as well as a highly
caring profession. Because it takes place under intense social and
political circumstances, it is also a profession that demands great
emotional intelligence. The question is, can the profession become
that good? We have just answered this question by pointing to
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how even the most impressive, well-funded strategies have failed
to make much difference in classrooms on any scale. We stressed
in our recent book, Breakthrough, that the starting point for work-
ing toward a solution is the sobering realization that it cannot be
done unless each and every teacher is learning every day (Fullan et al.,
2006). Personal learning in a collective enterprise is the sine qua
non of large-scale success. How important is it that all teachers are
learning all the time? We need only reflect on the frightening find-
ings based on research tracing the impact of individual teachers
on student success: “Students who had good teachers three years
in a row showed a significant increase in their percentile rankings
on state examination—regardless of socioeconomic factors” (Edu-
cation Commission of the States, 2000, p. 5).

Imagine having poor teachers 3 years in row! The teaching
profession is at a crossroads because schools by and large are not
places where teachers learn collectively every day. Professional
learning “in context” is the only learning that ultimately counts
for changing classrooms. This is not a slogan, but is the essence of
the new meaning of educational change that will work for all. El-
more (2004) got it right: “Improvement is more a function of learn-
ing to do the right things in the settings where you work” (p. 73,
emphasis in original). He concludes, as I have discussed previously:

The problem [is that] there is almost no opportunity for teachers
to engage in continuous and sustained learning about their
practice in the settings in which they actually work, observing and
being observed by their colleagues in their own classrooms and
classrooms of other teachers in other schools confronting simi-
lar problems. (p. 73, emphasis added)

In short, in addition to attracting and training better teachers
and leaders, we must change the very cultures within which they
work. And this has proven to be an intractable problem to do on
any scale. My proof for this conclusion is that we knew specifi-
cally and clearly a quarter of a century ago how powerful collabo-
rative or collegial cultures were and how they functioned (Little,
1981). Twenty-five years is a long time to sit on knowledge that
serves the very moral core of school improvement.

As this whole book claims, this is not just an individual prob-
lem. It is a system problem. It includes teachers, individually and
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collectively, but if there is any changing to be done, everyone is
implicated. We have recently furnished a set of ideas and tech-
niques for school communities to generate their own Learning
Places (Fullan & St. Germain, 2006). The infrastructure surround-
ing teachers is also critical and at this point not all that helpful in
building powerful changes in context. Subsequent chapters take
up aspects of this wider infrastructure one by one. I start with
the most immediate source of help or hindrance—the school prin-
cipal.



CHAPTER 8

The Principal

Effective principals attack incoherence.
—Bryk, Sebring, Kerbow, Rollow, and Easton

(1998, p. 287)

Forget about the principal as head of the school for a moment and
think of her or him as someone just as buffeted as the teacher is by
wanted or unwanted and often incomprehensible changes—and,
what is more, expected to lead these very changes. Change is only one
of the forces competing for the principal’s attention, and usually
not the most compelling one. And when it is compelling, as is the
case recently, it is difficult to focus and sustain the work needed
for reform to be effective. Yet some principals are actively en-
gaged as initiators or facilitators of continuous improvements in
their schools. The principal is in the middle of the relationship
between teachers and external ideas and people. As in most hu-
man triangles, there are constant conflicts and dilemmas. How the
principal approaches (or avoids) these issues determines to a large
extent whether these relationships constitute a Bermuda triangle
of innovations.

An understanding of what reality is from the point of view of
people within the role is an essential starting point for constructing
a practical theory of the meaning and results of change attempts.
This phenomenology is social science’s contribution to addressing
the frequent lament, “No one understands me.” In the field of
educational change, everyone feels misunderstood. One of the
most revealing and frustrating indicators of the difficulties in edu-
cational change is the participants’ frequent experience of having
their intentions not only misunderstood but interpreted exactly
opposite of what they meant. Principals should have no problem
claiming their fair share of frustration, since the role of the princi-
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pal has become dramatically more complex and overloaded over
the past decade. On the optimistic side, very recent research has
identified some specific change-related behaviors of principals
who deal effectively with educational change. It is time to go
beyond the empty phrase, “The principal is the gatekeeper of
change.”

While research on school improvement is now into its fourth
decade, systematic research on what the principal actually does
and its relationship to stability and change is quite recent. Some
of the earlier implementation research identified the role of the
principal as central to promoting or inhibiting change, but it did
not examine the principal’s role in any depth or perspective. By
the 1990s, research had accumulated that put principals front and
center in leading improvement at the school and community lev-
els. Today, no serious change effort would fail to emphasize the
key role of the principal. Most provide both professional develop-
ment and altered job descriptions highlighting the role of the prin-
cipal in leading change on the ground. The irony is that as the
change expectations heighten, the principalship itself has become
overloaded in a way that makes it impossible to fulfill the promise
of widespread, sustained reform.

I start with a description of where principals are. I then turn
to the part of their role that interests us the most—what principals
do and don’t do in relation to change. In the last section of the
chapter, I talk about the complexity of leadership and offer some
guidelines for how principals might lead change more effectively.
I also should acknowledge at the outset that effective principals
share—in fact, develop—leadership among teachers. So we are
really talking about assistant principals, department heads, grade-
level coordinators, and teacher leaders of all types in the school.

WHERE PRINCIPALS ARE

“Pressure drives heads to drink” (2000) blares a headline in the
Times Education Supplement in England. The article reports that
among the principals and deputy principals in the district of War-
wickshire (a district with 250 schools), 40% had visited the doctor
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with stress-related problems in the past year, and 30% were taking
medication. Warwickshire was selected, says the article, because
it was considered to be a well-run district—a good employer!

With the move toward the self-management of schools, the
principal appears to have the worst of both worlds. The old world
is still around, with expectations that the principal will run a
smooth school and to be responsive to all; simultaneously, the
new world rains down on schools with disconnected demands,
expecting that at the end of the day the school constantly should
be showing better test results and ideally becoming a learning or-
ganization.

In What’s Worth Fighting for in the Principalship? (Fullan, 1997),
I reported on a study of 137 principals and vice principals in To-
ronto. The growing overload experienced by principals was evi-
dent over 20 years ago: 90% reported an increase over the previ-
ous 5 years in the demands made on their time, including new
program demands, the number of board priorities and directives,
and the number of directives from the Ministry of Education. Time
demands were listed as having increased in dealing with parent
and community groups (92% said there was an increase), trustee
requests (91%), administration activities (88%), staff involvement
and student services (81%), social services (81%), and board initia-
tives (69%).

Principals and vice principals also were asked about their per-
ceptions of effectiveness: 61% reported a decrease in principal effec-
tiveness, with only 13% saying it was about the same, and 26%
reporting an increase. The same percentage, 61%, reported de-
creases in “the effectiveness of assistance from immediate superi-
ors and from administration.” Further, 84% reported a decrease in
the authority of the principal; 72%, a decrease in trust in leader-
ship of the principal; and 76%, a decrease in principal involve-
ment in decision making at the system level. To the question, “Do
you think the principal can effectively fulfill all the responsibilities
assigned to him/her?” 91% responded “no” (Fullan, 1997, p. 2).

The discouragement felt by principals in attempting to cover
all the bases is aptly described in the following three responses
from interviews conducted by Duke (1988) with principals who
were considering quitting:
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The conflict for me comes from going home every night acutely
aware of what didn’t get done and feeling after six years that I
ought to have a better batting average than I have.

If you leave the principalship, think of all the “heart-work”
you’re going to miss. I fear I’m addicted to it and to the pace of
the principalship—those 2,000 interactions a day. I get fidgety
in meetings because they’re too slow, and I’m not out there
interacting with people.

The principalship is the kind of job where you’re expected
to be all things to all people. Early on, if you’re successful, you
have gotten feedback that you are able to be all things to all
people. And then you feel an obligation to continue to do that
which in your own mind you’re not capable of doing. And that
causes some guilt. (p. 309)

Duke was intrigued by the “dropout rate” of principals after
encountering an article stating that 22% of Vermont administra-
tors employed in the fall of 1984 had left the state’s school systems
by the fall of 1985. In interviewing principals about why they con-
sidered quitting, he found that sources of dissatisfaction included
policy and administration, lack of achievement, sacrifices in per-
sonal life, lack of growth opportunities, lack of recognition and
too little responsibility, relations with subordinates, and lack of
support from superiors. They expressed a number of concerns
about the job itself: the challenge of doing all the things that prin-
cipals are expected to do, the mundane or boring nature of much
of the work, the debilitating array of personal interactions, the
politics of dealing with various constituencies, and the tendency
for managerial concerns to supersede leadership functions. Duke
suggested that the reasons principals were considering quitting
were related to fatigue, awareness of personal limitations, and
awareness of the limitation of career choices. Principals expe-
rienced reality shock, “the shock-like reactions of new workers
when they find themselves in a work situation for which they
have spent several years preparing and for which they thought
they were going to be prepared, and then suddenly find that they
are not.” Duke concludes:

A number of frustrations expressed by these principals derived
from the contexts in which they worked. Their comments send
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a clear message to those who supervised them: principals need
autonomy and support. The need for autonomy may require
supervisors to treat each principal differently; the need for sup-
port may require supervisors to be sensitive to each principal’s
view of what he or she finds meaningful or trivial about the
work. (p. 312, emphasis in original)

There is no question that the demands on the principalship
have become even more intensified over the past 10 years, 5 years,
1 year. More and more principals in almost every Western country
are retiring early; more and more potential teacher leaders are
concluding that it is simply not worth it to take on the leadership
of schools.

Wanted: A miracle worker who can do more with less, pacify
rival groups, endure chronic second-guessing, tolerate low lev-
els of support, process large volumes of paper and work double
shifts (75 nights a year). He or she will have carte blanche to
innovate, but cannot spend much money, replace any person-
nel, or upset any constituency. (Evans, 1995, p. 5)

Is this an impossible job? A job that is simply not worth the
aggravation and toll it takes? Even students notice, such as this
secondary student: “I don’t think being a head is a good job. You
have to work too hard. Some days [the head] looks knackered—
sorry, very tired” (Day, Harris, Hadfield, Toley, & Beresford, 2000,
p. 126).

At the present time, the principalship is not worth it, and
therein lies the solution. If effective principals energize teachers in
complex times, what is going to energize principals? We are now
beginning to see more clearly examples of school principals who
are successful. These insights can help existing principals become
more effective; even more, they provide a basis for establishing a
system of recruiting, nurturing, and supporting and holding ac-
countable school leaders (see Chapter 14).

THE PRINCIPAL AND CHANGE

Until recently the principal was often neglected in the formulation
of strategies for reform. As research mounted about the significant
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impact of the principal, for better or for worse, on reform out-
comes, policymakers began to incorporate the role of school lead-
ers in leading change initiatives. This has not proven easy to do,
and in fact has helped to illuminate the fundamental difficulties
of changing school cultures. Let us trace the evolution of this in-
teresting phenomenon over the past decade, and especially the
past 5 years. I know of no improving school that doesn’t have a
principal who is good at leading improvement. “Almost every
single study of school effectiveness has shown both primary and
secondary leadership to be a key factor,” says Sammons (1999) in
her major review.

The first half of my argument—to consolidate the case for
how and why the principal is crucial for success—is presented in
this section. In the following section I take up the second half of
the analysis to show the problems encountered when you take
these findings seriously and attempt to incorporate them into
change strategies. There are several quality studies of school lead-
ership across different countries that provide consistent and clear,
not to say easy, messages (Bryk & Schneider, 2002; Bryk et al.,
1998; Day et al., 2000; James et al., 2006; Leithwood et al., 2004,
2005; Marzano et al., 2005; McLaughlin & Talbert, 2001, 2006;
Newmann, King, & Youngs, 2000).

Bryk and his colleagues (1998) have been tracing the evolution
of reform in Chicago schools since 1988. In schools that evidenced
improvement over time (about one third of 473 elementary schools):

Principals worked together with a supportive base of parents,
teachers, and community members to mobilize initiative. Their
efforts broadly focused along two major dimensions: first,
reaching out to parents and community to strengthen the ties
between local school professionals and the clientele they are to
serve; and second, working to expand the professional capaci-
ties of individual teachers, to promote the formation of a coher-
ent professional community, and to direct resources toward en-
hancing the quality of instruction. (p. 270)

These successful principals had (1) an “inclusive, facilitative
orientation”; (2) an “institutional focus on student learning”; (3)
“efficient management”; and (4) “combined pressure and sup-
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port.” They had a strategic orientation, using school improvement
plans and instructional focus to “attack incoherence.”

In schools that are improving, teachers are more likely to say
that, once a program has begun, there is follow-up to make sure
it is working and there is real continuity from one program to
another. In our earlier research, we dubbed schools with high
levels of incoherence “Christmas tree schools.” Such schools
were well-known showcases because of the variety of programs
they boasted. Frequently, however, these programs were unco-
ordinated and perhaps even philosophically inconsistent. (Ben-
der, Sebring, & Bryk, 2000, pp. 441–442)

In continued work in Chicago, Bryk and Schneider (2002)
found that principals are crucial for shaping “trust in schools,”
which has dramatic influences, both direct and indirect, on the
effectiveness of the school, as noted in Chapter 7. They refer to
“the centrality of principal leadership” in developing and sustain-
ing relational trust, which establishes the conditions for success
(p. 137, emphasis added). They conclude that “only when partici-
pants demonstrate their commitment to engage in such work [fo-
cused on improvement] and see others doing the same can a gen-
uine professional community grounded in relational trust emerge.
[In this respect] principals must take the lead” (p. 139).

Other studies of schools improving are variations on these
same themes. In Chapter 7, we saw the effects of strong and weak
professional communities in the high schools studied by Mc-
Laughlin and Talbert. Leadership (or lack of it) at the department
and/or school level accounted for a large part of these differences.

These very different worlds reveal how much department lead-
ership and expectations shape teacher community. The English
department chair actively maintained open department bound-
aries so that teachers would bring back knowledge resources
from districts and out of district professional activities to the
community. English faculty attended state and national meet-
ings, published regularly in professional journals, and used pro-
fessional development days to visit classrooms in other schools.
The chair gave priority for time to share each other’s writing,
discuss new projects, and just talk. English department leader-
ship extended and reinforced expectations and opportunities
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for teacher learning provided by the district and by the school,
developing a rich repertoire of resources for the community to
learn.

None of this applied down the hall in the social studies
department, where leadership enforced the norms of privatism
and conservatism that Dan Lortie found central to school teach-
ing. For example, the Social Studies chair saw department meet-
ings as an irritating ritual rather than an opportunity: “I don’t
hold meetings once a week; I don’t even necessarily have them
once a month.” Supports or incentives for learning were few in
the social studies department. This department chair marginal-
ized the weakest teachers in the department, rather than en-
abling or encouraging their professional growth. (McLaughlin
& Talbert, 2001, pp. 107–108)

Recall from Chapter 7 that only 3 of 16 high schools demon-
strated school-wide professional communities. In these compari-
sons McLaughlin and Talbert talk about “the pivotal role of prin-
cipal leadership.”

The utter absence of principal leadership within Valley High
School is a strong frame for the weak teacher community we
found across departments in the school; conversely, strong
leadership in Greenfield, Prospect and Ibsen has been central to
engendering and sustaining these school-wide teacher learning
communities. Principals with low scores [on leadership, as per-
ceived by teachers] generally are seen as managers who provide
little support or direction for teaching and learning in the
school. Principals receiving high ratings are actively involved
in the sorts of activities that nurture and sustain strong teacher
community. (p. 110)

In their more recent and systematic review of professional
learning communities, McLaughlin and Talbert (2006) again tout
the principal as central to success. They show that principals are
in a strategic position to promote or inhibit the development of a
teacher learning community in their schools. They found that ef-
fective principals “leverage teacher commitment and support for
collaboration,” “broker and develop learning resources for teacher
communities,” and “support transitions between stages of com-
munity development” (p. 56). In so doing principals also spread
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and develop leaders across the school, thereby creating a critical
mass of distributive leadership as a resource for the present and
the future.

Day and his colleagues (2000) in England wrote a book on the
leadership roles in 12 schools, all of which “had consistently
raised student achievement levels—in this sense they were ‘im-
proving schools’—and all the headteachers were recognized as
being instrumental in this and in the overall success of the
schools” (p. 1). We observe a now-familiar refrain.

The vision and practices of these heads were organized around
a number of core personal values concerning the modeling and
promotion of respect [for individuals], fairness and equality,
caring for the well-being and whole development of students
and staff, integrity and honesty. (p. 39)

These school leaders were “relationship centered,” focused on
“professional standards,” “outwards looking in” (seeking ideas
and connections across the country), and “monitoring school per-
formance.” Day and associates conclude:

Within the study, there was also ample evidence that people
were trusted to work as powerful professionals, within clear
collegial value frameworks, which were common to all. There
was a strong emphasis upon teamwork and participation in de-
cision-making (though heads reserved the right to be auto-
cratic). Goals were clear and agreed, communications were good
and everyone had high expectations of themselves and others.
Those collegial cultures were maintained, however, within con-
texts of organization and individual accountability set by exter-
nal policy demands and internal aspirations. These created on-
going tensions and dilemmas, which had to be managed and
mediated as part of the establishment and maintenance of effec-
tive leadership cultures. (p. 162)

Additional confirmation and clarity are furnished by New-
mann and his colleagues (2000), who used the more comprehen-
sive concept of “school capacity,” which in turn affects instruc-
tional quality and student assessment in the school as a whole.
School capacity consists of the collective effectiveness of the whole
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staff working together to improve student learning for all. Five
interrelated components of school capacity were identified:

1. Teachers’ knowledge, skills, and dispositions
2. Professional community
3. Program coherence
4. Technical resources
5. Principal leadership

First, professional development related to the knowledge,
skills, and dispositions of teachers as individual staff members is
a necessary but insufficient element. Obviously this is important
and can make a difference in individual classrooms, but unless
connected to collective learning, it fails to influence the culture of
the school. Hence the second factor, which is that there also must
be organization development because social or relationship re-
sources are key to school improvement. Thus, schools must combine
individual development with the development of school-wide pro-
fessional communities. Individual and collective development need
to be twinned if they are to result in increased school capacity.

However, individual development combined with profes-
sional communities is still not sufficient, unless it is channeled in
a way that combats the fragmentation of multiple innovations by
working on program coherence, “the extent to which the school’s
programs for student and staff learning are coordinated, focused
on clear learning goals, and sustained over a period of time”
(Newmann et al., 2000, p. 5). Program coherence is organizational
focus and integration. Fourth, instructional improvement requires
additional resources (materials, equipment, space, time, and access
to expertise). Finally, school capacity cannot be developed in the
absence of quality leadership. Put differently, the role of the princi-
pal is to cause the previous four factors to get better and better in con-
cert. Elmore (2000) agrees.

The job of administrative leaders is primarily about enhancing
the skills and knowledge of people in the organization, creating
a common culture of expectations around the use of those skills
and knowledge, holding the various pieces of the organization
together in a productive relationship with each other, and hold-
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ing individuals accountable for their contributions to the collec-
tive result. (p. 15)

James and colleagues (2006), whose study we reviewed in
Chapter 7, supplies an even more compelling and deeply nuanced
account of the role of school heads in 12 “very effective primary
schools” in Wales. Without exception, say James and colleagues,
“they all recognized and articulated the importance of enabling
the pupils to learn and of continually improving teaching in the
school” (p. 89). These school heads also developed leadership in
others, had a modesty about themselves, grasped the big picture,
and fostered partnerships with governing bodies, the local author-
ity, and networks beyond the school. The role of leadership, sug-
gest James and colleagues, concerns “those behaviours that en-
abled others to take up their role in relation to the institution’s
main and defined task” (p. 97).

My colleague Ken Leithwood has been studying and develop-
ing school leadership for 4 decades. Leithwood, Bauer, and Ried-
linger’s (2006) current research in New Orleans is an excellent ex-
ample of testing the limits of the principalship (if there was ever
a litmus test for the role of principal under trying conditions, it
has to be New Orleans—pre- and/or post-Katrina). Principals
were part of a fellows program that supported and cultivated
their leadership over time. Leithwood and his colleagues drew 10
lessons from their multiyear study of these principals:

1. Dramatic individual change is possible.
2. One good experience can jump-start a continuous learn-
ing ethos.

3. Ongoing support is needed if leaders are to influence stu-
dent learning.

4. Training should encompass the team as well as the indi-
vidual principal.

5. Direct, practical help in data-driven decision making is es-
pecially critical in the current policy environment.

6. Practice what you preach.
7. A little bit of money goes a long way.
8. For a long-term impact, build a community of leaders.
9. Use the community of leaders to retain successful leaders.
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10. Use inspiring leadership models to recruit new leaders.

Leithwood and colleagues stress that a key factor was the avail-
ability of opportunities “to continuously discuss and examine pro-
grams and practices, to incorporate feedback from fellows, to nur-
ture the network among fellows and otherwise act as steward of
the mission” (p. 23).

As part of a major multiyear initiative being conducted under
the auspices of the Wallace Foundation, Leithwood and his team
(2004) recently analyzed existing research studies in order to de-
termine what we know about “how leadership influences student
learning.” Not only did they review the research field, they also
included a “review of reviews,” thus consolidating a massive
amount of research on the topic. This comprehensive review found
that successful leaders engaged in three sets of core practices.

1. Setting directions (shared vision and group goals, high per-
formance expectations)

2. Developing people (individual support, intellectual/emo-
tional stimulation, modeling)

3. Redesigning the organization (collaborative cultures and
structures, building productive relations with parents and
the community)

Leithwood’s group concluded that school leadership accounts for
one quarter of the variation on student achievement explained by
school-level variables (school-level variables themselves are but a
smaller set of other factors such as family background).

In another thorough review, Marzano, Waters, and McNulty
(2005) drew similar conclusions. In School Leadership That Works,
they examined 69 studies involving 2,802 schools and approxi-
mately 1.4 million students and 14,000 teachers. They also found
a .25 correlation between the leadership behavior of the principal
and student achievement. They identified 21 specific behaviors
that influence student learning, most of them indirectly (but none-
theless explicitly), through shaping the culture and relationships
of people within the school and between the school and the out-
side.

It should be clear, then, that school improvement is an organi-
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zational phenomenon, and therefore the principal, as leader, is the
key. With all this confirmation from the research literature and
with many current attempts to situate the principal as change
leader, one would think that it would be a slam dunk to make
progress. Well it is not, and here is where progress means digging
deeper into the problem and its solution.

THE COMPLEXITY OF LEADERSHIP

Let us first examine three cases where the role of the principal
was featured as a core part of the change strategy. First recall the
case studies of Chicago, Milwaukee, and Seattle conducted by the
Cross City Campaign for Urban School Reform (2005). Money ga-
lore and a lot of the seemingly “right” components were incorpo-
rated into a district-wide multiyear strategy: a focus on literacy
and math, a concentration on assessment for learning data, plenty
of professional development, and an emphasis on principals as
instructional leaders, with significant accompanying professional
development. The end result was limited impact on the classroom.
Although they were positioned to play a key role, “principals had
multiple responsibilities that often worked at cross purposes with
their role of instructional leaders” (p. 9).

With even more prominence, the principalship was central to
the delivery of the high-profile, highly supported literacy and
math reform in the San Diego City Schools District in the 1997–
2002 period (Hubbard, Mehan, & Stein, 2006). The theory of action
envisioned principals as “the most critical resource in the profes-
sional guidance and instructional direction of school.” Called on
to be “leaders of instruction,” principals were to spend more time
in classrooms, engaging teachers in conversations about instruc-
tion, and to spend less time on administrative, logistical and fi-
nancial matters” (p. 75). Principals also received considerable tar-
geted support, including close working with relationships with
instructional leaders (a former area superintendent role refash-
ioned to support school improvement). All principals in the dis-
trict engaged in walk-throughs with their instructional leader,
monthly principal conferences where instruction was the only
topic, mentorship, support groups, and visits to other schools to
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observe exemplary practice. In other words, the strategy called for
highly detailed and explicit roles for principals as instructional
change agents on an ongoing basis. Yet, enormous difficulties
were encountered in linking school leadership to instructional im-
provement across classrooms. I will turn to explanations in a mo-
ment, but first one more case.

Supovitz’s (2006) case study of Duval County in Florida is
equally instructive. Again this is a case of district-wide, 5-year (at
this point) reform with a relentless focus on instruction. And once
more, principals are recognized as key players, “integral to the
spread of instructional reform” (p. 85). Considerable emphasis
and support were provided for the professional development of
principals for their new role. And again it did not pan out as envi-
sioned.

What is going on here? Finally, policymakers and district
leaders take the research findings on the role of principals seri-
ously, and still hit a wall. In my view, there are three fundamental
explanations. First, maybe districts have the strategy wrong. They
are expecting principals to carry out roles that are centrally (dis-
trict) determined. In this case principals are in the unenviable role
of trying to figure out somebody else’s strategy. Second, maybe
the role as instructional leader is far more daunting than people
imagined. Thus, the capacity to be this good requires understand-
ing and skills beyond the preparation and inservice development
experiences of most principals. Third, the new expectations have
been added on to the traditional ones without any consideration
of whether the new role in its entirety is feasible under the current
working conditions faced by principals.

I favor all three explanations in combination. The net effect is
that the principalship is being placed in an impossible position. In
short, the changes required to transform cultures are far deeper
than we understood; principals do not have the capacity to carry
out the new roles; and principals are burdened by too many role
responsibilities that inhibit developing and practicing the new
competencies—add-ons without anything being taken away. Hard
change, low capacity, plenty of distractions—a recipe for frustra-
tion. In sum, the principal is key, but we haven’t yet figured out
how to position the role to fufill the promise.

Chapter 7 and this one, in combination, present a powerful
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message for school reform. Remember the study that found that
students who got three good teachers in 3 successive years did
much better? Well, students in schools led by principals who fos-
ter strong professional communities are much more likely to en-
counter three good teachers in a row, whether it be on the same
day or over the years. The problem is that such schools are in the
minority. Definitely unfinished business on the change agenda.



CHAPTER 9

The Student

Why in a democratic society, should an individual’s
first real contact with a formal institution be so pro-
foundly antidemocratic?

—Bowles and Gintis (1976, pp. 250–251)

In the field of educational innovation it is surprising how many
times a teacher will finally shout out of desperation, “But what
about the students?” Innovations and their inherent conflicts often
become ends in themselves, and students get thoroughly lost in
the shuffle. When adults do think of students, they think of them
as the potential beneficiaries of change. They think of achievement
results, skills, attitudes, and jobs. They rarely think of students as
participants in a process of change and organizational life. While re-
search in the 1980s began to look at students as active participants
in their own education, and it has become clearer what should be
done, too little actually has happened to enhance the role of stu-
dents as members of the school as an organization.

In this chapter, I continue to pursue the main theme of the
book. Educational change, above all, is a people-related phenome-
non for each and every individual. Students, even little ones, are
people, too. Unless they have some meaningful (to them) role in
the enterprise, most educational change, indeed most education,
will fail. I ask the reader not to think of students as running the
school, but to entertain the following question: What would hap-
pen if we treated the student as someone whose opinion mattered
in the introduction and implementation of reform in schools? If
meaning matters to the success of teachers and principals, it
doesn’t take much imagination to realize that meaning is central
to student success. Engagement is the key word. All successful ed-
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ucation ends up engaging the hearts and minds of students. It was
one thing to try to do this when only 50% of the student popula-
tion went on to continuing education; it is an entirely more com-
plex matter when we attempting to involve 95% or more of stu-
dents in meaningful learning.

Little progress has been made since the first edition of this
book in 1982 in treating the student as a serious member of the
school. While cognitive scientists and sociologists have made the
case for the more fundamental role of students in their learning,
the latter remains only an unfulfilled potential. To be clear about
the argument at the outset, cognitive scientists claim that, tradi-
tionally, teaching has “focused too narrowly on the memorization
of information, giving short shrift to critical thinking, conceptual
understanding, and in-depth knowledge of subject matter” (Na-
tional Research Council, 1999, p. 25). Teaching and learning for
deep understanding (so that learners can critically apply what
they know to comprehending and addressing new problems and
situations) has now become the goal of this new and radical peda-
gogy (Bransford et al., 1999; Gardner, 1999).

At the same time, but operating entirely independently, soci-
ologists have long argued that schools reproduce a hierarchical
status quo in a way that actually increases the gap between those
who are well off in the first place and those who are disadvan-
taged. This inequitable circumstance, they say, is deeply embed-
ded in the structures and cultures of society, and manifested in
turn in school systems (Oakes et al., 1999).

The new common ground for both cognitive scientists and so-
ciologists concerns motivation and relationships, that is, it is only
when schooling operates in a way that connects students rela-
tionally in a relevant, engaging, and worthwhile experience, that
substantial learning will occur. That only a small proportion of
students are so engaged is a measure of the seriousness of the
problem.

To state the matter differently, the more that accountability
systems become focused only on cognitive achievement, the greater
the gap will become between those students who are doing well
and those who are not. This is so because the main problem with
disengaged students is that they lack a meaningful personal con-
nection with teachers and others in the school; in other words,
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they lack the motivational capacity to become engaged in learn-
ing. Incidentally, this is why emotional development for children
must go hand-in-hand with cognitive development. Emotionally
developed students have the individual and social skills that en-
able them to become motivationally engaged with other learners,
which in turn is a route to greater cognitive achievement (see Gor-
don, 2005). Of course, emotional intelligence is a desired goal in
its own right because it produces better citizens who can function
well in a complex, stressful world (Goleman, 1995, 1998).

In short, we must combine the ideas of cognitive scientists,
who are working on the problem of how to engage all learners,
with the insights of sociologists, who show how power relations
in the school must be altered if we are to make substantial prog-
ress on this agenda. When these two forces become integrated into
the culture of professional learning communities, educators in
these types of schools function in effect as “moral change agents,”
or in Oakes and associates’ (1999) phrase, educators with “a
passion for the public good.” But where are students in this equa-
tion? I will discuss two facets of student engagement in the
context of reconstituting classroom culture and reconstituting school
culture.

