
Leadership for
Lasting Reform

Principals and teachers tratwl through three phases as their schools
build high leadership capacity that sustains improvement.

A
number of years ago. as I
anticipated my fourth and
final year as principal of San
Jose Middle School in
Novato, California, vice prin-

cipal Joe! Montero and I discussed our
concern about the sustainabiiity of the
good work that members of the school
community had done together. Teacher
leadership in the school was strong—
but was it strong enough tt) survive a
major change in administration?

To ease the transition, Joel and I
decided to switch many of our roles.

Linda Lambert

During that school year, I found <iut how
difficult the job of vice principal was.
And Joel prepared himself magnificently
for the principalship that he assumed the
following September. For the next 13
years, every pdiicipal at San Jose Middle
School came from within the school. San
Jose continues to be at the forefront of
school improvement today.

In the meantime, as I moved on to
other administrative roles, the challenge
of sustainabilit}' continued to intrigue
me- What had been the pathway to
sustainable school excellence at San

Jose? Did other successful schools
follow the same pathway? Working with
thousands of school leaders over the
years as an ijistnictor, coach, advisor,
and presenter, I have encountered the
same question again and again: Once
you create a great school, how do you
maijitain a close approximation of that
high quality for the long term?

Study of High Leadership
Capacity Schools
Some coUeagues and I recently set out
to discover how 15 schools made the
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journey toward hi^b leadership
capacity, which we dcfint'tl as broad-
based, skillful participation in the work
of leadership.' I had worked personally
with some ofthe schools in the study;
other schools were nominated by
colleagues working with initiatives that
emphasized the characteristics of high
leadership capacity schools. We gath-
ered information for the study by
visiting thc schools and intemewing
principals and teachers. Through a set
of open-ended questions, we invited
participants to describe the leadership
capacity of their schools, including
obstacles and factors affecting sustain-
abilit>. In two daylong conversations,
our group of researchers identified
pattems. made inferences, and drew
conclusions about what promotes high
leadership capacity.

The participating schools were
located in North Carolina, Ohio,
.Missouri, Kansas, Texas. (California,
Washington, and Alberta. Canada. They
included 3 high schools, 1 junior high
school, and 11 elementary* schools. All
shared key elements related to leader-
ship capacity. At each schotil, a system
of shared governance and distributed
leadership supported a dynamic leader-
ship culture built around a vision-
driven, student-focused conceptual

framework for school improvement.
Student performance data served as the
heart of each school's inquiry approach
to school improvement. Each school
had design features—structures,
processes, and roles—that promoted
leadership capacity.

Most ofthe schools in the study were
urban and high-poverty. One-third of
them had consistently been high-
performing schools and continued to
show improvement; two-thirds had
transformed themselves from low-
performing schools to successful
schools in the last few years. Some had
hit bottom and had nowhere to go but
up. For example, in 1999. Vantage
Elementary' earned 315—one ofthe
lowest ratings in California—on the
state s Academic Pertbrmance Index

Once you create a

great school, how do

you maintain a close

approximation of that

high quality for the

long term?

(API), a numeric scale that defines a
school s performance level on the basis
of statewide testing results. Even the
school's mascot—a trout—was unin-
spiring. Despite the fact that the nearby
creek had hosted an occasional trout
decades ago, this mascot evoked little
school pride. By 2002, however.
Vantage Elementary' boasted signifi-
cantly higlier student performance,
having raised its API to 447. Teacher
professionalism had improved, and the
trout mascot had been replaced by a
bold graphic that symbolized the
school's renewed hope and pride.

In each of the 15 schools we studied,
the principal played a major role in
building shared leadership and a profes-

sional culture. As one principal
commented,

I'm trying to lead for whenever I may
not be here any longer—by building
both the capacity' of systems through
school design choices and people s

acit}̂  for leadership.

Evolving Phases
of School Improvement
Of course, the principals in the study
schools differed in their personalities
and in their management strengths and
weaknesses. But all the principals
shared certain characteristics that
contributed to their schools' evolving
culture of leadership, including

• Understanding of self and clarity of
values;

• A strong belief in eqtiity and the
democratic process;

• Strategic thought abotjt the evolu-
tion of school improvement;

• A vulnerable persona;
• Knowledge of the work of teaching

and leaming; and
• The ability to develop capacity' in

colleagues and in the organization.
These characteristics played out

differently dtiring three major phases of
development that we defined as instruc-
tive, transitional, and high capacity.
The three phases did not end and begin
with clean borders; on the contrary,
many behaviors emerged, dissolved, and
reappeared as the struggle to build lead-
ership capacity progressed.

