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Indicator: The district operates with district-level and school-level improvement teams. (16)

District Context and 
Support for School 
Improvement

Taking the change process into account

Explanation: Improvement teams, more commonly called Leadership Teams, provide the consistent attention to con-
tinuous improvement processes that leaders acting alone cannot match. They distribute leadership, build leadership 
among various personnel, and provide channels of communication. They analyze data, review program evaluations, 
and, most of all, attend to the continuous improvement of professional practice. But too often the team structures 
are not solidified in district policy, lack description, meet irregularly, and are uncertain of their charge. 

Questions: Does your district operate with a district-level Leadership Team? Do your schools? Are these teams sus-
tainable beyond changes in personnel because they are embedded in district policy? Are the functions of the teams 
well described? Do they meet regularly for sufficient amounts of time? Are new leaders familiarized with the district 
teaming structure and expected to sustain it? How do you evaluate the effectiveness of the teams?

The literature on school change (e.g., Hassel et al., 2006; ADI, n.d.; Reinventing Education, 2002) suggests that the 
following are necessary for needed changes to be successful:

• A clear vision. What will the school look like when the restructuring process is completed? 

• An empowered leader, a change agent, who can maintain a focus on the vision, motivate members of the 
school community, plan, communicate, and persist in keeping the change process on track. Getting the right 
leader in each school and the right oversight by the district are critical.

• Improvement teams, generally at both the district and school level. These teams, which should have no more 
than seven or eight members, work with the team leader to create improvement plans and obtain input from and 
communicate with all members of the school community. District teams’ decisions can be informed by input from 
the school teams.

Source: Carole Perlman, In Walberg, Handbook on Restructuring and Substantial School Improvement. Retrieved from 
www.adi.org. See Download ADI Publications.

Teams at both the district and school levels, when effectively purposed, organized, and supervised, provide an infra-
structure for continuous improvement. District teams’ decisions can be informed by input from the school teams.

Marzano (2003) points out that leadership should not reside with one individual; a team approach to planning and 
decision making allows for distributive leadership. While principals in effective schools promote staff collaboration, 
teachers working with less effective instructional leaders function more as individuals than as members of a school 
team—“in the less successful schools, teachers were often left completely alone to plan what to teach, with little 
guidance from their senior colleagues and little coordination with other teachers” (Rutter et al., 1979, p. 136). Col-
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laborative activities that do occur in these less successful 
schools are more socially based and less professionally 
oriented than the exchanges that occur in schools with 
more effective instructional leaders. 

Schmoker (1996) recommends that teams of teachers 
implement, assess, and adjust instruction in short-term 
cycles of improvement—not annually, but continu-
ously. Common team tasks include intensive efforts to 
align content taught across grades, and development 
of interim and diagnostic mini-assessments to monitor 
student progress on a continuing basis. Practices such as 
the development of agendas and minutes and the use of 
organized procedures for meetings help the teams stay 
focused and maintain a history of team work.

Planning and decision making within the district and 
school require teams, time, and access to timely informa-
tion. That is, decision-making groups must be organized 
and given time to plan and monitor the parts of the sys-
tem for which they are responsible. Hassel et al. (2006) 
provide useful tools to begin the change process and get 
planning teams started.

1. Address district and school team structures and 
expectations in official district policy.

2. Expect teams to sustain their operation even 
through changes in district and school leadership.

3. Provide adequate time for teams to meet, conduct 
business, and meet the expectations of district 
policy.

4. Require teams to prepare and maintain documenta-
tion of meeting agendas, minutes, and work prod-
ucts.

5. Provide professional development for district and 
school personnel on effective teaming practices.

6. Include successful engagement of teams and evi-
dence of their productivity in evaluation of district 
and school administrators.

7. Systematize the regular reporting of the work of 
school and district teams to the school board.

Source: Center on Innovation & Improvement, In Perl-
man and Redding, Handbook on Effective Implementa-
tion of School Improvement Grants
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