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Indicator: The district ensures that an empowered change agent (typically the principal) is 
appointed to head each school that needs rapid improvement. (24)

District Context and 
Support for School 
Improvement

Taking the change process into account

Explanation: Leading rapid improvement in a school requires competencies not necessarily present in leaders who 
manage a school engaged in incremental improvement. Placing a new leader at the helm also signals the need for 
rapid change. The new leader is given the responsibility of making significant change. 

Questions: What criteria does your district apply to select leaders for schools in need of rapid improvement? 

Herman et al. (2008) include signaling change with new leadership as one of four recommended practices for school 
turnaround. The authors assert that placing a new leader in the turnaround school is one way the school board and 
district administration send a strong signal that change is in order. Further, there is an opportunity to select a leader 
with competencies best suited for leading rapid change.

Hassel et al. (2006) note that research suggests that successful restructuring or turnaround will generally require a 
new principal, most likely from outside the school. They caution districts against the tendency to promote the assis-
tant principal on the grounds that the assistant principal is already familiar with the school. 

Hassel et al. (2006) cite having the right leader as the most important factor in whether a turnaround will be success-
ful. Principals need freedom to implement necessary changes, as well as ongoing support from the district (e.g., with 
student data, funding, communications), and help removing ineffective staff from the school. Similarly, establishing 
accountability for quick improvement and engaging stakeholders are critical as well.

Although a change in leadership generally precedes a successful turnaround, wholesale staff replacement is not usu-
ally needed. The essential thing is to have staff who support change. The capacity of existing staff to adapt to new 
responsibilities and goals is more important than any inherent benefits a clean slate might provide. Nonetheless, it 
may be necessary to remove some teachers who are unwilling to change.

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