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Improving Schools: Strategies and Data 
 

Educational reform happens in many ways and is documented in research and 
anecdotal reports. Replicating what was effective in one situation may not be ef-
fective in another situation. However, being aware of what has been successful 
may lead to the right choice for local circumstances.  
 
If one size fits all would work in education, it would be easy to implement the 
one program that is best for all students and teachers. Instead, educators need to 
study multiple programs and choose one program or choose multiple strategies 
from multiple successful programs to improve student learning in a specific local-
ity.  
 
One of the challenges in using researched strategies may be that the sample size 
of the original research was too small. Another is that educational research is of-
ten not replicated to determine if the strategy will work in another setting.  
 
Teacher strategies 
Teacher practices that seem to yield improvement are (Chenoweth, p.17): 

 Focus on what students need to learn 
 Collaborate on how to teach content 
 Unpack standards 
 Map curriculum 
 Design lessons 
 Align assessments with content of lessons 
 Identify needs of students who are not successful and provide help 
 Find patterns in data and use the result to improve instruction 
 Build personal relationships with students 
 

Looking at this list, it may seem easy to implement. But there are challenges to 
implementing these practices (Chenoweth, p.18). The fight over the Common 
Core State Standards indicates that educators are not able to agree on what stu-
dents need to learn. Even when educators agree on standards, aligning the school 
schedule, textbooks, lessons, and assessments with those standards may be chal-
lenging.  
 
Finding time for collaboration is an organizational challenge. Combining the ex-
pertise of individual teachers into a plan for improvement may be daunting. Col-
laboration among teachers is not sufficient. There also needs to be collaboration 
between teachers and administrators. Educators need to collaborate with parents 
and community leaders (Hattie, p. 39). Collaboration improves student achieve-
ment, not confrontation (Anrig, p. 31).  
 
If teachers are resistant to common assessments and shared data, computerized 
math and reading programs aligned to standards may provide the data for effec-
tively monitoring the achievement of all students throughout the year. Goals can 
be set that increase student learning. Teachers will be able to see how their stu-
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dents are progressing compared to others in the school. These data can be used to target instruction to learner 
needs.   
 
Education is more complex than natural science (Berliner and Glass, p.12). School and classroom contexts 
vary greatly. As an example, though smaller class size is widely thought to improve student learning, “small 
class effects were inconsistent and varied significantly across schools and grades” (p. 13).  Reducing class 
size from 24 to 20 may not result in the improved student learning that is expected.  
 
Leadership strategies 
What seems to be consistent for successful school and district turn around is leadership (Scherer, p. 7). Fast 
results may be obtained from directive leadership but sustainable results seem to occur with empowering 
leadership (Goodwin, p. 73). Fast gains may be obtained through implementing more effective teacher rou-
tines and implementing the curriculum with more consistency. To sustain these early gains, teachers need to 
be empowered to work together to adapt to students needs. Teachers are more committed when they have an 
influence on decisions and share the vision for success. Directive leadership will move a school from poor or 
mediocre to good. Empowering, collaborative leadership moves a school to the next level of improvement (p. 
74). 
 
School leaders may focus more on students or more on teachers (Hattie, p.37). Leaders who focus on teachers 
are more concerned with common goals for the school, setting direction, and giving teachers a high degree of 
autonomy. Leaders who focus on students  are more concerned with student learning, ensuring professional 
development, and creating a school environment conducive to learning. Research has indicated that the effect 
for teacher centered leaders was 0.11 and for student centered leaders as 0.42. The high impact student cen-
tered leaders (Hattie, p. 38) 

 Focus on learning 
 Evaluate personnel on their effect on learning 
 Have the mindset that the adults in the school can change student success 
 View assessment as feedback on adult success 
 Dialogue with and listen to students and teachers 
 Set appropriate challenging targets for student outcomes 
 Create an environment to learn from errors 

 
The focus on learning seems to be a characteristic that distinguishes good schools from great schools 
(Tomlinson, 2015, p. 88). In great schools, there is a shared sense of purpose and a sense of belonging to 
something important.  Leaders enable “people to coalesce with a common spirit and celebrate mutual suc-
cess” (p. 89). Successful change efforts celebrate each successive step on the journey of changing an academ-
ic low performing school to  an academic high performing school (Hargreaves and Boyle, p. 46; Tomlinson, 
p. 9). 
 