The Instructive Phase
School improvement begins with a
period of organization as the school
initiates new collaborative processes
that relate to norms, teams, vision, use
of data, shared expectations, and ways
of working together. In the instmctive
phase, the principals roles are to insist
on attention to results, start conversa-
tions, solve difficult problems, challenge
assumptions, confront incompetence,
focus work, establish strtictures and
processes that engage colleagues, teach
about new practices, and articulate
beliefs that eventually get woven into
the fabric of the school.
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The principal of Kinder Elementary
School jump-started change by gath-
ering teachers together on a liorrowed
houseboat to develop a school vision to
which they could all commit At
Johnson Junior High School, the prin-
cipal helped establish a steering
committee and cadres to involve
c*ver>onc in the process of Icadenilup.

Principals in the study reported that
they encountered some patterns of
teacher resistance, disengagement, and
dependence during this stage. More
than one- principal struggled with a staff
message of Y'ou just tell us your vision
for the school, and we'll act t>n it.'

Most of the principals displa>ed
"strength" as a purposeful strategy
during this phase. Although
they believed that they
needed to demonstrate
assertive leadership to jum|>
start the process of moving
out oflow-performance
status, they also understood
that this assertive leadership
was a temporary stage in
building schoolwide leader-
ship capacity.

Tbe Transitional Pbase
During the transitional
phase, the principal's role is
to graLluaily let go. releasing
some authority and control
while providing continued
.support and coaching as
teachers take on more
responsibility. Teachers
often feel tempted to
abandon the effort at this
point—ii seems too hard.
The principal provides
support by continuing the
conversations, keeping a
hand in the process (rather
than accepting quick fixes),
coaching, and problem-
solving within an atmo-
sphere of trust and safety. To
navigate this ph:i.se success-
fully, the principal must
engage in a strategic thought
process, understanding

where the school culture is going and
when to ptill back as teachers emerge as
leaders.

In the study schools, teachers
emerged as leaders at varying rates.
Many were nn>rc than read) to think
differently about their work and expand
their identities to incorporate teacher
leadership; otliers moved more
cautiously and deliberately. Because of
the wide nuige of teachers develop-
ment a.s leaders, principals often found
the transitional phase to be the most
challenging. Some teachers still clung to
their dependent behaviors, expecting
the principal to continue to play an
instnictive role; other teachers were
awakening as more independent profes-

Principal*s Role in High
Leadership Capacity Schools

Displays the following personal attributes
and behaviors:

m Learns continually.
• Thinks strategically.
• Is value- and vision-driven,
• Continues and expands behaviors initiated in earlier
phases.

Participates with other members of the community to

• Share concerns and issues.
• Share decisions,
• Monitor and implement shared vision.
• Engage in reflective practices (reflection/inquiry/dialogue/action).
• Monitor norms and take self-corrective action,
• Think strategically,
• Build a culture of interdependency.
• Self-organize.
• Diversify and blend roles.
• Establish criteria for self-accountability,
• Share authority and responsibility (dependent on expertise
and interest rather than on role),
• Plan for enculturation of new staff and successor.

Uses his or her formal authority to

• Implement community decisions,
• Mediate political pressures,
• Work with less-than-competent staff.
• Work with legal and reform challenges.

sionals; and still others had advanced to
the high leadership capacity stage and
displayed selt-organizing behaviors.

The transitional phase was a time of
epiphanies for lioth principals and
teachers in our study. The principal of
Caravell High School noted that her
strategy of strengtli may have been
getting in the way of others' growth. As
a result of this insight, she pulled back,
encouraging more collaboration and
peer conversations to diminish the
staffs reliance on formal authorit)'.
Vtiien the Oilifomia State Department
of Education identified (^aravell as a low-
performing schtM)!. a dramatic turning
point (Kcurred. The principal laid out
the harsh reality of the school's low-

pertbmiing status at a faculty-
meeting and declared. "I don t
know what to do. We'll have
to figure this otit together."

Tliey did. Teachers and
parents joined action teams to
examine student perlbmiance
data and student work,
conducted action research to
discover new data, developed
a cadre of peer coaches, and
expanded their staff develop-
ment program. Teachers aban-
doned their isolated practice
b> turning to one another.

Tlie willingness of the prin-
cipal to be vulnerable was a
crucial motivator during the
transitional phase. When
teachers became aware that
the principal didn't claim to
have all the answers, they
actively increased their
participation.

Study principals provided
encouragement to teachers
during this phase through
both direct and subtle
approaches. The principal of
(iarsi>n Kiementar\' School
framed the need to address
the achievement gap more
aggressively;

Just remt-nilxT that a
change in practice or
instruction will always
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coniL- from the oiitsicif it you don't
create il from your own action
research.