WHERE STUDENTS ARE

Research on the experiences of students has been limited and dis-
persed across many fields. Access to and furthering of this work
has just been aided tremendously by the impressive International
Handbook of Student Experience in Elementary and Secondary Schools
put together by my colleague Dennis Thiessen (in press). Contain-
ing 28 chapters and over 1,300 pages, this handbook pretty much
brings together what we know at this stage. It shows the dearth
of attention in any substantial way to student engagement, but
also the promise that there is a strand in this research that brings
the student to life. Thiessen starts with the conclusion by Erickson
and Shultz (1992), who focused on student experiences and the
curriculum. In this research, students “are shown as doing in the
classroom rather than as thinking, intending, and caring” (p. 480,
emphasis in original). Erickson and Schultz conclude:
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In sum, virtually no research has been done that places student
experience at the center of attention. We do not see student in-
terests and their known and unknown fears. We do not see the
mutual interest of students and teachers or see what the student
or the teacher thinks or cares about during the course of that
mutual interest. If the student is visible at all in a research study
she is usually viewed from the perspective of adult educator’s
interests and ways of seeing, that is, as failing, succeeding, mo-
tivated, mastering, unmotivated, responding, or having a mis-
conception. Rarely is the perspective of the student herself ex-
plored. Much further research needs to be done to uncover the
kinds of variations in student experience that may obtain within
and across subject matters and within and across grade levels.
Indeed, we have suggested here that the evolution of student
experience with curriculum should be studied across the entire
student career in school. We know relatively little about the
social and cognitive ecology of student experience of curricu-
lum. How does this vary with the social backgrounds of stu-
dents and teachers, and by types of schools in which they learn
and teach? Presently we do not understand how intellect, will,
culture, and politics meet at the intersection of curriculum ma-
terials, classroom arrangements, pedagogical approaches, and
students, within whose subjective experience learning presum-
ably takes place (pp. 467–468).

From 1970 to 1977, I was involved in a research project focus-
ing on the role of students in Ontario schools (see Fullan & Easta-
brook, 1973; Fullan, Eastabrook, & Biss, 1977). My colleagues and
I started with a survey of students in 46 Ontario schools repre-
senting a range of large-city, medium-sized-city, suburban, and
rural settings. Information was gathered from a random sample
of students in grades 5 through 13 (Ontario high schools went up
to grade 13 at the time). The information was collected directly by
us in classrooms using a questionnaire. The original sample was
3,972, from which we obtained 3,593 returns, or a 90% response
rate. Questions included both fixed-choice formats and open-
ended questions that asked for comments. We categorized the re-
sponses according to three levels: elementary school (grades 5–6,
or 5–8 in some schools), junior high (grades 7–9), and high school
(grades 9–13, or 10–13 in some schools). The following summa-
rizes our main findings:
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1. A minority of students thought that teachers understood
their point of view, and the proportion decreased with ed-
ucational level—41%, 33%, and 25% from elementary, ju-
nior high, and high school, respectively.

2. Less than one fifth of the students reported that teachers
asked for their opinions and ideas in deciding what or how
to teach (19%, 16%, 13%), a finding that we consistently
replicated in subsequent work in a large number of class-
rooms in other schools.

3. Principals and vice principals were not seen as listening to
or being influenced by students.

4. Substantial percentages of students (29%, 26%, 50%), in-
cluding one out of every two high school students, re-
ported that “most of my classes or lessons are boring.”

Written comments on open-ended questions elaborated the
meaning of the fixed-format responses. About 1,000 students (of
the total of almost 3,600) wrote comments about their school. Of
these, about 30% reflected such positive attitudes as:

• Teachers are friendly. (elementary)
• This school is great. (junior high)
• I think the school I go to is good the way it is now. It
doesn’t need any changes. (junior high)

• I like my school because it has modern techniques, teaching
methods, and facilities. It is a clean and up-to-date school. I
think they should keep the school just the way it is. (high
school)

The other 70% of the comments were indicative of what we la-
beled generally “the alienation theme”:

• I think schools should make students feel comfortable, and
not tense. (high school)

• I feel that teachers don’t really care about what happens to
students as long as they get paid. (elementary)

• I know that school is important to me and that I need it to
get anywhere in life. But I’m beginning to realize that this
reason is not good enough. I don’t enjoy school at this
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point. It is the last place I want to be. If I wasn’t so shy I
imagine I could express these feelings to a teacher, but I’ve
never spoken to one, not even about extra help. (high
school)

• I’m only in school so I can go to university so as to make
more money than if I quit school now. I do not particularly
like school, in fact sometimes I hate it, but I don’t particu-
larly want to be poor. (high school)

Our questions on principals and vice principals stimulated many
comments from junior high and senior high students, along the
following lines:

• I have never spoken to the principal, and I don’t even know
who the vice principal is.

• It’s hard to say anything about the principal. He’s always
hiding.

• We never see him, and I think the only kids he knows is
the head boy and the head girl. He seems like a nice man,
but who really knows, when he is always in his office.

Finally, we asked students an open-ended question about what
they thought of the questionnaire and the project. This opened a
floodgate. Over one third of the students wrote responses, nearly
all of which indicated that students were interested in the topics
and had something to say. Typical of these 1,200 responses were
the following:

• I think this project is very interesting in many ways. It asks
many questions that I have never been asked before. (ele-
mentary)

• I think it’s great the grown-ups want our opinion. I feel that
they treat us like babies. (elementary)

• It brought me to thinking about things I had never thought
much about, and is giving you at the institution, knowledge
of what we students think about the school. (junior high)

• No comment. Only that this may help the teachers or plan-
ning board realize what lousy classes and subjects we are
taking. (high school)
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• I think this is an excellent project. It gives the man at the
bottom of the ladder a chance to unleash his feelings and
say something about this damn school. (high school)

Over the years, not much has changed for most students,
other than the fact that life has become more complicated. Based
on his nationwide study, Goodlad (1984) states that “learning ap-
pears to be enhanced when students understand what is expected
of them, get recognition for their work, learn quickly about their
errors, and receive guidance in improving their performance” (p.
111). Yet, he found that “over half of the upper elementary stu-
dents reported that many students did not know what they were
supposed to do in class” (p. 112). At least 20% of high school stu-
dents did not understand teachers’ directions and comments.
Striking at the core of the theme in this book, Goodlad observes:

Somewhere, I suspect, down in the elementary school, probably
in the fifth and sixth grades, a subtle shift occurs. The curricu-
lum—subjects, topics, textbooks, workbooks, and the rest—
comes between the teacher and student. Young humans come to
be viewed only as students, valued primarily for their academic
aptitude and industry rather than as individual persons preoc-
cupied with the physical, social, and personal needs unique to
their circumstances and stage in life. (p. 80)

As students moved through the grades, Goodlad and his col-
leagues found that “there was increasingly less use of teacher
praise and support for learning, less corrective guidance, a nar-
rowing range and variety of pedagogical techniques, and declin-
ing participation by students in determining the daily conduct of
their education” (p. 125). We see, says Goodlad, “a decline from
lower to upper grades in teachers’ support of students as persons
and learners” (p. 126).

Sarason (1982) similarly claims that students at the elementary
level are not party to how classroom patterns are established. He
conducted an informal observational study to see how the rules
of the classroom were formed (what he calls the “constitution of
the classroom”) and what assumptions about students were im-
plicit in the process. In Sarason’s words, “The results were quite
clear.” The rules invariably were determined by the teacher, and
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teachers never solicited the opinions and feelings of students in
developing rules. Sarason suggests several assumptions underly-
ing the observed behavior.

1. Teacher knows best;
2. Children cannot participate constructively in the development of
rules;

3. Children are not interested in such a discussion;
4. Rules are for children, and not for the teacher (rules state what
children can and cannot do, but not what a teacher could or could
not do), and so on. (pp. 175–176)

Sarason observed that teachers rarely, if ever, discussed their
own thinking about planning and learning. Issues never came up
pertaining to teachers’ assumptions and theories of learning and
thinking, whether children were interested in these matters, and
whether they were able to talk about them. Rather, the task of the
student was to get the right answer and know the facts. Sarason
comments that teachers “unwittingly [created] those conditions
that they would personally find boring” (p. 182).

The central issue, however, is contained in the following pas-
sage:

The point I wish to emphasize is that it appears that children
know relatively little about how a teacher thinks about the
classroom, that is, what he takes into account, the alternatives
he thinks about, the things that puzzle him about children and
about learning, what he does when he is not sure of what he
should do, how he feels when he does something wrong. (p.
185)

I referred earlier to students’ lives becoming more complex.
Dryden (1995) spent a year observing in classrooms in a high
school in Ontario and concluded that “so much is going on in
each kid’s life, every story is so complicated” (p. 84). Students
often are disengaged from their own learning, and it is enor-
mously difficult for teachers to enter their world. Many teachers,
reports Dryden, end up, metaphorically speaking, teaching “to the
front row,” reaching 10 or fewer students in a class of 30. Nod-
dings (2005) captures this frustration in the student–teacher rela-
tionship.
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The single greatest complaint of students in school is, “They
don’t care.” . . . They feel alienated from their schoolwork, sepa-
rated from adults who try to teach them, and adrift in a world
perceived as baffling and hostile. At the same time, most teach-
ers work very hard and express deep concern for their students.
In an important sense, teachers do care, but they are unable to
make the connections that would complete caring relationships
with their students. (p. 2)

A starting point, then, is to understand the fundamental rea-
sons and consequences of student disengagement in learning. In
one of the very few studies that asked students what they thought,
Rudduck, Chaplain, and Wallace (1996) provide a comprehensive
summary of the consequences of disengagement as perceived by
students.

1. Perceptions of themselves—disengaged pupils:
• have lower self-concepts and self-esteem than engaged peers;
• have characteristics that tend to make it difficult to achieve aca-
demically; these include: “giving up easily at school work” . . . ;

• are more likely to be fed up with school on a regular basis.

2. Perception of school work—disengaged pupils:
• find homework difficult, given they are often struggling in
class;

• dislike subjects with a high proportion of writing (e.g., En-
glish);

• dislike subjects where they do not understand (esp. modern
languages);

• have increased anxiety about their ability, as they near exams.

3. Relationship with peers—disengaged pupils:
• are more likely to have been involved in bullying incidents;
• feel under pressure from their immediate friends if they exhibit
achievement behavior;

• are perceived by many of their engaged peers as a hindrance
and annoyance to their own classroom work.

4. Relationship with teachers—disengaged pupils:
• perceive teachers as generally unfair to pupils, but particularly
unfair to them;

• believe teachers express negative behaviors toward them both
verbally and non-verbally;
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• would like a teacher they could trust to talk things through
with;

• consider teachers to be largely responsible for their failure at
school.

5. Perceptions of the future—disengaged pupils:
• show high levels of anxiety about their future chances in the
working world;

• despite negative messages from the school want to persist and
have some examination success;

• see a direct relationship between examination success and get-
ting a job;

• are more likely to plan to get a job at 15. (p. 111)

Sadly, high percentages of students are disengaged, and the
proportion increases as the student gets older. In short, when it
comes to change, new approaches are needed that attract all stu-
dents to become engaged with their own learning and that of their
peers. This applies both to students who appear to be doing well
and especially to those disconnected to begin with.

THE STUDENT AND CHANGE

I already have foreshadowed the two interrelated changes that
must occur in the cultures of classrooms and schools if all students
are to find education engaging and meaningful. And there is a
strand of research and innovative practice over the past decade
that Thiessen (in press) labels: “How students are actively in-
volved in shaping their own learning opportunities and in the im-
provement of what happens in classrooms and schools.” The two
themes, as I have said, involve changing the way teaching occurs
in the classroom, and changing the way students participate in
shaping the culture of the school.

Reconstituting Classroom Culture

First let me reiterate that, when it comes to how they and others
are being treated, students do notice! Especially affected are what
McLaughlin and Talbert (2001) call “nontraditional students” (those
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who do not come from advantaged backgrounds—these days, the
majority of students). Even traditional students don’t reach deep
understanding if we use more advanced indicators of learning
(e.g., applying knowledge to solve problems in novel situations),
but they do get good grades and like the clarity of knowing what
is expected.

However, McLaughlin and Talbert (2001) note that nontradi-
tional students struggle in these “teacher-directed, sometimes im-
personal classrooms.”

For example, a high-achieving Latina at Valley described her
experience with the math teacher who feels all of his students
are “the problem.”

Ooh I dread that class. I didn’t do well. At the end I got a
B, but it wasn’t what I was hoping for . . . it was a hard class,
because he didn’t really explain the material. It was like he
taught college also at the same time that he teaches high school.
So it’s sort of like, he brought those techniques to high school.
And he’d move around really quick, and you couldn’t follow
him. And it was just really difficult. (p. 27)

By changing this situation, teachers make a difference: “Teach-
ers who understand their non-traditional students are of a voice
in saying that changes in classroom practices are essential not only
to meet the needs of contemporary students, but also to support
teachers’ sense of efficacy.” Said one teacher: “Teachers have been
used to lecturing and teaching the lesson . . . and they aren’t get-
ting satisfaction from kids’ achievement now, because they aren’t
achieving. We need to grow and change and evolve too” (pp. 28–
29). Teachers who were successful with all students, need we re-
mind ourselves, “taught in schools and departments with a strong
professional community engaged in making innovations that sup-
port student and teacher learning and success” (p. 34).

Still sticking with the classroom, new pedagogical break-
throughs are having great positive impact via new developments
in “assessment for learning.” Assessment for learning engages
students in their own learning by using direct and immediate data
on learning performance to alter learning keyed to the needs and
interests of the individual. One of the leading figures in this field
in the United States, Richard Stiggins (2005), has characterized
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these developments as essential for serving the new 95% versus
traditional teaching, which served at best half that percentage.

And assessment for learning does change the place of stu-
dents and consequently the role of teachers in the learning equa-
tion. The work of Paul Black and his colleagues (2003) in England
makes this crystal clear. Assessment for learning, Black reminds
us, is “any assessment for which the first priority is to serve the
purpose of promoting students’ learning” (p. 2). Black and his
group worked with 36 teachers of English and mathematics in six
secondary schools in England. The goal was to improve four areas
of classroom learning: questioning, feedback through marking
classroom assignments, peer and self-assessment by students, and
the formative use of summative tests (i.e., external accountability
tests). As Black and colleagues found: “It is very difficult for stu-
dents to achieve a learning goal unless they understand that goal
and can assess what they need to do to reach it. So self-assessment
is essential to learning. In practice peer assessment turns out to be
an important complement and may even be a prior requirement
for self-assessment” (pp. 49–50). One student put it as follows:
“After a student marked my investigation, I can now acknowl-
edge my mistakes easier. I hope that it is not just me who learnt
from the investigation but the student who marked it did also.
Next time I will have to make my explanations clearer, as they
said ‘it is hard to understand.’ . . . I will now explain my equation
so it is clear” (p. 66). The overall effect on the teacher—learner
nexus is considerable.

As the teachers came to listen more attentively to the students’
responses they began to appreciate more fully that learning was
not a process of passive reception of knowledge but one which
the learners were active in creating their own understanding.
. . . The teachers gradually developed learning environments
that focused on improvement and this was achieved through
evolving and supporting collaborative learning within their
classrooms. (p. 59)

As the project unfolded, many teachers moved away from the
perception of their students as having fixed levels of ability.
Teachers began to realize (i.e., experience) that it is the students
who have to do the learning. Something teachers already knew
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became more explicit and more amenable to corrective action,
namely, that teachers cannot do the learning for students. One
teacher expressed his learning this way.

It became obvious that one way to make significant, sustainable
change was to get the students doing more of the thinking. I
then began to search for ways to make the learning process
more transparent to the students. Indeed, I now spend my time
looking for ways to get students to take responsibility for their
learning at the same time making the learning more collabora-
tive. (pp. 94–95, emphasis added)

These pedagogical changes make a difference in the engage-
ment of students and, as Black and colleagues found, have a posi-
tive impact on both enjoyment of learning and achievement on
external tests: “If [these practices] were replicated across the
whole school they would raise the performance of a school at the
25th percentile of achievement nationally to the upper half” (p.
29). I know I sound like a broken CD, but the reason we have to
make these changes is that we now are serving, for the first time,
95%+ of a student population that is larger, more diverse, and
more complex than ever before. This means that the classroom
culture has to change, and if that is to occur, we have to go wider.
Thus, we need closer to 100% of the classrooms engaged, and for
this we need to mobilize the entire professional community, a
point strongly made in Chapters 7 and 8.

Reconstituting School Culture

The good news is that there is a pedagogical movement underway
toward the kinds of learning experiences portrayed by Bransford,
Black, and others. The bad news is that it has not moved very far.
The next phase, I would claim, requires inviting students into the
equation as proactive participants. But so far I have been talking
about teachers, figuring out what they have to do differently in
order to reach more students in the classroom—a dramatic change
in the culture of the classroom, to be sure. But what if we invited
students to go even farther? What if student voice mattered? Rud-
duck and associates (1996) make this very suggestion.
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Those bent on improvement in schools might usefully start by
inviting pupils to talk about what makes learning difficult for
them, about what diminishes their motivation and engagement,
and what makes some give up and others settle for a “mini-
mum risk, minimum effort” position—even though they know
that doing well matters. (p. 31)

Rudduck and associates also make the point that “behind the
mask of nonchalance that some pupils wear to hide their anxiety
about the future is a concern to succeed and some realization of
the consequences of not making the grade” (p. 3). Further:

The pupils interviewed had quite a sophisticated understand-
ing of those aspects of the school system which obstructed their
learning and those aspects that were supportive . . . [they] all
had their own concerns about school, even those who were
achieving well across the curriculum. Their comments showed
that they had ideas about how schools should be, that they were
prepared to explain their views, and that teachers could learn
from consultation with them. (p. 85)

Rudduck (in press) has continued this work. As she observes,
“Over the last 20+ years, schools have changed less in their re-
gimes and patterns of relationships than young people have
changed” (p. 1036). Even those interested in student voice may
not take the risk to go far enough, seeing “students primarily as
sources of interesting and usable data, but less likely to have goals
that are expressed in terms of community” (p. 1041). Students
soon tire of invitations that “(a) express a view on matters they
do not think are important; (b) are framed in the language they
find restrictive, alienating, or patronizing; and (c) seldom result in
action or dialogue that affects the quality of their lives” (p. 1069).

Rudduck acknowledges the challenges involved in taking stu-
dent voice seriously, including the personal risks involved in in-
novation, the problem of finding time in a crowded curriculum,
the debate about performance and what is valued, and many oth-
ers. Yet she says when students do get involved through skilled
facilitation, they have been effective in addressing problems and
issues basic to school improvement. Rudduck (in press) conduct-
ed a survey of teachers concerning their consulting pupils project.
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In the survey, 84% of the teachers said that consultation was hav-
ing a positive impact on students’ self-esteem; 80% thought that
consultation was helping students develop a more positive atti-
tude to schools and learning; and 75% thought it was helping stu-
dents develop more positive attitudes to teachers.

Fielding (2001) pushes the argument even further in his “stu-
dents as radical agents of change” study. As with all of the
sources I use in this book, Fielding’s study is not about armchair
advocacy. All the sources are based on action, thereby promoting
evidence-based debate (Pfeffer & Sutton, 2006). Fielding and his
team worked in Sharnbrook Upper School in Bedfordshire, En-
gland, with three cohorts of students on a “students as researchers
project.” Students and teacher leaders “were trained in research
and evidence gathering techniques, as well as establishing a shared
understanding of the values, dispositions, and commitments
which would make partnership between students and staff both
real and demanding” (p. 125). Over the three cohorts, students
and teachers investigated a series of topics: student voice, student
experience of practice teachers, the school’s assessment system,
careers in education, the quality of school meals, the life skills
program, and a 3-year research project with Chile using student
researchers as the key agents in the development of pedagogies
and curriculum materials dedicated to the development of educa-
tion in and for democracy. Several of the projects “had substantial
and immediate impact” on the school (p. 126).

Another program that has been treating students seriously is
the Manitoba School Improvement Program (MSIP) (Earl & Lee,
1999; Pekrul & Levin, in press). For 15 years this program has
been supporting grassroots teachers to change how they work
with students and fellow teachers. Students who once seemed sul-
len and unreachable often became the most ardent advocates for
positive change once the right connection had been made. One
student spoke about how “what seemed to be an impossible path
to walk in life, has been altered,” thanks to teachers who had
worked with her. “But what I am most thankful for is that all of
you have exposed me to an atmosphere of hope and strength”
(Earl & Lee, 1999, p. 33).

Around 1998 MSIP entered a second phase that is based pri-
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marily on developing strategies and mechanisms for high school
students to participate in helping to shape new directions for stu-
dent engagement and learning. As it has evolved, MSIP has moved
closer and closer to student voice in a large number of Manitoba
high schools (50 of the 200 high schools in Manitoba have had
projects with MSIP, not all of them on student voice). Pekrul and
Levin (in press) conclude that “combining collaborative and au-
thentic tasks that build skills and confidence, and widening the
arena of student influence, student voice processes give students
a credible voice in and allow them to have an impact on the insti-
tution that plays a major role in their lives” (p. 1272). Various
research projects and discussion have been launched that explore
students’ lives in school, including central learning questions such
as “what is the purpose of learning”; “what are the conditions
that facilitate learning”; and “what are the processes to facilitate
and support learning” (p. 1285). Time and again students are
found to have valuable and realistic ideas, and of course become
more aware of these learning issues as they examine them. Pekrul
and Levin identify the lessons learned in the past decade of this
work.

• Motivated, engaged students are central to lasting school im-
provement.

• MSIP schools that have been most open to and supportive of stu-
dent voice have consistently found—sometimes to their sur-
prise—that students can be tremendous allies in their work, in-
cluding having a powerful effect on parental and community
support for change.

• Student voice is not just about supporting school improvement
but has educational benefits in its own right . . . students have
found the experience valuable to their learning as well as develop-
ing confidence and leadership skills.

• Although student voice has many positive aspects it is not nearly
as widespread one might wish.

• Student voice only happens when there is commitment and sup-
port from the school . . . students need support to help them de-
velop their voices effectively.

• Because students tend to have short time horizons, they need to
see action following from their participation. (pp. 1294–1297)
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As I said earlier in this chapter, elementary school students
also have insights and ideas. Primary students even have clear
views about their principals, especially if these principals are visi-
ble leaders, as Day and associates (2000) found: “There was a rec-
ognition [on the part of students] that all students, in exchange
for a safe and caring environment, were expected to work hard,
and that hard work would be rewarded” (p. 123).

Children, in other words, are vastly underutilized resources.
A dramatic example is contained in Senge and associates’ (2000)
field book on education in an chapter entitled “Children as Lead-
ers,” which describes the efforts of the Children’s Peace Move-
ment in Colombia, organized by young people ages 6 through 18.
Against horrendous odds, they are trying to raise questions about
improving what is a daily lethal environment.

More than 850,000 Colombian children have been forced out of
their homes by violence during the past dozen years. Sixty per-
cent of those displaced children dropped out of a school. At
least 2000 children under the age of 15 are enlisted or in para-
military groups, some as young as eight years old. More than
4000 children were murdered in 1996 alone, with the number
continuing to rise each year; and impunity is widespread. (p.
546)

The Children’s Peace Movement responds, perhaps initially rais-
ing more questions than providing answers:

The level on which most children “understood” this complex
situation is different from that of adults. They think less about
political and economic concerns and more about justice and
fairness. Perhaps as a result, their definition of peacemaking is
very broad—it includes any activity that improves the quality
of life in a community affected by violence. (p. 549)

This is obviously an extreme situation, but it illustrates the
point. Society is complex. Children’s characteristics and needs are
diverse. Not only must they be part of the solution, but in many
cases they turn out to have better ideas. The wisdom of the crowd
strikes again! (Surowiecki, 2004).

In their call for a radical breakthrough in education, Wilson
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and Barsky (2006) say, “We cannot overemphasize the need to
vastly expand the role of children in the adult work of school, and
to ensure that this work (a) is instructive for each child’s educa-
tion, and (b) drastically reduces the daily pressures on teachers,
school administrators, and other paid workers in the school”
(p. 10).

Integral to the argument in this chapter is that treating stu-
dents as people comes very close to “living” the academic, per-
sonal, and social educational goals that are stated in most official
policy documents. But more than that, involving students in con-
structing their own meaning and learning is fundamentally essen-
tial pedagogically—they learn more and are motivated to go even
further.

In the same way that professional learning communities es-
tablish powerful pressure and support learning conditions for mo-
tivating disengaged teachers, working through the difficulties of
connecting with disaffected students is the route to both cognitive
and affective attainment with students. This reminds us that this
work must tackle both faces of student engagement: the culture
of the classroom in terms of day-to-day learning, and the culture
of the school and community. A second reminder: Student en-
gagement strategies must reach all students, those doing okay but
bored by the irrelevance of school, and those who are disadvan-
taged and find schools increasingly alienating as they move through
the grades. The irony is that the majority of teachers want to do
well by their students; and the majority of students know that
success in school is beneficial. Meaning must be accomplished at
every level of the system, but if it is not done at the level of the
student, for the vast majority of students, all is lost.



CHAPTER 10

The Parent and the Community

Whose school is it, anyway?
—Gold and Miles (1981)

In What’s Worth Fighting for Out There, Hargreaves and I (1998)
argued that the “out there” is now “in here.” We observed that
the boundaries of the school are now more permeable and more
transparent, and that this development was both inevitable and de-
sirable. It is inevitable because there is a relentless press for ac-
countability from our public institutions and many more means
these days of acting on this interest, including the growing acces-
sibility to information in a technology-based society. It is desirable
because in postmodern society you can no longer get the job of
education done unless you combine forces. It has become too
complex for any one group (like teachers) to do alone. These new
ways of partnering are threatening and complex. But we con-
cluded that if the “out there” is going to get you anyway on its
terms, why not move toward the danger, and have a chance of
getting some of it on your terms. This chapter is about parents
and communities, on the one hand, and administrators and teach-
ers, on the other hand, moving toward each other—a process that
is a far more dangerous journey at the outset (when you are work-
ing from a base of mutual ignorance) than it is once you are un-
derway.

If teachers and administrators who spend 40 to 60 hours a
week immersed in the educational world have trouble compre-
hending the meaning of educational change, imagine what it is
like for a parent. Highly educated parents are bewildered; what
of the less-well-educated ones who have always felt uncomfort-
able in dealing with the school?

The question of parent and community involvement in schools

188
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has been the subject of hundreds of books and articles over the
past 40 years. At first glance this literature appears to be a mass
of contradictions, confusion, and hopelessness for understand-
ing—let alone coping with—the relationship between communi-
ties and schools. Yet emerging from this research is a message that
is remarkable in its consistency: The closer the parent is to the educa-
tion of the child, the greater the impact on child development and educa-
tional achievement. Of course, it is not quite that simple, because
such a statement encompasses a multitude of variables that make
it more or less probable that closeness will occur. And we cer-
tainly can imagine situations in which closeness per se could be
harmful to the growth of the child. Moreover, decisions about the
precise nature of parent involvement must take into account cul-
tural, ethnic, and class differences as well as variations related to
the age and gender of students.

In determining under what conditions parent and community
involvement is most beneficial, we have to understand the differ-
ent forms of parent participation and their consequences for the
student and other school personnel. Stated another way, why do
certain forms of involvement produce positive results, while oth-
ers seem wasteful or counterproductive? Was Willard Waller
(1932) right 75 years ago when he observed:

From the ideal point of view, parents and teachers have much
in common in that both, supposedly, wish things to occur for
the best interests of the child; but in fact, parents and teachers
usually live in conditions of mutual distrust and enmity. Both
wish the child well, but it is such a different kind of well conflict
must inevitably arise over it. The fact seems to be that teachers
and parents are natural enemies, predestined each for the dis-
comfiture of the other. (p. 203, cited in Hargreaves, 2000)

Is he still right? I think so, but only if things are left to their natu-
ral tendencies. This is after all a book about change, so we don’t
want too many things that are “predestined.” Thus, it is going to
take some energy and capacity to change things for the better.
And much of this redirection must come, at least initially, from
the educators.

I start with the role of parents because this is where the most



190 Educational Change at the Local Level

powerful instrument for improvement resides. I also consider the
role of school boards and communities.

PARENT INVOLVEMENT IN SCHOOLS

Nowhere is the two-way street of learning more in disrepair and
in need of social reconstruction than in the relationship among
parents, communities, and their schools. Teachers and principals
need to reach out to parents and communities, especially when
the initial conditions do not support such efforts. Henry’s (1996)
study of parent–school collaboration in poor neighborhoods con-
cluded: “Educators have to go out into their communities with
empathy, and interact meaningfully with their constituents. Being
professional can no longer mean remaining isolated in the school”
(p. 132).

This will involve shifts in power and influence. But it is not
power in and of itself that counts. It is what new power arrange-
ments can accomplish that matters.

To seek power is to raise and begin to answer the question: to
seek power to change what? Changing the forces of power in no
way guarantees that anything else will change. To seek power
without asking the “what” question is not only to beg the ques-
tion but to avoid, and therefore to collude in cosmetic changes.
(Sarason, 1995, p. 53)

The “what” question is: “What will it take to mobilize more
people and resources in the service of educating all students?”
The research is abundantly clear about the answer: Teachers can-
not do it alone. Parents and other community members are crucial
and largely untapped resources who have (or can be helped to
have) assets and expertise that are essential to the partnership.
However well or badly they do it, parents are their children’s very
first educators. They have knowledge of their children that is not
available to anyone else. They have a vested and committed inter-
est in their children’s success, and they also have valuable knowl-
edge and skills to contribute that spring from their interests, hob-
bies, occupations, and place in the community.

The research is very clear about the benefits, indeed the neces-
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sity, of parent engagement. In Coleman’s (1998) study of schools
in two districts, he calls this the “power of three” (parent, student,
and teacher collaboration). Based on his interviews and surveys
of parents, students, and teachers, Coleman argues that

Student commitment to schooling (or engagement in learning)
is primarily shaped by parents through the “curriculum of the
home”; but this parent involvement is an alterable variable,
which can be influenced by school and teacher practices. (p. 11)

Coleman expounds on this.

