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Indicator: The district is prepared for setbacks, resistance, and obstacles on the path to rapid and 
substantial improvement. (27)

District Context and 
Support for School 
Improvement

Taking the change process into account

Explanation: When substantial and rapid change is necessary, not everyone will be happy. School leaders are put in 
especially vulnerable positions when they are the change agents. Laying the groundwork with good communication 
to the school community is essential, and so is the district’s solid support for the change. Rapid school improvement 
isn’t a rosy path to success but always encounters some setbacks. The districts must be prepared to deal with prob-
lems constructively.

Questions: How does your district prepare for and deal with setbacks and resistance when a rapid change process is 
underway in schools? 

At its heart, rapid improvement is a change process. It requires substantial organizational transformations that differ 
from the minor, incremental changes that suffice to help already good schools improve.

The literature on school change suggests that the following are necessary for needed changes to be successful:

• A clear vision. What will the school look like when the restructuring or turnaround 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.

•  Involvement of the whole school community: faculty, support staff, parents, community members, and 
students; in particular, soliciting input and keeping lines of communication open.

• Small, “quick wins.” Relatively small, simple changes that have large, quick payoffs. These provide the 
momentum for more difficult changes.

It will come as no surprise that change will be difficult and not everyone will happily climb aboard, even if the final 
goal is to provide the students with a better education. Involving some of the skeptics in improvement teams and 
keeping formal and informal lines of communication open can help reduce resistance. So can the results of the “quick 
wins.” Nonetheless, it is probably less productive to focus on the naysayers than to provide support and encourage-
ment to the willing, who can then serve as role models for the others. Another helpful tactic involves using informal 
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relationships to get a few influential members of the 
school community to commit themselves to the change 
process and bring others with them. 

It will often be the case that schools in restructuring have 
been the target of previous improvement efforts. Exam-
ining the results of these efforts can prove enlightening. 
Do any elements of the change remain? What aspects 
worked? Which did not? Why? How did the faculty react 
to the changes?

District and school staff should understand that things 
may well get worse before they get better. Many change 
processes are characterized by an initial, optimistic 
“honeymoon” period, followed by a second phase, in 
which enthusiasm is replaced by pessimism and declin-
ing morale as problems surface and resistance increases. 
If the leaders persist in supporting the change process, 
there can be a rebound as positive results appear and 
confidence returns. 

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