The principals declaration of the
consequences of inaction clarified the
reality ot the situation for teachers and
enci)urjjied ihem to act. Together, prin-
cipal anti teachers formed Peer Enc|uir>
Projiraiii (PKP) teams. These teams used
constructivist conversations to pose
questions about grotips of students who
lagged behind, to locate and t)o;anize
data, and to design new practices. 'ITieir
conversations tot>k place in taculty
meetings as well as in separateh orga-
nized team nieetitigs.

One ofthe must challenging aspects
of the transitional phase is the need to
break through dependencies. In a
dependent culture, teachers believe that
they need to ask the principal's pennis-
sion for most actions—and they come
to expect the principal to make the
decisions and take care of them. During
the transitional phase, principals need
to hatid decisions and problem solving
back to the teachers, coaching and
leading for teacher efficacy while
refusing to hold tight to authority and
power.

The principal of Toledo Elernentar\"
School asked teachers to decide what (o
do when the vice principal position was
eliminated. They resolved the issue by
voluntarily dividing the vice principal's
tasks among themselves. Alter Riverside
Elementary staff had evolved to a high
level of self-responsibility, they
suggested to the district that they could
do fine without a principal—and the>'
did. And at Verde Elementars. the prin-
cipal willitigly relinquished responsi-
bility for convening meetings and coor-
dinating tasks when the teachers came
to her and said. "We think it is time for
you to let go."

Tfje Hif>h Leadership
Capacity Phase
During the high leadership capacit>^
phase, the school encourages the
teachers to play more prominent leader-
ship roles. The principal takes a lower
profile and foeuses on facilitation and

coparticipation rather than dominance.
Teachers begin to initiate actions, take
responsibility, discover time for joint
efforts, and identity caicial questions
about student learning.

Strikingly, principals and teachers
often become more alike than different
during this phase. A leveling of relatioti-
ships occurs as reciprocitj' develops
between the principal and the teachers.

When teachers became

aware that the principal

didn't claim to have all the

answers, they actively

increased their

participation.

Teachers find their voices, grow confi-
dent in their beliefs, and become more
open to feedback. The principal no
longer needs to convene or mediate the
conversations, frame the problems, or
ehallenge assumptions alone. Principal
and teachers begin to share the same
e(»ncems and work together toward
their goals.

For example, teachers and adminis-
trators at Poe High .School developeil
leadership rubrics to guide their work.
And Ri\erside l:lementar\- teachers
developed a set of agreements that
guided their shared leadership work:
(1) No one is above the other; (2) We
are teachers first; (5) We are a commu-
nity'; and (4) We must learn together.

Teachers Take On Leadership
An intriguing criterion for deciiling
whether a school has reached the high
leadership capacity phase may be its
abi!rt\' to exist and thrive without a prin-
cipal, whether or not it choo.ses to do
so. Of the 1S study scho(jls, 2 had
progre.s.sed to the point where they
operated with a part-time principal, and
1 operated without any princip;U.

Is it desirable to operate without a
person in a full-time, formal role as prin-
cipal? It depends. There arc many
rea.son.s for having a principal. One
person can more easily take responsi-
bility for convening and facilitating
ctHiversations. securing focus, moni-
toring progress. wi)rking through
personnel-related or legal difficulties,
working with the district, and handling
political pre.ssures. In spite of the prob-
lems that may arise from giving so much
resp<jnsibilit\' t<) one person, principals
continue to be the key tt) selnHtl
improvement. Unless a school has
alread) developed high leadership
capacity, teacher behavior is often a
function of principal behavior.

Schools that have developed high
leadersliip capacit)' take on a different
character, however. Even If ihe prin-
cipal is reassigned while the school is
vStill in the transitional phase—whieh
often happens—staff commitment can
survive the change and even energize
the new principal. Teachers find leader-
ship in one another, assigning both
credibility and authotity to their peers.
'fliey tap into mutual authority by
expecting others to identify problems
and bring them to the group.

When principals lead for "whenever
they will not be there." as most of the
principals in our study did. teachers
share responsibility for the effective-
ness ofthe school. Broad-based,
skillful participation in the work of
leadership contributes to lasting
school improvement that is all too
rare. B!

'For a more detailed discussion ofthe
study, see Lusting Lcadersbifr. A Study of
High Lendership (M/iacily Schools
(Iiimbert Leadership I>e\elopnient. 2004).

- The names of all schools and educa-
tors in the stud)' arc pseudonyms. San Jose
Middle School and Joel Montero are actual
names.

Linda Lambert is Professor Emeritus at
California State University at Hayward;
linlambert@aol.com. She is the author of
Leadership Capacity for Lasting School
Improvement {ASCD. 2003).
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