When the development of student responsibility occurs it is a
function of the attitudes and practices of all three triad mem-
bers. The vital elements are: (a) for teachers, beliefs about pa-
rental involvement, student capabilities, and the importance of
deliberate teaching of responsibility in classrooms; (b) for stu-
dents, communication with parents about school, confidence in
the ability to do the work, valuing school for its importance to
the future, and collaboration with teachers; (c) for parents, valu-
ing school, an “invitational” teacher attitude, and communica-
tion with students about school. (p. 14)

Coleman concludes that “student commitment can indeed be
sustained and strengthened by collaborative teacher attitudes, ex-
pressed in and through their practices; strong connections with
the home are essential to the task” (p. 139). He argues that “teach-
ers [can] facilitate and encourage parent collaboration through
some simple practices, all well-known but not implemented consis-
tently in any of our schools (or we believe in many schools any-
where). Most parents,” he adds, “are conscious that much more
could be done to help their students learn, in classrooms and in
the home” (p. 150, emphasis in original).

In the meantime, the research over the years has become more
forceful about the need for parent and community involvement.
Indeed, the original “correlates of school effectiveness” did not
include a reference to parents, but now features parent involve-
ment as a core characteristic. On the research side, Mortimore,
Sammons, Stoll, Lewis, and Ecob’s (1988) large study of school
effectiveness found that parent involvement practices represented
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one of 12 key factors that differentiated effective from less effec-
tive schools.

Our findings show parent involvement in the life of the school
to be a positive influence upon pupils’ progress and develop-
ment. This included help in classrooms and on educational vis-
its, and attendance at meetings to discuss children’s progress.
The headteacher’s accessibility to parents was also important;
schools operating an informal, open-door policy being more ef-
fective. Parent involvement in pupils’ educational development
within the home was also clearly beneficial. Parents who read
to their children, heard them read, and provided them with ac-
cess to books at home, had a positive effect upon their chil-
dren’s learning. (p. 255)

Rosenholtz’s (1989) research, with which we are familiar, found
important differences in how teachers in “moving” versus “stuck”
schools related to parents. Teachers from stuck schools “held no
goals for parent participation,” while teachers from moving schools
“focused their efforts on involving parents with academic content,
thereby bridging the learning chasm between home and school”
(p. 152). Teachers in stuck schools were far more likely to assume
that nothing could be done with parents, while teachers in mov-
ing schools saw parents as part of the solution.

In the Chicago evaluation conducted by Bryk and associates
(1998), those schools that were more successful were found to be
committed to developing “the engagement of parents and com-
munity resources.” In their words:

Schools pursuing a systemic agenda have a “client orientation.”
They maintain a sustained focus on strengthening the involve-
ment of parents with the school and their children’s schooling.
They also actively seek to strengthen the ties with the local com-
munity and especially those resources that bear on the caring
of children. As these personal interactions expand and become
institutionalized in the life of the school, the quality of the rela-
tionships between local professionals and their community
changes. Greater trust and mutual engagement begins to char-
acterize these encounters. In contrast, schools with unfocused
initiatives may set more distinct boundaries between them-
selves and their neighborhood. Extant problems in these rela-



The Parent and the Community 193

tionships may not be directly addressed. The broader commu-
nity resources that could assist improvement efforts in the
school are not tapped. These schools remain more isolated from
their students’ parents and their communities. (pp. 127–128)

Bryk and Schneider’s (2002) work on “trust in schools” pur-
sues this theme, showing again its critical importance, and also
indicating how difficult it is to establish relational trust between
schools and communities—a change in culture right up there with
changing school cultures on the scale of difficulty. As noted in
Chapter 7, relational trust for Bryk and Schneider consists of four
components: respect, competence, personal regard for others, and
integrity. High- and low-trust schools were as different as night
and day. In low-trust schools

Teachers criticized parents for their lack of interest in education,
family drug dependency, and unemployment. They com-
plained that much in their students’ home structures impeded
learning, and they took a generally dim view of the quality of
parenting that was occurring. (p. 48)

In high-trust schools (similarly disadvantaged, but with different
school cultures fostered by school leaders and teachers)

Teachers constantly spoke about the importance of respecting
parents, regardless of their background or education achieve-
ment. Although many students came from troubled homes,
teachers did not attempt to distance themselves from their stu-
dents or their families. (p. 84)

And, “teachers’ active encouragement of parents, coupled with
their demonstrated personal regard for the children, opened up
possibilities for teachers and parents to negotiate complementary
roles in the children’s education” (p. 86).

As Bryk and Schneider emphasize, under conditions of power
asymmetry, with poor parents who are vulnerable and unconfi-
dent in their relationship to schools, it is incumbent on principals
and teachers to reach out, be empathetic, and create nonthreaten-
ing possibilities for parent involvement. When they do this, as
Bryk and Schneider found, greater connection is made among the
triad of student, parent, and school, and achievement goes up.
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These findings are corroborated in James and colleagues’
(2006) study of 12 “very effective primary schools” in Wales, which
I cited in previous chapters. These highly effective schools in dis-
advantaged communities saw parents and the community as a
necessary part of the solution: “The schools knew and worked
with the pupils’ immediate and extended families to engage their
commitment to the work of the school and to help the pupils to
learn. They endeavoured to work closely with parents, to promote
contact with them and to involve them fully” (p. 112). Among
other things:

• Schools’ communication with parents was professional, direct and
valuing.

• Parents were respected.
• Schools endeavoured to work with all families.
• There was a high level of parent support.
• Joint learning schemes for both parents and students were valued,
[such as] the family literacy scheme, the family numeracy scheme,
and PALS [the Partnership Accelerates Learning Scheme]. (p. 113,
emphasis in original)

It is the constellation of things that effective schools do—the
characteristics that I identified in Chapters 7 and 8—that enable
this synergy of focus. Schools that have their act together have the
confidence and competence to reach out to parents; schools that
do not have these characteristics play it safe behind the classroom
door and school walls, and as a result the distance widens.

I will have more to say about the types of communities in the
next section, but for now let us draw the conclusion that part and
parcel of professional learning communities is close engagement
with parents. In terms of additional resources, the most systematic
research and development in this domain have been conducted
by Epstein and her colleagues over the past 20 years. In 1988, Ep-
stein had already concluded that

There is consistent evidence that parents’ encouragement, activ-
ities, interest at home and their participation at school affect
their children’s achievement, even after the students’ ability and
family socioeconomic status is taken into account. Students gain
in personal and academic development if their families empha-



The Parent and the Community 195

size schooling, let their children know they do, and do so con-
tinually over the years. (ch. 1)

Epstein has identified six types of school and parent/commu-
nity involvement that in combination improve student learning
and adult engagement with their children’s education.

Type 1—Parent skills
Type 2—Communication
Type 3—Volunteering
Type 4—Learning at home
Type 5—School decision making
Type 6—Collaboration with community agencies (Epstein,

1995; Epstein et al., 2002)

Note that school governance (Type 5) represents only one of
six forms, and is not the most important. Most parents do not
want to run the school; they want their child to do better. Put
another way, it is only when the majority of teachers are collabo-
rating with the majority of parents that any sizable impact on stu-
dent learning will occur. And this, of course, makes perfect sense
even if it is not practiced much.

Over the years Epstein has found that parent involvement is
critical to success, but there is no evidence that schools and par-
ents have become substantially closer (except for the minority that
have set out deliberately to do this with external training and sup-
port). In a statewide survey, Epstein (1986) found that 58% of the
parents reported rarely or never having received requests from
the teacher to become involved in learning activities at home,
while over 80% said they could spend more time helping children
at home if they were shown how to do specific learning activities.

In her study, Epstein found significant differences in parent
involvement between the teacher leaders and the comparison
teachers, even though the two groups were matched on character-
istics and type of community. For example, teacher leaders in-
volved parents from differing educational backgrounds compared
with the control groups, which reported that parents with little
education “could not or would not help at home.” Parents of chil-
dren in the classes of teacher leaders reported significantly more
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frequent use of 9 of the 12 identified parent involvement practices.
The effect on parents was positive and multifaceted. Parents in-
creased their understanding about school most when the teacher
frequently used parent involvement practices. Epstein (1986) states:

What is important in our findings is that teachers’ frequent use
of parent involvement practices improved parents’ knowledge
about their child’s instructional program, after the grade level,
racial composition, and parent education composition of the
classroom were taken into account. (pp. 288–289)

Epstein (1986) concludes:

Parents were aware of and responded positively to teachers’
efforts to involve them in learning activities at home. Parents
with children in the classrooms of teachers who built parent
involvement into their regular teaching practice were more
aware of teachers’ efforts, received more ideas from teachers,
knew more about their child’s instructional program, and rated
the teachers higher in interpersonal skills and overall teaching
quality. Teachers’ practices had consistently strong and positive
effects on parent reactions to the school program and on parent
evaluations of teachers’ merits for parents at all educational lev-
els. Teacher practices of parent involvement had more dramatic
positive links to parents’ reactions than general school-to-home
communication or parent assistance at the school. (p. 291)

In related work in eight inner-city schools in Baltimore (five
elementary and three middle schools), Epstein and Dauber (1988)
concentrated on teacher attitudes and practices of parent involvement
and parents’ attitudes and practices. In examining teacher attitudes
and practices of 171 teachers, Epstein and Dauber found:

• Almost all teachers express strong, positive attitudes about parent
involvement in general. But the strength of school programs and
teachers’ actual practice vary considerably, with elementary school
programs stronger, more positive, and more comprehensive than
those in middle grades.

• The individual practices of each teacher at particular grade levels
and in particular subject areas are the keystone for strong pro-
grams of parent involvement.
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• The individual teacher is not, however, the only factor in building
stronger programs. Analyses of “discrepancy scores” showed that
differences between self and principal, self and teacher colleagues,
and self and parents were significantly associated with the strength
of schools’ parent involvement programs. Programs and practices
were stronger in schools where teachers saw that they, their col-
leagues, and the parents all felt strongly about the importance of
parent involvement.

• Without the schools’ assistance, parents’ knowledge and actions
to help their children are heavily dependent on the parents’ social
class or education. But schools—even inner city schools—can de-
velop strong programs of parent involvement to help more fami-
lies become knowledgeable partners in their children’s education.
(pp. 11–12)

Epstein and Dauber also report that teachers with more posi-
tive attitudes toward parent involvement report more success in
involving “hard-to-reach parents including working parents, less
educated parents, single parents, parents of older students, young
parents, parents new to the school, and other adults with whom
children live” (p. 5).

The work of Epstein and her colleagues in establishing the
National Network of Partnership Schools (NNPS) has done a great
deal to further both the research knowledge base and the cor-
responding developmental strategies required to strengthen the
family and school connection. Established in 1996, NNPS now in-
cludes over 1,000 schools in 11 states in the United States (Epstein
& Sanders, 2000; Sanders & Epstein, 2000). Members of the net-
work are provided with tools and strategies to implement their
school improvement efforts, according to the six types of involve-
ment. In a second edition of the handbook for network schools,
Epstein and colleagues (2002) show how to

• Involve the community in school, family and community partner-
ships

• Organize more effective Action Teams for Partnerships
• Strengthen partnerships in middle and high schools
• Implement interactive homework for students to show and share
their work with family partners

• Organize a program of volunteers in the middle grades
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• Conduct state and district leadership activities to assist schools
with programs of partnership (p. 2)

As with all forms of collaboration, the process of establishing
community/school partnerships is a chicken-and-egg problem.
When you have collaborative relationships they produce results,
which in turn spurs continued partnership. But if you don’t have
quality relationships, how do you get started? The New Meaning of
Educational Change is all about the thinking and actions that break
negative cycles in favor of positive ones. I am reminded of Ste-
phen Covey’s observation that you cannot talk your way out of
situations that you behaved your way into. You need to behave
your way into new forms of trust and collaboration—the basis for
reflective action we highlighted in Chapter 6.

Up to this point, however, not enough schools have tried to
find the particular pathways of involvement appropriate for their
setting. Thus, the power of three—student, parent, teacher—re-
mains an unleashed force as far as the majority of schools and
communities are concerned.

SCHOOL BOARDS AND COMMUNITIES

The role of school boards (in the United States, usually made up
of approximately seven locally elected trustees who are responsi-
ble for overseeing the work of schools within the district) is diffi-
cult to discern. Danzberger and colleagues (1987) call boards “the
forgotten players on the education team.” They undertook a na-
tional study of local school boards in the United States, in which
they surveyed 450 board chairpersons of city districts and 50 of
rural districts, and interviewed a variety of local leaders. Danz-
berger and her colleagues found that state governments were be-
coming more and more directive, that the role of local boards was
unclear, that board members received little preparation and train-
ing for their roles, and that only one third of the board chairs
surveyed had any process for evaluating or monitoring the board’s
role. They observed that boards could be crucial agents for school
improvement and recommended that state reforms should be con-
cerned with strengthening the capacity of local boards to bring
about and monitor change. They further recommended that boards



The Parent and the Community 199

themselves should be engaged in self-improvement through inser-
vice and by establishing systems to assess their own effectiveness.

School boards, depending on their activities, can make a dif-
ference. LaRocque and Coleman (1989) investigated the role of
school boards in relatively successful compared with less success-
ful districts (as measured by student achievement) in ten districts
in British Columbia. On the surface, many of the policies and ini-
tiatives were similar across all boards. Through interviews and
the examination of specific activities, LaRocque and Coleman
found that school trustees in the more successful boards

(a) Were considerably more knowledgeable about district programs
and practices;

(b) Had a clearer sense of what they wanted to accomplish, based
on a set of firmly held values and beliefs; and

(c) Engaged in activities which provided them with opportunities
to articulate these values and beliefs. (p. 15)

Successful boards also worked more actively and interactively
with superintendents and the district administration. Greely, quoted
in Senge and associates (2000), also talks about “a school board
that learns.” She notes that there are built-in obstacles to learning.

• External funding from federal and state sources fragments pro-
grams and promotes a “command-and-control” mindset;

• Individual board members, elected by constituencies, often do not
vote in the interest of the whole community;

• There is large turnover, with new majorities often being estab-
lished every 2 to 4 years;

• It is hard for school board members to learn as a team because
they are frequently in public, political settings. (p. 432)

Greely draws a number of lessons for countering these forces:

• Create a public record of private connections;
• Resist the temptation to involve business examples;
• Keep returning to the observable data;
• Set up alternative meeting formats;
• Practice talking about values;
• Have your behavior model the behavior you want from the
schools. (cited in Senge et al., 2000, pp. 436–438)



200 Educational Change at the Local Level

Hess’s (1999) study of school district policymaking indicates
that the prevailing system is not likely to improve. As quoted in
Hill and associates (2000), school boards often are caught in a
“policy churn.” Hess (1999) states:

District policymakers constantly embrace politically attractive
changes, producing prodigious amounts of reform at a pace in-
imical to effective implementation. . . .

[Districts] recycle initiatives, constantly modify previous
initiatives, and adopt innovative reform A to replace practice B
even as another district is adopting B as an innovative reform
to replace practice A. . . .

Urban districts appear to do a number of things in a stop-
and-start, chaotic fashion that is not part of any clear strategy
to improve specific elements of school performance. (p. 5)

Elmore (2000) summarizes Hess.

Relatively unstable political factors advance new “reforms” as
ways of satisfying their electoral constituencies, pausing only
long enough to take credit for having acted, and quickly mov-
ing on to new reforms, with no attention to the institutionaliza-
tion or implementation of previous reforms. The political rewards
in the pluralistic structure, Hess argues, are in the symbolisms
of initiations and enactment of reform, not in its implementa-
tion. Among the pathologies the incentive structure creates is
high turnover of leadership, both political and administrative.
Factions are fickle, political opportunists abound. Board majori-
ties hold onto school superintendents just long enough for them
to advance their reform proposals, and at the first sign of oppo-
sition, move onto the next superintendent. (p. 19)

On the more optimistic side, McAdams (2006) furnishes a
model and some data to show that school board/superintendent
rapport is behind every example of district-wide success. He of-
fers a model backed by examples of how boards can be and are
instrumental in cases of improving schools across the district. He
shows how board and superintendent partnerships have deter-
mined success by focusing on:
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• Core beliefs and commitments
• Explicit and sound theories of action for change
• Reform policies
• Policy development and oversight
• Reform governance practices
• Clarification of roles, responsibilities, and relationships, which
in turn promote civic capacity and transition planning to
increase the chances of continuity of good direction

McAdams takes the position that these capacities can be identified
and learned, which means that school board members need to re-
ceive training in their roles. Understanding the difference between
governance and management is at the heart of success, along with
a two-way partnership between district leadership and school
board leadership. Thus, training and development for school
trustees, and models of partnership between school boards and
districts are essential.

In those jurisdictions with legal entities at the school level that
govern the work of the schools (such as England), the same princi-
ples apply (i.e., rapport between the governors and school leaders
is central to success). In James and colleagues’ (2006) study of the
12 highly effective primary schools in Wales, this rapport is
clearly evident. The authors state, “The governing bodies were
committed, supportive and engaged” (p. 96). In a list of specific
attributes, James and colleagues report that governing bodies

• Were kept informed
• Were encouraged to undertake training and to attend courses
• Provided thoughtful challenge to and validation of the schools’
work—especially in promoting pupil attainment and achievement

• Did not have an axe to grind
• Had sound relationships with teachers
• Typically cared strongly about their schools (pp. 96–97)

Granted, close partnership among schools, districts, and their
governing bodies is not the norm. Some relationships represent
models of policy churn, tumultuous turmoil, and punctuated
stalemates. Others suffer from the inertia of laissez faire superfici-
ality. But there are some that operate in a way that brings out the
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complementary strengths of schools and boards in the service of
continuous improvement of students.

IMPLICATIONS

Parents and communities, of course, are not homogeneous and do
not represent situations where one size of involvement fits all. The
two types of critical characteristics in which communities differ
are ethnicity and poverty/affluence (and for many groups there
is a strong overlap between the two).

In Turnaround Leadership (2006) I demonstrate that the gap of
performance between rich and poor is actually widening in the
United States, at least since 2000. Pedro Noguera (2003) has made
the most compelling case for the deep difficulties faced by schools
and communities in U.S. cities. He argues that “until there is a
genuine commitment to address the social context of school-
ing—to confront the ‘urban condition’—it will be impossible to
bring about significant and sustainable improvements in urban
public schools”(p. 62). Noguera tackles a number of fundamental
problems, including racial inequality, curbing violence inside and
outside the school, motivating alienated youth, and increasing so-
cial capital among parents and the community. He calls for in-
creased support for schools in these circumstances to accompany
the accountability pressure that these schools are already experi-
encing. Although intertwined with ethnicity, we also must con-
sider how poverty/affluence influences the matter of parent in-
volvement.

Hubbard and colleagues’ (2006) detailed case study of San
Diego also concluded that it is a mistake to treat communities as
monolithic entities. They found that affluent parents had different
concerns and strategies than poor parents.

Groups from more well-to-do neighborhoods applied political
pressure primarily through face-to-face encounters—and they
obtained desired results, including the exemption from the dis-
trict’s centralized reforms. Groups from less well-to-do neigh-
borhoods, frustrated by lack of response to their overtures to
administrators, resorted to legal and extralegal tactics. They did
not often obtain the results they desired. (p. 206)
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Jeannie Oakes and her colleagues have been documenting a
similar finding for several years, namely, that well-off parents of-
ten wear down or block reforms that they perceive will not serve
their self-interests (Oakes & Lipton, 2002). Although I mean this
facetiously, it is almost as if we need strategies to increase the
involvement of poor parents and decrease the influence of affluent
parents. I don’t believe that the interests of the rich and poor are
mutually exclusive, but we do have to position reforms so that
equity and excellence for all are both winners (Fullan, 2006).

It is not just the needs of the poor that require attention. In-
deed, there is evidence that many affluent parents are disinter-
ested or otherwise disengaged from the education and develop-
ment of their children. Steinberg (1996) notes that despite good
intentions, nearly one in three parents in the United States end up
being disengaged from their children.

Disengaged parents have for one reason or another, “checked
out” of childrearing. They have disengaged from responsibili-
ties of parental discipline—they do not know how their child is
doing in school, have no idea who their child’s friends are, and
are not aware of how their child spends his or her free time—
but they have also disengaged from being accepting and sup-
portive as well. They rarely spend time in activities with their
child, and seldom just talk with their adolescent about the day’s
events. (p. 188)

In all of this there are significant implications for policymak-
ers and other leaders who have the opportunity to alter the larger
infrastructure at the district (Chapter 11) and government (Chap-
ter 12) levels. Individuals (and combinations of individuals) also
can work in their own ways with a system perspective, that is,
from their own vantage point, they can work on developing new
relationships between communities and schools. We have seen
that the pathways and obstacles to getting there involve working
through the discomfort of each other’s presence until new pat-
terns of relationships are established.

I also have highlighted that schools must take the initiative,
especially in poor communities. Bryk and Schneider (2002) make
this point, as do James and colleagues (2006), along with examples
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of what these initiatives entail. Coleman (1998) summarizes the
matter in the following words:

Teachers must (1) realize that parent efficacy with respect to
instructional involvement (collaboration) is dependent upon
teacher invitation; (2) legitimize collaboration through an asser-
tion to parents of their rights and responsibilities with respect
to collaboration; (3) facilitate collaboration by arranging for par-
ent–teacher conversations of various kinds, and by providing
parents with the knowledge of curriculum and methodology
they need; (4) encourage collaboration by providing activities
that parents and their children can do together; that is, accept-
ing the role of instructional mediator between parents and their
children; and (5) acknowledge the results of collaboration by
providing adequate and timely information about student per-
formance. (p. 61)

As for parents, I have said that schools do not capitalize
enough on the interest in and knowledge of their own children’s
learning that many parents have. It is also true that many parents
are insufficiently involved in the education of their children—
poor and affluent parents alike. While schools often have not
made parent involvement easy or otherwise have resisted it, many
parents may need to act differently as well. Hargreaves and I
(1998) suggested the following four guidelines for parents:

1. Press Governments to Create the Kind of Teachers You Want. Help
make education a sophisticated election issue that goes beyond
hackneyed slogans to address how we can make teaching better
so that learning will get better too. Demand answers regarding
the kinds of resources that will be dedicated to that end. How
will we get and keep quality teachers? How will teachers be
helped and encouraged to maintain and improve that quality
over time? Better learning needs better teaching—how, precisely,
will governments bring that about? Push them for answers.

2. Leave Nostalgia Behind You.Make more efforts to understand what
schools are striving to achieve in today’s world. Try and get first-
hand knowledge and experience of what your children’s school
is doing now. Consider the knowledge and skills your children
will need as they become citizens and workers in the future, and
what kinds of teaching and learning are necessary to create these.



The Parent and the Community 205

Don’t long for your children to have exactly the kind of education
you think you remember having yourself, just because that is
what’s familiar to you. The science of learning is profoundly dif-
ferent today. Find out more about these new developments. What
worked in 1965 is unlikely suitable for 1995 or 2005 (Stoll & Fink,
1996). Remember the words of Christopher Lasch (1991)—“nos-
talgia is the abdication of memory.”

3. Ask What You Can Do for Your School as Well as What Your School
Can Do for You. What can you offer and contribute to support
your school? The best place to start is at home. If you expect the
school to develop a work ethic in your child, do you also insist
on this at home by making sure he or she really does mow the
lawn, shovel the snow, complete his or her homework, etc.? The
more you give to your school and its teachers, the more respon-
siveness you are likely to get when you want something in re-
turn. Once more, relationships are the key.

4. Put Praise Before Blame. If you have criticisms to make of your
children’s education, remember that the teachers will be as anx-
ious about meeting you as you are about meeting them. Try to
put teachers at their ease. Put compliments before criticism.
Wherever you can, see what the school is doing firsthand so you
know your complaints aren’t groundless. Contact teachers and
thank them spontaneously when things are going well (which
will make the more difficult encounters easier and put them into
perspective). Take responsibility to build relationships with your
children’s teachers before problems arise. (pp. 124–125, emphasis
in original)

In the meantime, the simple and powerful conclusion of this
chapter is threefold. First, the vast majority of parents find mean-
ing in activities related to their own children rather than in school-
or systemwide endeavors. Second, educational reform requires
the conjoint efforts of families and schools. Parents and teachers
should recognize the critical complementary importance of each
other in the life of the student. Otherwise, we are placing limita-
tions on the prospects for improvement that may be impossible
to overcome. Third, it is also time for system change. The larger
infrastructure does make a difference. We start dealing with this
infrastructure in Chapter 11 with the district, and then in Part III
move to the bigger picture.



CHAPTER 11

The District Administrator

To get the whole world out of bed, and washed, and
dressed, and warmed, and fed, Believe me, Saul, costs
worlds of pain.

—John Masefield, “The Everlasting Mercy” (1911)

It is possible for an individual school to become highly collabora-
tive despite the district it is in, but it is not likely that it will stay
collaborative. If the district does not foster collective capacity
building by design, it undermines it by default. We now know
that schools will not develop if left to their own devices.

Not all systems have school districts, and a local or regional
authority in the United States is not the same as one in Canada,
or England, or Sweden, or Australia. Nonetheless, it is abundantly
clear that if a district is part of the system, it can play a vital role,
again, for better or for worse. Just as Chapter 8, on the principal,
is a shorthand reference to school leadership, this chapter on the
district administrator is meant to encompass district leadership
more generally. I comment first on where district administrators
are, and then take up the question of what we are learning about
the role of districts—moving from the negative to the positive.
We are indeed learning a great deal.

WHERE DISTRICT ADMINISTRATORS ARE

District administrators in North America work in school systems
ranging in size from fewer than 100 to more than 300,000 students.
Districts in provinces in Canada, compared with most states in

206
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the United States, tend to be much larger. Ontario, for example,
has some 72 districts, while Illinois and Ohio, similar in popula-
tion to Ontario, have more than 600 each. Thus, the conditions
and tasks can vary tremendously. In England it is more complex
still. Even prior to the Every Child Matters reform (Department
for Education and Skills, 2005), Local Education Authorities (LEAs),
as they were called, were part of municipal authorities, and each
school had a legally constituted board of governors—a body with
considerable authority (to hire school heads and teachers, for ex-
ample). Since ECM in 2005, education and all children’s services
(health, social work, etc.) have been placed under one entity called
the Local Authority (LA). The chief executive, called the Director
for Children’s Services, runs the entire operation, with the man-
date to integrate schooling and all children’s support and devel-
opment services. Talk about complex, and exciting.

As we consider North America, in small districts, the adminis-
trators frequently carry out several functions with few resources,
and in large districts, they constantly are dealing with conflicts
and crises and large financial and personnel issues through an
elaborate bureaucracy of specialists. School superintendents are
appointed (and fired) by locally elected school boards. Although
there is a fair amount of evidence about the role of the administra-
tor and change (which is the subject of the next section), there is
little representative information on what administrators do and
think in their total roles. Goldhammer (1977) reviewed the chang-
ing role of the American school superintendent from 1954 to 1974
and suggested that the major change over the 20-year period was
away from the role of educational spokesperson and executive
manager of a relatively homogeneous system, toward one where
negotiation and conflict management of diverse interests and
groups predominate. School boards have become more politically
active, as have teacher unions and community and other special-
interest groups. Communities have become more heterogeneous.
Federal and state government agencies and courts in the United
States have become major participants in educational program-
ming through financial and legislative means. The superinten-
dent, notes Goldhammer, has become more of a negotiator than a
goal setter, a reactor and coordinator of diverse interests, and a
person who must learn to lead and involve teams of specialists.
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Blumberg (1985) studied 25 school superintendents, inter-
viewing them about their roles, responsibilities, and perceptions
of impact. Overwhelmingly, his respondents described their role
as one of “conflict” and ambiguity mediated by everyday tasks.
Blumberg observes that superintendents face

The necessity of having to live daily with conflictual or poten-
tially conflictual situations in which the superintendent plays a
focal role as decision maker, mediator, or simply as a human
lightning rod who attracts controversy. Some of the conflicts
take on major, systemic proportions, affecting the entire school
district. Some are major but affect only individuals. Some are
minor. Some relate to the superintendent as a person, some to
his job and career, and some to his family. Regardless of the
focus or substance, a seemingly absolute condition of the super-
intendency is that there are only rarely days when the superin-
tendent is not called upon to make a decision that will create
some conflict, or is not involved somehow in conflicts of his
own making. All of this seems to occur irrespective of the per-
son involved: “it comes with the territory.” (p. 1)

In Blumberg’s perception, the role of the superintendent is
different from that of other chief executive officers, due to

the public perception of the superintendent as guardian of a
sacred public enterprise, the education of the community’s chil-
dren; the politicalness of the relationship between the superin-
tendent and the school board; and the fact that superintendents
once held the same job—that of a teacher—as the people over
whom they are now expected to exercise authority; the huge
number of community and governmental groups with one or
another stake in the school; the superintendent’s visibility and
accessibility as public property. (p. 188)

As one superintendent described it,

It’s always a balancing act because there are so many pressure
groups. More so than ever before, and the funny thing is that
we have made it happen that way. We have really pushed the
idea that everyone should be involved in schools. So now I have
so many different constituencies out there with so many differ-
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ent interests that my problem is to try and keep them all ap-
peased. (p. 67)

What is most revealing about Blumberg’s extensive explora-
tion of the working lives of superintendents is the infrequency
with which curriculum and instruction matters “naturally” arise
in the interviews. Superintendents talk about politics, school boards,
teacher unions, stress, public exposure, conflict, and so on. Curric-
ulum, instruction, and professional development rarely arise in a
prominent way and do not appear at all in the index of Blum-
berg’s book. This is not to say that these 25 superintendents had
no impact on curriculum and student achievement in their dis-
tricts, only that keeping conflict at bay preoccupies superinten-
dents unless they take extraordinary steps to go beyond it.

Several years ago we conducted an extensive study of “super-
visory officers” in Ontario (those above the role of principal in
line positions up to and including the director or chief superinten-
dent). Over 200 supervisory officers were interviewed in 26 school
districts (one quarter of the total) in the province. Three summa-
tive-style dimensions were developed: system-driven versus school-
driven, reflective versus firefighting, and generalist versus special-
ist (Fullan et al., 1987). As might be expected, directors, compared
with other central office superintendents, scored consistently higher
on the system, reflective, and generalist dimensions.