When the Massachusetts high stakes testing program was begun in 1998, Brockton High School was  one of 
the lowest performing high schools in the state. Brockton High School is now one of the highest ranked in the 
state. The school has a 76% poverty level, 76% minority population, and 40% of the students speak another 
language in the home (Szachowicz, p.9).  Over ten years, the faculty and staff were empowered, focused on 
literacy, implemented with fidelity, and monitored extensively (p.12).  In 2000, 27% of the students were 
proficient in English Language Arts. In 2001, 43% were proficient (p.62). This increase was celebrated with 
an assembly attended by the Superintendent and the Commissioner (p.65).  In 2012 87% of the students were 
proficient.  
 
Over recent years, education has been turned into a competitive marketplace of schools (Hargreaves, A. & 
Boyle, A., 2015, p.46). This competition can be seen in public schools funded by tax-payer dollars and char-
ter schools funded by tax-payer dollars. It can be seen in school-choice where each school wants to attract 
more students. The assumption is that competition will improve student achievement. So far the research has 
not clearly shown that charter school students outperform a comparable group of public school students. 
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Identify success with data 
Data is needed to identify success. Data may be in the form of comparing student results across the years 
of implementation of a school or district improvement plan. Data may also be in the form of observa-
tions or classroom artifacts. Multiple teacher observations with a different focus for each will provide a 
more balanced picture. Classroom artifacts may include teacher made assessments, benchmark assess-
ments, student writing, or projects. 
 
Measures of success may not be about academic performance but about the social/emotional indicators 
that are associated with academic success. School climate surveys and student social interaction surveys 
may identify issues that interfere with student academic success.  
 
One of the challenges for identifying success is the nature and quality of the evidence that would con-
vince others that the practice, program, or initiative had above-average impacts on student learning 
(Hattie, pp. 39).  Evidence needs to be go beyond anecdotes. What are the collaboration projects and 
how many teachers are involved in each project? How much time is available in the school schedule for 
collaboration? What is the quality of the outcome of the collaboration? How are teachers sharing their 
learning during professional development? How do senior staff observations focus on student learning 
rather than on what teachers are doing? 
 
Top performing systems 
One of the criteria of success for schools, districts, and states has been the PISA results. Results from 
these tests have shown that in a successful education system (Schleicher, 2015)  

 There is no relationship between the proportion of students with an immigrant background 
in a country and the overall performance of students in that country. 

 There is no relationship between class size and learning outcomes. 
 There is no incompatibility between the quality of learning and equity. 
 Curriculum is rigorous and taught in depth. 
 Students, parents, teachers, and the community share the belief that all students are capable 

of achieving high standards.  
 
These statements seem to be contrary to many beliefs of educators in the United States. We may reject 
these statements as bogus or we may reflect upon what are the strategies that lead to improving student 
achievement.  
 
Brockton High School faculty chose a path to move their school from one of the lowest ranked to one of 
the highest ranked schools in Massachusetts. Their path was not straight. There were set-backs and it 
took them ten years. They chose a path that led to improving student achievement. They followed that 
path with tenacity and with a focus on adult learning to improve student learning. The advice from 
Brockton educators for improvement includes (p. 89-94): 

 Change happens from within the school—central office cannot mandate change 
 It takes a team to implement change—identify the experts within the school 
 Focus the change efforts—use the theme of literacy and begin with writing 
 Focus on creating change through adult learning 
 Prepare a thorough plan—expect all teachers to follow the plan 
 Monitor the implementation of the plan by observing instruction 
 Confront resistors 
 Celebrate and publicize successes along the way 
 Use administrator and teacher leadership 
 Expect challenges 

 
Creating change is challenging. It needs to be work that is undertaken by administrators, teachers and 
parents. It is work that proceeds forward in small steps and takes time to reach the goal. Celebrating the 
small steps encourages everyone to continue on the path of improvement.  
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