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Indicator: The district contracts with external service providers for key services in schools that 
need rapid improvement. (5)

District Context and 
Support for School 
Improvement

Improving the school within the 
framework of district support

Explanation: Schools that need rapid improvement, including schools engaged in turnaround, require special exper-
tise that can often be provided by external service providers who specialize in this work. Also, the need for these 
schools to focus sharply on improved instruction means that relieving their administrators of some operational func-
tions that can be contracted to external providers is a good idea.

Questions: Does your district seek the specialized expertise of external service providers with experience and results 
in low-achieving schools. Does it use external service providers to relieve school administrators of some operational 
functions so that they can focus on improved instruction?

External providers may be necessary for districts that need to provide services to schools. Qualified providers of-
fer expertise and capacity to states and districts in which there is a shortage of personnel. Districts need to have a 
process in place to select and monitor external providers. Part of the process is to create specific goals for a relation-
ship with the external partner, with measurable expectations. Districts should develop a written application, track 
the success record of the applicant, interview in person. Districts are responsible for negotiating the contract with 
the external partner that outlines roles and responsibilities and includes measureable outcomes. Districts should also 
monitor the external partner’s progress toward those goals and have consequences if the goals are not reached (Has-
sel & Hassel, 2005; Kowal & Arkin, 2005; Rhim 2009).

This is a shift in focus and responsibility for districts. Instead of being directly responsible for all the services delivered 
to a low-performing school, the district is contracting out those responsibilities to an organization with the expertise 
and capacity to fulfill those responsibilities. For smaller districts, this ensures that schools receive the assistance they 
need without adding additional burdens to a small district staff. For the district, “contractors may provide specific 
programs or manage entire schools. Introducing external providers to the education process represents a significant 
alteration to the manner in which a district functions, in that the central office shifts from operating schools to moni-
toring and holding external providers accountable. While not without risk, this model holds the potential of lever-
aging outside capacity to promote innovation and raise performance in low-performing schools without increasing 
costs” (Hassel, Hassel, & Rhim, 2007, p. 8).

The district needs to determine if a provider has the capacity and expertise to deliver the services needed for the 
school. Management, staffing, internal performance analysis, and customer service should all be examined before 
contracting with a provider. The district should ask, “Does the management team have expertise in education and 
a clear delineation of responsibilities? Is there sufficient staff? Does the staff have sufficient K-12 education experi-
ence? Is there a formal training program for new staff and ongoing professional development? Does the contractor 
conduct quality analyses of its work and solicit client feedback? Does it make changes based on what it learns? What 
kind of customer service resources are provided and are they readily available?” (Perlman, 2007, p. 55).
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In 2010, Learning Point Associates published a guide-
book to assist districts/states in choosing and monitoring 
external vendors. As a part of that publication the Na-
tional Association of Elementary Principals and National 
Association of Secondary School Principals put out the 
following list of considerations when hiring an external 
provider:

• Ensure that vendors offer quality services and 
products that deliver results for children and schools.

• Ask vendors for documented evidence of their 
accomplishments in working with schools like yours

• Enter into a collaboration because it is a good 
match for both sides.

• Turn down offers when it’s not a good match 
because not every vendor is positioned to serve every 
school well.

• Ensure that the capacity exists within the ven-
dor’s organization to maintain the consistent integrity 
and quality of the services promised for delivery.

• Determine who from the vendor’s organization 
will be working with your school on an ongoing basis 
and determine the essential experience that qualifies 
the person(s) for the anticipated work.

• Be proactive in managing the relationship, and 
hold the vendor accountable for any timeline set forth 
for the school improvement plan and related services.

• Be unafraid to acknowledge what is not working 
in your plan, and be willing to work with the vendor 
to restructure the scope of work if necessary.

• Foster a sense of teamwork with the school, and 
ensure that the entire school community is an equal 
partner in the school improvement efforts.
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