In further analysis of our data focusing on the 22 directors of
education in the study, Allison (1988) identified three distinct sec-
tors of work: board (trustees), system, and community. In compar-
ing the situation of chief executive officers in the United States
with those in Ontario, Allison suggests that the Ontario director-
ship evolved from a more stable tradition. By contrast, Allison states
that the emergence of the superintendent’s role in the United
States is characterized by a culture of “conflict, insecurity and un-
certainty” (p. 5).

Some specific features provide support for Allison’s observa-
tion. Compared with their American counterparts, Ontario and,
more broadly, Canadian superintendents are more likely to head
larger, more stable school systems; are less laterally mobile; are
more likely to be appointed from within their own systems; and
have longer tenure as chief executive officers (Allison, 1988; Ful-



210 Educational Change at the Local Level

lan et al., 1987). Superintendents in Ontario in our study had an
average tenure of 7 years. In the United States, it is commonly
thought that the average superintendency is about 3 years, but
Hodgkinson and Montenegro (1999) and McAdams (2006) report
that 5 years is more accurate. Still, turnover in many U.S. districts
is very high, leading one wag to observe that the largest group of
migrant labor in the country is school superintendents.

In a study of the superintendency, Johnson (1996) followed
the work of 12 newly appointed superintendents during the first
2 years of their appointments. She talks about the turmoil and
complexity of school district leadership. Based on past experi-
ences, teachers and principals “were skeptical about the promises,
intentions and skills of their new superintendent. They withheld
their support until they were convinced that these new adminis-
trators deserved it; in the end, they judged some to be worthy,
others not” (p. 23).

Johnson found that three types of leadership were evident in
the work of all the influential superintendents: educational leader-
ship (focus on pedagogy and learning), political leadership (se-
curing resources, building coalitions), and managerial leadership
(using structures for participation, supervision, support, and plan-
ning). Johnson summarizes:

When educational leadership was weak, teachers and principals
often discredited the superintendent as being misguided and
preoccupied with the wrong things. When political leadership
was weak, the schools suffered undue financial cuts, became
the captives of special interests on the school board, or became
the battleground for citizens with competing priorities. When
managerial leadership was weak, people became preoccupied
with bureaucratic errors, communication among educators fal-
tered, and potential school leaders could not act constructively.
(p. 24)

Of the 12 districts, two had sought leaders who could bring
about major change, four had looked for leaders who could pro-
vide continuity, and six had experienced disruption of such mag-
nitude that their search committees primarily sought candidates
“who could stabilize the system” (p. 41). This range is likely not
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atypical of districts generally. Almost all of these situations in-
volve change in complex circumstances. Even districts seeking
stability after disruption still must go through a sophisticated
change process, and inevitably they find themselves grappling
with student improvement, which is all the more difficult because
they often don’t have the basic capacity to move ahead.

Johnson concludes that superintendents must be “teachers” in
all three domains—educational, political, and managerial—mod-
eling, coaching, and building the capacity of principals, teacher
leaders, school board members, and so on. Once again, change
with any depth must be cultivated by building relationships while
pushing forward. In districts that were on the move, “superin-
tendents were active participants in the change process—raising
concerns, voicing expectations, asking questions, offering encour-
agement, making suggestions, and insisting that change occur”
(p. 280).

The major change since 2000 is the growing in-your-face pres-
ence of accountability and explicit expectations about improved
student achievement. In the United States the federal legislation
No Child Left Behind, signed in early 2002, forcefully represents
this change of circumstances. By the time you add state standards
and accountability (required by NCLB), and local school boards
charged with making improvement come true every year à la ade-
quate yearly progress (AYP), you have a recipe for “policy churn”—
a term that Hess (1999) used to describe the world of school
boards pre-NCLB. This phenomenon can only have intensified
since his study, although now, as I will show below, we are get-
ting glimpses of what can work (along with the realization that it
is a lot harder to crack the instructional core of teaching for con-
tinuous improvement).

THE DISTRICT ADMINISTRATOR AND CHANGE

If we take a quantitative approach, the majority of districts are
not effective. To be fair, stimulating, coordinating, and sustaining
“coherent” development across many schools is exceedingly diffi-
cult because it requires balancing top-down and bottom-up forces.



212 Educational Change at the Local Level

I will trace the evolution of the role of districts in school reform
using informal language to capture the three themes: getting some-
where; not so fast; and what’s next?

Getting Somewhere

Since about 1990 there has been a growing body of work that
points to common characteristics and strategies that successful
districts use to raise student achievement. I referred in Chapter 7
to Rosenholtz’s (1989) study of 78 elementary schools, which she
classified as “stuck,” “moving,” and “in-between” schools. Rosen-
holtz also found that a disproportionate number of stuck schools
came from certain districts; likewise, moving schools were clus-
tered in certain other districts. This prompted her to write a chap-
ter on stuck and moving districts (two of the eight districts were
in the latter category). Rosenholtz comments:

The contrast between stuck and moving districts, nowhere more
apparent than here, underscores how principals become helpful
instructional advisors or maladroit managers of their schools. It
is also clear that stuck superintendents attribute poor perfor-
mance to principals themselves, rather than accepting any re-
sponsibility to help them learn and improve. This again may in-
dicate their lack of technical knowledge and subsequent threats
to their self-esteem. If districts take no responsibility for the in-
service needs of principals, of course, principals become less
able colleagues, less effective problem-solvers, more reluctant
to refer school problems to the central office for outside assis-
tance, more threatened by their lack of technical knowledge,
and, most essential, of substantially less help to teachers. Of
equal importance, with little helpful assistance, stuck superin-
tendents symbolically communicate the norm of self-reliance
and subsequently professional isolation—that improvement may
not be possible, or worthy of their time and effort, or that princi-
pals should solve their school problems by themselves—lugubri-
ous lessons principals may unwittingly hand down to poorly per-
forming teachers, and thus teachers to students. (p. 189)

Similar findings are contained in LaRocque and Coleman’s
(1989) analysis of “district ethos” and quality in school districts
in British Columbia. The authors compiled performance data by
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aggregating school results on provincewide achievement tests. They
rated the districts according to high, medium, and low perfor-
mance. They selected ten districts for more detailed analysis, tak-
ing into account size and type of school community. LaRocque
and Coleman hypothesized that positive district ethos would be
characterized by a high degree of interest and concern relative to
six sets of activity and attitude “focuses.”

1. Taking care of business (a learning focus);
2. Monitoring performance (an accountability focus);
3. Changing policies/practices (a change focus);
4. Consideration and caring for stakeholders (a caring focus);
5. Creating shared values (a commitment focus); and
6. Creating community support (a community focus). (p. 169)

Three of the ten districts were classified as having a strong
district presence in the schools, which is described in the follow-
ing terms:

The district administrators provided the principals with a vari-
ety of school-specific performance data; they discussed these
data with the principals and set expectations for their use; and
they monitored through recognized procedures, how and with
what success the schools used the performance data. . . .

The district administrators used their time in the schools
purposefully to engage the principals in discussion on specific
topics: school performance data, improvement plans, and the
implementation of these plans. . . .

In spite of the emphasis on school test results, the nature of
the discussions was collaborative rather than prescriptive. The
district administrators acknowledged good performance. They
helped the principals interpret the data and identify strengths
and weaknesses, and they offered advice and support when
necessary. Ultimately, however, plans for improvement were
left up to the principal and staff of each school—this point was
stressed by the principals—although their progress in develop-
ing and implementing the plans was monitored. The features of
collaboration and relative school autonomy probably reinforced
the perception of respect for the role of the principal and recog-
nition of the importance of treating each school as a unique
entity. (p. 181)
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All three of these districts had high performance ratings on
achievement tests. At the other end of the continuum, three dis-
tricts were characterized by an absence of press for accountability:
Little or no data were provided to the schools, and no structures
or processes were established to monitor or discuss progress. All
three of these districts were found to be low on achievement re-
sults.

As we headed into the new century, evidence appeared to be
coalescing around what it would take for districts to get district-
wide success, at least in literacy and numeracy. Togneri and An-
derson’s (2003) study of success in five high-poverty districts found
six clear and consistent strategies at work. These districts

1. Acknowledged publicly poor performance and sought solutions
(building the will for reform)

2. Focused intensively on improving instruction and achievement
3. Built a system wide framework and infrastructure to support in-
struction

4. Redefined and distributed leadership at all levels of the district
5. Made professional development relevant and useful
6. Recognized there were no quick fixes (p. 13)

Similar findings were obtained by Snipes, Doolittle, and Herlihy
(2002) in their analyses of four successful high-poverty districts—
again corroborated in other studies of effective improvement strat-
egies (Council of Chief School Officers, 2002). My colleague Steve
Anderson (2006) has just reviewed the research on district effec-
tiveness and named 12 key strategic components.

1. District-wide sense of efficacy
2. District-wide focus on student achievement and the qual-
ity of instruction

3. Adoption and commitment to district-wide performance
standards

4. Development and adoption of district-wide curricula and
approaches to instruction

5. Alignment of curriculum, teaching and learning materials,
and assessment to relevant standards

6. Multimeasure accountability systems and systemwide use
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of data to inform practice, hold school and district leaders
accountable for results, and monitor progress

7. Targets and phased focuses of improvement
8. Investment in instructional leadership development at the
school and district levels

9. District-wide, job-embedded professional development
focuses and supports for teachers

10. District-wide and school-level emphasis on teamwork and
professional community (including in several cases posi-
tive partnerships with unions)

11. New approaches to board–district relations and in-district
relations

12. Strategic relations with state reform policies and resources

One would think, then, we have a growing consensus and that it
is just a matter of going to town on what we know. One would
be wrong.

Not So Fast

So, a district should get the standards right, align curriculum to
them, conduct assessments on the new alignment, provide solid
and continuous professional development on curriculum and in-
struction, set up a data system that can be used for both assess-
ment “for” and assessment “of” learning, and engage with the
local community and state reform policies. It may surprise many
readers that these steps by themselves are not sufficient and at
best may represent a waste of resources, and at worst do more
harm than good.

The experience of the San Diego City Schools District is a
good place to start with respect to the “not so fast” theme. Com-
ing off a highly successful experience in District 2 in New York
City from 1988–1996, Tony Alvarado was hired as Chancellor of
Instruction in 1997 to join a new high-profile superintendent, Alan
Bersin, in San Diego. In a sense the question was, if you could
take the best knowledge, and add resources and political clout,
could you get results in a large urban district within a 4-year pe-
riod, and then keep going, in this case, moving from success in 45
schools (District 2) to 175 schools (San Diego). The answer, inci-
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dentally, is yes, but it requires good strategies and a good deal of
finesse.

The San Diego reform story is probably the most closely
watched reform initiative in the history of urban school improve-
ment. I draw here on the excellent account by Hubbard and her
colleagues (2006). The San Diego strategy was well detailed and
explicit from day one. It consisted of the following three main
components:

• Improved student learning: closing the achievement gap
• Improved instruction: teacher learning through professional
development

• Restructuring the organization to support student learning
and instruction

The focus was on literacy, and the strategies, highly specific.
Teachers received support from literacy coaches and principals
who were positioned to be “leaders of instruction,” with day-to-
day support, and monthly full-day inservice sessions by area su-
perintendents whose new role (and new people) were re-created
as instructional leaders.

We don’t have the space to enter a detailed account of the
San Diego experience, but the main outcomes and reasons can be
identified (for a full account, see Hubbard et al., 2006). To cut to
the chase, literacy achievement increased somewhat at the ele-
mentary level in the 1997–2001 period, had a limited impact in
middle schools, and was a dismal failure in high schools. Momen-
tum was lost by 2001, Alvarado was asked to leave in 2002, and
Bersin, after slowing down the nature and pace of reform in 2003–
2004, was replaced by the school board when his term expired in
June 2005. What happened?

One could say that it was a political problem—the board was
divided from the beginning (3–2 in favor of the reform initiative),
and the teacher union that opposed the reform from the beginning
eventually carried the day. There is some truth to this, but the
deeper explanation is closer to the theme of our interest in mean-
ing and motivation relative to pace, the too-tight/too-loose prob-
lem, and the depth of instructional change and thinking required
to make a difference. Hubbard and colleagues (2006) expressed
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the basic problem in terms of three challenges that the strategy
failed to address: “The need to accomplish deep learning within
the constraints of a limited time frame; principals’ and coaches’
limited understanding of the concepts they were trying to teach;
and the difficulty of reaching common ground between school
leaders and teachers” (p. 128).

All this despite plenty of classroom visits, walk-throughs in-
volving all schools, frequent problem-solving sessions, and an em-
phasis on job-embedded professional learning. The San Diego case
is an exercise in the dilemmas faced by leaders with an urgent
sense of moral purpose and considerable knowledge of what
should happen in classroom instruction. But it also points to how
the strategies employed must be much more respectful of how
deep change happens. Much good was done in improving literacy
achievement in elementary schools, but it was not deep enough
or owned enough to go further. The San Diego strategy failed be-
cause the pace of change was too fast, the strategy was too unidi-
rectional from the top, relationships were not built with teachers
and principals, and, above all, the strategies did not really build
capacity, which is the development of the collective knowledge
and understandings required for ongoing instructional improve-
ment that meets the needs of each child. This is going to be a lot
harder than we thought (we have mapped out capacity-building
strategies in Fullan, 2006; Fullan et al., 2006).

San Diego is also one of the better examples of attempted re-
form. Most districts do not focus their efforts on district-wide re-
form. And when they do, they encounter limits to what can be
accomplished despite considerable effort and resources.

Another confirmation of our “not so fast” worry comes from
the Cross City Campaign for Urban School Reform (2005), which
I referenced earlier and examines major reform initiatives in Chi-
cago, Milwaukee, and Seattle. All three school systems had the
attention of political leaders at all levels of the system and focused
on many of the “right things,” such as literacy and math; all of
the systems used current choice strategies such as concentration
on “assessment for learning” data, invested heavily in profes-
sional development, developed new leadership, and focused on
systemwide change.

And they had money—Seattle had $35 million in external
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funds, Milwaukee had extra resources and flexibility, and Chicago
had multimillions. There was huge pressure, but success was not
expected overnight. Decision makers and the public would have
been content to see growing success over a 5- or even 10-year
period. The upfront conclusion of the case study evaluators, as I
mentioned earlier, was that for many of the principals and teach-
ers interviewed, “the districts were unable to change and improve
practice on a large scale” (Cross City Campaign for Urban School
Reform, 2005, p. 4).

The issues in the Chicago, Milwaukee, and Seattle reforms
help to identify the missing ingredient, even though those districts
appear to have gotten most components right. Chicago, for exam-
ple, appeared to have an impressive strategy: Academic standards
and instructional frameworks, assessment and accountability sys-
tems, and professional development for standards-based instruc-
tion are among the tools of systemic reform that are used to change
classroom instruction (Cross City Campaign for Urban School Re-
form, 2005, p. 23).

Here is a“standards-based” systemwide reform that sounds
like it should work. The failure, I think, is that the strategy lacks
a focus on what needs to change in instructional practice. In Chi-
cago, teachers did focus on standards, but in interviews, they “did
not articulate any deep changes in teaching practice that may have
been under way” (p. 23). Furthermore, “instructional goals were
articulated more often in terms of student outcomes or achieve-
ment levels than in terms of instructional quality, that is, what the
schools do to help students achieve” (p. 29, emphasis in original).

Milwaukee reveals similar problems in achieving instruc-
tional improvements while using greater decentralization in the
context of system support and competitive choice. The focus was
on literacy; a literacy coach was housed in every school in the
district and considerable professional development and technical
support services were available. Education plans for each school
were to focus on literacy standards through (1) data analysis and
assessment and (2) subject-area achievement targets, including lit-
eracy across the curriculum. Sounds like a convincing strategy.
However, what is missing, again, is the black box of instructional
practice in the classroom. The case writers observe: “We placed the
Education Plan in the indirect category due to its non-specificity
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regarding regular or desired instructional content and practices”
(Cross City Campaign for Urban School Reform, 2005, p. 49).

More generally, the report concludes that while these serious
district-wide reform initiatives “appeared” to prioritize instruc-
tion, they did so indirectly (through standards, assessment, lead-
ership responsibilities). However, in the experience of principals
and teachers, the net effect was that “policies and signals were
non-specific regarding intended effects on classroom teaching and
learning” (p. 65).

Our third case, Seattle, is a variation on the same theme. The
game plan looks good. Standards defined the direction, while the
district’s Transformational Academic Achievement Planning Pro-
cess “was designed as a vehicle for helping schools develop their
own strategy for (1) helping all students meet standards, and
(2) eliminating the achievement gap between white students and
students of color” (p. 66). Like Milwaukee, the district reorganized
to support site-based management, including the allocation of
considerable resources to schools. The case writers observe:

The recent effort to become a standards-based district was one
of the first sustained instructional efforts with direct attention
to teaching and learning. However, the conversations district
leaders had about standards were rarely connected to changes in
instruction. (Cross City Campaign for Urban School Reform,
2005, p. 69, emphasis added)

The report continues: “At the school level, finding teachers who
understood the implications of standards for their teaching was
difficult” (p. 72).

I will cite one more case, which in some ways is more encour-
aging but still proves my main conclusion that instructional change
is going to require different strategies that help develop and shape
collective capacity and shared commitment to engage in continu-
ous improvement. As mentioned earlier, Supovitz (2006) conduct-
ed an excellent case study of the reform effort in Duval County,
Florida. The title of his book captures the emphasis of his analy-
sis—The Case for District-Based Reform. Supovitz chronicled the dis-
trict-wide reform effort from 1999 through 2005. Duval County has
142 schools. The reform strategy is now familiar to us.
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1. Develop a specific vision of what high-quality instruction
should look like

2. Build both the commitment and capacity of employees across
the system to enact and support the instructional vision

3. Construct mechanisms to provide data at all levels of the
system that will be used both to provide people with infor-
mation that informs their practices and to monitor the im-
plementation of the instructional vision

4. Develop the means to help people continually deepen their
implementation and to help the district continually refine
this vision and understand its implications

With a sustained 5-year focus on the four strategic compo-
nents, the district made significant gains in student achievement.
For example, the number of schools receiving C or better on the
state assessment system went from 87 (of 142) in 1999 to 121 by
2003. Also, for the first time in a 7-year period, in 2005 no school
in the district received an F on the state accountability system.

The strategy was driven by a strong superintendent who
helped to orchestrate the development of district-wide capacity
according to the four core components above. The strategy was
enacted with considerable action and focus. As Supovitz reports,
“Duval County leaders repeatedly stated their vision and the
strategies for achieving it in public venues” (p. 43). Supovitz ar-
gues that the spread and deepening of district-wide success is as
much “gardening” as it is “engineering” (p. 63). And that the bal-
ance requires “advocacy without mandate” (p. 66), “fostering ur-
gency” (p. 68), and “building existing proof” of success (p. 69).
We see a similar array of strategies as in San Diego, but with less
heavy-handedness: direct training of teachers, school standards
coaches, district standards coaches, principal leadership develop-
ment, and district leadership development.

With 6 years of consistent effort and with an explicit emphasis
on professional learning communities as a strategy, Supovitz com-
ments: “The possibilities of professional learning communities—
rigorous inquiry into the problems and challenges of instructional
practice and the support of that practice—seemed only to be oc-
curring in pockets of the district” (p. 174). Much was accom-
plished in Duval County, but it was by no means deep or durable
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after 6 years. So our “not so fast” observation is an apt worry.
Even with comprehensive strategies and relentless focus over a 5-
or 6-year period, we are still not getting it right.

What’s Next?

We have seen that even the most ambitious efforts fall short, and
these initiatives involve only a small minority of districts. Most
are not nearly so active. I believe we are on the right track, but the
approach needs considerable refinement. To state what is needed
up front, we do need a focus on instruction, standards, assess-
ment, continuous feedback and use of data, and instructional lead-
ership at the district and school levels. But we also need a process
of interactive capacity building and commitment building within
and among schools, and between schools and the district. Above
all, this increasingly must deprivatize teaching so that learning in
context can occur, and the district must “stay the course” over a
period of 10 or more years. This work does not necessarily require
the same superintendent over two or more terms, but does require
continuity of good direction over two or three superintendencies.
I cite here three examples, from three different countries, of what
this means in practice.

York Region District School Board just outside Toronto, On-
tario, is a multicultural district with a growing and diverse popu-
lation, and over 100 different languages spoken in the schools.
There are 140 elementary schools and 27 secondary schools. We
have been working in partnership with York for the past 5 years,
including monitoring the processes and results as we go (see, for
example, Sharratt & Fullan, 2006). The focus is on literacy in an
initiative called the Literacy Collaborative (LC). The basic ap-
proach is designed to shape and reshape district-wide continuous
improvement, what I call capacity building with a focus on results.
Key features of the approach include

• A clearly articulated vision and commitment to literacy for
all students, which is continually the subject of communica-
tion in the district

• A systemwide comprehensive plan and framework for con-
tinuous improvement
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• Using data to inform instruction and determine resources
• Building administrator and teacher capacity to teach liter-
acy for all students

• Establishing professional learning communities at all levels
of the system and beyond the district

All schools, including all secondary schools, joined the LC in
a phased-in fashion, with school-based teams being the focal point
for capacity building. At the elementary level, teams consisted of
the principal (always the principal), the lead literacy teacher (a
leadership role within the school, with a teacher released for .50
to 1.0 time to work with principals and teachers), and the special
education resource teacher. High school teams were slightly larger
and focused on literacy, especially in grades 9 and 10. The LC
model has evolved to contain 13 parameters, which I will not list
here but which include embedded literacy teachers, timetabled lit-
eracy blocks, a case-management approach focusing on each stu-
dent, cross-curricular literacy connections, and so on (see Sharratt
& Fullan, 2006). There is constant interaction, action research and
capacity building through formal monthly sessions, and many
learning-in-context interactions carried out daily by school and
district leaders within and across schools.

The results, as measured by provincewide assessments, were
significant after a 3-year period (2001–2004), but not as substantial
as district leaders had hoped. On a closer examination of the ini-
tial cohort of 17 schools, it was found that nine of the schools had
implemented the 13 parameters more deeply compared with the
other eight. When the latter schools were separated, the results
showed that the nine schools, despite starting below the York Re-
gion and Ontario provincial average in 2001, had risen above both
averages by 2004. In the meantime, the district was working with
all 167 schools. Provincewide results in 2005 showed that York
Region increased by a full 5%, on the average, in literacy across
its 140 elementary schools. High schools also did well for the first
time on the grade 10 literacy test. Reflecting a theory of action that
I will soon spell out, in 2006 the district identified 27 elementary
schools and six high schools that were still underperforming and
designed an intensive capacity-building interaction for the 2005–
2006 school year (as work with all schools continued).
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In terms of what’s new, we can consider the theory of action
reflected in the approach in York Region. First, we have many of
the elements we have seen previously—standards, assessment of
and for learning, instructional leadership, and so on—but we also
see two new significant emphases. One is that the leaders have
taken a long-term perspective. They realize that it takes a while
for change to kick in. They frequently speak of “staying the
course,” and “persistence but flexibility.” The pace is steady, even
pushy, but not overwhelming. They expect results, not overnight,
but also not open-ended. The other new aspect is that leaders are
careful not to judge slow or limited progress in given schools.
They take what I call a “capacity building first, judgment second”
stance as they have with the 33 lower performing schools. Large-
scale change is all about moving the whole system so that more
and more leaders permeate the system and take daily actions that
build capacity and ownership.

This is a whole district that is on the move. There has been
one director (superintendent), Bill Hogarth, throughout the 8-year
process, and a strong rapport between the board and the district
leadership. Because a strong collaborative culture has been built,
the chances of continuing this direction when he leaves (sometime
in the next 2 years) are greatly increased. As I said, you don’t
need the same superintendent over 8 to 12 years, but you do need
continuity and deepening of “good” direction.

A second good example is the decade-long reform initiative
of the 58,000 student Boston Public Schools (BPS) under the lead-
ership of Superintendent Tom Payzant. McLaughlin and Talbert
(2006) describe the basic plan as based on six essentials: effective
instruction as the core essential, student work and data, profes-
sional development, shared leadership, resources, and families
and community. Again the words are familiar, but it is the theory
of action, and careful cultivation over a decade, that is the real
story. Professional development, for example, takes place at the
school level and features a coaching strategy involving collabora-
tive teaching groups. In collaborative coaching, teachers learn by
analyzing one another’s work under the guidance of skilled coaches.
The idea is not just to observe one another’s teaching and share
ideas, but to critique lessons in a way that links to improving stu-
dent learning. As with the York Region, a well-supported and
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easy-to-access database on student learning is used to help teach-
ers examine their teaching in light of ongoing results, integrating
data into professional learning. Substantial outreach to parents
and community is a major component of all teachers’ and schools’
work.

Education Week published a profile on BPS and Payzant on the
occasion of his announcing his retirement in 2007 after 11 years as
superintendent (“Time on His Side,” 2006). In addition to report-
ing on the activities and approach just described, Education Week
gets beneath the strategy.

Mr. Payzant did not bring the Boston schools to this point over-
night. He rolled out initiatives not all at once, but only when
they made sense. The ideas was to start small, test things out,
and retool them. And he focused on building consensus. All
were radical notions in an era of hard-charging, quick turn-
around leaders. (p. 31)

The impact of the Boston strategy brought significant results
in student achievement. In grade 10 English language arts and in
grade 10 mathematics, scores have increased steadily since 1999
for all four race and ethnicity groups (Black, White, Asian and
Hispanic), with some leveling off in the 2004 and 2005 years (a
point to which I will return shortly). McLaughlin and Talbert (2006)
summarize the positive impact in these words.

Multiple evaluations show that Boston’s approach to instruction
[and] to collaborative coaching and learning are benefiting stu-
dents and teachers. Student outcomes have improved, as have
relationships between teachers and students and among teach-
ers. Boston sees other positive system-level consequences of
their strategy—enhanced coherence, increased accountability at
all levels, and increased buy in from district educators. (pp.
126–127)

Again we see a more sophisticated theory of action carrying
the day. Not that we are seeing flawless strategies. The pace of
change was likely not fast enough in Boston. Put another way, few
superintendents would be allowed to take this amount of time in
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2007. But my point remains. Too fast is a more likely negative sce-
nario. Balancing pace—press for improvement with correspond-
ing capacity building—carefully assessed as you go, is required.
Payzant’s own reflective lessons are revealing. He says he left
some areas of work “too much to chance.” He said he should have
allowed fewer programs for teaching literacy. Likewise, he said it
was a mistake to let high schools come up with their own plans
for creating more personalized learning environments for stu-
dents (“Time on His Side,” 2006).

The performance in Boston, along with substantial improve-
ments, also reveals a plateauing effect in the last 2 years, a phe-
nomenon that is normal, not to be lamented, but requiring new,
deeper strategies. Elmore (2004) and I (Fullan, 2006) have both
commented on the plateau effect as a natural and (depending on
what you do next) a valuable opportunity to consolidate and then
go deeper. Also, while all four race and ethnicity groups have
gained, the gap has not closed and in some cases has increased.
The next critical question for Boston is who will be Payzant’s suc-
cessor. I have said that in these cases of being on the right track,
it is crucial for districts to hire for continuity and deepening of
good direction. We shall see.

We move to England for our third example, which does have
continuity of good direction over two directors of education.
Knowsley Local Education Authority (since 2005 called Local Au-
thority) is a metropolitan district just east of Liverpool. It is de-
fined as the sixth most-deprived authority in the country. In 1999
Knowsley consisted of 59 primary schools, 11 secondary schools,
and 7 special schools. The district was audited in that year as part
of the national inspection scheme conducted by the Office for
Standards in Education (OFSTED). The assessment found serious
weaknesses on most basic dimensions of performance: student
achievement, capacity to improve, relationships between the
district and the schools, and linkage to the community. A new
Director of Education, Steve Munby, was appointed in 1999. A
second inspection was conducted in 2003, which found major im-
provements. What happened in 4 years to transform a very low-
performing, disadvantaged, discouraged system into one vastly
improved and ready to do more?
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We can begin with OFSTED’s 2003 findings.

Recent developments and the implementation of well thought
through initiatives have resulted in Knowsley establishing itself
as an LEA of some significance. It has improved over the past
three years and shown how vision and leadership together with
excellent relationships with schools, can revive an education
service. (p. 2)

As OFSTED further noted, both literacy and numeracy scores in-
creased at a time when national averages were flatlined. OFSTED
also observes that “the new adminstration has taken partnerships
and collaborative working to an unusually high level.” And,
“headteachers of individual schools see themselves as part of a
wider team with responsibility for the education service through-
out the borough” (p. 2).

Steve Munby (2003) states that the drivers for change are low
student performance, new leadership, external funding, and a
moral commitment to narrowing the gap between the highest and
lowest performing schools. Munby then lists what he calls his
“priorities for sustainability”:

• Establishing an innovative, coherent, and comprehensive policy
framework that provides direction for instruction and profes-
sional learning

• The training of “lead learners” to support school learning
• Deploying lead learners to work with clusters of schools to embed
new practice

• Cluster-based work—action learning, observing and sharing
learning, supporting small-scale action research to provide evi-
dence of impact on pupil motivation, and engagement with the
learning process

• Encouragement and support of the further development and em-
bedding of a culture of co-planning, co-teaching, co-review, and
co-coaching in schools, everyone a leader of learning (p. 2).

In January 2005, Munby was appointed CEO of the National
College of School Leadership (see Chapter 14). Time for continuity
of good direction. The new director, Damian Allen, was appointed
from within Knowsley, having been deputy director. Because
Munby had employed a strategy of co-development of leadership,
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Allen was already immersed in the strategy, and in fact had
helped shape it. By the time he was appointed in January 2005,
the new Every Child Matters agenda had become a reality, with
all children’s services, including schools, coming under the Local
Authority (LA). Allen became the first Executive Director, Chil-
dren’s Services. Knowsley has continued with the directional
strategy of having an ambitious agenda for children, but forging
ahead with co-leadership and capacity building. The district pro-
ceeded to introduce a remarkable secondary school reform that
involved closing all 11 high schools, and reopening them with
eight brand-new schools, complete with new state of the art build-
ings called “learning centers.” Knowsley did this without any ran-
cor and indeed considerable enthusiasm, partly because of the
co-leadership strategy, partly because new national money was
available for new buildings, and partly because it was already ex-
periencing success (for example, the percentage of 15-year-olds
passing five or more GCSEs—a mark of advanced placement courses
for further education—had doubled from 22% in 1998 to 45% in
2005, while the national average moved from 47% to 57%).

