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Problem Statement
Student achievement in California lags behind most other states, and if current

achievement levels persist, the state’s work force will be wholly under-prepared for California’s
future economy.1  The state is pursuing a range of strategies to improve student achievement,
from creating a strong accountability system to providing resources to schools for teacher
professional development and program support.  Another strategy for improving student
achievement is to strengthen the capacity of school districts to launch and sustain effective
reform in their under-performing schools.

This strategy is based on a simple premise: improvement depends on capacity.2  This
premise underlies all training and professional development designed to develop the individual
capacity of educators.  Yet relatively little attention has been focused on improving the
institutional capacity of schools, districts, and state education agencies.3  This brief focuses on
building capacity of school districts to quickly improve under-performing schools.  More
specifically, we offer suggestions for how districts and states can work together to infuse local
school systems with high yield reform strategies within relatively short periods of time.

The Importance of District Capacity
School districts carry out a number of important functions in supporting their schools:

managerial functions, such as providing materials along with support and personnel services to
schools; political functions, such as representing community interests though local school
boards; and instructional functions, such as developing curriculum and providing professional
development.4

Some critics of public education have argued that some or all of these functions should be
decentralized and carried out by individual schools; others call for outside for-profit and non-
profit entities to provide some or all of these services; still others see market forces fed by
parental choice, charter schools, or vouchers as correctives for school districts where problems
exist in executing these functions.5  While experiments reflecting all of these perspectives are
underway, their efficacy and scalability remains uncertain.  In the meantime, many school
districts continue to perform all of these functions in ways that are producing unacceptable
results for millions of California’s children, while continuing to act as the primary conduits for
large sums of state and federal dollars targeted at improving struggling schools.  For these
reasons, the state needs to adopt strategies to strengthen school districts’ capacity to adopt and
sustain school reform.6

What does district capacity to transform struggling schools look like?  Where systemic
district reform has occurred and shown meaningful results,7 these systems have specified and
institutionalized:

1. an overall vision specifying a clear set of “critical conditions for teaching and
learning” that all students and teachers deserve, and toward which all reform efforts
are aimed—conditions that credible evidence suggest are necessary and sufficient to
make a difference in student commitment and performance, such as:8

• organizational structures small enough and structurally sound enough to
ensure teachers and students can build more respectful, mutually accountable
and longstanding relationships in the classroom and the school;

• all students and their families having personal relationships with at least one
caring adult, working together for extended periods of time toward each
student’s success;

California Education Policy Convening
October 19, 2007 Rumberger/Connell  2 of 6



• instructional leaders equipped to measure, coach, and support teachers’
instructional practices effectively; and

• teachers having high quality curricular materials and sufficient planning time
and training to discuss students and their work in productive ways;

2. a structured, participatory and timed process for creating those conditions in all
targeted schools specifying clear implementation benchmarks and outcomes;

3. the technical support and assistance to move the schools through this process from the
current conditions to the desired conditions;

4. a comprehensive data system providing data at all levels of the system, both to inform
educators about their practices and their results, and to monitor the implementation of
the teaching and learning conditions;

5. a sustained relationship with an external partner providing new ideas and  technical
support, both in the reform process and in substantive areas of curriculum,
restructuring, professional development for administrators and teachers, and data
systems.

In addition, these districts have successfully managed two inherent tensions.  One is the
tension between the district and the schools—between a “top-down” or control strategy that
emphasizes coherence, efficiency and accountability within and across schools, and a “bottom-
up” or local autonomy approach that emphasizes participatory and close-to-the ground decision
making over instructional, curricular and professional development activities.  Both reform
approaches have documented strengths and weaknesses, and neither alone has proven sufficient
to instigate and sustain widespread instructional and school improvement.9

A related tension is between the district (and its schools) and their external
partners—determining the roles, responsibilities, and resources provided by each partner and
ensuring that the partnership best serves the district’s instructional vision, addresses any
community resistance, and ultimately builds the local capacity of districts and schools.10  Clearly,
external partners will need to share the district’s commitment to create the specific learning and
teaching conditions; but they also need to bring new expertise to that work, adding value to the
district’s existing capacity, not simply re-crafting their mission to fit new market demand.

Building District Capacity
There are several steps in building these capacities: 1) marshalling the will of the district,

community, and school leaders to change specific conditions in struggling schools; 2) specifying
the new conditions that will ensure success for all students and staff; and, 3) committing to a
timeline for delivery of these conditions.

What characterizes successful efforts for systemic change are the clarity and precision of
the district’s promise to all its students and staff in these struggling schools.  For example, what
began in Kansas City, Kansas, with broad principles such as “personalizing all students’ learning
environments” and “rigorous and engaging curriculum for all students”, became, within two
years, district-wide commitments to create a set of specific conditions: small learning
communities in all schools, with equitable distribution of qualified staff; with staff in these
communities staying with students all four years of high school; trained advocates for all
students and their families; and regular common planning time for all teachers within and across
disciplines—time used primarily for instructional improvement around shared instructional
goals. In four years, the achievement and graduation trends began to move dramatically, and
have continued to improve since.11  We believe these timelines could be accelerated if the
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insights from these successful sites get built into policies and support structures for California’s
struggling schools.