Ever conscious of the theory of action that had gotten them
there, Allen (2006) made a presentation at a national meeting in
which he compared the Knowsley strategy with the strategy em-
bedded in the recent white paper from the government (Depart-
ment for Education and Skills, 2005). After pointing out the incon-
sistencies in the white paper, he noted the following comparisons
(Knowsley on left; white paper on right):

Co-leadership between LA Vs. Individual independent spe-
and schools cialisms

Collaboration and federation Vs. Collaboration and federation
as standard as a response to weakness

System performance Vs. Individual school perfor-
mance

Failure driven out by chal- Vs. Failure driven out by early in-
lenge and support tervention and closure

Development of co-leader- Vs. Schools need autonomy
ship

High support and engage- Vs. Light-touch monitoring
ment with schools
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Well, you get the picture. What’s new, in my view, is the cre-
ating of partnerships of engagement that mobilize the entire sys-
tem (see Fullan, 2006). It is still early in Knowsley’s journey, but
one can see a consistent, adaptable strategy in which successive
leaders build on good direction, interacting with internal and ex-
ternal contexts. We see this in our own work in Ontario in which
we are helping districts develop effective strategies to bring about
systemwide reform—a strategy I describe in Chapter 12 (see also
Campbell & Fullan, 2006; Fullan, 2006).

IMPLICATIONS

Anyone close to the scene of action can bear witness to the fact
that the role of the local district is subject to hot debate and enor-
mous gyrations. Districts shift from tightly focused prescription
to empowered decentralization and all variations in between. I
have tried in this chapter to uncover what is effective and ineffec-
tive, and why when it comes to the role of the district it is neither
centralization nor decentralization, but both. Strong presence of
the center is required in order to establish conditions for collective
focus and commitment, where educators feel and act responsibly
for the system of schools, not just their corner of the action. Some
guidelines can be generated.

1. Choose a district in which change has a chance of occurring or
do not expect much change. Some communities are dominated
by a power structure that is more interested in the status
quo; other communities are so fractious that the superin-
tendent is the inevitable victim; still others expect adminis-
trators to lead change. Although the classification is greatly
oversimplified, the main message is sound—the interest in
change, or leverage for change, in a district must be at least
minimally present. Without that, the chief executive officer
is as powerless as anyone else, and in fact will likely be-
come the convenient scapegoat. Other district administra-
tors (below the level of the CEO) will have to make similar
choices and also will have to determine whether the super-
intendent with whom they will be or are working is knowl-
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edgeable and actively supportive of change—ideally,
someone who can teach them something about how to im-
plement change effectively.

2. Once in a district, develop the management capabilities of admin-
istrators—other district administrators and principals—to lead
change. Using a combination of promotion criteria, inser-
vice training emphasizing development and growth, and
replacement of administrators through attrition or forced
resignation (in extreme cases), the goal is to develop incre-
mentally the district’s administrative capability to lead and
facilitate improvement. Among other things, the district
administrator must require and help principals to work
with teachers, which means that he or she must have the
ability and willingness to work closely with principals. Co-
leadership (co-determination) by school and district levels
is key.

3. Invest in teacher development from recruitment to professional
development throughout the career, with a strong emphasis on
“learning in context” (see Chapters 13 and 14).

4. Focus on instruction, teaching, and learning, and changes in the
culture of schools. Both short-term and long-term strategies
should be used consistently and persistently to establish
norms and the capacity for collaboration and continuous
improvement in the learning environments of students and
educators. This is deep cultural change involving deprivat-
izing teaching in a way that motivates teachers to improve
as part of the collective action within and across schools.

5. Monitor the improvement process. The need for monitoring is
never ending. The information-gathering system to assess
and address problems of implementation must be institu-
tionalized. The more horizontal and vertical two-way com-
munication that exists, the more knowledge there will be
about the status of change. Benchmarks, transparent infor-
mation, and intervention in persistently failing schools are
all part of the monitoring process. Action research with re-
spect to instruction, and in regard to the efficacy of change
strategies, is a must.

6. Foster an identity with the district. Principals and teachers
who are interested in only whether their own school does
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well and are not interested in other schools in the district
will not find themselves in supportive districts in the long
run. Superintendents can change that by developing dis-
trict-wide identity in the service of individual school devel-
opment for all schools. System coherence occurs when
peers (e.g., principals across schools) identify with one an-
other, as well as experience a true partnership with district
leadership.

7. Move toward the danger in selectively forming external partner-
ships with the community, city, and other agencies in order
to further the work of the schools in the district.

8. Above all, work on continually conceptualizing the purpose, de-
sign, and process of continuous district reform. The best leaders
evolve, articulate, and reflect on their theories of action/
change. For example, most districts need to be reorganized
in order to function in the new way, but a superintendent
would be at sea without a conception of what design prin-
ciples should drive the new organization, and what theo-
ries of action are likely to go deep and sustain focus and
the pursuit of improvement.

In sum, I want to emphasize how very fundamental the change
we are talking about is relative to the current cultures of schools
and districts. Most school systems are still “loosely coupled,” de-
spite top-down efforts to the contrary. When things are tightened,
as in San Diego, good efforts can backfire. What is necessary, as
Elmore (2000) also argues, is a change in the organization it-
self—in its very culture.

Improvement at scale is largely a property of organizations, not
of the pre-existing traits of the individuals who work in them.
Organizations that improve do so because they create and nur-
ture agreement on what is worth achieving, and they set in mo-
tion the internal processes by which people progressively learn
how to do what they need to do in order to achieve what is
worthwhile. (p. 25, emphasis in original)

And

It seems clear that administrators in the districts that are im-
proving avoid pointless and distracting arguments about cen-
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tralization and decentralization. Instead, they spend a lot of
time building a sense of urgency and support in specific schools
and communities around issues of standards and performance.
It also seems clear that if they communicate that urgency to
principals and teachers, as well as to schools collectively, they
will have to accept a high degree of responsibility for the de-
tailed decisions. (p. 33)

Elmore (2004, 2006) has continued to insist that administrators
at the school and district level are responsible for creating and
nurturing, and propelling the conditions necessary to support,
sustained individual and collective engagement in improvement.
In the same way that effective principals “cause” teachers’ work
to improve, effective superintendents, as we have seen, affect the
work of schools through the strategies they pursue and the spe-
cific mechanisms on the ground associated with such strategies.
You can get short-term results through heavy-handed methods,
but they are surface gains, and they are extracted at a high price.
Besides, “why get better at a bad game?” (Block, 1987, p. 9). Why
not change the game? In a word, the role of the superintendent is
to help lead the way in changing the game for the better.
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CHAPTER 12

Governments

The state is an incredibly blunt instrument; it gets hold
of one overarching idea and imposes it without any
sensitivity to local context. [And there] is the desperate
craving of politicians for a magical solution.

—Micklethwait and Wooldridge (1996, p. 294)

It will be a wise and courageous politician who declares that ca-
pacity building is more important than accountability (and it will
take a wise and courageous teacher union leader to declare that
professional learning communities take precedence over individ-
ual teacher autonomy; see Chapter 14). A decade ago Andy Har-
greaves and I wrote the What’s Worth Fighting for trilogy on the
assumption that on any given day, the “system” might not know
what it is doing. Thus, we tried to equip teachers and principals
with insights and action guidelines so that they could make head-
way despite the system. This is still valuable advice. But what if
the system did know what it was doing by way of creating mean-
ing, commitment, and impact on a large scale? This chapter ex-
plores the ins and outs of this question.

Only small-scale, nonlasting improvement can occur if the
system is not helping. My Change Forces trilogy focused on the
system, using chaos or what is now called complexity theory. I
argued that the complex nonlinear forces in dynamic systems
could be better understood and acted upon if people at all levels
worked on building learning organizations. This led to the conclu-
sion, first introduced in Change Forces with a Vengeance (Fullan,
2003), that we need to base our future on trying to accomplish tri-
level reform, namely, what has to happen at (1) the school and
community level, (2) the district level as the mid-part of the tri,
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and (3) the state or national level. The goal is not to strive for
alignment, but rather to establish permeable connectivity. This means
that there would be plenty of two-way interaction and mutual
influence within and across the three levels. Much of our recent
work focuses on this ambitious but crucial goal.

Governments face a dilemma, as Micklethwait and Wool-
dridge pointed out above. Their world is one of wanting quick
solutions for urgent problems. Yet bringing about change on a
large scale is enormously complex. If it is difficult to manage
change in one classroom, one school, one school district, imagine
the scale of the problems faced by a state or province or country
in which numerous agencies and levels and tens or hundreds of
thousands of people are involved. It is infinitely more difficult for
that government if its personnel do not venture out to attempt to
understand the culture and the problems of local school people.

If we are to achieve large-scale reform, governments are es-
sential. They have the potential to be a major force for transforma-
tion. The historical evidence to date, however, suggests that few
governments have gotten this right. In this chapter I take up the
role of governments in three ways. First, I address what we know
about their effect on local implementation. Second, I use the Na-
tional Literacy and Numeracy Strategy in England as a case exam-
ple to illustrate many of the issues that will require attention, and
the more recent case of Ontario, Canada, to show what is involved
in trying to get it right. Third, I draw out the implications for what
governments need to do if they are interested in greater improve-
ment across all or most schools. The issues at stake are what gov-
ernments are doing and what they can do to make a difference.

THE ROLE OF GOVERNMENTS

By “governments” I mean federal and state governments in the
United States, provinces in Canada (because there is virtually no
federal policy presence in education), and national governments
in countries that are governed as one system. I want to provide an
advance organizer. Governments can push accountability, provide
incentives (pressure and supports), and/or foster capacity building.
We will see that if they do only the first and second, they can get
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some short-term results that, I will argue, are real but not particu-
larly deep or lasting. If they do all three, they have a chance of
going the distance. Many governments have put all their eggs in
the accountability basket; a few have been good at integrating
pressure and support; and none have seriously affected capacity,
although several are now working on it.

In the United States, starting with the publication of A Nation
at Risk (National Commission on Excellence in Education, 1983),
attention shifted to what governments should do to accomplish
badly needed large-scale reform. By and large, the efforts of the
decade following 1983 concentrated on beefing up accountability
expectations and requirements. These early policy initiatives, fo-
cusing only on accountability, did more damage than good. They
put tremendous pressure on local systems, while providing little
help, and actually increased the overload and fragmentation of
effort.

Firestone, Rosenblum, and Bader (1992) studied the evolution
of reform in six states—Arizona, California, Florida, Georgia,
Minnesota, and Pennsylvania—over a 7-year period between 1983
and 1990. They make a similar observation.

Government fragmentation runs from central agencies to pe-
ripheral ones—that is, from federal and state governments to
districts, schools, and ultimately classrooms. The study of pol-
icy implementation since the 1960s has been a history of efforts
to identify ways for agencies at one level to influence those at
the next level down; authoritative directions and responsive
compliance turn out to be the exception. The best that can usu-
ally be expected of efforts to get districts to implement state
and federal policy is mutual adaptation through which central
expectations adapt to local preferences at least as much as the
opposite occurs. High-quality implementation is the exception.
(p. 256)

In addition to the fragmentation in the above vertical relation-
ships, there are also enormous horizontal disconnections. Count-
less agencies, many of them government entities or government-
sponsored groups, fail to coordinate their work, so that multiple
initiatives collide in a haphazard fashion. Let us not forget that
governments also live in a world of “adoption,” not implementa-
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tion—the time line for implementation is always longer than the
next election. Related to this, is that it is easier to adopt structural
changes than it is to engage in the hard work of cultural changes
in relationships, capacity, and motivation. Most policies (e.g.,
vouchers, charters, and site-based management), argues Elmore
(2000), “are quintessential structural changes in that they imply
absolutely nothing about either the content or quality of instruc-
tion” (p. 10).

Lusi’s (1997) detailed case studies of the role of State Depart-
ments of Education (SDEs) in Kentucky and Vermont confirm that
accountability-driven strategies by themselves can never work be-
cause you cannot “change the practice of a large number of prac-
titioners over whom [you] have little control and no proximity”
(p. 11). I will return later to new work that states have begun to
do to enhance the likelihood of widespread reform at the local
level. In any case, in complex systems heavy-handed accountabil-
ity schemes can never work because they cannot create the beliefs
and behaviors necessary for success. The next logical step, then, is
to add incentives (an amalgamation of pressure and support). The
history of policymaking over the past decade concerning teacher
quality is very instructive.

A good summary is provided by Darling-Hammond from the
work of the National Commission on Teaching and America’s
Future.

Of the 50 states, North Carolina and Connecticut undertook the
most substantial and systematic investments in teaching during
the mid-1980’s. Both of these states, which share relatively large
high poverty student populations, coupled major statewide in-
creases in teacher salaries and improvements in teacher salary
equity with intensive recruitment efforts and initiatives to im-
prove preservice teacher education, licensing, beginning teacher
mentoring, and ongoing professional development. Since then,
North Carolina has posted the largest student achievement gains
in mathematics and reading of any state in the nation, now scor-
ing well above the national average in 4th grade reading and
mathematics, although it entered the 1990s near the bottom of
state rankings. Connecticut has also posted significant gains, be-
coming one of the top scoring states in the nation in mathemat-
ics and reading (ranked first at the 4th grade level in mathemat-
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ics and reading, and in the top five at the 8th grade level),
despite an increase in the proportion of low-income and limited
English proficiency students during the time. (Darling-Hammond,
2000b, p. 13)

Even more revealing is Darling-Hammond’s comparison of
states that employed accountability-only strategies versus those
that combined accountability with incentives (skill training, re-
wards, etc.).

State reform strategies during the 1980s that did not include
substantial efforts to improve the nature and quality of class-
room work have shown little success in raising achievement,
especially if the reforms relied primarily on student testing
rather than investments in teaching. For example, the two states
to reorganize their reforms around new student testing systems
were Georgia and South Carolina. These states developed ex-
tensive testing systems coupled with rewards and sanctions for
students, teachers, and schools. Although both states mandated
tests for teachers, they did not link these assessments to emerg-
ing knowledge about teaching or to new learning standards,
nor did they invest in improving schools of education or ongo-
ing professional development. (2000a, pp. 14–15)

In comparing student achievement in geographically proxi-
mate states that used different strategies (Connecticut vs. New Jer-
sey; North Carolina vs. Georgia; and West Virginia vs. Virginia),
Darling-Hammond concluded:

Although the states that have aggressively pursued investments
in teacher knowledge and skills have equal or higher levels of
student poverty than nearby states that pursued other distinc-
tively different strategies, their students now achieve at higher
levels. (2000a, p. 15)

It appears that the more successful states have indeed in-
vested in capacity building, but I am going to conclude later that
these are really baby steps, more in line with what incentives will
produce—some degree of commitment and achievement, but not
very deep. Nonetheless, it is a start. A principal from Kentucky in
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Goertz’s (2000) study of local accountability in nine states puts it
this way.

[The state assessment program] has probably been driving ev-
erything we’ve done. You can say you’re doing it to raise stu-
dents’ achievement. To be honest you’re doing it because of
accountability and assessment. I don’t know if the whole ac-
countability piece with rewards and sanction is still the deal. It
was at the beginning. Now it’s a matter of pride. Before, we
didn’t want the scores to slip; now it’s self-examination. With-
out the state assessment, I don’t think that would have come
into play. We may have been able to make some changes,
maybe start some good things. But the degree and speed we
have changed never would have happened. (p. 12)

In the United States accountability got another boost in 2002
with the passage of No Child Left Behind. This legislation re-
quired all states to establish, no later than 2005–06, annual reading
and mathematics tests for all students in grades 3 through 8, and
reading and mathematics tests in grades 10, 11, or 12. Tests must
be administered to at least 95% of students enrolled in a given
grade level. The specific assessments and tests are left up to the
states, but they must be standardized statewide—all students
must take the same tests in the same way.

The law also requires every school in the state to demonstrate
every year adequate yearly progress. By 2013–14, every child
must attain “proficiency” in every test. Schools and districts set
AYP targets annually on their way to 100% proficiency. From day
one, if a school fails to meet its targets for 2 consecutive years, it
is designated as “in need of improvement.” Parents in those
schools have the right to transfer their children to other, successful
schools in the district. Schools that fail to make AYP for 4 years
in a row are identified as in need of “corrective action.” Schools
that fail for 5 years are placed in a “restructuring” category and
may be taken over by the state, operated by a private manage-
ment firm, or converted into a charter school.

Additional actions and requirements accompany or spin off
from NCLB. The law also mandated that, by 2005–06, every class-
room in the country must have a “qualified teacher” (see Chapter



Governments 241

13 for a review of teacher education policies). In addition to train-
ing the spotlight on every school, districts quickly become impli-
cated. Entire districts with too many “failing schools” are being
taken over by city mayors, or states—not a requirement of the
federal law but a natural consequence of rampant AYPism.

NCLB certainly has brought matters of performance and prog-
ress out in the open. It does some good in focusing attention on
the problems we have been discussing in this book. But in its pres-
ent form, NCLB cannot possibly succeed. James Popham (2004) has
rendered a devastating chapter and verse critique of NCLB, show-
ing that the law is practically and politically impossible and that
the majority of schools will be labeled as failing under the criteria
provided, with little opportunity and time to address the issues.
Richard Elmore (2004) makes the definitive case that no external
accountability scheme can succeed in the absence of internal (to
the school/district) accountability, which he defines as the capac-
ity (knowledge, skills, resources) of the entity for individual and
collective responsibility to engage in daily improvement practices.
In other words, heavy-handed accountability systems omit or seri-
ously underestimate capacity building. Without equal attention
to the latter, all is lost. This is why, for example, the governor of
Maine in January 2006 declared a moratorium on local assess-
ments. The state still must meet federal requirements, but it had
taken NCLB seriously and established, in cooperation with dis-
tricts, an elaborate and comprehensive system of local assess-
ments of learning in virtually all subjects and all grades. The result
was that entire districts were grinding to a halt under the weight
of conducting ubiquitous assessments. Put another way, they were
spending all their resources and energy on assessments, with little
left for doing the actual work of improvement.

It is not that NCLB is entirely wrong, but more that it is fatally
flawed by failing to concentrate on capacity building. To make
my point, capacity building is more important than accountability
because the former is the route to the latter. Clearly you need
both. Finding the right combination and integration of the two is
the trick. The dilemma for well-intentioned governments is con-
siderable. If they trust local entities to take policies seriously, to
take advantage of resources, only a few will do it systematically.
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If they force the issue by increasing accountability, they at best
can make minor and superficial differences. And certainly in the
United States the gap between high and low performance has
widened since 2000, precisely the opposite of what NCLB so force-
fully intended (Fullan, 2006). Let us now turn to two statewide
cases where governments did take capacity building more seri-
ously—England, and Ontario, Canada.

THE CASE OF THE NATIONAL LITERACY
AND NUMERACY STRATEGY

A new government came into power in England in 1997, and the
Secretary of State declared that his three priorities were “educa-
tion, education, education.” We had heard that before, but this
government went further. It said that the initial core goal was to
raise the literacy and numeracy achievement up to age 11. To ac-
complish its ambitious goals, it established a National Literacy
and Numeracy Strategy, as I mentioned in Chapter 1. The govern-
ment set specific targets. It observed that the base line percentage
of 11-year-olds scoring 4 or 5 on the literacy test was 63% in 1997
(level 4 being the level at which proficient standards are met); for
numeracy, the base line was 62%. The minister announced that
the targets for 2002 were 80% for literacy and 75% for numeracy.
He made a commitment that he would resign if those targets were
not met—a commitment that implicated 20,000 primary schools
and 7 million students.

The leaders of the initiative set out to “use the change knowl-
edge base” to design a pressure and support set of strategies to
accomplish this remarkable feat. Finally, they knew they were go-
ing to be watched carefully as this highly political and highly ex-
plicit initiative unfolded, and they added an external evaluation
component. A team of us at the University of Toronto was con-
tracted to monitor and assess the entire NLNS strategy as it un-
folded over the 1998–2002 period.

This is not the place to tell the full story (see Barber, 2000; Earl
et al., 2003), but the essence of it can be told in two brief stages:
the strategy and its impact in what I will call phase one (1997–
2002), and phase two (2003–2006).
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Phase One Strategy

The main elements of the implementation strategy in phase one
were summarized by Michael Barber (2000), the head of the gov-
ernment initiative.

• A nationally prepared project plan for both literacy and numer-
acy, setting out actions, responsibilities, and deadlines through to
2002;

• A substantial investment sustained over at least 6 years and
skewed toward those schools that need most help;

• A project infrastructure involving national direction from the
Standards and Effectiveness Unit, 15 regional directors, and over
300 expert consultants at the local level for each of the two strate-
gies;

• An expectation that every class will have a daily math lesson and
daily literacy hour;

• A detailed teaching programme covering every school year for
children from ages 5 to 11;

• An emphasis on early intervention and catch up for pupils who
fall behind;

• A professional development programme designed to enable every
primary school teacher to learn to understand and use the proven
best practice in both curriculum areas;

• The appointment of over 2,000 leading math teachers and hun-
dreds of expert literacy teachers, who have the time and skill to
model best practice for their peers;

• The provision of “intensive support” to circa half of all schools
where the most progress is required;

• A major investment in books for schools (over 23 million new
books in the system since May 1997);

• The removal of barriers to implementation (especially a huge re-
duction in prescribed curriculum content outside the core sub-
jects);

• Regular monitoring and extensive evaluation by our national in-
spection agency, OFSTED;

• A national curriculum for initial teacher training requiring all pro-
viders to prepare new primary school teachers to teach the daily
math lesson and the literacy hour;

• A problem-solving philosophy involving early identification of
difficulties as they emerge and the provision of rapid solutions or
intervention where necessary;
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• The provision of extra after-school, weekend, and holiday booster
classes for those who need extra help to reach the standard. (pp.
8–9)

Barber (2001) characterized the theory of action behind the strat-
egy as high challenge–high support in relation to six key ele-
ments: ambitious standards, good data and clear targets, devolved
responsibility, access to best practice and quality professional de-
velopment, accountability, and intervention in inverse proportion
to success (low-improving schools receive extra attention).

Phase One Impact

The impact of the strategies on achievement, as a percentage of
pupils reaching levels 4 or 5, is, in many ways, astounding (recall
that 20,000 schools are involved). Table 12.1 displays the results
up to 2002. Two main things stand out. First, it is possible to take
a very large system and achieve substantial results over a reason-
ably short period (within one election period, as we say). Second,
the results plateaued or flatlined by the fourth year. Plateauing is
an interesting and complicated problem. I will pursue this ques-
tion in the next section, but one of the main points is that it is
partly a function of not reaching deeply enough into the hearts
and minds of principals and teachers, which is one of our evalua-
tion findings (Earl et al., 2003). More complicated is Elmore’s

TABLE 12.1. Percentage of 11-Year-Olds Achieving Level 4 or 5
on the National Tests for Literacy and Numeracy

1997
1998
1999
2000
2001
2002

63
65
70
75
75
75

Literacy* Numeracy

62
59**
69
72
71
73

*    Reading increased substantially, while 
      writing improved marginally
**  A new mental arithmetic component was
      added
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(2004) finding that periodic plateaus are normal and not a bad
thing. They represent periods where new practices are being con-
solidated and additional strategies must be developed to get to
the next stage of accomplishments. Let’s consider this a moot
point, and ask the question, what needs to be done to go further?

Phase Two

David Hopkins (2006), who served as chief adviser on school stan-
dards to the Secretary of State, recently updated the strategies be-
ing employed in England beginning in 2003. He presents the re-
sults beyond 2002 (our Table 12.1 above). Literacy moved off the
plateau from 75% (2003) to 77% (2004), and 79% (2005). Similarly,
numeracy moved up slightly from 73% to 74% to 75%, respec-
tively. In effect the challenge to go beyond plateaus is to use strat-
egies that build the motivation and commitment capacity of col-
lective groups (see Chapter 3). Let me be specific. Once you have
a good focus and as people across a large system begin to make
improvements, you need to have strategies that draw on the “wis-
dom of the crowd” (Surowiecki, 2004). We call this strategy “lat-
eral capacity building,” which is any strategy that deliberately en-
ables (requires) schools and/or districts to learn from one another.
For example, England introduced a new strategic component in
2004, as part of the primary strategy, that funded and supported
1,500 groups of six schools each. They were charged with learning
best practices from one another (and from outside the cluster) in
order to improve literacy. In my view, it is strategies like this that
got England beyond the plateau.

Hopkins, in fact, identifies four “drivers.” One is networks
and collaboration such as the one I just described. A second is
moral purpose coupled with personalized learning and assess-
ment for learning in order to meet the needs of individual learn-
ers. A third is a focus on improving teaching, and a fourth is what
he calls intelligent accountability, in which external accountability
becomes less onerous (but still explicit and present), while internal
accountability gets built up. These are significant shifts in trying
to get the too tight/too loose balance right through better two-
way partnerships with schools and local authorities.

The situation in England, as I write, is much more compli-
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cated than we can address here. As I noted in Chapter 11, there is
the Every Child Matters agenda, which is incredibly ambitious
and based on integrating all children’s services in a district under
a single director (Department for Skills and Education, 2003). Sec-
ond, an aggressive and controversial white paper, after much de-
bate and modification, has found its way into legislation (Depart-
ment for Education and Skills, 2005). It is rife with contradictions
and ambiguity. Containing many good ideas for pursuing ECM
priorities, it also calls for competitive marketing proposals of fed-
erations of schools and school trusts, along with collaboration. It
has a sink-or-swim (improve or be closed) mindset more than a
capacity-building emphasis. We saw in Chapter 11 one director of
Children’s Services who named the contradictions as he experi-
enced them at the local level (Allen, 2006). Secondary school re-
form remains a big priority of unfinished business. And we have
increasing political instability within the Labour government as
Prime Minister Tony Blair, in his third term, faces unpopularity
within his own party. In September 2006 he announced that he
would resign in a year. In any case, my main point in this chapter
is to begin to identify what large-scale reform strategies look like
when you try to combine accountability and capacity building. A
second example, based on the lessons learned from England, gives
us another opportunity to delve explicitly into the issues we have
been discussing. We go now to Ontario, Canada.

THE ONTARIO LITERACY AND NUMERACY STRATEGY

We have England to thank for starting us down the path of whole-
system reform using a deliberate knowledge-based strategy. We
have the chance in Ontario to learn from the English experience,
to design and carry out our own Ontario-based system reform. In
April 2004, I was appointed by the premier of Ontario, Dalton
McGuinty, as a special adviser to him and to the minister of edu-
cation. The task is to create a strategy that will substantially im-
prove literacy and numeracy, within one election period for all 72
school districts and all 4,000 or so elementary schools in the prov-
ince. We are attempting to do just that in all districts: 12 fran-
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cophone districts, 28 Catholic, and 32 public, all fully publicly
funded.

There are three main differences from the English strategy.
First, the English strategy fixated on targets. The system was to
move from 62% literacy in 1997 to 80% by 2002 (recall they reached
75%). Second, England has an inspection agency called the Office
for Standards in Education (OFSTED), which in the early stages car-
ried out a name-and-shame regimen of identifying failing schools
for immediate intrusive intervention (OFSTED currently has a more
balanced approach). Third, the literacy and numeracy curriculum
and teaching practices to be followed were specified, while in On-
tario we have allowed for a greater range of teaching practices.

My point here is not so much to judge the limitations of the
English strategy as to stress the differences from the Ontario strat-
egy. What I discuss in this section is our actual strategy, and the
results we are getting so far. I offer the Ontario case not as an
example to be copied but rather as a concrete case of what the full
strategy looks like in actual practice. This is a strategy that is
based on the theories of action I discussed in Chapter 3. In brief,
the approach is based on “capacity building with a focus on re-
sults,” using policies and strategies designed to motivate the
whole system to engage in deliberate improvement actions.

There are eight interlocking strategies that we are putting into
place. As I describe them briefly here, recall from Chapter 3 that
the main measure of an overall strategy is whether it is motiva-
tional—mobilizing a large number of people to spend their energy
and otherwise invest in what will be required to reap and sustain
major improvements. The key in large-scale reform is whether the
strategy can get a large number of leaders (change agents) within
and across the three levels—school, district, and state—to jointly
own the enterprise. There are eight components to the overall
strategy.

1. Establishing a guiding coalition to be constantly in commu-
nication

2. Developing peace and stability with labor unions and ad-
dressing other “distractors”

3. Creating a Literacy and Numeracy Secretariat



248 Educational Change at the Regional and National Levels

4. Negotiating aspirational targets
5. Building capacity in relation to the targets
6. Growing the financial investment
7. Evolving positive pressure
8. Connecting the dots with key complementary components

I take up each of these strategies in the following pages, showing
how they build on one another.

Establishing a Guiding Coalition

A guiding coalition is concerned with whether the small number
of key leaders consistently communicate among themselves and
with all other stakeholders; and further that they have the same
message, which is capacity building with a focus on results through
all eight strategic elements. In Ontario’s case, the Guiding Coali-
tion includes the premier, the minister, the deputy minister (chief
civil servant), the CEO of the secretariat (see below), and me as
special adviser, along with the relevant policy advisers. They need
to meet often enough (in subgroups and as a whole) to continually
agree on the nature of the strategy at work and to address prob-
lems being encountered, progress being made, and additional ac-
tions required. They also need to meet with constituent groups—
parents, teacher unions, administrator associates, school board
trustees, and others—formally, which we do through partnership
tables, and informally through the many opportunities created by
working with schools and districts in the course of implementing
the other seven strategies. The Guiding Coalition must listen as
well as promulgate the strategy.

A good hypothetical test of whether the coalition has its act
together is to imagine that five newspaper reporters asked five
members of the coalition the same question (such as, “What is the
role of targets in your strategy?”) on the same day and at the same
time. The responses should be essentially consistent and specific
across the five individuals. They would not have a chance to
check with one another, and it would not occur to them that this
would be necessary. This is not groupthink at work; the strategy
is deeply understood (and in fine detail) as it is implemented and
refined.
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Addressing “Distractors”

Peace and stability with the teacher unions is the second element.
A deliberate part of our strategy is to address the distractors—
anything that takes you away from continuous focus on teaching
and learning and student achievement. A big distractor prior to
2003 was constant labor strife between unions and districts or the
government. Countless days and energy were lost to strikes and
work-to-rule in the 1997–2002 period. Closing the gap is a system
problem that needs a system solution, which you cannot reach if
people are constantly sniping at one another.

To make an intense political story short, the minister of educa-
tion, in partnership with unions and districts, created a frame-
work to guide the establishment of new collective bargaining
agreements and then rode herd on completing the agreements
within a specified time line. The result was that by June 2005 122
four-year agreements had been signed across the 72 districts—
providing a significant period of potential labor stability, which I
should add must not be taken as a given but pursued into imple-
mentation. For whole-system reform, the energies of all parties
must be devoted to addressing the core task of improving teach-
ing, learning, and achievement. Labor-related distractions are es-
pecially debilitating. It is important to note that once the frame-
work of collective agreements is decided upon, it is necessary to
monitor implementation as new ideas and interpretations arise in
the heat of everyday action. Hence, we have established a Provin-
cial Stability Commission whose job it is to provide a normative
framework and mechanism to resolve any problems between
unions and management that surface during the course of every-
day business. In its first 4 months of operation, the commission
reduced the number of potential grievances from 815 to 50.

We continue in the Ontario strategy to work to reduce or
eliminate other distractors that take up time and energy at the
expense of student learning. In our case these include reducing
the amount of bureaucracy and unnecessary paperwork faced by
districts and schools; simplifying a teacher appraisal scheme that
consumes a large amount of time on the part of principals without
yielding positive results; and determining what can be done to
help principals cope with the managerial side (budget, plant, and
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personnel) of their role so that they can devote time to the core
work of building cultures that focus on learning and results. In
short, if you are serious about closing the gap, you have to make
it possible to do so. Managing distractors is another of those is-
sues that amount to taking excuses off the table.

Creating a Literacy and Numeracy Secretariat

The third element in the strategy was the creation of a Literacy
and Numeracy Secretariat. Ontario chose to focus on literacy and
numeracy in order to establish foundational literacies. There is
some work on what I refer to as the third basic, well-being, but
much more focus is necessary in the near future on this compo-
nent. In the cognitive domain, it is not that other parts of the cur-
riculum are unimportant, but rather that literacy and numeracy
are a special priority. They are pursued in their own right, and in
relation to the rest of the curriculum. Because capacity building
(knowledge, resources, and motivation necessary to improve liter-
acy and numeracy) is a core part of our overall strategy, we cre-
ated a brand-new unit within the Ministry of Education called the
Literacy and Numeracy Secretariat. The CEO was hired from one
of the 72 districts, where she was employed as director (superin-
tendent) of education. The secretariat was established in 2004 and
became fully staffed in 2005 with approximately 80 individuals.
Most were hired from “the field,” where they were leading liter-
acy and numeracy superintendents, consultants, or other adminis-
trators. The goal was to create a new, innovative unit highly re-
spected for its qualities by schools and districts and that would
work interactively with the latter to achieve results, especially
concerning strategies four (aspirational targets) and five (capacity
building). The secretariat is organized into seven regional teams
(about six to a team), which are responsible for working with the
districts (typically 10–12 districts in a given region). In addition
to the seven regional teams, there is a research team, an equity
team, a capacity-building coordinating team, and an administra-
tive support team.

The goals of the secretariat are to stimulate and keep engage-
ment going across the province, to be responsive, and to initiate
deeper strategies for reform. The secretariat is to be a proactive
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force to increase two-way development between districts and the
government, and to stimulate lateral interaction across districts in
seeking most effective practices.

Negotiating Aspirational Targets

Fourth, targets have been introduced for the first time. Targets can
be controversial. Certainly England’s were. As part of the election
platform, Premier McGuinty, noting that Ontario’s 12-year-olds
were scoring about 54% on literacy and numeracy in 2002 and
had been flatlined in previous years, announced a target of 75%
for both literacy and numeracy by 2008. Incidentally, absolute
scores should not be compared across countries (except as part of
the same testing regimen, as with the Organization for Economic
Cooperation and Development’s [OECD] Programme for Interna-
tional Student Assessment [PISA]) because standards and cutoff
points vary. Ontario has an independent assessment agency (Edu-
cation Quality and Accountability Office, or EQAO) that conducts
annual assessments in literacy and numeracy at grades 3 and 6.
Ontario’s standard of proficiency within its own assessment sys-
tem is high, requiring substantial comprehension and perfor-
mance in literacy and numeracy.

In any case, we entered the strategy with an overall target set
at 75%. My colleagues, Hargreaves and Fink (2006), are against
externally imposed targets, arguing that they are not owned and
result in superficial actions and mistrust. Their argument seems
to be around whether the targets are experienced as externally
imposed; as they say, “People can and sometimes should set tar-
gets together as part of a shared commitment” (p. 48).

Our practice in Ontario is to negotiate targets with each of the
72 districts by discussing starting points and negotiating the next
year’s target as part of rolling reform. We have found that because
these discussions take part in the context of the other seven strat-
egy components, they are not problematic. Most educators think
that 75% as a 5-year goal is reasonable for the province to aspire
to; most think moving up 5 percentage points, say, from 61 to
66%, is a desirable and achievable stretch for the next year, given
the additional resources embedded in many of the elements of the
strategy. Although I believe these directional goals and the strat-
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egy as a whole appear to be receiving widespread endorsement
by educators, I am conscious of the fact that we are at the early
stages of the initiative and that we don’t yet have full appreciation
of the experiences of the everyday classroom teacher. As we pro-
ceed, the strategy needs (and will benefit from) a stronger infusion
of teacher perspectives. A basic premise of the overall strategy is
to be evidence-based, to learn as we go. Commitment to research
and inquiry, and timely action and correction are crucial to all
large-scale change efforts.

Annual targets, in any case, are negotiated in interaction with
the secretariat; the first ones were for the end of school year 2004,
and so on. We are careful not to detach targets from other key
components such as capacity building. There is now engagement
on the part of districts and schools to work on strategies in rela-
tion to literacy and numeracy, and excitement to see how they do
when EQAO results are released annually. If you were to ask the
72 directors of education and the 4,000 school principals whether
they feel the targets are jointly owned, I believe that the vast ma-
jority would say yes.

Building Capacity

The fifth component, capacity building, is multifaceted because it
involves everything you do that affects new knowledge, skills,
and competencies; enhanced resources; and stronger commit-
ments. These are the main capacity-building components in our
case.

• Initiating ongoing professional development for the staff of
the secretariat. If they are going to help in capacity building,
they have to engage in it themselves.

• Interacting with districts to strengthen the capacity-building
improvement plans each district prepares in relation to as-
pirational targets. There is an emphasis on keeping paper
to a minimum. The purpose is to increase reflective ac-
tion—strategizing more than strategy.

• Identifying and sharing effective practices in relation to
both content (literacy and numeracy instruction) and strat-
egy (change strategies that increase quality and extent of



Governments 253

implementation). Each regional area receives money to en-
gage in lateral learning and capacity building.

• Developing resource materials for targeted issues such as
boys and literacy, English as a second language, special ed-
ucation, and Aboriginal students.

• Conducting case studies of districts that (1) seem to have
good strategies and (2) get good results (see Campbell &
Fullan, 2006). The research arm of the secretariat, in partner-
ship with selected districts, has just completed case studies
in eight districts representing the whole range of circum-
stances in the province (a multicultural large urban district
in the south; a huge, dispersed geographical sprawl with
high Aboriginal population in the north; a francophone dis-
trict in the east; a Catholic county district in the west; and
so on). These case studies are fed back to districts so that
all can learn and spawn cross-district visits and learning ex-
changes. The findings are consistent with the conclusion we
came to in Chapter 11. To use the language of our report,
districts that do well have a bias for action, which is based
on four major interrelated strategic themes, namely (1) lead-
ing with purpose and focusing direction; (2) designing a
coherent strategy and coordinating implementation and re-
viewing outcomes as they go; (3) developing precision in
knowledge, skills, and daily practices for improving learn-
ing; and (4) sharing responsibility through building partner-
ships (Campbell & Fullan, 2006).

• Building up the capacity for “assessment literacy,” which is
our term to encompass both assessment for and assessment
of literacy. We have invested heavily in developing the
high-yield capacity of assessment for learning at the school
and district levels.

• Creating a system of lead literacy and lead numeracy teach-
ers in all 4,000 schools. Our research has found that “second
change agents” (in addition to the principal) are crucial.
They work inside the school with other teachers to demon-
strate new techniques, offer instructional resources, and
link to other teachers’ classrooms in the school and in other
schools. In the most disadvantaged schools, lead literacy
teachers are released full-time to work across the school.
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• Establishing ongoing professional development in summers
and evenings to constantly update teachers, with a growing
emphasis on working with teams, and lending support to
teachers so they can learn in context as they apply the ideas
in their own schools.

• Incorporating a turnaround school program. This is a small
but important part of the overall strategy in which low-
performing schools in highly challenging circumstances vol-
untarily join a program of intensive support and develop-
ment, run by the Ministry of Education using external expert
coaches to work with selected schools over a 3-year period.
Because the program is voluntary, there is less stigma
attached to it (all schools in the province are implicated
anyway in the overall strategy). The turnaround program
was introduced by the previous government but was a de-
tached, stand-alone initiative. We are now able to incorpo-
rate it with district work in the context of an integrated
strategy. We have just established a more comprehensive
strategy called the Ontario Focused Intervention Partner-
ship, in which over 800 underperforming schools are sched-
uled to receive additional capacity-building support. The
secretariat works with the districts to develop specific inter-
vention activities tailored to the needs of the schools.

• Reducing class size in the early years (up to grade 3) to a
limit of 20 (many classrooms had reached 30-plus students).
We have been careful to go about this not as an end in itself
but as part of a strategy to improve instruction: reduce class
size and teach differently to be more effective.

The very use of the term capacity building has made a big dif-
ference. The term now is used readily and easily by everyone
from the premier of the province to classroom teachers. Capacity
building means something because there are so many concrete ex-
amples of it in practice. People know it and value it because they
are experiencing it.

Growing the Financial Investment

The sixth element is to increase the financial investment. Money
per se is not the answer, but the Education Trust’s (2005) report
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on the funding gap got it right in the conclusion: “It is unfortunate
that the debate over education funding is dominated by extreme
views—with some claiming that money doesn’t matter at all and
others claiming reforms are impossible without additional dollars.
Neither argument makes sense but both postpone the day when
we will give poor students of color the education they deserve
and need” (p. 9). Even though Ontario was in a serious budget
deficit situation when the new government came into power, the
premier made it clear that education and education spending
were a priority. To make the point, in public speeches he fre-
quently says that “if given the choice of spending my next dollar
on health or on education, I will choose education every time.”
Funding, especially directed at capacity building, has increased
substantially.

The budget for education in Ontario in 2002–03 (that is, prior
to the new strategy) was $14.8 billion (all figures expressed in Ca-
nadian dollars). In the first 3 years of the new initiatives, the bud-
get increased to over $18.4 billion. Cumulative new expenditures
represent an increase of $8.3 billion over this period, or, expressed
as an increase from the base, growth of some 22%, some 12% in-
crease in constant dollars after discounting inflation. Much of the
new money is devoted to capacity building, with all those in chal-
lenging circumstances receiving additional earmarked resources.
All this as the government is working to reduce an overall budget
deficit.

The logic and strategy of growing the financial investment go
like this: Invest substantially at the front end to get the process
kick-started, and to show goodwill and seriousness of commit-
ment. Make it a quid pro quo proposition. As the government
does its part, it in effect asks the field to do its share (in partner-
ship, as I have stressed) by using the money to focus on priorities
and by leveraging it into additional investments of energy, skill
development, and commitment. As results move upward, use the
momentum as a lever to obtain more dollars from the treasury
and elsewhere. This year’s gains chase next year’s additional money.
Don’t make literal judgments year by year, because trends take
time and must be judged over 3-year cycles. As Kanter (2004)
states, “winning streaks attract investments” (p. 341).

The fundamental premise underlying the overall strategy is to
raise the bar and close the gap. If done well, these investments
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are financially lucrative for society. They produce direct economic
development and benefits; they save money by reducing the bill
in education with respect to later remedial costs for failing stu-
dents, and by affecting costs related to crime, health, and other
aspects of well-being (see Fullan, 2006).

Evolving Positive Pressure

I call the seventh component the evolution of positive pressure.
Positive pressure is nonpejorative at the outset, treats people with
respect and dignity, appreciates and is empathic to challenging
circumstances, furnishes assistance and support in the form of re-
sources and capacity building, and helps take all of the excuses
off the table; then it turns ugly, so to speak, in cases of persistent
low performance. There are, of course, situations so egregiously
wrong that tough, decisive action must be taken right away. But
for large-scale system change, you need to motivate a large num-
ber of people. Positive pressure is designed to do that. If resources
are provided and excuses are eliminated one by one, persistent
good performance is going to be noticed in another light. So are
situations where things fail to improve despite new investments.
Peers are more likely to think that maybe it is poor teaching and
leadership, bad attitudes, low expectations, lack of care, and the
like. Leaders will find it easier to have pointed discussions that
most would find fair and reasonable. In the end, positive pressure
is inevitable and irresistible.

Let me give an example of assessment both for and of learn-
ing, dealing with the online database we are just establishing. Us-
ing Statistics Canada data, we have grouped the approximately
4,000 elementary schools into four bands according to the percent-
age of students living in low-income households, which we call
the low-income cutoff point (LICO). There are 1,552 schools in the
0–5% LICO category, 1,393 schools in the 6–15% LICO group, 612
at 16–24% LICO, and 497 schools with more than 25% of the stu-
dents in low-income households. All 4,000 schools by name (and
by a variety of indicators), along with their reading, writing, and
math scores for grades 3 and 6, are in the database. The system
will soon be online for all to access.

In addition, schools also are classified according to whether
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they are extremely far from the provincial target, far from it,
somewhat near, or above it. The database tracks improvement or
lack thereof, which we view over 3-year cycles according to sev-
eral categories of schools expressed in terms of whether the school
is high or low in performance, as well as whether it is declining,
stagnant, or improving (in relation to the 3-year trend). Well, you
can see where we are going with positive pressure. System lead-
ers, for example, could look at the 1,552 schools with few poverty
households (no apparent excuses) and ask by name why 200
schools in that category are “extremely far” or “far” from the pro-
vincial target. What if many of these schools were clustered in
certain districts? When you do fair comparisons, apples to ap-
ples, people can learn from others in similar circumstances, and if
you don’t do anything to improve your situation, the pressure
mounts.

This analysis has led us to identify low-performing schools
according to their LICO comparators. As I said above, we are now
working with over 800 schools to furnish greater capacity-build-
ing support, along with pressure to make gains in student
achievement according to their own starting points and the per-
formance of their comparators.

As far as I know, we are the first to put the spotlight on the
cruising schools as a group—those schools not facing difficult cir-
cumstances, but not moving forward. This leads to focusing on
advantaged schools that are doing especially well compared with
their peers in order to learn valuable lessons from them; and inev-
itably to schools that despite their initial advantage are not show-
ing commensurate performance. Then we will probe why they are
not on the move and what can be done to ignite the stagnant situ-
ations. Reeves (2006) captures the array of situations when he
identifies schools that have favorable circumstances but fail to
take advantage of them, and those that face difficult challenges
and are trying to do something about it. He calls the former group
(high initial advantage) “lucky.” These schools may take advan-
tage of their initial good circumstances or they may cruise along
resting on the laurels of the students they inherited—akin to the
person who was born on third base and thought he had hit a
triple.

In addition to system use of the data profile, we are heading
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toward making the database available for individual schools. An
individual school, for example, could use the Schools Like Me op-
tion and find by name the (let’s say) 168 schools with similar pro-
files—for example, the same LICO category, whether urban or not,
similar size—and see where it fit in achievement, expecting to
learn from those doing better.

None of this is literal. You do need to know your stuff. You
do need to appreciate the dynamics of all eight strategies in ac-
tion. In Ontario, as a policy matter we have three very important
motivationally oriented ground rules (or, rather, means of minim-
izing the demotivators). First, we explicitly and categorically have
rejected using league tables ranking all schools, regardless of con-
textual circumstances. League tables represent negative, unhelpful
pressure. You have to start with comparing apples to apples and
then move to gap closing. Second, we have taken the policy posi-
tion that interpreting any single year’s results could be misleading
(odd blips occur, impact of strategies takes time, and trends can-
not be discerned); thus we treat only 3-year rolling trends as legiti-
mate. Third, when we see low performance, we first take a capac-
ity-building attitude, and second make a judgment, again because
it is a better way to improve motivation.

In all of this, the goal at the end of the day is to establish the
conditions for discussions about performance that would be seen
as reasonable and fair—to be able to have telling and revealing
discussions with certain principals, directors of education, and
others. If the overall strategy fails to produce widespread im-
provement, these telling discussions turn to the minister and the
special adviser, and from the public to the premier. Positive pres-
sure all around is the way it should be for an agenda so crucial to
society.

Finally, another face of positive pressure is to compare one’s
own progress on an ongoing basis according to national and inter-
national standards. As noted earlier, OECD conducts excellent as-
sessments in literacy, math, and science, with carefully developed
instruments and protocols. As it progresses, Ontario will want to
compare itself with the performance of Alberta, the leading prov-
ince in Canada, and Finland, which recently has been leading the
pack of the 32 OECD countries.
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Connecting Complementary Components

The eighth and final aspect of the strategy we call connecting the
dots with key complementary components. You cannot do every-
thing at once, which is why we have prioritized literacy and nu-
meracy as the first order of business. As you go, however, it is
necessary to begin working on linking to other key components
that surround literacy and numeracy. I have already mentioned
well-being as an essential element of the initial three basics. Other
main complementary components are high school reform, early
childhood programs, teacher education, and leadership develop-
ment.

High school reform is obviously important in its own right,
but also because you want to build on the new increases in liter-
acy and numeracy at the elementary level. In this third year of
the literacy and numeracy strategy, additional strategies are being
added to work on high school reform. At the provincial level, a
goal has been set to cut the high school dropout rate in half, from
30 to 15%. Each district has been funded to appoint a “student
success” educator, who works in the district to provide more
targeted support to students on the verge of dropping out. Pro-
grams are being revamped for more options for students who
may be less interested in a university track. All over the devel-
oped countries, secondary school reform has lagged behind and
is now getting the attention it deserves as part of the reform
package.

Early childhood programs are a natural ally for our three ba-
sics of literacy, numeracy, and well-being. Diagnostic and inter-
vention programs are being put in place, for example, to assess
4-year-olds prior to entry to school. Early childhood is finally get-
ting some attention, but the attention needs to be more prominent,
stronger, and more specific as an articulated link to success at the
elementary level.

Teacher education is another underdeveloped part of the re-
form picture (see Chapter 13). In England, the Teacher Training
Agency has been successful in strengthening the focus on literacy
and numeracy in initial education, and in attracting new people
to the profession through incentives related to the profession as a



260 Educational Change at the Regional and National Levels

whole and with respect to the supply of teachers for certain sub-
ject areas, as well as for geographical areas in the country. Ontario
is now turning its attention to teacher education by way of new
requirements and resources to support teachers in the induction
period.

Leadership development is most obviously the key. Many of
our strategies are based on leaders developing other leaders so
that there is a greater critical mass of distributed leaders in the
first place and a built-in pipeline of future leaders. Something di-
rect must be done about the principalship, in which new expecta-
tions have been added for the principal as leader of leaders in
improving learning and closing the gap, without taking away or
extending support for the managerial and community relations
side of the role. In Ontario we have just issued a discussion paper
with the principals’ associations to concentrate on the tasks of re-
ducing the distractors, adding more support for management
tasks, and increasing the focus on development of collaborative
school cultures, as well as increasing the expectation and means
for principals to be system leaders, that is, learning from and con-
tributing to other schools, and contributing to and influencing sys-
tem priorities. Similar developments even further along can be
found in the new corporate plan for the National College for
School Leadership in England (NCSL, 2005).

Summing Up

The eight strategic components currently are being coordinated
and implemented in Ontario, and early results are promising.
After only 2 years, there is enormous goodwill, commitment, and
excitement at all levels of the system. In terms of student achieve-
ment, if we take grade 6 reading, for example (the pattern is
essentially the same for grade 6 writing and math, and grade 3
reading, writing, and math), after being flatlined at 54% profi-
ciency for 5 years prior to 2003–04, there was an increase of 3% in
2004–05 and a further 5% in 2004–05. In effect, we have gone from
54 to 62% in 2 years (with the 2004–05 increase the largest single-
year jump since EQAO began its assessments in 1997). Subanalyses
also confirm that relevant gaps are closing slightly—such as be-
tween low- and high-performing districts, low- and high-perform-
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ing schools, and boys and girls—as everyone moves up. The
2005–2006 results show an increase of 1–2% in all categories of
grades 3 and 6 (reading, writing, and math), reflecting continuous
progress, but also a need to persist with and deepen the strategy.

This is no time to claim success. We are aware of Kanter’s
(2004) law that everything can look like a failure in the middle, or
its corollary, “early success is fragile”; small initial victories do
not yet represent a trend. Much hard work remains, and it would
not take many missteps for goodwill to dissipate. Will people be
able to stay the course and develop greater capacity as the prob-
lems become harder? The external confidence of parents, the com-
munity, business leaders, and the media may have increased
slightly, but it remains tentative. Teacher unions are still wary
after years of conflict with the previous government and are tenta-
tively supporting the direction (whereas going the distance re-
quires strong teacher union leadership). We also need to look for
other jurisdictions where strong successful partnerships are devel-
oping with teacher unions. Teacher unions as well as governments
have their work cut out in gaining public confidence, and I believe
that it is in their best interests to partner in the agenda laid out in
this book.

The whole arena of public confidence, as Kanter notes, is es-
sential to sustaining a winning streak. There are few winning
streaks as crucial to society as establishing momentum for people
to invest their energies and resources in raising the bar and reduc-
ing the income and education gap in society.

Ontario is a work in progress, but it represents a good exam-
ple in which we are trying to combine all our knowledge of
change to bring about reform in the system as a whole—to raise
the bar and close the gap in literacy and numeracy. It is an exam-
ple of trying to learn from others as we contribute our lessons
learned to the global community of system reformers.

IMPLICATIONS

Radical experiments are now surfacing in many places as policy-
makers know that virtually all strategies over the past decades
have failed to achieve needed breakthroughs. Centralized high-



262 Educational Change at the Regional and National Levels

stakes accountability schemes have failed to produce ownership,
as has decentralized site-based mangement.

The solution, in my view, is to develop strategies that inte-
grate top-down and bottom-up forces in an ongoing dynamic
manner, achieving what I call “permeable connectivity.” We saw
one version of this in the Ontario case just presented. Permeable
connectivity requires a sophisticated and delicate balance because
to work it requires all three levels—school–community, district,
and state—to interact regularly across and within levels. We don’t
want the inadequacies of tightly controlled centralization being
replaced with the equal flaws of school and community auton-
omy. The answer is to have state interests present in local settings,
while local interests are reflected in state thinking and action. In-
stead of local autonomy we need clusters of schools engaged in
lateral capacity building incorporating state and local agendas.
The clustering of networks of schools is essential to the future be-
cause they compensate for the dangers of isolated autonomy with-
out succumbing to top-down running of schools. The Ontario case
represents some aspects of this model, although likely not the full
solution that should evolve in the next stages of reform.

The clear advice in this chapter, indeed this book, is that gov-
ernments must go beyond standards and accountability and focus
on capacity building linked to results, engaging all three levels of
the system. Elmore’s (2000) argument for building a new structure
for school leadership is similar. In complex systems, he claims,
you need standards: a set of expectations for what students
should know and be able to do, and a teaching force held account-
able for its contribution to student learning. But, Elmore says, as I
have been saying, that solving problems in complex systems is not
accomplished by having great standards, but has to be addressed
everyday as a continuous learning proposition.

Instructional improvement requires continuous learning. Learn-
ing is both individual and a social activity. Therefore, collective
learning demands an environment that guides and directs the
acquisition of new knowledge about instruction. (p. 20)

Capacity building at its heart is a system of guiding and di-
recting people’s work, which is carried out in a highly interac-
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tive professional learning setting. All else is clutter. Policies need
to be aligned to minimize distractions and mobilize resources for
continuous improvement. This is obviously a tall order, but fail-
ure to do it means that we will continue to have small-scale suc-
cesses that even in the best cases have little likelihood of lasting.
A major part of this tall order is figuring out how to attract, pre-
pare, and nurture the education force that can work in this new
way. The preceding chapters have set the stage that will enable
us to tackle this question more productively—the subject of Chap-
ters 13 and 14.



CHAPTER 13

Professional Preparation
of Teachers

The fact is that our primary value concerns our need to
help ourselves change and learn, for us to feel that we
are growing in our understanding of where we have
been, where we are, and what we are about, and that
we are enjoying what we are doing. To help others to
change without this being preceded and accompanied
by an exquisite awareness of the process in ourselves
is “delivering a product or service” which truly has lit-
tle or no significance for our personal or intellectual
growth.

—Sarason (1982, p. 122)

Recall from Chapter 6 that success is associated with a bias for
action. Reform in teacher education has proven to have a bias for
inertia! That is why in this chapter I want to focus not only on
attracting good people to the profession but also on providing
them with the best possible initial preparation. This would be no
mean feat, as solid teacher preparation programs are in the minor-
ity. Then in Chapter 14 I will take up the next piece of the educa-
tional-change equation—ensuring that teachers have a place to
work that enables them to learn and develop on the job. Most
macro strategies to improve the profession are individualistic in the
sense that they try to generate more and more people with the
skills, knowledge, and dispositions to do the things we have been
talking about in this book. These strategies by themselves will
never work.

The call for reform in teacher education mostly has fallen on
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deaf ears, although there are currently pockets of action that rep-
resent excellent examples of what is needed. But we have been
there before. Let us start with the five strategies for policymakers
set out by the Education Commission of the States (ECS) in its
report In Pursuit of Quality Teaching (2000).

Strategy 1: Ensure a diverse and high-quality approach to
teacher preparation that involves solid K–12/postsecond-
ary partnerships, strong field experience, and good sup-
port for new teachers.

Strategy 2: Ensure that teacher recruitment and retention poli-
cies target the areas of greatest need and the teachers
most likely to staff them successfully in the long run.

Strategy 3: Ensure that all teachers are able to participate in
high-quality professional development so they can im-
prove their practice and enhance student learning.

Strategy 4: Redesign teacher accountability systems to ensure
that all teachers possess the skills and knowledge they
need to improve student learning.

Strategy 5: Develop and support strong school and district
leadership statewide focused on enhancing the quality of
student learning and instruction.

These goals are laudable, but they are not going to be achieved
because the strategies won’t generate what they set out to pro-
duce. It is not that the strategies are misguided but rather that
they are underguided. All five strategies focus on improving the
skills, knowledge, and dispositions of individuals—teachers and
leaders alike. What they don’t do is address the core of school
capacity—the reculturing we saw in a minority of schools in
Chapters 7 and 8. Elmore (2000) identifies the fatal flaw in these
strategies.

Many well-intentioned reformers argue that large-scale im-
provement of schools can be accomplished by recruiting, re-
warding, and retaining good people and releasing them from
the bonds of bureaucracy to do what they know how to do. . . .
What’s missing in this view is any recognition that improve-
ment is more a function of learning to do the right thing in the
setting where you work. (p. 25)
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This is a very powerful insight and we need to be crystal clear
about what it means. The logic goes like this:

1. We are trying to accomplish deeper learning in the new
pedagogies of constructivism.

2. Students’ and others’ motivation depends on the quality of
local context.

3. Problems are so complex and context-dependent to solve
that they must be worked on all the time—this is funda-
mentally what is meant (but not understood except as a
cliché) by the learning organization. Learning on the job is
the sine qua non of improvement.

4. Better recruitment strategies and better ongoing profes-
sional development will temporarily increase motivation,
but it soon will dissipate in the face of underdeveloped
learning communities.

5. The more that people realize number four, the less likely
they will be attracted in the first place, even though new
policies offer incentives to enter teaching.

Fast forward to the present and we have the final report of
The Teaching Commission (2006), which is entitled Teaching at
Risk: Progress and Potholes. This commission calls for reform in four
domains: transforming teacher compensation, reinventing teacher
preparation, overhauling licensing and certification, and strength-
ening leadership and support. Mostly the commission concludes
that results have fallen far short of what is needed. They do cite
some promising examples, and I will refer to some of these in the
next chapter. Still, my overall conclusion is that concentrating on
getting and retaining individuals is not sufficient. I am not saying
don’t pursue the five ECS strategies or the four Teaching Commis-
sion recommendations. I am saying they represent only a part of
the solution, and the harder work is to change schools into learn-
ing organizations; that is, the policy considerations in this chapter
and the subsequent one must be integrated with the strategies
contained in previous chapters, especially Chapters 7 through 11.
With this in mind, we can now delve into the problem and recent
promise of the preparation, hiring, and induction of teachers.
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THE PREPARATION OF TEACHERS

We did a review, for the Ford Foundation, of the Holmes Group,
and more broadly teacher education covering the 1986–1996 de-
cade. We entitled our report, not facetiously, The Rise & Stall of
Teacher Education Reform (Fullan, Galluzzo, Morris, & Watson, 1998).
The 1986–1996 decade started with great fanfare. In 1986 the
Holmes Group—an alliance of 100 major research universities
dedicated to joining with schools to produce deep improvements
in the education of teachers—produced its first book, Tomorrow’s
Teachers. The Carnegie Forum released its report at the same time—
A Nation Prepared: Teachers for the 21st Century (1986). Also, in that
year, Sarason and his colleagues published a revised edition of
their 1962 book, The Preparation of Teachers: An Unstudied Problem
in Education (Sarason, Davidson, & Blatt, 1986), noting that the
relationship between the preparation of teachers and the realities
they experience in their careers is a question “as unstudied to-
day—as superficially discussed today—as in previous decades”
(p. xiv).