Successful capacity building also depends on district and outside partners committing
themselves—meaning their time and their people—to making sure that capacity is built in all key
reform areas, that mastery of concepts and practices is checked, and that fidelity is maintained, as
district and school personnel take increased responsibility for expanding and sustaining reform
within the district.  Taking these actions has proven challenging, both for the outside partners
and for the districts themselves.  Outside partners are typically quite proprietary toward their
intellectual capital, and in this scenario would now be asked to transfer it to their district
“clients”.  District leaders may have trouble managing the demands of running their district and
protecting and promoting the change process, while still making time to learn and master new
technical and staff development skills from outside partners.

The Role of the State in Developing District Capacity
So how can the state encourage and support school districts to move beyond lofty goals

and vague guidelines, to guaranteeing their students and teachers specific teaching and learning
conditions shown to improve the performance of struggling schools?  The following is a set of
strategies the state could pursue:

1. Create “portfolios” of critical conditions for teaching and learning.  The state
would create several portfolios to serve as blueprints that districts in various stages of
program improvement could choose to adopt.  The portfolios would be created
through a deliberative process bringing together knowledgeable educators, reformers,
and researchers.  Portfolios would include instructional strategies for specific
populations, such as English learners and special education students, drawing on
research-based practices.12  Portfolios would vary from more sparse and customizable
interventions to more comprehensive and prescriptive ones, depending on the severity
of the district’s performance problems and their current capacity to address those
problems.  Districts with multiple schools having severe performance issues, and with
low capacity to address these issues, would be required to adopt the same portfolio of
conditions for all these schools in order to ensure district-level capacity can be built
quickly and effectively to address these critical situations.  The state would also
provide financial support to implement the portfolio.

2. Match districts with external providers.  The state would then match districts with
external providers who would help build the district’s capacity to promote this set of
conditions in struggling schools.13  The state would then provide introductions and
support a short but intensive “courtship period”, followed by a proposal from the
district and the external partner laying out both the district reform plan for the
struggling schools and the capacity building activities and outcomes of the
partnership.  This proposal would be reviewed, and required funding provided if
acceptable.  Throughout the “courtship” and proposal writing process, external
evaluation/research entities would be engaged in developing both local and state-wide
evaluation strategies for accountability and learning purposes, should the work move
forward.

3. Support and certify external providers.  The state would identify and certify
qualified outside partners with track records supporting schools and districts in
implementing one or more of these portfolios, and having evidenced the
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characteristics of effective partners described earlier.  The state could also invest in
strengthening and expanding potential outside partners to perform the district capacity
building activities.  State support of external providers could mean accessing training
for, and then allocating its own staff to become, outside partners to districts
supporting planning and implementation of one or more of the portfolios of
“conditions for teaching and learning”; and/or providing support to qualified reform
support organizations to expand their capacity to act as outside partners with districts
in the state.

4. Modify accountability system.  Adjustments in state and federal accountability
mechanisms (slowing down or stopping the clock) might be required to provide more
time and flexibility for successful implementation of the agreed-upon teaching and
learning conditions and to build sufficient district capacity to sustain and extend them
to all targeted schools.  To maintain the state’s commitment to district accountability
for student performance, the monitoring system would also include a series of
“progress indicators” of implementation of these conditions, and ensuring that
districts are “on track” to achieve meaningful reform and improved student
performance.

5. Develop a statewide educational data system.  Some of the functions now carried
out by school districts—such as developing an educational data system—may be
more efficiently carried out by the state or other agencies.  All districts need
comprehensive data systems that serve both internal uses—to help local educators
improve their practices and to monitor the performance of programs and
schools—and external uses for accountability.  Currently, the state is developing a
longitudinal student data system to monitor the performance of students over time;
there is also some work being done on developing a longitudinal teacher data system.
14  But the state could also help develop a more comprehensive educational data
system that districts could use to help transform themselves into “learning
organizations” in which all members of the organization engage in ongoing, data-
based, professional learning activities designed to improve their practice.15  Such a
system would include student survey data providing information on students’ reports
of teacher expectations, teacher and school support, their own engagement, and
school academic and disciplinary climate.  It could also include classroom measures
that teachers could use to improve their instructional practice.  Such a system would
be “on-line” to enable educators throughout the system to access information in real
time and to participate in multi-district professional development training with results
from these shared data systems used as grist for these training.

6. Establish a state education inspectorate system.  This system, modeled after the
British system, would serve an inspection rather than an audit function.16  In an
inspection function, trained professionals would visit schools and districts that have
received state funds for school improvement and offer constructive feedback to the
district and its external partner around agreed-upon benchmarks of implementation
and student outcomes, to address any ongoing problems in the reform process.

Cautions and considerations
Suggesting that school districts be targeted for increased investments on the part of the

state may raise some concerns—“sending good money after bad,” for instance.  This new
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strategy would differ from the state’s current method of working with school districts in the
following ways:

• the state would establish “progress indicators” around points closer to where teaching and
learning actually occur—classroom instructional practices, quality of professional
development and coaching, student/teacher relationships—rather than using structural
indicators, such as class size, or focusing solely on outcomes further downstream, such as
graduation rates and test scores;

• the state pairs its expectations for this investment with explicit and credible supports for
achieving these expectations in the form of partnerships with qualified outside partners;17

• the state explicitly validates the districts’ efforts to build their own capacity to meet the
needs of their struggling schools through these partnerships.

Finally, these strategies also require that the state develop its own capacity to carry them out,
requiring an infusion of resources and training to build up the Department of Education.
However, the costs may be lowered if current categorical programs were consolidated or
eliminated, reducing the need for departmental officials to manage these categorical programs.
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