Especially for the Holmes Group, the 5 years following 1986
was a period of great excitement, considerable debate, and activity
concerning the reform of teacher education. This period encom-
passed the release of Tomorrow’s Schools (Holmes Group, 1990),
the second in the Holmes Group trilogy. Over the next 4 or 5
years, however, the intensity of the debate began to wane. The
energy and enthusiasm of those working on the complex prob-
lems of implementing reform on behalf of the group had been
heavily taxed. During these years, the Holmes Group collective
entered a phase of soul-searching, realizing that it was losing
ground. In particular, we witnessed the loss of momentum in the
period 1993–1995. It was a time when the Holmes Group faced
the question of what must be done to recapture and revitalize an
agenda that had barely begun. By the time the third monograph—
Tomorrow’s Schools of Education—was released in 1995, the initial
momentum for reform had become more diffuse.

Why do even the best attempts fail? It is a big problem pri-
marily related to the fact that most societies do not treat teacher
education as a serious endeavor. As we said in Rise & Stall, society
has failed its teachers in two senses: It gives teachers failing
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grades for not producing better results; at the same time, it does
not help improve the conditions that would make success pos-
sible.

Despite the rhetoric about teacher education in today’s soci-
ety, there does not seem to be a real belief or confidence that in-
vesting in teacher education will yield results. Perhaps deep down
many leaders believe that teaching is not all that difficult. After
all, most leaders have spent thousands of hours in the classroom
and are at least armchair experts. And they know that scores of
unqualified teachers are placed in classrooms every year and re-
quired to learn on the job. In addition, investing in teacher educa-
tion is not a short-term strategy. With all the problems facing us
demanding immediate solutions, it is easy to overlook a preven-
tive strategy that would take several years to have an impact.
When a crisis occurs, you have to deal with it. A course of action
that is aimed at preventing a crisis, despite being much less ex-
pensive in the mid to long term, is much harder to come by.

Critiques of Teacher Preparation Programs

The problem begins with teacher preparation programs. Howey
and Zimpher’s (1989) detailed case studies of six universities in
the United States enabled them to generate key attributes that
would be necessary for program coherence, which they find lack-
ing in existing programs, such as:

• Programs based on clear conceptions of teaching and
schooling

• Programs that have clear thematic qualities
• Faculty coalescing around experimental or alternative pro-
grams that have distinctive qualities

• The formation of student cohort groups
• Adequate curriculum materials and a well-conceived labo-
ratory component

• Articulation between on-campus programming and field-
based student teaching

• Direct linkage to research and development knowledge
bases

• Regular program evaluation
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Goodlad (1990) is even more damning in his comprehensive in-
vestigation of 29 universities. Among his main findings:

1. The preparation programs in our sample made relatively little
use of the peer socialization process employed in some other
fields of professional preparation. There were few efforts to orga-
nize incoming candidates into cohort groups or to do so at some
later stage. Consequently, students’ interactions about their expe-
riences were confined for the most part to formal classes (where
the teaching is heavily didactic). The social, intellectual, and pro-
fessional isolation of teachers, so well described by Dan Lortie,
begins in teacher education. This relatively isolated individualism
in preparation seems ill-suited to developing the collegiality that
will be demanded later in site-based school renewal.

2. The rapid expansion of higher education, together with unprece-
dented changes in academic life, have left professors confused
over the mission of higher education and uncertain of their role
in it. Although the effects of these changes in academic life tran-
scend schools and departments, the decline of teaching in favor
of research in most institutions of higher education has helped
lower the status of teacher education. In regional public universi-
ties, once normal schools and teachers colleges, the situation has
become so bad that covering up their historic focus on teacher
education is virtually an institutional rite of passage. Teaching
in the schools and teacher education seem unable to shake their
condition of status deprivation.

3. There are serious disjunctures in teacher education programs: be-
tween the arts and sciences portion and that conducted in the
school or department of education, from component to compo-
nent of the so-called professional sequence, and between the cam-
pus-based portion and the school-based portion. It is also clear
from our data that the preparation underway in the programs we
have studied focused on classrooms but scarcely at all on schools.

4. Courses in the history, philosophy, and social foundation of edu-
cation . . . have been seriously eroded. (pp. 700–701, emphasis in
original).

As the momentum for reform in teacher education receded in
the mid-1990s, along came the National Commission on Teaching
and America’s Future (NCTAF, 1996). The commission found:

• In recent years, more than 50,000 people who lack the training
required for their jobs have entered teaching annually on emer-



270 Educational Change at the Regional and National Levels

gency or substandard licenses. [In 1990–1991, 27.4% of all newly
hired teachers in the nation had no or substandard emergency
licenses.]

• Nearly one-fourth (23 percent) of all secondary teachers do not
have even a college minor in their main teaching field. This is true
for more than 30 percent of mathematics teachers.

• Among teachers who teach a second subject, 36 percent are unli-
censed in the field and 50 percent lack a minor.

• 56 percent of high school students taking physical science are
taught by out-of-field teachers, as are 27 percent of those taking
mathematics and 21 percent of those taking English. The propor-
tions are much higher in high-poverty schools and in lower track
classes.

• In schools with the highest minority enrollments, students have
less than a 50 percent chance of getting a science or mathematics
teacher who holds a license and a degree in the field he or she
teaches. (pp. 15–16)

The litany of problems, although familiar, is dramatically dis-
turbing.

1. Low expectations for student performance;
2. Unenforced standards for teachers;
3. Major flaws in teacher preparation;
4. Painfully slipshod teacher recruitment;
5. Inadequate induction for beginning teachers;
6. Lack of professional development and rewards for knowledge
and skills;

7. Schools that are structured for failure rather than success.
(NCTAF, 1996, p. 24)

All this from a commission friendly to the teaching profes-
sion! When John Goodlad read the draft of The Rise & Stall, he was
aware of the new momentum from NCTAF and his own National
Network of Educational Renewal. He thought perhaps the title
should be altered to The Rise, Stall, and Re-rise of Teacher Education
Reform. There is some truth to this, but in 2006 the jury is still out
on this question. Society has never yet sustained an interest in
teacher education reform, and until it does, there is no chance for
meaningful educational improvement.
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But where are we in the year 2006? Recall the starting point.
Most teacher education programs are not coherent within the uni-
versity campus, let alone between the university and the school.
Even in content terms, teacher education contains huge gaps in
the very things needed to work in professional learning communi-
ties—how to work with parents, assessment literacy vis-à-vis the
standards movement, constructivists’ pedagogies, understanding
diversity, learning to be collaborative.

Research Knowledge Base

Recently research and program development (still in the minority
of cases), and more significantly new action through Carnegie’s
(2001, 2006) Teachers for a New Era (TNE) initiative, are providing
pressure and positive role models for the future. Let us first con-
sider the research knowledge base and then the action. I start with
the case for teacher expertise.

Teacher expertise—what teachers know and can do—affects all
the core tasks of teaching. What teachers understand about con-
tent and students, for example, shapes how judiciously they se-
lect from texts and other materials and how effectively they
present material in class. Teachers’ skill in assessing their stu-
dents’ progress also depends on how deeply teachers know the
content and how well they understand and interpret student
[work]. Nothing can fully compensate for the weakness of a
teacher who lacks the knowledge and skills needed to help stu-
dents master the curriculum. (Darling-Hammond & Ball, 1999,
pp. 1–2)

NCTAF reviewed all the studies they could find on the relation-
ship between teacher qualification and student learning. Two stud-
ies in particular provide a good summary of these results. First,
Ferguson (1991) found that teacher expertise (as measured by
teacher education, licensing, examination scores, and experience)
accounted for a large variation in student achievement (over 40%).
Second, Greenwald, Hedges, and Laine (1996) reviewed over 60
studies and found that teacher education and teacher ability,
along with small schools and lower teacher–pupil ratios, are asso-
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ciated with significant increases in student achievement. In invest-
ment terms, the authors display achievement gains by type of in-
vestment, finding that “increasing teacher education” is a major
component.

Pushing further, Darling-Hammond and Ball (1999) found
that “teacher knowledge of subject matter, student learning and
development, and teaching methods are all important elements
of teacher effectiveness” (p. 3); and that “teachers who are fully
prepared and certified in both their discipline and in education
are more highly rated and more successful with students than are
teachers without preparation, and those with greater training are
found to be more effective than those with less” (pp. 3–4). With
respect to the latter, NCTAE’s review found that “graduates of five
or six year programs that include an extended internship tied to
coursework are more successful and more likely to enter and re-
main in teaching than graduates of traditional undergraduate pro-
grams” (p. 4).

What should a strong teacher education program look like?
Darling-Hammond and her colleagues identified and conducted
case studies of seven exemplary teacher education programs—
defined as programs that have a consistently high reputation among
those hiring their graduates (Darling-Hammond, 2000a, 2000b,
2000c). The following quotes capture the reputation:

When I hire a Trinity graduate I know [he or she] will become a
school leader. These people are smart about curriculum, they’re
innovative. They have the torch (principal);

I’d grab all the Trinity graduates for jobs [if I could]. They
have both a depth of content knowledge and the ability to con-
tinue to learn (superintendent);

Integrating new teachers into the staff from Alverno is so
much easier, because of their high ability to be self-reflective,
their personally wide experiences with performance assessment
. . . and their ability to apply critical research bases to their class-
room experiences (principal);

They are highly collegial, unafraid to seek out all they need
to know from mentors and staff around them (principal);

I had a very challenging classroom with many diverse
needs in my first year of teaching. I feel that because of my
education at Wheelock, I was able to be successful (graduate).
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Darling-Hammond (2000a) concluded that all seven programs,
while designed differently in a number of ways, had six common
features.

• a common, clear vision of good teaching that is apparent in all
coursework and clinical experiences;

• well-defined standards of practice and performance that are used
to guide and evaluate coursework and clinical work;

• a curriculum grounded in substantial knowledge of child and ad-
olescent development, learning theory, cognition, motivation, and
subject matter pedagogy, taught in the context of practice;

• extended clinical experiences (at least 30 weeks) which are care-
fully chosen to support the ideas and practices presented in simul-
taneous, closely interwoven coursework;

• strong relationships, common knowledge, and shared beliefs
among school- and university-based faculty; and

• extensive use of case study methods, teacher research, perfor-
mance assessments, and portfolio evaluation to ensure that learn-
ing is applied to real problems of practice. (p. x)

On a more definitive note, the National Academy of Educa-
tion sponsored a comprehensive compendium of the needed teacher
education curriculum (Darling-Hammond & Bransford, 2005;
National Academy of Education, 2005). In 28 detailed chapters,
Darling-Hammond, Bransford, and their colleagues map our what
teachers of the present need to know and be able to do with re-
spect to knowledge of learners, knowledge of subject matter and
curriculum, and knowledge of teaching. The National Academy
of Education published a brief version of this work.

We have the usual strong set of recommendations for system-
atically strengthening teacher education. As part and parcel of the
required reforms, much work needs to be done on linking arts
and science to teacher education (Goodlad, 1994) and on forming
partnerships with schools.

Action-Based Initiatives

Carnegie’s TNE initiative is the most promising action-based
work in the United States. Along with the Annenberg Foundation
and the Ford Foundation, Carnegie set out to provide substantial
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funds to selected universities to develop and disseminate excellent
teacher education programs that produce caring, competent, effec-
tive teachers. The ultimate goal of the TNE initiative, as stated in
the prospectus, reads:

At the conclusion of the project, each of these institutions
should be regarded by the nation as the locus for one of the
best programs possible for the standards primary route to em-
ployment as a beginning professional teacher. [Graduates from
these programs] will be competent, caring, and qualified [and
they] will be actively sought by school districts and schools and
will be known for the learning gains made by their pupils. (Car-
negie Foundation, 2001, p. 1)

The design principles in the prospectus called for proposals
that had three fundamental characteristics: (1) a teacher education
program guided by a respect for evidence, (2) faculty in disci-
plines of the arts and sciences that were fully engaged in the edu-
cation of prospective teachers, and (3) an understanding that edu-
cation is an academically taught, clinical-practice profession.

Through the TNE initiative, 11 institutions have received $5
million each for a 5-year period. The first four—Bank Street Col-
lege of Education in New York; California State University, North-
ridge; Michigan State University; and the University of Virginia—
received their grants in 2002. Another seven institutions were
added in a second round: Boston College, Florida A&M Univer-
sity, Stanford, the University of Connecticut, the University of
Texas at El Paso, the University of Washington, and the Univer-
sity of Wisconsin–Milwaukee. As a condition of the grant all in-
stitutions are required to receive technical assistance from the
Academy of Education Development, an independent technical
assistance agency. In addition to the 11 institutions receiving full
grants, TNE has established a TNE Learning Network in which 30
institutions were invited to join and have full access to the entire
network of resources. The whole enterprise is being evaluated by
the Rand Corporation. We can look for good ideas coming from
TNE, but it is still a drop in the bucket (albeit a good one) given
the thousands of approved teacher preparation programs in the
United States.
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While the TNE initiative is promising, initial teacher educa-
tion as a whole remains highly problematic. The Teaching Com-
mission (2006) gave a grade of D in its section on “Reinventing
Teacher Preparation.” The commission concludes that there are
few incentives to improve initial teacher education. There is little
political incentive to tackle the problem seriously, universities by
and large have failed to mobilize their institutional resources to
revamp teacher education, graduates still get hired, and so on. “If
teacher preparation institutions are failing,” says the commission,
“they are failing quietly” (p. 40).

NCLB’s requirement to have a qualified teacher in every class-
room by 2005–06 is far from being realized in terms of quantity,
even without quibbling about definitions of what represents qual-
ity. I have not addressed the proliferation of alternative certifica-
tion programs. Such programs now represent 20% of all new hires
in the United States (The Teaching Commission, 2006, p. 50). The
evidence is that they are no better and no worse than traditional
programs. Put positively, we need standards and strong develop-
mental experiences for teachers in all types of programs. The
problem is especially acute in the United States given the sheer
size of the teaching force and the fact that its teachers on the aver-
age are less well qualified than is the case in many of their OECD
counterpart countries.

These concerns are further reinforced by Arthur Levine’s re-
cent report, Educating School Teachers (Education School Project,
2006). Levine concludes that many teacher education graduates
are inadequately prepared to meet the demands of today’s class-
room because faculties, curriculum and research are disconnected
from school practice. Levine states, “There are wide variations in
program quality, with the majority of teachers prepared in lower
quality programs” (p. 1). The American Association of Colleges
for Teacher Education responded that the conclusions were too
sweeping and that in fact the issues raised by Levine are the very
ones that the AACTE and its members are working on (AACTE,
2006). Still, almost everyone agrees that much of the work of re-
form in teacher education in the United States remains unfinished.

I must say as far as Canada is concerned, initial teacher educa-
tion does not appear to be on anyone’s radar screen. It proceeds
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quietly with only periodic attempts to raise the profile, but no
sustained effort to make improvements. There are good programs
here and there, such as the one I am most familiar with at OISE,
University of Toronto (OISE/UT, 2005; Rolheiser & Evans, 2006).
We have been especially interested in integrating university work
with school work. As much as possible, we prefer to work with
cohorts of students (30 to 60), teams of instructors (university- and
school-based leaders), and clusters of partner schools. As is the
case with all strong programs, partnerships between schools and
districts, and the university are crucial. The best way of character-
izing school–university partnerships is to say that in these ar-
rangements, schools become just as committed to teacher educa-
tion as they are to school improvement; and universities become
just as committed to school improvement as they are to teacher
education. If a whole district is using teacher education as a strat-
egy for reform, it can make a substantial difference.

England is having good success with its Teacher Training
Agency (TTA, 2005), because it made initial teacher training and
continuous development of teachers a priority as an integrated
part of the national school reform strategy. To begin with, the
mandate of the agency is comprehensive, encompassing as strate-
gic aims (1) to ensure schools have an adequate supply of good-
quality newly qualified teachers, (2) to enable schools to develop
the effectiveness of their support staff, (3) to enable schools to de-
velop the effectiveness of their teachers and keep their knowledge
and skills up-to-date, and (4) to support schools to be effective in
the management of the training, development, and remodeling of
their workforce. Only the first one concerns us here, but note the
comprehensiveness of the brief of TTA (which recently has been
renamed the Training and Development Agency).

The TTA has worked directly with teacher education institu-
tions to revise the teacher education curriculum to reflect, for ex-
ample, new developments in literacy and numeracy reform in
schools. The agency also has used various financial incentives to
attract new candidates to the profession, including areas facing
shortages like mathematics, science, and so on. They now have a
record number of candidates applying for teacher education pro-
grams in the country. The TTA also monitors the quality of pro-
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grams and holds a standard that at least 85% of newly qualified
teachers rate the quality of their training as good or better.

Standards

We need to get ahead of ourselves here in order to frame where I
am going with this analysis. I already have mentioned that stan-
dards are difficult to formulate and enforce in initial teacher edu-
cation, although the field is moving in that direction. Two other
sets of standards also have evolved, one pertaining to the licens-
ing and certification of new teachers, and the other related to the
continuous development of teachers. In the United States, the Na-
tional Board for Professional Teaching Standards (NBPTS), which
we will discuss in Chapter 14, was the catalyst for focusing on
ongoing professional development, creating thousands of Na-
tional Board Certified Teachers. The NBPTS also stimulated back-
ward mapping in order to frame requirements for beginning
teachers and for teacher education programs. The assessment of
what “teachers need to know and be able to do” involves a variety
of methods to profile teachers’ work with students, knowledge of
subject, expertise in student assessment, and their own profes-
sional development (see especially Darling-Hammond & Brans-
ford, 2005). NCTAF (1996) argued that

Standards for teaching are the lynchpin for transforming cur-
rent systems of preparation, licensing, certification, and ongo-
ing development so that they better support student learning.
[Such standards] can bring clarity and focus to a set of activities
that are currently poorly connected and often badly organized.
Clearly, if students are to achieve high standards, we can expect
no less from their teachers and from other educators. Of great-
est priority is reaching agreement on what teachers should
know and be able to do to teach to high standards. (p. 67)

The NBPTS (1993) has organized its assessment around five major
propositions.

1. Teachers are committed to students and their learning;
2. Teachers know the subject they teach and how to teach those
subjects to students;
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3. Teachers are responsible for managing and monitoring students’
learning;

4. Teachers think systematically about their practice and learn from
experience;

5. Teachers are members of learning communities.

Of course, these are just words, and we will get to their imple-
mentation import in Chapter 14. In the meantime, there is policy
pressure on schools of education and better frameworks of assess-
ment to guide their work. I cannot say that there is a great deal of
capacity building going on beyond the minority of universities that
are taking up special initiatives (much the same problem, as I ob-
served earlier, occurs when only a minority of schools and dis-
tricts are engaged in substantial reform.

To understand the themes of the previous chapters is to un-
derstand that revamping initial teacher preparation is part of any
solution. You cannot develop professional learning communities
if you have a weak foundation to begin with. It is easy to see why
one might be tempted to give up on initial teacher education. The
cultures of universities represent huge barriers to reform (for posi-
tive examples, see Carnegie Foundation, 2001, 2006; Thiessen &
Howey, 1998), and more schools than not are powerful but nega-
tive socializing agents in this equation.

The biggest barrier, however, is that initial teacher education
is always an afterthought in any reform effort. The critical short-
age of teachers and the growing research knowledge base that
having “three good teachers in a row” can determine the direction
of a student’s life are causing new (and nervous) attention to be
paid to the whole area of teacher education reform. With Carne-
gie’s TNE and England’s TTA, one could say that we are witness-
ing a “rise, stall, and re-rise” phenomenon. It won’t go anywhere
this time either, however, unless it receives intensive development
work in its own right, and unless it is closely integrated with and
congruent with other parts of the solution, like how to hire and
support beginning teachers. I still consider teacher education to
be simultaneously “the worst problem and best solution in educa-
tion” (Fullan, 1993, p. 105).
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HIRING AND INDUCTION

The National Commission on Teaching and America’s Future is-
sued its second major report, entitled No Dream Denied, in 2003.
In it, unlike the 1996 report, NCTAF concluded that we don’t have
a recruitment problem in education as much as we have retention
problem. Actually we have both, but retention is more serious.
Here is where we bridge the university and the school. In fact, in
its 1993 report NCTAF identified five areas of recommendations,
the last of which was “improve the working conditions of teach-
ers.” No one touched this recommendation. Let me put it dramati-
cally: in the United States 46% of newly hired teachers leave in
the first 5 years of teaching, 33% after 3 years (The Teaching Com-
mision, 2006). You know the old song, “How are you gonna keep
them down on the farm once they see Paree?” Well, this is, “How
are you going to keep them down on the farm once they’ve seen
the farm?” We need better farms. As I will argue later, changing
the farm—improving the working conditions of teachers—may
turn out to be the most effective route to reforming initial teacher
preparation as well—a kind of push-back phenomenon. Changing
the farm, for starters, means changing hiring and induction prac-
tices.

It should be abundantly clear by now that learning to teach
effectively takes time, and the way in which one gets started on
the job dramatically affects the rest of one’s career, including driv-
ing out potentially good teachers in the early years. Hiring prac-
tices themselves, combined with the presence or absence of in-
duction programs, are an indication, usually negative, of whether
teaching is a worthwhile, developmental profession. Here is where
some very positive developments have occurred in the past 5
years. Think of it this way: If districts established efficient and
effective hiring practices coupled with solid mentoring/induction
programs, they could cut the attrition rate of 33 or 46% in half,
and get better career-long teachers. We can take as an example
what has happened in New York City over the past 5 years.

New York is the largest urban district in the United States,
and one where hiring practices traditionally bring a high propor-
tion of unqualified teachers into the system. In 1992, only one
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third of new teachers hired were fully qualified. Yet the problem
had less to do with a lack of supply and more to do with poor
hiring procedures; a study by the New York Education Priorities
Panel discovered that a substantial number of well-qualified new
recruits were dissuaded from looking for work in New York City
by excessively bureaucratic application procedures, inability to get
information, inability to speak to hiring officers, and long delays.

New York has taken these criticisms to heart and has changed
hiring processes. Darling-Hammond (1999) reports that the city has
undertaken the following initiatives to improve hiring practices:

• bring city recruiters directly to students in local preparation pro-
grams each spring;

• offer interviews and tests on-site at college campuses;
• recruit teachers in high-need areas like bilingual and special edu-
cation through scholarships, forgivable loans, and strategically lo-
cated recruitment fairs;

• work with universities and local districts to bring well-trained
prospective teachers into hard-to-staff schools as student teachers,
interns, and visitors;

• make offers to well-qualified candidates much earlier in the year;
• streamline the exchange of information and the processing of ap-
plications. (p. 21)

The result of these initiatives was that by 1997, two thirds of
new teachers had full qualifications when they were hired; in ab-
solute terms, this is still a poor record, but the improvement from
1992 is significant. Building on this, in 2004 New York expanded
its support for new teachers with a $36 million mentoring program
that provides 300 mentors for the approximately 5,000 teachers
hired annually (The Teaching Commission, 2006). The mentoring
model shows an attrition rate of 12% after 6 years of teaching,
compared with the national rate, as we have seen, of 46% leaving
within the first 5 years. New York’s new induction model is based
on six basic principles:

1. Build political will for reform of induction systems
2. Ensure that all mentoring programs develop and maintain
a high-quality selection process

3. Identify and support successful program standards
4. Align mentoring programs and general induction activities
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with district and regional programs related to teacher de-
velopment

5. Address systemic and infrastructure issues that affect new
teachers (e.g., new teacher workload, student data systems)

6. Leverage systems of change by building on mentor skills,
knowledge, and experience (New Teacher Center, 2006)

The value of improving hiring and support practices is also
evident in New Haven, Connecticut, a school district that has made
a remarkable turnaround in the past 2 decades. The district has
brought about dramatic improvements by focusing on improving
the quality of its teachers through a combination of recruitment,
standards, development, and school organization. A key element in
this strategy has been the development of recruitment strategies
that target good teachers and that use a process of support and
assessment to work with beginning teachers over the first 2 years
of their careers, to ease them into the profession, and to provide
support for their development. The district’s recruitment strategy is
to catch the interest of exceptional teachers and then invest in re-
sources to hire and keep such people in the system.

New Haven does not have large-scale recruitment crises annu-
ally because of the low attrition rate in their new and experi-
enced teachers. Clearly, one of the major recruitment efforts is
the district’s internship program; 38 of 80 [newly hired teachers]
had worked as part-time interns in the district internship pro-
gram. (Snyder, 1999, p. 13)

In all these cases jurisdictions are developing standards of
practice for beginning teachers. The NBPTS referred to above have
been “backward mapped” to guide the work of the Interstate New
Teacher Assessment and Support Consortium (INTASC).

[INTASC is] a consortium of 33 states working together on “Na-
tional Board-compatible” licensing standards and assessments for
beginning teachers both before they enter teaching and during
their first two years on the job. This effort, in time, has informed
the work of the National Council for Accreditation of Teacher
Education (NCATE), which has recently incorporated the perfor-
mance standards developed by INTASC for judging preservice
teacher education programs. (Darling-Hammond, 2000a, p. 10)
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All in all promising, but one can see how very far we have to
go. If most schools and districts are not good learning organiza-
tions (or good professional learning communities), this means
they are not good employers. They are especially not good em-
ployers for teachers who want to make a difference. In sheer
quantitative terms, having a 40% or more attrition rate in the first
5 years, when by changing practices you could reduce it to less
than half that rate, doesn’t make good business sense. In quality
terms, if you want improvement, you have to attract talented peo-
ple and then foster their collective development on the job from
day one. Indeed, if you do the latter, you are more likely to attract
good people in the first place.

Another key aspect of teacher development involves attract-
ing teachers to serve in the most challenging schools. The current
incentive system, as we will see in the next chapter, serves to do
the opposite (Fullan, 2006). As Berry and Ferriter (2006) say in
their work with National Board Certified Teachers: “Financial in-
centives alone will not lure these accomplished teachers to low-
performing schools. Other factors such as strong principal leader-
ship, a collegial staff with a shared teaching philosophy, adequate
resources necessary to teach, and a supportive and active parent
community were far more important determinants” (p. 4).

We of course have come full circle. Better teacher preparation,
hiring, and induction are not a set of structural reforms. We are
talking about reculturing the teaching profession as a whole. And
we are talking again about better farms. No matter how good a
job you do on initial teacher preparation and induction, it is all
for nought if you don’t also improve the working conditions of
teachers. In their major study of teachers, Johnson and Kardos
(2005) made the key discovery that “having a mentor in itself has
no statistical relationship to new teacher job satisfaction, whereas
working in a school with an integrated professional culture is
strongly positively related to job satisfaction” (p. 12; Johnson, 2004,
chap. 9). Thus, the ideas in this chapter do not stand alone. They
must flow with career-long continuous professional development,
and the latter in turn is more than quality workshops and stan-
dards—an issue to which we now turn.



CHAPTER 14

Professional Learning
of Educators

A profession is not created by certificates and censures
but by the existence of a substantive body of profes-
sional knowledge, as well as a mechanism for improv-
ing it, and by a genuine desire of the profession’s mem-
bers to improve their practice.

—Stigler and Hiebert (1999, p. 146)

We have come a certain distance from the time a few years ago
when I listened to a teacher in Baton Rouge, Louisiana, make a
representation to a Blue Ribbon Commission on the Teaching Pro-
fession. The teacher said, “When I die I hope it is during a profes-
sional development session because the transition from life to
death will be so seamless.” Note also the title of this chapter. I
refer deliberately to professional learning, not professional devel-
opment.

Professional learning is not about workshops and courses, or
even meeting high standards and qualification frameworks. If
done well, these are all important inputs, but they represent only
a portion of the solution, let’s say, 30%. The other 70% concerns
whether teachers are learning every day, continuously improving
their craft collectively. The development of habits of learning can
occur only if they present themselves day after day.

Put another way, the agenda for transforming the professional
learning of educators consists of two fundamental, interrelated
parts: overhauling the standards, incentives, and qualification sys-
tems (what I called 30% of the solution), and remodeling the
working conditions of teachers (the 70%).

283
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To define the problem, we need to return to the themes we
pursued in earlier chapters. In their observations of the Chicago
Public Schools (CPS), Smylie, Bay, and Tozer (1999) remind us:

Only about one-third of teachers in the system engage in regu-
lar dialogue about instruction. One-quarter work in schools
where teachers and administrators disagree about school goals
and norms of practice. Half fail to see any real coherence and
continuity across programs in their schools. Most believe that
their schools have so many programs coming and going that
they cannot keep track of them all.

Given these situations, it is not surprising that approaches
to improvement in many schools lack coherence. In the early
1990s, 31 to 39 percent of CPS elementary schools had unfo-
cused approaches to school improvement. Another 20 to 35 per-
cent had more coherent approaches but these could not be con-
sidered systemic. More recent evidence of fragmentation has
been found in a study of the Chicago Annenberg Challenge.
Among the major challenges to school improvement reported
by principals and external partners was the lack of coherence
among multiple programs and innovations at their schools.
These data indicate that multiple programs often compete for
teachers’ time and attention, pull faculties in different direc-
tions, and limit teachers’ ability to fully participate in any pro-
gram. (p. 39)

The question, then, is what policies and practices stand a
chance of changing this deeply ingrained dysfunctional culture.
The answer is that it will take a set of policies based on stan-
dards of new practice, combined with opportunities to learn new
ways of working together. Elmore (2000) makes this key obser-
vation.

People make these fundamental transitions by having many op-
portunities to be exposed to the ideas, to argue them into their
own normative belief systems, to practice the behaviors that go
with these values, to observe others practicing those behaviors,
and, most importantly, to be successful at practicing in the pres-
ence of others (that is, to be seen to be successful). In the pano-
ply of rewards and sanctions that attach to accountability sys-
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tems, the most powerful incentives reside in the face-to-face
relationships among people in the organization, not in external
systems. (p. 31, emphasis in original)

We also must realize that it is not collaboration per se that
counts. Collaboration is powerful, which means that people can
do powerfully wrong things together. McLaughlin and Talbert
(2001), it will be recalled, found that some strong high school
communities reinforced traditional teaching and ended up failing
large proportions of students. Collaboration makes a positive dif-
ference only when it is focused on student performance for all and
on the associated innovative practices that can make improvement
happen for previously disengaged students.

In terms of need, The Teaching Commission’s (2006) final re-
port frankly states that in the United States “teacher evaluation
and on-the-job training are arcane and largely ineffective; novice
teachers are usually left to sink or swim; far too many sink” (p.16).
Let us start with standards and qualification frameworks.

STANDARDS OF PRACTICE

Most professional development experiences for teachers fail to make
an impact. Almost 30 years ago I conducted a review of “in-ser-
vice,” as it was called then, and concluded that one-shot work-
shops were ineffective, the topics were selected by people other
than those receiving the in-service, and follow-up support for
implementation was rare (Fullan, 1979). Almost 15 years later, Lit-
tle (1993) drew the same conclusion, adding that “the dominant
training model of teachers’ professional development—a model
[at best] focused on expanding an individual repertoire of skills—
is not adequate to the ambitious visions of teaching and schooling
embedded in present reform initiatives” (p. 129). Reform initia-
tives, as I concluded earlier, are even more ambitious now, both
in depth and in terms of being large scale.

Enter new standards of practice, themselves more ambitious.
I referred in the previous chapter to the work in the United States
of the National Board of Professional Teacher Standards. The
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NBPTS has developed standards and assessment procedures in 30
subject-matter disciplines, organized around five major proposi-
tions. The five domains, stated here in full, are:

1. Teachers are committed to students and their learning. National-Board
certified teachers are dedicated to making knowledge accessible
to all students. They treat students equitably, recognizing indi-
vidual differences. They adjust their practice based on observa-
tions and knowledge of their students’ interests, abilities, skills,
knowledge, family circumstances, and peer relationships. They
understand how students develop and learn. They are aware of
the influence of context and culture on behavior. They develop
students’ cognitive capacity and their respect for learning. Equally
important, they foster students’ self-esteem, motivation, charac-
ter, civic responsibility and their respect for individual, cultural,
religious and racial differences.

2. Teachers know the subject they teach and how to teach those subjects to
students. National-Board certified teachers have a rich under-
standing of the subject(s) they teach and appreciate how knowl-
edge in their subject is created, organized, linked to other disci-
plines and applied to real world settings. Accomplished teachers
command specialized knowledge of how to convey and reveal
subject matter to students. They are aware of the preconceptions
and background knowledge that students typically bring to each
subject and of strategies and instructional materials that can be
of assistance. Their instructional repertoire allows them to create
multiple tasks with knowledge, and they are adept at teaching
students how to pose and solve their own problems.

3. Teachers are responsible for managing and monitoring students’ learn-
ing. National-Board certified teachers create instructional settings
to capture and sustain the interest of their students and to make
the most effective use of time. Accomplished teachers command
a range of instructional techniques, know when each is appro-
priate, and can implement them as needed. They know how to
motivate and engage groups of students to ensure a purposeful
learning environment, and how to organize instruction to allow
the schools’ goals for students to be met. They understand how
to motivate students to learn and how to maintain their interests
even in the face of temporary failure. Board certified teachers reg-
ularly assess the progress of individual students as well as that
of the class as a whole. They employ multiple methods for mea-
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suring student growth and understanding and can clearly explain
student performance to parents.

4. Teachers think systematically about their practice and learn from experi-
ence. National-Board certified teachers exemplify the virtues they
seek to inspire in students—curiosity, tolerance, honesty, fairness,
respect for diversity and appreciation of cultural differences—and
the capacities that are prerequisites for intellectual growth: the
ability to reason and take multiple perspectives, to be creative and
take risks, and to adopt an experimental and problem-solving ori-
entation. Striving to strengthen their teaching, Board certified
teachers critically examine their practice, seek the advice of oth-
ers, and draw on educational research and scholarship to expand
their repertoire, deepen their knowledge, sharpen their judgment
and adapt their teaching to new findings, ideas and theories.

5. Teachers are members of learning communities. National-Board certi-
fied teachers contribute to the effectiveness of the school by
working collaboratively with other professionals on instructional
policy, curriculum development and staff development. They can
evaluate school progress and the allocation of school resources in
light of their understanding of state and local educational objec-
tives. They are knowledgeable about specialized school and com-
munity resources that can be engaged for their students’ benefit,
and are skilled at employing such resources as needed. Accom-
plished teachers find ways to work collaboratively and creatively
with parents, engaging them productively in the work of the
school. (NBPTS, 1993, pp. 1–3)

By the end of 2000, the NBPTS had certified over 5,000 teachers;
by 2006, the number had jumped to 47,500 certified in some 25
fields of teaching. Research on the impact of NBPTS-certified teach-
ers is gradually accumulating. What is available is encouraging:
“Teachers report that the process of analyzing their own and their
students’ work in light of standards enhances their abilities to as-
sess student learning and to evaluate the effects of their own ac-
tions” (Darling-Hammond, 2001, p. 15).

In an early pilot study of the portfolio in the Stanford Teacher
Assessment Project, “teachers reported that they improved their
practice as they pushed themselves to meet specific standards
that had previously had little place in their teaching” (Darling-
Hammond, 2001, p. 15). In a more detailed study, Bond, Smith,



288 Educational Change at the Regional and National Levels

Baker, and Hattie (2000) found that NBPTS-certified teachers were
more expert than noncertified teachers and were “producing stu-
dents who differ in profound and important ways from those
taught by less proficient [non-Board-certified] teachers” (p. x).

The NBPTS standards are being used in more and more states.
All 50 states have offered some kind of endorsement of the cre-
dential, and 30 states provide financial incentives, which include
higher salaries for all certified teachers meeting the qualification.
Several states use NBPTS certification as a criterion for appointing
teachers to mentor and other lead teacher positions. A recent re-
port raised doubts about whether certified teachers were better at
increasing student achievement, but the value of increased NBPTS

qualifications still is widely seen as essential for focusing on teacher
quality over a career (NBPTS upgrades profession, 2006).

The National Staff Development Council (NSDC) has provided
yeoman service in raising the standards of professional develop-
ment, addressing head-on the experiences of the Louisiana teacher
quoted at the beginning of this chapter. NSDC’s Standards of Prac-
tice for Professional Development (2005) are stated in three main
categories—context, process, and content standards that improve
the learning of all students:

Context Standards:

• Organizes adults into learning communities whose goals are
aligned with those of the school and the district.

• Requires skillful school and district leaders who guide continuous
instructional improvement.

• Requires resources to support adult learning and collaboration.

Process Standards:

• Uses disaggregated student data to determine adult learning pri-
orities, monitor progress and sustain continuous improvement.

• Uses multiple sources of information to guide improvement and
demonstrate its impact.

• Uses learning strategies appropriate to the intended goals.
• Applies knowledge about human learning and change.
• Provides educators with the knowledge and skills to collaborate.

Content Standards:

• Prepares educators to understand and appreciate all students (eq-
uity).
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• Deepens educators’ content knowledge, provides them with re-
search based instructional strategies to assist students in meeting
rigorous academic standards, and prepares them to use various
types of classroom assessments appropriately.

• Provides educators with knowledge and skills to involve families
and other stakeholders. (pp. 1–2)

These are all laudable and effective standards for raising aware-
ness of professional development practice, for exposing poor prac-
tice, and for improving professional development, but of course
they don’t change cultures, a point to which I will turn shortly.

Similar developments for improving professional develop-
ment practices are underway in England, Canada, and other juris-
dictions. One of the four main strategic aims of England’s Teacher
Training Agency (2005) focuses directly on improving professional
development. Strategic Aim 3 is: “To enable schools to develop
the effectiveness of their teachers and keep their knowledge and
skills up-to-date.” The English refer to ongoing professional de-
velopment as continuous professional development or CPD. TTA
states: “Our new role will mean taking the lead in national, re-
gional, and local partnerships in order to bring greater coherence
to teachers’ CPD and to shape future strategy and priorities”
(p. 8).

All of this leads to the thorny area of recertification, perfor-
mance-based compensation, and the like. Certainly individual merit
pay, career ladders, and similar schemes have failed miserably.
Odden (1996) cites research from a wide variety of American
sources, describing the unsuccessful efforts throughout the 20th
century to implement these mechanisms. He concludes that such
attempts, designed for manufacturing industries, are inappropri-
ate for a system that does not produce discrete products. He rec-
ommends that a new system of rewards and career paths be
designed and lays out a framework for teacher compensation fo-
cusing on “tools for assessing the knowledge and skills” of (1)
beginning teachers, (2) mid-career teachers, and (3) experienced
teachers, with corresponding forms of compensation (Odden,
2000).

And indeed there are in 2006 a number of new developments
underway. I have already referred to the TTA’s ambitious agenda
in England. In the United States the initiatives are more uneven,
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depending on the state. The Teaching Commission (2006) cites a
number of examples, such as Minnesota’s Quality Compensation
plan. Every district is required to submit plans that must include
five core components: “(1) a career ladder for teachers; (2) ongoing
training that is linked to improving the quality of the work that
teachers do on a daily basis; (3) instructional observations and
standards-based assessments; (4) measures to determine student
growth; and (5) alternative compensation and performance pay
linked to those observations and assessments” (p. 29).

Although I will have more to say about teacher unions in the
concluding section of this chapter, there are instances of major
barriers, along with examples of significant new partnerships be-
tween unions and districts aimed at improving standards. Rela-
tive to barriers to improvement, we can take Levin, Mulhern, and
Schunck’s (2005) study of union contracts in five school districts.
The authors identify three factors—(1) vacancy policies, (2) staff-
ing rules favoring seniority, and (3) late budget timetables—that
produce four negative consequences.

1. “Urban schools are forced to hire large numbers of teachers
they do not want and who may not be a good fit for the
job and their school” (p. 5). In their study, 40% of school-
level vacancies were filled by voluntary transfers or excess
teachers over whom schools had no choice at all or had
limited choice.

2. “Poor performers are passed around from school to school
instead of being terminated” (p. 5).

3. “New teaching applicants, including the best, are lost to
late hiring” (p. 6), as transfers and other adjustments have
to be addressed first.

4. “Novice teachers are treated as expendable regardless of
their contribution to their school” (p. 6).

There are individual positive exceptions to these harmful
practices. The Teaching Commission (2006), while observing that
there are “far too many counterproductive protections for teachers
across the country” (p. 61), cites new contracts in New York City,
Chicago, and Philadelphia that provide more flexibility for hiring.
And the Teacher Union Reform Network has been operating for
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about a decade (Urbanski & Erskine, 2000). The network consists
of 21 urban districts in the United States. “The primary goal,” say
Urbanski and Erskine, “is to promote new union models that can
take the lead in building and sustaining high achieving schools
through improving the quality of instruction” (pp. 367–368). They
continue:

The culture of labor/management relations in the education
community must change to one of shared responsibility, char-
acterized by cooperation to improve instruction, rather than one
of traditional polarized roles and adversarial relationships.
(p. 368)

Taking all the above developments together, new standards
of practice and related policies are providing stronger avenues for
the professional development of teachers. Aside from problems of
implementation, and there are plenty of these, even the best of
these solutions are incomplete because they rest on the assump-
tion that we should improve individuals. The New Meaning of Edu-
cational Change argues that we also must simultaneously and more
fundamentally change the cultures or working conditions within
which educators work.

CHANGING CULTURES AND WORKING CONDITIONS

To be effective, even the best set of “standards of practice” must
be evident in the daily organization and culture of schools. It
seems obvious to state, but we need to be explicit here. In our
book Breakthrough, Hill, Crévola, and I (2006) argued that the new
goal for public education in the 21st century must be to serve suc-
cessfully 95%+ of the school population. In order to do this, we
said, it will be necessary to build an instructional system that is
based on personalization (connecting to the unique needs of each
student) and precision (connecting in a way that is geared specifi-
cally to the student’s needs in a timely fashion). There was a third
P, which we called “professional learning.” We made the case that
the first two Ps could not be served unless each and every teacher
was learning virtually every day in concert with other teachers. Elmore
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(2000) has made a similar claim. When a culture for learning in
context is established:

Experimentation and discovery can be harnessed to social learn-
ing by connecting people with new ideas to each other in an
environment in which the ideas are subjected to scrutiny, mea-
sured against the collective purposes of the organization, and
tested by the history of what has already been learned and is
known. (p. 25)

In the absence of such cultures, no incentive or qualification
scheme by itself can possibly carry the day. Much in the previous
chapters of this book is about changing the cultures and working
conditions of educators. Put positively, when standards of prac-
tice and cultural change are working together, we will create pow-
erful mutually connected forces of change.

Changing working conditions, in common with all successful
organizational change, involves two components, structure and
culture. The former is important but also the easier of the two.
Thus, providing more time for teachers to work together during
the day, as many jurisdictions are doing, is necessary but not suf-
ficient. If the capacity (culture) is not evident in these situations,
the new time will be squandered more times than not. We have
seen some successful examples of cultural change in earlier chap-
ters, such as in the Knowsley, Boston, and York Region school
districts. But these are clearly in the minority and not necessarily
well established themselves.

In England the National Remodelling pilot project is an exam-
ple of the kind of bold experiment that meets many of the objec-
tives I have mentioned, although this is such new, complex, and
fundamental territory, it is going to take many years to make sub-
stantial progress. Arising from a national work force agreement
in 2003 between the government and the teacher union, a pilot
initiative was established under the direction of a National Re-
modelling Team (NRT). The executive director describes the focus.

Remodelling at the school level is designed to enhance the sta-
tus and work/life balance of all who work in our schools. It
enables teachers to focus more effectively on their teaching and
provides every pupil with a chance to achieve greater success.
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It presents new opportunities to our support staff. . . . Remodel-
ling encourages collaboration within and between schools. (Col-
larbone, 2005, p. 5, emphasis in original)

Starting with 1,500 schools in 2003–04, the number expanded
to 14,000 schools by 2004–05. I don’t think for a moment that this
particular initiative by itself will change working conditions
across the country. The needed change is too deep, and there are
too many other things going on in England right now—some
compatible with NRT, others not—but it does furnish an excellent
example of focusing directly on improving the working condi-
tions and cultures of schools.

In sum, new policies that promulgate high standards of prac-
tice for all teachers invite the possibility of large-scale reform. A
corresponding set of policies is required to create many opportu-
nities, in fact requirements, for people to examine together their
day-to-day practice. It is through local problem solving with ex-
panded horizons that new solutions can be identified and imple-
mented. This represents a huge cultural change for schools, and
as such it is going to require sophisticated new leadership.

THE ROLE OF LEADERSHIP

A front-page article in the January 12, 2000 issue of Education Week
is headlined “Policy Focus Converges on Leadership.” Its first two
paragraphs commence:

After years of work on structural changes—standards and test-
ing and ways of holding students and schools accountable—the
education policy world has turned its attention to the people
charged with making the system work.

Nowhere is the focus on the human element more preva-
lent than in the recent recognition of the importance of strong
and effective leadership. (p. 1)

Indeed I do mark 2000 as a turning point in the resurgence of
leadership; “what standards were to the 1900s, leadership is to the
2000s” (Fullan, 2003, p. 91). I could repeat in detail the same anal-
ysis here as I did for the professional learning of teachers, namely,



294 Educational Change at the Regional and National Levels

the system of standards and certification of leaders requires atten-
tion, as does what we have called “learning in context.” Instead I
will provide just the highlights.

In the United States, the Interstate Leaders Licensure Consor-
tium (ISLLC) has established a comprehensive set of standards for
principals, and roughly 200 indicators that help define those stan-
dards. Their six standards are as follows (2000):

1. A school administrator is an educational leader who promotes
the success of all students by facilitating the development, articu-
lation, implementation, and stewardship of a vision of learning
that is shared and supported by the school community;

2. A school administrator is an educational leader who promotes
the success of all students by advocating, nurturing, and sustain-
ing a school culture and instructional program conducive to stu-
dent learning and staff professional growth;

3. A school administrator is an educational leader who promotes
the success of all students by ensuring management of the organi-
zation, operations, and resources for a safe, efficient and effective
learning environment;

4. A school administrator is an educational leader who promotes
the success of all students by collaborating with families and
community members, responding to diverse community interests
and needs, and mobilizing community resources;

5. A school administrator is an educational leader who promotes
the success of all students by acting with integrity, fairness and
in an ethical manner;

6. A school administrator is an educational leader who promotes
the success of all students by understanding, responding to, and
influencing the larger political, social, economic, legal and cul-
tural context. (Murphy, Yff, & Shipman, 2000, pp. 7–8)

The consortium has linked these standards to professional devel-
opment and training, licensure, and assessment for school leaders.
ISLLC standards have been adopted by many states, either in full
or in part.

These positive developments were overshadowed by Arthur
Levine’s (2005) devastating critique of how school leaders are ed-
ucated in the United States. Perhaps somewhat overstated, Levine
charges that the quality of preparation of the nation’s school lead-
ers ranges from “inadequate to appalling” and that programs are
marked by “low standards, weak faculty and irrelevant curricu-
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lum.” Incidentally, Mintzberg (2004) has made a similar critique
of MBA programs, concluding that they produce superficial gen-
eralists who know nothing about the contexts in which they work.
The direction of his solution, which I take up below, is similar to
my own argument.

Levine (2005) identifies the work of the National College for
School Leadership (NCSL) in England as representing “a promising
model.” I agree. When the mandate for NSCL was set out at its
founding in 2000, one of the government’s chief strategists, Mi-
chael Barber (2000), stated, “Our tasks as a government are to at-
tract and develop a new generation of school leaders and to en-
able the present generation to adapt to this radically new and
demanding world” (p. 1). To do so, Barber said, the government
has:

• created a new qualification for aspiring principals (the National
Professional Qualification for Headship) which sets new stan-
dards and combines workplace learning with scholarship;

• provided all newly appointed headteachers with a £2000 voucher
to spend on professional development, invited them every year to
a spectacular conference in London and linked them to an online
learning community in which they can debate among themselves
and with internationally-known education experts;

• established a new qualification for mid-career principals (the
Leadership Programme for Serving Heads) which requires them
to engage in vigorous, externally validated self-assessment;

• announced the intention to establish a new National College for
School Leadership which will become operational later this year,
have a new state of the art building on a university campus, de-
velop an online as well as traditional presence, and will link our
school principals to leaders in other sectors and their peers in
other countries;

• worked with business to provide business mentors for thousands
of school principals;

• improved principals’ pay and capacity to earn performance bo-
nuses;

• created a new leadership tier in each school;
• established a £50 million fund to enable the removal or retirement
of principals who are not ready for the new challenge. (p. 3)

Now in its seventh year of operation, NCSL, with a new direc-
tor, Steve Munby (whom I introduced earlier as director of Knows-
ley), appointed in 2005, has reviewed its work and strengthened
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its focus. In Charting a Course, NCSL (2005) identifies four main
goals. NCSL is committed to

1) transform achievement and well-being through excellent school
leadership

2) develop leadership within and beyond the school
3) identify and grow tomorrow’s leaders
4) create a “fit for purpose” national college (making sure we are
properly geared to deliver what school leaders want from us)
(p. 15)

Among other things, NCSL currently is working on a National
Programme for Qualifications of Heads, which soon will become
mandatory for all new school heads; succession practices to en-
sure the continual cultivation and flow of new leaders; and the
fostering of habits and practices that envision school heads as
“system leaders,” an argument that I made in relation to establish-
ing conditions for sustainability (Fullan, 2005).

I return again to the import of all this. The solution lies in
combining stronger qualification standards, along with experiences
in which aspiring and existing leaders develop themselves and
new cultures simultaneously. This is not an abstract proposition.
I have already quoted Elmore several times to the effect that we
must learn new things in the context in which we work. Perkins
(2003) makes a similar point: “Vision and policy from the top as
well as formal training can help to foster progressive transforma-
tion. They may be essential to getting it started. But they do not
do the actual work of transformation. This is done by developmental
leaders [on the job].” (p. 224, emphasis in original)

Mintzberg (2004) arrives at the same conclusion about devel-
oping business leaders. Becoming effective leaders “is as much
about doing in order to think as thinking in order to do” (p. 10).
And, “successful managing is not about one’s own success but
about fostering success in others” (p. 16). Then Mintzberg hits a
home run when he says we need “programs designed to educate
practicing managers in context; [such leadership] has to be learned,
not just by doing it but by being able to gain conceptual insight
while doing it” (p. 200). The goal, according to Mintzberg, is not
just to develop better leaders, but also to develop the organization
and to improve the larger system. There we have it. Changing and
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developing individuals, and changing and developing cultures
suited to the 21st century is the same work.We need to design poli-
cies and practices relative to the professional learning of education
based on this absolutely crucial assumption.

TO RE-CREATE A PROFESSION

If you read this book carefully, the biggest revolution I am talking
about is changing the teaching profession, which includes standards,
qualifications, and the conditions and cultures within which edu-
cators work. If you examine the underlying message of even the
most supportive government commissions on teaching, you are
compelled to conclude that teaching as a profession has not yet
come of age. It needs reform in recruitment, selection, status, and
reward; redesign of initial teacher education and induction into
the profession; continuous professional development; standards
and incentives for professional work; and, most important of all,
changes in the daily working conditions of teachers. Yet there ap-
pears to be little political will to launch sustained reforms in
teacher development and in the organization of the teaching pro-
fession more widely. Changing the teaching profession, of course,
is not an end in itself. Every teacher learning, every day, individu-
ally and collectively, is the sine qua non of transforming schools
for educating all and for sustaining society (Fullan, 2006; Fullan
et al., 2006).

As teachers work more and more with people beyond their
own schools, a whole gamut of new skills, relationships, and ori-
entations will fundamentally change the essence of their profes-
sion. This new professionalism is collaborative, not autonomous;
open rather than closed; outward-looking rather than insular; and
authoritative but not controlling.

Teachers of today and tomorrow need to do much more learn-
ing on the job, or in parallel with it—where they constantly can
test out, refine, and get feedback on the improvements they make.
They need access to other colleagues in order to learn from them.
Schools are poorly designed for integrating learning and teaching
on the job. The teaching profession must become a better learning
profession.
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Finally, I hope it is obvious that leadership must come from
many sources. The teacher in a collaborative culture who contrib-
utes to the success of peers is a leader; the mentor, the grade-level
coordinator, the department head, the local union representative
are all leaders if they are working in a professional learning com-
munity. Our sixth and last guideline for teachers in What’s Worth
Fighting for Out There is “Help to Recreate Your Profession” (Har-
greaves & Fullan, 1998, p. 102). Recreating the profession, as I
have said, will require leadership at all levels of the system—lead-
ership that fosters capacity building with a focus on results.

Rise, stall, rise, stall—is this a perpetual cycle or is there
something qualitatively different this time?



CHAPTER 15

The Future of Educational Change

The future isn’t what it used to be.
—Anonymous

There is something different in this fourth edition of The New
Meaning of Educational Change. It has become more obvious that
the approaches that have been used so far to bring about educa-
tional change are not working and cannot work. Accountability-
focused schemes fail to move the sticks forward, as do empower-
ing based site-based management and all variations in between.
But necessity isn’t always the mother of invention, so why would
it be different now? Two reasons: One is that we do have a clearer
sense of the theories of action that will be required, what I have
called broadly, “capacity building with a focus on results”; the
other reason is that most of the elements needed for success have
been developed and are in use in one place or another. Just as
Senge (1990) observed that after the first air flight, it took many
more specific inventions over several decades before modern jet
travel was possible, breakthrough forces in educational reform
now seem to be in our midst (see also Wilson & Barsky, 2006).

What we know is, first, it is going to be a lot harder than we
thought, and second, it will require some bold experiments that
generate new powerful forces, including, for example, teachers’
energies and commitments unleashed by altered working condi-
tions and new collective capacities, and students’ intellectual labor
in collaborating with other students to do the work of learning.
The breakthrough solutions will need to be efficient because the
energy required for the results to which we aspire is enormous.
Thus we need simultaneously to stop wasting our energies on
failed change attempts and to find and forge new sources of en-
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ergy. Mintzberg (2004) captures what I have in mind beautifully
in these words.

Leadership is not about making clever decisions. . . . It is about
energizing other people to make good decisions and do better
things. In other words it is about helping people release the
positive energy that exists naturally within people. Effective
leadership inspires more than it empowers; it connects more
than it controls; it demonstrates more than it decides. It does all
this by engaging —itself above all, and consequently others. (p.
143, emphasis in original)

Thus, do not go into the future of educational change unless
you have a plan to locate and unleash new forms of energy. We
have used existing sources of energy to the limit, so that the only
solution is to find different, additional forms of energy that are
cheap in that they are potentially plentiful, renewable, and low
cost. Such energy can be only human and social capital. We need
theories of action that tap into this reservoir of meaning—no other
form of energy can do the work of change.

The ideas for mobilizing meaning are contained in each chap-
ter of this book, but I see these ideas as representing initiation or
readiness steps prior to more radical transformation. Many more
people must get familiar with these ideas before we can expect
breakthroughs, which could come rapidly once we reach a critical
mass. So the message is not to jump in the deep end, but to work
on meaning and capacity building. The initial invitation for each
reader is threefold:

1. Get a better understanding of your own role, and be liber-
ated by the insights and possibilities for growth you see in
the most successful examples; do not self-limit.

2. Work hard at understanding the situation of other roles
with which you have the most contact, and alter your
approach to them accordingly. Empathy does not mean
agreement, but it is an essential component of any strategy
that depends on developing the new relationships neces-
sary for success.

3. As difficult as it seems, get a sense of “the big picture.”
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Place your work in the context of society. If there ever was
a societal function that has global consequences for human-
kind, it is the education of us all. (Fullan, 2006)

Twenty-five years ago, The Meaning of Educational Change had
a one-level message: If people don’t find meaning in reform, it can
never have an impact. There is now much more comprehensive
confirmation of this stance. Cognitive scientists have made it pow-
erfully clear that learning is meaning making, which requires a
radically new way of approaching learning—one that guides the
development of individual minds through many minds working
together.

Just as learning will go nowhere if educators do not have a
deep theoretical understanding of the first principles of pedagogy,
improvement will not happen if leaders and others do not have a
deep theoretical grasp of the first principles of change—what I have
called theories of action. Theories of pedagogy and theories of ac-
tion must be integrated again and again in each action setting.

Existing strategies will not get us to where we need to go, if
we want large-scale, lasting reform. In this sense the research can
be misleading. If research shows, for example, that successful
schools have school principals with “vision,” it would be wrong
to think that getting more principals with vision is the answer (or,
if you prefer, it would be wrong to think that you could multiply
their numbers). The answer to large-scale reform is not to try to
emulate the characteristics of the minority who are getting some-
where under present conditions; if the conditions stay the same, we
will always have only a minority who can persist (for short peri-
ods of time) against many odds. Rather, we must change existing
conditions so that it is normal and possible for a majority of peo-
ple to move forward.

The “learning organization” is more than a cliché. The phrase
“learning organization” is one of the most used and most superfi-
cially understood terms in the change business. How many of us
have read a book or article on the learning organization, agreed
with everything we read, and then had no clue about what to do?
I think here is where the new insights of cognitive scientists and
organization theorists converge. Just as the former have discov-
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ered that learners must learn in context (because of their individu-
ality and the uniqueness of their situations), the latter have con-
cluded that improvement occurs only when you change context.

So, what is the real reason that learning organizations are re-
quired? The answer is contained in Elmore’s (2004b) statement,
“improvement is . . . a function of learning to do the right thing in
the setting where you work” (p. 73, emphasis added). When enough
people start doing the right thing in the setting in which they
work, they end up changing their very context. When they do this
by becoming engaged with other settings, as I have advocated for
lateral capacity building, many contexts get changed.

Advocates of school reform cannot be blamed for being impa-
tient with the excruciatingly slow pace of reform. For some, the
alternative to get action is a market model in which public money
is dispensed directly to consumers to purchase education based
on their preferences. This model has some merit: it is efficient; it
allows for choice; it generates competition. However, it radically
misses a fundamental matter, namely, that a strong public school
system and societal development are closely connected (Fullan,
2006). There are deep theoretical and evolutionary reasons to be-
lieve that society will be stronger if education serves to enable
people to work together to achieve higher purposes that serve
both the individual and the collective good. When you boil it all
down, there are two social forces that cause continuous improve-
ment. One pertains to ongoing knowledge creation and use; the
other, to ever-deepening and -widening moral purpose and com-
mitment. Both these forces, to flourish, require a strong public
school system.

Personal and social betterment are intimately interconnected.
The line of thinking goes like this:

1. Large-scale change cannot be achieved if teachers identify
only with their own classrooms and are not similarly con-
cerned with the success of other teachers and the whole
school.

2. Large-scale change cannot be achieved if principals iden-
tify only with their own school and are not similarly con-
cerned with the success of other principals and schools in
the district.
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3. Large-scale change cannot be achieved if school districts
identify only with their own district and are not similarly
concerned with the success of other districts.

4. Large-scale change cannot be achieved if individual states
identify only with their own states and are not similarly
concerned with the success of other states and the country
as a whole. And so on.

Put in terms of responsibility, individual classroom teachers
cannot opt out of school reform; individual schools cannot opt out
of district reform; individual districts cannot opt out of state re-
form; and individual states cannot opt out of global reform. Small-
scale improvement will not last if we do not identify with and
help improve the surrounding system. Thus, we have both selfish
and altruistic reasons for wanting to see the overall system get
better.

This book has been a very long journey into complex space.
We have seen that there is a deep reciprocity between personal
and social (shared) meaning. One contributes to the other; each is
weakened in the absence of the other. The ultimate goal of change
is for people to see themselves as shareholders with a stake in the
success of the system as a whole, with the pursuit of meaning as
the elusive key. Meaning is motivation; motivation is energy; en-
ergy is engagement; engagement is life.
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